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Summary. It is nothing new that ‘the welfare state’ faces serious challenges. Ever since the 1970s, Western 
welfare states have by many researchers been regarded as being in crisis, but despite many policy adjustments 
and important variations among Western welfare states, the overall scope of the welfare state, as measured by 
social expenditure per capita, has by and large increased. At the same time, we can observe a globalization 
of social policy and the emergence of a more active social role of the state in many parts of the world during 
recent decades. 
But new challenges due to a variety of new security issues and new dimensions of uncertainty have appeared, 
not least following the unanticipated Russian large-scale invasion of and war on Ukraine and concomitant 
international political developments. Political unease about the future of the welfare state and scope of social 
policies in different parts of the world has escalated. Welfare political priorities must compete with increased 
priorities for defense, cyber security, and issues related to energy, climate, food, and the environment.
Motivations for state responsibility for citizen welfare and well-being – as well as for the type and scope of 
responsibility - vary. The fate of the welfare state and social policies is clearly a question of political and 
normative commitment to what kind of socially active state is desired. The paper addresses the following 
topics: Why should a state be socially active? What were historical reasons for developing welfare states? 
What are current motivations for developing and maintaining welfare states? What are the economic, political, 
and moral dimensions of welfare state sustainability? In addition to possible national political responses to 
social challenges, it is argued that in a globalized world reinforced international cooperation, coordination and 
regulation may be necessary to achieve sustainability of (national) welfare states.
Keywords: Welfare states, challenges, sustainability, universal rights, social protection

The concept of the welfare state

‘The welfare state’ is most generally defined as a form of government in which the state 
through legislation takes on the responsibility of protecting and promoting the basic 
well-being of all its members. The scope and generosity of this responsibility varies 
over time and across states, as do the definition of or operationalization of ‘well-being’. 
Likewise, the specification of ‘member’ of society or the state can vary as to whether it 
refers to all residents or those holding national citizenship only. The concept or concep-
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tion of ‘the welfare state’ has become increasingly applied in comparative social and 
health policy research over the last three decades, and the identification of different de-
velopmental paths and different welfare state models have become important elements 
of this research, especially since the Danish sociologist Gösta Esping-Andersen’s path-
breaking study of three worlds of welfare capitalism in 1990 (Esping-Andersen, 1990). 
Numerous handbook publications in recent years also attest to the growing attention to 
and academic and political interest in studies of ‘the welfare state’ and its multifarious-
ness (e.g., The Oxford Handbook of the Welfare State, 2010/2021; The Routledge Hand-
book of the Welfare State, 2019; The Routledge International Handbook to Welfare State 
Systems, 2017; Handbook on East Asian Social Policy, 2013; Handbook of Social Policy 
and Development, 2020; Handbook on Austerity, Populism and the Welfare State, 2021; 
The Routledge Handbook of Scandinavian Politics, 2018). However, the concept of ‘the 
welfare state’ is not part of everyday language worldwide, and it carries different con-
notations in different national contexts, e.g., widely used and with a positive connotation 
in Europe, hardly used, and mostly with a negative connotation, in the USA, and barely 
used at all in China.

A variety of ‘welfare state models’

Given different conceptions of welfare and the role and scope of government, of needs 
covered, population coverage, financing, organization, regulation, eligibility, benefit lev-
els and differentiation, etc., researchers have conceptualized different ‘models’ of wel-
fare states. Until the 1990s this was typically a Western-oriented approach, both in terms 
of the base of researchers and of empirical focus, but studies with a global focus emerged 
and grew rapidly since the late 1990s. A list of new concepts and labels demonstrate this, 
see Figure 1.

  Anglo-Saxon; Liberal; Residual; Basic; Targeted; Continental;  
  Corporatist/Conservative; Central/East European; Bismarckian; Industrial- 
  achievement; Christian- Democratic; Protestant-liberal; Southern European; 
  Scandinavian/Nordic; Social-democratic;  
  Institutional-redistributive; Beveridgean; 
  East-Asian; Confucian; Developmental;  
  Productive; Protective; Antipodean, Latin-American; Radical

Figure 1. Concepts and labels of welfare state models: Examples from the literature

Why a socially active state?

States have become socially active for various reasons and motivations. Historically, 
in the 19th century, early initiatives for state actions were spurred by the existence and 
identification of old and new social risks such as widespread poverty, industrialization, 
capitalism, urbanization, contagious diseases, state leaders’ motive to maintain regime 
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stability, aspiration for state- and nation-building and social integration, and democratic 
mobilization from below for social protection and improvement of social conditions. 
Different motivations for social policies could lead to similar policy outcome, and simi-
lar motivations for social policies could result in different policies. There is no one-
to-one-to-one relationship between observations of problems, motivations for political 
action, and contents of policy decisions. During the last 100–120 years social policies 
have expanded in many ways and for new needs and reasons due to demographic con-
cerns, recognition of social rights, class compromises, motivation to promote economic 
productivity and social investment, reconciliation of work and family life, and aim of 
equalizing life chances.

Welfare states come in different forms and sizes

A basic distinction between welfare states concerns the combination of three different 
principles for welfare provision (cash benefits and/or benefits-in-kind):

(1)	 The principle of need (targeting; economic means-testing; residualism)
(2)	 The principle of merit (social insurance; reciprocity; ‘deservedness’; ‘contract’)
(3)	 The principle of ‘citizenship’/residence (universalism; ‘social right’)
All welfare states are based on a combination of these principles, but with different 

patterns, different emphasis on the each of the principles. Based on comparative stud-
ies one hypothesis would be that a welfare state which primarily relies on the principle 
of universalism is probably more conducive both to redistribution and limited poverty 
and more resilient – and sustainable – in times of crises than a welfare state primarily 
building on the principle of means-testing and/or principle of merit. Universal programs 
acknowledge that we are all stakeholders, that we are all at risk, and that we are all po-
tential or actual beneficiaries. 

Whatever the form of welfare state or ‘model’ and despite much focus on neoliberal 
policies in many countries and concern about the sustainability of the welfare state dur-
ing recent decades, the overall scope of the welfare state has been stable or expanding in 
OECD countries as measured by social expenditure as percent of GDP as illustrated in 
Figure 2. The breakdown of expenditures also shows that expenditure for old age pen-
sions and health services dominate everywhere and given trends of demographic change 
these policy areas indicate the biggest challenges for sustainability.  

Beyond the OECD countries we can observe trends underpinning the welfare role of 
the state. There has been growth of conditional cash transfer programs – a social policy 
innovation of the South, emanating from Brazil and Latin America to assist poor, vulner-
able families with children and promote child education and health. Furthermore, health 
care services are becoming more universal in terms of population coverage and a variety 
of noncontributory social pensions has been introduced in countries with dual labor mar-
kets and high rates of informality (UN, 2018). But importantly: it must be noted that as 
of now as many as more than half of the world population lacks basic social protection 
(UNEN, 2021).
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 Figure 2. Social expenditure as percent of GDP in OECD countries in 2019

Times of uncertainty: old and new

Uncertainty about the status and future of the welfare state is nothing new. That (West-
ern) welfare states are considered to be in crisis or are moving towards a crisis is a re-
curring topic in the research literature. A selection of book titles during the last 50 years 
demonstrates this, as shown in Figure 3.

•	 1973: O‘Connor: The Fiscal Crisis of the State
•	 1978: Rose & Peters: Can Government Go Bankrupt?
•	 1981: OECD: The Welfare State in Crisis
•	 1984: Offe: Contradictions of the Welfare State
•	 1989: Douglas: The Myth of the Welfare State
•	 1994: Pierson: Dismantling the Welfare State
•	 1999: Svallfors/Taylor-Gooby (eds): The End of the Welfare State?
•	 2001: Huber/Stephens: Development and Crisis of the Welfare State
•	 2004: Castles: The Future of the Welfare State: Crisis Myths and Crisis Realities
•	 2012: Connelly/Hayward: The Withering of the Welfare State
•	 2012: Palmer: After the Welfare State

Figure 3. A selection of book titles indicating a dark or ‘pessimistic’ perspective on the 
future of the welfare state

Other studies have advanced a brighter picture of long-term welfare state develop-
ment (e.g., Glennerster 2010, Kuhnle 2000) indicating that assessing status and pros-
pects is also a question of time perspective and welfare state dimensions and character-
istics examined.

But agreement can possibly be reached on the general assessment that the circum-
stances in which welfare states first arose and developed and the circumstances in which 
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they operate today are very different. Demographic change and international business 
cycles require constant reconstruction work on the welfare state. 

Crucial new uncertainties have emerged during the recent two-three years. A global 
‘polycrisis’ is looming due to the Covid-pandemic and its consequences, due to Russia’s 
invasion of and war on Ukraine, refugee crises, disrupted supply chains, high inflation, 
energy and food insecurity, debt crises, climate-induced natural disasters and increased 
geopolitical rivalry and mistrust. The polycrisis has a collateral impact on the politics of 
welfare and add to uncertainty and challenges to the sustainability of established welfare 
states and to the further development of welfare states in emerging economies.

Uncertainty and dimensions of welfare state sustainability

Following Glennerster (2010) old and new uncertainties can be said to relate to three 
dimensions of welfare state sustainability: economic, political and moral. Each of the 
three dimensions gives rise to several intriguing questions and issues, some of which are 
summed up in Figure 4.

We can imagine several possible impacts of economic globalization or international 
economic integration and competition on national welfare states. Is, as often assumed, 
international economic integration a threat to the national welfare state? To this, three 
contesting hypotheses can be formulated:

(1) Maybe: High levels of state provision of social welfare are not considered sustain-
able (“efficiency hypothesis”); 

(2) Hardly: Welfare states compensate for the risks that accompany economic open-
ness (“compensation hypothesis”); 

(3) No: Political potential for greater international consensus on taxation to prevent 
‘a race to the bottom’ (“the welfare state itself globalizes”)

Economic (fiscal) 
dimension

Are increases in taxation necessary to finance increased demands for social 
transfers and services in ageing populations possible?
Can increased national taxation levels be maintained in times of high level of 
international economic interdependence?

Political  
dimension

Issues of security, climate change, energy, environment, food supply, and mi-
gration will increasingly compete with welfare policy issues on the political 
agenda.
Rising inequality increases risk of social division of welfare; affects trust and 
legitimacy, and reform capacity

Moral dimension
Can commitment to social solidarity and cohesion necessary for upholding or 
developing an inclusive welfare state be maintained in times of increasing eco-
nomic and political insecurity and trends towards more inequality?

Figure 4. Old and new uncertainties relate to three dimensions of welfare state sustainabil-
ity (building on Howard Glennerster, 2010)
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In Figure 5 an overview is presented of tentative economic and political factors which 
in a more global economy may lead to either an increased pressure on the welfare state 
leading to a shrinkage of the welfare state and factors which may lead to an expansion 
of the welfare state. The overview of pro- and con-arguments for possible welfare state 
sustainability or development is presented to illustrate that alternative scenarios can be 
outlined very much dependent on assumptions about decisions and choices made by 
political actors, organized interests, firms, voters and consumers.

Dealing with uncertainty: Any hope?

We can observe that:
•	 There is not one recipe for welfare state maintenance given varieties of welfare 

state ‘models’ and variations in economic and political conditions and capaci-
ties for development. National goals for social policies diverge. Uncertainties and 
prospects vary;

•	 Old European welfare states persevere despite crises, cutbacks and trimming of 
social programs; some deconstruction, but also reconstruction and (new) cons-
truction;

•	 Innovative policy solutions emerge in developing countries;
•	 There has been a massive growth of international epistemic communities and 

comparative welfare research over the last 30 years, not least since the drive for 
global social policy perspectives (initiated by Deacon, Hulse and Stubbs, 1997).

Factors which may lead to a 
SHRINKAGE of the welfare state

Factors which may lead to an EXPANSION of 
the welfare state

Economic 
outlook

Increased capital mobility; fear of 
capital flight; welfare policies re-
garded as a burden on the economy

Need to protect the labor market against in-
creased market competition;
Investor confidence in political and social 
stability

Political 
outlook

Increased social inequality may 
lead to less political consensus; 
with relatively fewer tax-payers, 
greater risk of tax rebellion

Investment in human capital may contribute 
to social stability: demographic change may 
bring about increased demand for health and 
welfare services, which lead to increased pub-
lic expenditure; initiative for a ‘global social 
contract’, ‘global tax system’ (Ortiz, 2023)

Figure 5. Economic and political factors which in a more globalized economy may lead to a 
shrinkage or expansion of the welfare state
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A global universal right to social protection?

A global universal right to social protection and security is an idea which has gained in-
creasing significance in the course of recent decades parallel to the growth of internation-
al organizations, “transnational actors,” and international epistemic communities, e.g.:

•	 ILO: Social security for all (2012)
•	 WHO: Health for all (1978)
•	 UNESCO: Education for all 
•	 UN: Universal health care (2012)
•	 UN: 2030 Agenda for sustainable development (2015)
•	 World Bank & ILO: Global partnership for universal social protection to achieve 

the sustainable development goals (2016)
It can be noted that ideas for a global minimum tax have been suggested by the Nobel 

laureate in economics Joseph Stiglitz (2021): “The international community seems to be 
moving towards a historic agreement on the taxation of multinational corporations, hop-
ing to end the race to the bottom by imposing a global minimum tax. At their meeting in 
Rome, the G20 leaders endorsed the underlying framework created under the auspices 
of the OECD,” and Isabel Ortiz (2023) has suggested that “a global social contract is 
urgently needed: anchored in human rights, with higher social standards and better social 
services, to ensure universal coverage with adequate benefits in education, health, social 
security or social protection and other public services.”

Beyond the national welfare state: how to get there?

Uncertainties and challenges have accumulated at national levels during the recent two-
three years. This state of affairs, plus markedly increased political polarization in the 
world,  makes it for the time being even more difficult to imagine much progress on 
initiatives for coordinated global social action. We face a truly collective action problem. 
There can be little doubt that prospects for welfare state sustainability at national levels 
are conditioned by international political developments. The pervasiveness of interna-
tional labor and capital mobility, migration, contagious diseases, and climate change 
in the world all require more international regulation and rules about rights to social 
protection and welfare. The future sustainability of national welfare states is hardly con-
ceivable without strengthened international cooperation. International cooperation can 
be recognized as an additional political dimension of the sustainability of welfare states 
at the national level.
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