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Welfare Reform in East Asia

In many Western countries, social welfare payments are increasingly being
made conditional on recipients doing voluntary work or attending job train-
ing courses, a system known as ‘welfare-to-work’ or ‘workfare’. Although
social welfare in Asia is very different from that in the West, with much
smaller social welfare budgets, a strong self-reliance and a much higher
dependency on family networks to provide support, the workfare approach is
also being adopted in many Asian countries. This is the first book to provide
a comprehensive overview of how welfare reform around work is implemented
in leading East Asian countries.

Based on the experiences of seven East Asian economies — including China,
Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore, Hong Kong and Macau — this book
critically analyses current trends, the social, economic and political factors
that lead to the implementation of workfare, and compares the similarities and
differences of workfare in the different polities and assesses their effectiveness.
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Preface

Workfare is now a dominant welfare approach in Western democratic countries;
it stresses personal duties, using stringent and punitive measures such as
limiting the time period for receiving public assistance and the withdrawal of
benefits to push social security recipients to the labour market. Since 1997,
workfare has been introduced by some Asian governments. We are very con-
cerned about the well-being of welfare beneficiaries because Asian govern-
ments traditionally do not emphasize the social and political rights of citizens.
Also, some Asian polities have few channels for welfare recipients to express
their grievances and defend their rights.

Moreover, we are puzzled by East Asian governments’ adoption of work-
fare. This is because workfare was introduced by Western capitalist states to
control high social security expenditure and tackle welfare dependency. On
the other hand, East Asian governments have always had a minimal social
security system, and most Asian people are still strongly attached to the
ideologies of self-reliance and family support. The introduction of workfare in
East Asia is obviously a mystery. Thus, this book aims to explore why Asian
governments have implemented workfare measures, examining their develop-
ment and discussing whether workfare is a wise approach for East Asian
societies.

We would like to express our gratitude to the authors of the seven case
studies for their support for this book project. We are grateful to Professor Ka
Ho Mok for his swift and excellent comments on our book proposal and
manuscript. Our thanks also go to Peter Sowden and his colleagues from
Routledge. Their patience and effective work has contributed to the successful
publication of this title.

Chak Kwan Chan and Kinglun Ngok
January 2011
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1 Understanding workfare in Western
and East Asian welfare states

Chak Kwan Chan

Introduction

Many Western welfare states have adopted workfare as their dominant approach
to provide welfare services. This has made social security conditional, with
welfare beneficiaries having to fulfil assigned duties in order to receive their
benefits. Traditional pro-welfare social democratic parties in Europe and the
United States (US), as well as pro-market conservative parties, now support
this approach to welfare provision (Lodemel & Trickey 2000a). Welfare reforms
based on the ideology of workfare have occurred in all the countries in Western
Europe (Handler 2003) and, since the mid-1990s, the European Union (EU)
has regarded activation, which refers to activating the incentive to work among
unemployed people, as the ‘cornerstone of social policy development’ (Lodemel
& Trickey 2000b: 14).

The impact of workfare has not been restricted to Western capitalist states.
An increasing number of Asian countries have introduced welfare-to-work
measures since the late 1990s. Asia’s socioeconomic conditions are different
from those in Europe, however, so it is important to examine why East Asian
welfare states have introduced workfare and what the main features of their
workfare measures are. The first part of this introductory chapter therefore
critically examines the socioeconomic factors contributing to the implementation
of workfare in Western capitalist states. It then points out the nature of East
Asian welfare states and this book’s key concerns.

What workfare is

Although many European countries have had workfare programmes since the
mid-1990s, much disagreement exists about what the word workfare actually
means (Lodemel & Trickey 2000b; Grover & Stewart 2002). It was originally
associated with the US welfare policy that required welfare beneficiaries to
work in both governmental and non-governmental organizations (Mead
1997). The concept later became broader to include the requirement to be
actively job-hunting (Grover & Stewart 2002).
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Despite its lacking a single definition, scholars have noted that workfare
has several common elements. The first of these is ideological and involves the
conviction that citizenship involves both rights and duties rather than that its
main concern should be citizens’ rights. This involves attaching obligations to
rights and changing the nature of social citizenship from being a status to a
matter of contract (Handler 2004). The social contract between the state and
the public now emphasizes the responsibility of welfare beneficiaries to per-
form required duties in order to access rights. This new view of citizenship has
justified governments in demanding that welfare beneficiaries do assigned
work as a prerequisite for receiving benefits (Lodemel & Trickey 2000b). This
new citizenship ideology therefore accords more power to governments to
regulate poor people’s behaviour.

Another common element of workfare is that it stresses the need of welfare
systems to be active rather than passive in response to welfare beneficiaries’
needs and problems. This has become ‘a universal trend in developed welfare
states” due to its widespread perception as an effective means of addressing
social deprivation (Lodemel & Trickey 2000b: 15), and that the provision of
training and education that leads to inclusion in the labour market is also the
stablest, most certain route to social inclusion (Handler 2004). This view that
the extension of states’ control over their citizens’ employment behaviour is
beneficial to their social and psychological well-being leads to the conclusion
that governments have to improve the employability of disadvantaged groups
proactively by requiring them to do community work, attend job-training
programmes and pursue further education.

Yet another common element is the conviction that it is proper for states to
use coercive means to improve welfare beneficiaries’ employability and to reward
those who have done their assigned duties. The US government, for example,
passed the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act in 1999, which strictly enforces work requirements and also restricts the
assistance period to a maximum of two consecutive years with a five-year
lifetime limit (Handler 2004). This approach also concentrates on limiting the
amount of benefits. The United Kingdom (UK) government, for example, is
typical in this regard in ensuring that the least well-paid workers receive better
incomes than those who are not in paid employment (Grover & Stewart
2002). This means that governments use incentives to make having a job
more attractive than receiving a benefit (Lodemel & Trickey 2000a). These
key common elements indicate a definition of workfare as a welfare approach
that uses coercion and rewards to push welfare beneficiaries into the labour
market or to require them to participate in certain activities to strengthen their
work ethics or to enhance their employability.

Socioeconomic challenges and workfare in the West

The emergence of workfare in the West needs to be examined from the context
of the economic and social changes that have challenged the US and Western
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European welfare systems. Their advanced capitalist economies have experienced
serious declines in their manufacturing sectors while having to compete with
developing economies in a global financial market for international invest-
ment. Furthermore, their societies have become characterized by ageing
populations and the disintegration of traditional families, which have put the
democratic welfare states under considerable financial strain.

Economic changes

Fierce global competition has frustrated the development of Western welfare
states since the mid-1980s, as Western governments have found that they can no
longer just increase corporate and income taxes to finance expensive welfare
programmes and, at the same time, achieve the objective of relatively full
employment. This is because capital has become more mobile and international
corporations can easily transfer their investments and production lines to
developing countries that offer them low taxes and cheap labour. An increasing
number of countries with advanced economies have begun to try to reduce
their tax rates in order to maintain their competitive positions in the global
market. For example, when he was the UK’s Chancellor of the Exchequer in
2007, Gordon Brown announced a reduction in corporation and personal
income tax rates of 2 per cent, putting the UK’s corporate tax rate well below
both the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
and EU1S5 average (Tax-News.com 2007).

Globalization has had a dramatic impact on the advanced economies’
labour markets in addition to having put pressure on their tax revenues. Having
high labour costs, Western capitalist states experienced a decline in their
manufacturing industries as corporations moved many factory operations to
Asia and Africa. The number of workers in the manufacturing sectors of ten
major developed economies dropped from 69.7 million in 1970 to 63.7 million
in 1992 (ILO 2010). The average unemployment rate in fifteen members of
the EU was 10 per cent from 1992 to 1997 (Eurofound 2009).

Although the advanced economies have created new jobs, many unemployed
workers have had difficulty being hired for them because of poor education
and inadequate skills. The European Centre for the Development of Vocational
Training (2010) estimated that the share of jobs that require high qualifications
in the EU will increase from 29 per cent in 2010 to about 35 per cent in 2020,
and that the share of those requiring low qualifications will drop from 20 per cent
to 15 per cent. This means that workers with low skill and educational levels
are being excluded from the new labour market.

In the early part of the twenty-first century, 20 per cent of the UK’s working
population had inadequate skills and were effectively illiterate. Nickell (2003:
104) concluded that the solution to poverty in the new economy is to reduce
‘the long tail in the skill distribution’. Similarly, the European Centre for the
Development of Vocational Training (2010: 4) pointed out that Europe’s
occupational structure has been becoming one dominated by jobs requiring
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