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Introduction 

 The world finds itself in a major period of transition and restructuring in the wake of the 

2008 financial crisis as it works to reconcile state interests for austerity with the increasing 

social pressures and social constraints of an economic crisis within its welfare regimes. This 

is clear when looking to the record highs of civil unrest related to levels of inequality and 

unemployment not seen in generations. In particular, youth unemployment is the emerging 

marginalized community which is bearing the brunt of this unemployment and inequality 

pandemic. In this vein, I looked to examine the policy trends that occur as a result of the 

recent economic crisis because it is my goal to understand whether the current policy 

behavior models will be sufficient to explain how countries will react to new policy concerns 

of youth unemployment and unprecedented social risk.   

 This paper aims to critically look at conventional wisdom, about the motivations and key 

factors at play, in welfare policy development within the United States and the United 

Kingdom; which are generally considered to be two of the stingiest welfare states. The goal 

will be to understand how these welfare systems will react to the growing at risk group of 

unemployed youth in the aftermath of a major global economic recession and determine if 

the plight for the unemployed youth in these countries is as bad as current media indicators 

and experts might have us believe. The famous labor economist Robert Reich, former 

Secretary of Labor, says in his critically acclaimed documentary, “Inequality For All,” that 

the economic outlook for young people is as bad as it was in the great depression, but will the 

current policy trends continue to promote inequality or will young people be able to find a 

way to pressure the legislative process to respond with more egalitarian shifts in the social 
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assistance programs that they offer? Why and how are these “welfare regimes,” currently 

facing similar socio-economic constraints in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, choosing 

to engage in different policy options in the form of welfare retrenchment versus stability or 

expansion? These are generation defining questions that are facing youth universally among 

all struggling labor markets in the developed western welfare states.  

 In the following chapters I seek to capture the common frameworks by which welfare 

theorists seek to provide answers to those questions above. In chapter 1, I explore what the 

literature tells us about the framework and models of social policy development. In chapter 2, 

I extrapolate on two prevalent models in the general literature and discuss how I will 

operationalize those modes and test their explanatory power when applied to the United 

Kingdom and the United States as a comparative case study. In chapter three, I carry out the 

first of my two case studies by completing both models in succession as they apply to the 

United Kingdom. In the fourth chapter, I continue my comparative case study by laying out 

the chosen models as they apply to the United States. In the fifth and final chapter, I 

complete the case study by doing a comparative analysis where I discuss both the basic 

trends captured by the evidence collected and how they fit and do not fit the predictions in 

the literature. Furthermore, I present an analysis of the general literature and potential gaps in 

the models where further academic research would be beneficial to further our understanding 

of welfare policy behavior, particularly as it relates to times of crisis.  
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Chapter 1: Literature Review 

 Addressing the world of welfare development has for some time been considered a fairly 

straightforward relationship. As far as welfare states go, they are pretty homogenous in their 

general social constraints in that they tend to be advanced western economies with varying 

levels of democratic representation in these countries. Because of this, many authors feel 

confident that there are simple explanations that can be used to interpret the policy patterns 

of different welfare states. In fact, these experts, “since the early 1970’s, generally identify 

three distinct welfare state responses to economic and social change (Andersen 1996, 10). 

The root of these distinctions which separate the three welfare state typologies are, for many 

authors including Gosta Esping Andersen, the varying clusters of national values. 

Specifically, among these operationally different welfare states it is important to understand 

how these national values translate into “the degree of political consensus required for 

preserving broad support… for the taxes that a welfare state model demands” (Andersen 

1990, 26). Different values and policy framework clusters are the defining characteristic of 

Andersen’s work, which has culminated in his now famous model of the “Three Worlds of 

Welfare Capitalism” which outlines the legislative feedback of welfare policy development 

“explicitly as a form of class politics” (Andersen 1990, 24). This function of class politics is 

further clarified where the “history of political coalitions is the most decisive cause of 

welfare state variations” (Andersen 1990, 1). In other words, welfare protections and 

spending are systematically linked with national values and political legitimacy in traditional 

categorizations of policy behavior.  
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 In particular this general theory was developed with the goal of tracking and explaining 

welfare state growth as well as its retrenchment regarding social policy development. In 

theory this development and policy trend of growth or retrenchment should follow basic 

trends of societal approval or backlash in democratic societies. In this vein, it is important to 

understand that this theory of policy behavior forwarded by Andersen sees “the welfare state 

not just as a mechanism that intervenes in, and possibly corrects, the structure of inequality; 

it is, in its own right, a system of stratification. It is an active force in the ordering of social 

relations” (Andersen 1990, 23). Further, it is this stratification of target equality versus 

inequality which helps explain “why some groups are advantaged more than others 

independently of traditional notions of political power and how policy designs reinforce or 

alter such advantages” (Ingram and Schneider 1993, 334). Moreover, for the purposes of this 

study which examines the potential for assistance to a newly emerging community of 

unemployed youth in the aftermath of an economic recession, Andersen’s model expects “the 

class coalitions in which the three welfare state regime types were founded, explain not only 

their past evolution but also their future prospects” (Andersen 1990, 33).  

The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism 

 I. The Social Democratic State        

   
The gold standard of welfare state policy is represented by states such as Denmark, 

Norway and Sweden. The reason for this is that the shapes of policy expenditures throughout 

Scandinavia are imbedded with “features of luxury to satisfy the wants of a more 

discriminating public” (Andersen 1990, 32). As a point of clarification, Andersen means that 

the focus of what he designates as the “Social Democratic” system of welfare is a largely 
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redistributive one which focuses on high taxes in order to establish greater equality and a 

universally targeted middle class. In other words, “in Scandinavia, the fortunes of social 

democracy over the past decades were closely tied to the establishment of a middle-class 

welfare state that benefits both its traditional working-class clientele and the new white-collar 

strata” (Andersen 1990, 32). The Scandinavian welfare states are clearly focused on and 

identity of a middle class society with high class mobilization and broad universal program 

initiatives with more or less indiscriminant targets. According to the basis of Andersen’s 

theory of policy behavior, there must be a reason why these broad based targets are seen to 

be politically deserving of such high levels of support despite the great expense of such 

inclusive social insurance methods. 

 Anne Schneider and Helen Ingram, leaders in the field of understanding target legitimacy 

and policy accountability, explain “social constructions [indeed] influence the policy agenda 

and the selection of policy tools, as well as the rationales that legitimate policy choices” 

(1993, 334). One particular reason that the social democratic system is able to legitimatize 

such broad targets and be willing to accept the extraordinarily high costs of welfare that such 

programs generate is that these countries are highly homogenous in both ethnicity and 

culture. Thus it is much easier to understand why the national values of these states include a 

focus on supporting the working class so that all can enjoy the security and lifestyle of the 

middle class. In essence, the social assistance in this model is based on ideals of equality and 

social solidarity because there exists a high level of common interests which place a great 

value on the entitlement to “social resources, health, education [as a precondition] to 

participate effectively as a social citizen” (Andersen 1990, 12).  
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II. The Structuralist (Corporatist-Statist) State     

  
To reiterate, Andersen’s theory rests rather clearly and understandably upon opinions 

as the driver of these intuitionally different approaches to welfare distribution as well as 

differences in welfare goals. One major factor he relies on is the belief that socially 

aggregated opinions and values capture the level of class conflict which he asserts impacts 

the input of these national values as they are related through the legislative process and 

political legitimation of targeting specific recipients over others. In the Social Democracy 

model, as seen above, there is remarkably little class conflict, and thus, there is a strong level 

of universal support for high equality with redistributive measures in place to effect real 

changes in the socio economic landscape. The essence of this “regime cluster is composed of 

those countries… that would promote an equality of the highest standards, not an equality of 

minimal needs as was pursued elsewhere” (Andersen 1990, 27). For the Corporatist state 

however, “what predominated was the preservation of status differentials; rights, therefore, 

were attached to class and status” (Ibid at 27). In other words, this second model of welfare 

regime is strife with class conflict as compared to the homogenous and egalitarian 

Scandinavian model. 

In order to understand those differences however, it is antecedently important to 

understand how the Corporatist and Social Democratic models work in similar ways. One 

interesting point of comparison between the two outlined types of welfare states enumerated 

thus far is that both types of welfare regimes, despite differences in specific targets and goals 

of policies, do place an emphasis on the de-commodification of assistance as a way to 

circumvent market dependency and labor participation during times of necessary withdrawal 

from working in the labor force, “hence private insurance benefits play a truly marginal role” 
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(Andersen 1990, 27). These times of necessity are directly tied to indicators of legitimacy 

and often defined in a given welfare context as socially encouraged activities. It follows then 

that particularly when something forcibly removes someone from the labor force (meaning 

they have no control over the circumstances which demand an absence) there is a fairly broad 

consensus that protections should be extended in that circumstances because the target is 

perceived to be weak and in need, thus deserving of assistance. Conversely, instances of 

voluntarily opting out of working can easily be seen as an act of delinquency or free loading, 

and as such, much less deserving of assistance despite being similarly removed from means 

by which to participate in society. The range in between these measures are what interest 

Andersen and best give shape to his different models where the Scandinavian welfare states 

tend to be the most de-commodifying (least strict with providing assistance in matters of 

opting out of the labor market when individuals deem it necessary); the Anglo-Saxon the 

least (the third regime type). 

For the Corporatist welfare state, observers see “a labyrinth of status specific 

insurance funds” (Andersen  1990, 24). This means that for matters of persons opting out of 

the labor force, there are specific types of readily and universally accepted targets of social 

assistance, such as “pensions, maternity leave, parental leave, educational leave, and 

unemployment insurance,” however it is worth noting that in this system “guaranteed 

benefits are equal to normal earnings” (Andersen 1990, 23). In other words, with this second 

type of welfare state formulation, Andersen observes “a state edifice perfectly ready to 

displace the market as a provider of welfare” just as with the Scandinavian case (Ibid at 27). 

Yet, unlike the Scandinavian formulation of equality and egalitarianism, “the state’s 

emphasis, [in Corporatist states like Austria, Germany and Italy,] on upholding the status 
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differences means that its redistributive impacts are negligible” (Andersen 1990, 27). Thus it 

can be noted that this particular formulation would suggest that these primarily Germanic and 

continental welfare states appear to have highly segregated national values that are held 

captive to political values which are aggregated in the social elite so that the marginalized 

groups of individuals are fairly “limited in their capacity for collective solidarity and 

mobilization… [leaving them] dependent on decisions and forces beyond their control” 

(Andersen 1990, 16). This would forward a context where there may be high protections for 

the unemployed upper echelon citizens but likely very little of this assistance would be made 

available to the unestablished and economically weak group of unemployed youth.  

III. The Anglo-Saxon (Liberal) Welfare State    

    
The final group of welfare states are primarily organized as the group of most 

westernized and market oriented welfare economies like the United States, United Kingdom 

and Australia. Particularly, these countries deviate from the basic norms of welfare delivery 

because unlike the previous systems, the Liberal welfare state focuses more on the 

marketization, rather than the de-commodification of welfare benefits. In essence, the 

national values of target legitimacy are often seen to be the strictest in this cluster of welfare 

regimes according to highly normalized work-ethic norms and an emphasis on self-reliance 

in the marketplace. Further, Andersen categorizes the behavior of this cluster as fairly 

straightforward and highly standardized in its approach; “In one cluster we find the Liberal 

welfare state, in which means-tested assistance, modest universal transfers, or modest-social 

insurance plans predominate” (Andersen 1990, 26). In other words, the Liberal welfare 
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states, in theory, act both similarly to the Scandinavian model in that both deliver services 

which benefit individuals on a universally redistributive standard, noting of course, that the 

assistance given by each state redistributes towards very different socially approved points. 

The Anglo-Saxon model, as is found in the U.S., redistributes based on culturally defined 

minimum needs rather than middle class standards of living as one might expect in the Social 

Democratic model. In other words, the Liberal welfare state is assumed to be little more than 

a set of minimalist safety nets leaving private entity providers of welfare and risk protection 

to lead the way as the primary institutions by which people receive benefits. This assertion 

follows the reasoning that “benefits [of state based programs] cater mainly to a clientele of 

the low-income, usually working-class, state dependents” leaving the middle and upper-class 

to utilize private institutions such as employers which provide similar programs as parts of 

compensation and incentive packages (Andersen 1990, 26). As for the unemployed youth in 

the Liberal welfare state, just as in the Scandinavian model, so long as the unemployment can 

be seen as legitimate in the eyes of the policy makers and not perceived as delinquency in the 

eyes of the public, benefits will be extended unilaterally.  

However this is a bold assumption and has been challenged not only by many 

theorists but also by empirical data. In particular, Andersen’s theory holds that the main 

target of welfare policies, in his liberal typology, should be the lowest income groups who 

cannot compete in the market. Empirically however, Suzanne Mettler and Christopher 

Howard show that the redistributive properties US welfare programs directed towards these 

individuals are negligible while providing assistance to the rich in the form of tax cuts which 

tend to be exaggerating inequalities. Further, there is the assumption that there is consensus 

in the national values regarding the need for money spent protecting these marginalized and 
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economically weak groups based on maintaining minimal qualities of life. However, authors 

like Schneider and Ingraham show that in individualistic societies like the US, and in theory 

the UK, many people believe such programs are ineffective and create dependency rather 

than a productive member of society. 

What’s really going on?         

  
In fact, the welfare state as we know it appears to be under duress, facing cases of 

what many onlookers and experts would categorize as necessary phases of systematic welfare 

retrenchment during steady economic decline and a debt crisis among the affluent European 

and  developed western economies throughout the world. Indeed, it is no secret that even the 

Scandinavian welfare states, which have been the model for pushing the boundaries of social 

insurance and government led redistribution, have been forced to make noticeable spending 

cuts according to the aggregated spending data compiled by the Organization for Economic 

Co-Operation and Development. Despite this outward impression of the welfare expenditures 

and welfare budgets under fire, it remains unclear whether or not any actual or significant 

change is occurring. For this reason, many authors have made it their goal to better capture 

the pulse of welfare states, and in doing so understand how different states will respond to 

future socio economic challenges. This process begins with understanding the capacity of a 

given welfare state to provide protection to its beneficiaries. However, when beginning to 

examine the sum of a States’ welfare programs, many authors such as Christopher Howard 

already believe that the world and the media rely far too heavily on the traditional 

measurements of direct welfare spending as a portion of GDP to define the character of a 

welfare state. Howard explains that this general measurement of different states “generosity” 
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fails to hit the mark in terms of assessing the true nature or state of affairs within the welfare 

state. Instead authors like Suzanne Mettler, along with Christopher Howard, are more 

concerned with understanding the level of equality, or in fact inequality, that is generated 

from the welfare distribution policies and programs that are in place within a given welfare 

regime.  

In other words, when assessing the policies of a given welfare state it is far less 

important to understand how a state will react when facing financial pressures to retrench its 

programs, and far more important to understand how that same state will determine who 

receives the benefits which are still available. The general idea that a government will want 

to spend less on social policies when forced to make cutbacks is not difficult to understand, 

however, it becomes more complex when in that recession there is a growing demand and 

need for such government assistance. There is a basic logic to understanding that when there 

is an economic recession, “welfare rolls” increase, which in turn means that the cost of 

programs go up at the same time as the government has less money to distribute lest major 

changes occur within the program benefits or targets. This conundrum in particular is what 

highlights the need to carefully analyze the stability and shape of welfare policies to answer 

whether or not “the welfare state has continued to provide the inclusive social protection that 

defined its goals and operations in the immediate decades after World War II?” (Hacker 

2004, 243). Unfortunately, there are serious problems with this question, posed by researcher 

Jacob Hacker, problems which are best illuminated by Christopher Howard who 

demonstrates the flaw of measuring the success of welfare states against a standard goal or 

normative idea of social protection.  This is, in part, because the modern welfare state policy 
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development “should itself be seen as a process that is highly mediated by politics… In an 

environment of new or worsening social risks” (Hacker 2004, 246).  

The Welfare State Nobody Knows       

     
The United States is one such example of a complicated, more than meets the eyes 

welfare system.  Christopher Howard best outlines this point in his chief evaluation of the 

American welfare state, calling it “The Welfare State Nobody Knows.” In his first chapter, 

“She’s So Unusual,” the reader is set up to take away that this title is fairly misleading and 

only represents a fraction of the truth. Perhaps a better title would read:  “She’s So 

Misunderstood,” this would-be title offers a more apt summary of Howard’s point, and 

framing of the common question among welfare scholars, which asks if the American 

welfare state is unusually small? To answer this question, Howard reexamines the techniques 

used by other scholars to examine the American welfare system as well as all other basic 

welfare states. Howard’s conclusion is simple, there are serious methodological shortcomings 

inherent in traditional measurement techniques, whether it be the portion of GDP spent on 

social assistance programs and grants, or an accounting of cross national coverage programs 

as a measure of the scope of assistance offered by a welfare state, which belie and belittle 

other policy tools and forms of social spending which address welfare issues in alternative 

ways. In other words, the argument is made by Howard as well as other prominent theorists 

such as Jacob Hacker and Suzanne Mettler, that certain political complexities such as the 

legislative practices and distributive institutions  make the measurement of any policy 

response (particularly where changes in policy trends are concerned) more difficult to 

identify. The core issue of such wrongful measurements, like direct public expenditures, is 
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what Howard identifies as the pervasive need of scholars to measure programs in the United 

States against programs in continental Europe or Scandinavia, and by doing so, leap to the 

conclusion that the United States does very little. This conclusion, while on some level can 

be fairly accurate, does not sit well with many onlookers of the social policy development 

process. Jacob Hacker, in particular, argues that there are several different strategies to 

accomplish meaningful policy change and the scope and shape of those changes depend on 

who’s interest are in play. For this reason, Hacker advises caution, because “looking only at 

affirmative choices on predefined issues, retrenchment analyses tend to downplay the 

important ways in which actors may shape and restrict the agenda of debate and prevent 

some kinds of collective decisions altogether” giving off the appearance of a laggard welfare 

state (Hacker 2004, 245). Indeed, Howard emphasizes the presence of hasty generalizations 

about the U.S. welfare state, which in their nature encourage skewed perceptions about the 

benefits available to individuals and groups in the system. One such example of this can be 

found in Howard’s brief case study of United States Housing Policy.  

Under the traditional welfare policy analysts’ microscope, which Howard uses to 

mean the basic measurement of direct government spending in areas like social insurance and 

grants, we see that when exclusively examining public or low income housing subsidies, the 

United States does very little, relative to “government subsidized residential units” among all 

the affluent European Union based welfare states. In fact, the number of such direct subsidies 

for housing units as a percent of the total housing units represents “less than 5 percent of all 

residential dwellings in the United States. Government subsidized rental units account for 

about 15 percent of all dwellings in France and Germany, 25 percent in the United Kingdom 

and Denmark, and 40 percent in the Netherlands” (Howard 2007, 20).  However, this picture 
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of U.S. Housing policy is incomplete according to Howard. Instead, policy analysts must 

broaden their measurement perspectives to include different policy tools which may 

indirectly address welfare issues like subsidized housing without visible public spending 

programs. Some of these policy tools include low interest loan guarantees for low income 

individuals looking to buy a house as well as tax credits for new home owners. Back to the 

case study regarding U.S. housing policy coverage, “if we conservatively assume substantial 

overlap between home owners who receive benefit from loan guarantees and tax 

expenditures, then total U.S. assistance to housing would be in the range of 35 to 40 percent” 

(Howard 2007, 20). This stark difference as compared to the initial 5 percent coverage is not 

just an isolated occurrence but instead represents the fairly standard way in which the 

American welfare state is misunderstood and the ruler by which analysts compare welfare 

states is insufficient.  Howard paints a fairly optimistic portrait in this way, but Hacker and 

Mettler would note the type of interests that are backing this conglomeration of visible and 

invisible housing assistance policies are the most important factors in determining both why 

the U.S. operates so differently than other developed welfare states around the world. In 

particular, to ascertain the interests reflected in the policy decision making, Hacker wishes to 

look at the targets of policies as well as the “political feedback effects” those targets have on 

the legislative process. Thus for Howard’s housing policy case study, Hacker might explain 

that the reason it appears so lackluster at first glance is because the targets are not so focused 

on offering the social protection to the poorest members of society who, like in other welfare 

states, would otherwise not be able to afford housing. Instead, the American tax expenditure 

and low interest loan guarantees are targeted more at supporting the middle class voting and 

tax base. In this case, there is strong political motivation to allocate spending to this group of 



Page | 21  
 

the population; however there are clear political problems with visibly targeted constituents 

based on support rather than need as can be observed in many experiments conducted by 

Suzanne Mettler which show that individuals across the income levels “once informed of 

policy effects, were inclined to articulate policy preferences that favored the interests of the 

less well-off” (Mettler 2011, 65). So in this case, there is less visible assistance distribution 

and a policy strategy which is meant to obscure the scope and targets of housing policy in the 

US. 

 Nevertheless, the idea Howard is underlining is this: there is more than one way 

to finance or satisfy welfare policy objectives. This is certainly an observation which is 

critical to pay attention to. In an individual centered  society like the United States, these 

different tools can even include government regulation in the form of what Howard calls 

“publically mandated private social expenditure” (Howard 2007, 18) or even the personal 

pursuit of legal compensation from private actors. Either way, the American welfare state 

certainly functions in its own unique way and does not and should not necessarily be 

confined to the measuring tools set by different European welfare state. This point is made 

more clearly with an example regarding the percent of GDP which is distributed among 

different social expenditures. Under the traditional scope we see that the United States falls 

pretty much at the bottom of affluent welfare states at approximately 15 percent of GDP 

according to table 1.1 (Howard 2007, 15). However, there is  plenty of evidence hinting that 

the indirect policy tools of the American welfare state are not that small and in fact are really 

pretty average among the low spending welfare states like Canada and the UK. But the 

percentages of spending might not do actual spending figures any justice. Take the 

comparison laid out by Howard, which shows that Bill and Melinda Gates only spend about 2 
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percent of their annual expenses on food, which as compared to the national average of 14 

percent would, at face value, appear to be an appalling gap. A gap which might suggest 

malnourishment or starvation. However, as Howard points out, “with people as rich as the 

Gates family, it might make more sense to calculate the spending per person. The same is 

true when comparing the size of welfare states” (Howard 2007, 23). In other words, “because 

the U.S.  has the largest GDP and GDP per capita…the U.S. government can devote a 

relatively smaller share of its GDP to social welfare and still spend more per person than 

those nations devoting a higher share of GDP” (Howard 2007, 23). A fair point certainly, but 

the picture still remains fuzzy when we put Howard’s claim for the U.S. welfare state, which 

argues traditions of less spending might not actually mean “less spending,” particularly when 

we apply Hacker’s important questions which consider the targets and political factors of 

policy development strategies. These two claims put next to each other might suggest that the 

United States is not unique so much in what it contributes to social assistance but rather 

unique in whom it has chosen to design its welfare state around as the primary recipients.  

This experience is particularly problematic because it highlights the limited awareness and, 

in turn, the capabilities of social consensus building on future policy decisions. In other 

words, it makes the point that the American welfare state promotes growing social inequality. 

But is this merely an inherent trait of the American welfare system, where some are meant to 

be left out while others cared for based on “past social policy choices [which] create strongly 

vested interests and expectations” (Hacker 2004, 245). Or perhaps, as Suzanne Mettler would 

argue, there is a visibility issue within policy development and the fate of welfare programs 

to be skewed towards the powerful and entrenched political interests only holds true so long 

as the design and delivery mechanisms of such programs remain hidden.  
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Complications in the Two Tiers Model      

      
Under traditional lenses of policy development the answer may have seemed clear, 

and the evidence may have sufficiently supported a path dependency argument without much 

room for disagreement. However, there are now gaps in the evidence where authors have 

shown growing support from groups, “including majorities of Republicans and high earners,” 

for the expansion of the EITC which gives tax refunds to poor working families (Mettler 

2011, 65). Clearly, these two competing policy development theories hold important 

implications about the understanding of future social policy design within welfare states. 

This important query is one that must be remembered and is further explored by Howard in 

chapter two of his book, “Tracks of My Tiers,” which is both an examination of the popular 

two-tiered model of the U.S. welfare state as well as a reconstitution of one of the 

overarching themes of his book, outlining the “need to describe something accurately before 

trying to explain it” (Howard 2007, 26). Similar to the misconceptions regarding the size and 

scope of the American welfare state under traditional measures, Howard argues there is a 

large level of misunderstanding associated with the defining of the American welfare state 

from within, as a “two tiered” system. The main idea behind these two distinct and separate 

tiers is to separate those policies which represent wide bearing and generous social insurance 

programs for the general population versus more stringently regulated means tested programs 

of social assistance for the poorest segments of society.  Analysts of the American welfare 

state seem quick to jump to broad generalizations and look primarily to single programs by 

which to make these comparisons.  Of course, this trend would seem to be in keeping with 

the path dependency model, and as such, is what Howard classifies as an example of the 

wrongheaded analysis offered up by path dependency theorists. Further Howard aims to 
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reveal the narrow understanding of path dependency, showing the basis of such two-tier 

models which compare programs like “social security [which] is supposed to represent the 

upper tier of European style insurance programs” (Howard 2007, 29) and programs like the 

Aid to Families with Dependent Children.  However, anyone who looks closely can see that 

there are numerous issues with using such skewed policy models, even within the two tiers.  

The major problem with such a misunderstanding of a two tiered system stems from the 

weight of the assumption of political endorsement which goes with it.  

There is a clear and reasonable purpose behind a two tier system, as well as the 

general arguments of path dependency; it seems a perfectly reasonable interpretation of many 

welfare programs and as such a reasonable predictor of future policy behavior. Undeniably, 

by drawing a bright line in the sand based on who benefits and how they are allocated those 

benefits, helps to clarify which programs carry more political and social weight in the form 

of voting support. In a welfare state which is attempting to redistribute scarce resources, 

particularly in tough financial environments, it would make sense that “Upper tier programs 

are supposed to be favored because they serve a larger number of politically powerful 

individuals” (Howard 2007, 30). However, if the line that is drawn does not accurately 

capture the situation, it is much harder to make accurate politically weighted decisions 

regarding support or targeted growth in specific spending sectors. In other words, the 

questions of how much and for whom, are more complicated issues than are given credit in a 

two tier system. In order to factor in how much and for who, it is imperative that we identify 

and measure the different factors which influence the uniformity, generosity, beneficiaries 

and trends of spending across different programs. In particular, authors like Suzanne Mettler 
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argue that the shape of policy support falls along a continuum rather than a cluster of two 

types of welfare programs with predetermined levels of support and political longevity.  

 In general, there is an ideal deference towards programs like Social Security and 

Medicare which can deliver relatively uniform benefits across different social groups on a 

national scale. Certainly some groups receive more money from social security depending on 

earnings history, yet the ideas remains that “everyone effectively plays by the same rules” 

(Howard 2007, 32). However, not all top tier programs are able to accomplish such broad 

social insurance schemes, just as not all bottom tier programs are so limited to small 

constituents of the poor. However, uniformity among programs is fairly difficult to measure 

in the American context because of the unique influence of different states in determining 

coverage and benefits. That being said, it is clear that while certain programs in both tiers are 

limited by state distribution of services such as Medicaid, there are plenty of middle ground 

programs which reside in both box that are completely nationalized and uniform in 

appearance. Programs such as food stamps and unemployment insurance which “fail to 

respect the boundaries of the upper and lower tiers spells trouble for theories of the two tiered 

welfare state” (Howard 2007, 35). Again, this is problematic because if the lines between the 

tiers are blurred, along with who is included and by what rules (i.e. how the policy is carried 

out state versus nationally) they are given coverage, so too blurs the predictability of social 

responsiveness to investment or cutbacks between from on tier to the other. 

 Another couple of important assumptions that must be challenged in the two-tier 

system is whether or not upper tier programs are actually more generous than lower tier 

programs as well as whether upper tier programs receive significantly more diverse and 

unified support from beneficiaries than those lower tier programs?  Again, there is the hint 
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that along the extremes of both tiers the general theory of the system seems to remain in tack, 

however significant outliers are present. In particular, Medicaid represents one means tested 

program which not only bucks the trend of expectedly lower generosity in programs designed 

as effective redistributive handouts but it also affects a much wider breadth of the 

constituency than a majority of supposedly broader social insurance programs of the upper 

tier. Specifically, Medicaid breaks barriers because it is consistently more generous per 

recipient than similar social insurance programs like Medicare where the average benefit per 

person is 10,000 and 6,000 dollars respectively. Further, the Medicaid benefits extend 

beyond the typical poverty cliental “to families with incomes almost twice the poverty line 

and pregnant women up to 133 percent of the poverty line” (Howard 2007, 38). Thus 

Medicaid, a means testing program which continues to undergo expansions under legislation 

like President Obama’s Affordable Care Act, almost serves the same role as those top tier 

social insurance programs which are highly supported for their theoretically wider base of 

beneficiaries. As for future policy implications, Howard seems to argue that those programs 

which are able to broaden their beneficiary base, whether it be means testing or social 

insurance, those programs “are supposed to grow faster and resist cutbacks” (Howard 2007, 

40). Under this assumption, it makes sense that Medicaid would be growing at a high rate 

despite the traditional belief that only life-cycle social insurance which has an inherently 

broader and visible recipient base, would grow faster. This expectation was empirically dead 

on, and showed that “Medicaid expanded at a remarkable rate of 14 percent every year 

(between 1980 and 2000)” (Howard 2007, 40). Such startling figures help break the illusion 

of a major political and social separation between the different types of programs across the 

boundaries of the construction of a two-tiered system. In fact, when determining the public 
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support of these programs and the political weight therein “the ratio of people wanting to 

increase versus decrease spending on the poor is virtually identical to the ratio for social 

security (the most popular and politically charged social insurance program within the 

American welfare state)” (Howard 2007, 46). 

Invisibility  
 

 In essence, the reality of the American welfare case study is personified by the 

shifting shadows of different investigative lens and assumptions. Now that we have broken 

down what is happening in the American welfare state, it is necessary to clarify and 

reorganize the factors which may be most helpful in rooting out some generalizable themes 

in the narrative of welfare policy development. For two authors in particular, Mettler and 

Howard, the narrative is dominated by a concept of invisibility which aims to explain 

peculiarities embedded within the welfare state such as the expansion and success of certain 

programs in both tiers over the others. Additionally, both theorists use variables of visibility 

and invisibility in order to explain the presence of a similar value based welfare states, like 

the US and the UK, which pursue very different welfare programs with disproportionate 

levels of redistribution and inequality. 

However to understand these concepts of visibility which may help explain the 

decision making patterns of different states it is first important to look at literature explaining 

the policy process and particularly at what limits policy decision options. The principal factor 

in understanding this process which captures where the power lies in policy development and 

sustainability is the social constraints associated with a policy decision. These social 

constraints take the form of the bargaining power of targets, which can be divided 
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categorically into the sources of the support necessary to back state programs. When it comes 

to welfare programs, authors and policy makers all have to factor in the effects of programs 

on three distinct populations with which the programs may interact. The success of certain 

programs over others is often tied to how directly or indirectly these programs are able to 

impact the targets of the policy, the funders of the policy, and the general public opinion 

generated from policy decisions for which the state must ultimately answer, in a 

democratized welfare state.  

Beneficiaries of Policy Matter        

  
In particular, careful framing of who will benefit from a policy can be the most 

important factor for determining the future success of a program. When choosing either 

expansion or retrenchment, it is important to understand that the targets of a program 

typically have a significant impact on the perceptions of those who financially support the 

program as well as the public constituent base which ultimately judge the allocation of 

spending on specific groups of individuals over others. In traditional welfare state analysis, 

authors like Gosta Esping Andersen and Duane Swank push forth cultural explanations to 

explain different trends in welfare targets and comprehensive policy efforts. This belief 

comes into the purview of Andersen’s “Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism” model which 

works, for all intents and purposes, as a culturally path dependent framework primarily 

focused on the target of a program. In other words, some groups inherently have legitimacy 

while other do not in a given welfare system and the level of expected assistance are 

similarly engrained with blanket checks written against a groups societal worth. For instance, 

the two polar categorical “Worlds of Welfare” show that in a “Liberal Welfare State” like the 
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United States or Canada, there is bound to be less protections and resource redistribution 

because of deep-seated values of individualist, winner take all institutions; while on the other 

hand, the “Social Democratic Welfare States” of Scandinavia feel strongly about government 

responsibilities to protect and provide for its citizens to ensure that nobody goes without 

basic standards of living, education and health care. In essence, the argument is that “welfare 

states are path dependent in that the cognitive and political consequences of a past policy 

choices constrain and otherwise shape efforts at programmatic and systematic retrenchment” 

(Swank 2005, 188).  

However, at least in the American context, Christopher Howard has proved that there 

are significant outliers in the form of successful programs which target the poorest segments 

of American society. In other words, the evidence would suggest that even if interests are 

dramatically entrenched along class structures, and the distinct level of worthiness afforded 

to members of those classes, the status of a recipient is not inseparable from the financial fate 

of a program. Specifically there is evidence which shows that certain programs, like the 

EITC, Medicaid and Food Stamps, have grown more quickly than all “upper tier” programs. 

Howard explains that the reason for this is the much hidden mechanisms through which the 

American welfare state operates. In other words, the fact that the EITC works as a tax credit, 

as well as guaranteed loans, makes new home ownership more affordable and accessible. 

There are lots of non-institutionally recognizable program delivery mechanisms like the 

EITC, which the American welfare state draws upon in relative secrecy.  Further, it is the fact 

that these programs are invisible that further allows them to be successful because in the 

American system, Howard argues there is a reason for the assumption that “upper tier 

programs are supposed to grow faster and resist cutbacks better than lower tier programs,” 
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which has led to the reality of programmatic inequality between targets (Howard 2004, 40). 

That reason is that the targets matter, the upper tier programs in that model are supposed to 

do better off because they are giving back to more deserving targets, such as the wealthy 

interest groups that make up the politically active constituency of a given community. In this 

social context then, where the strength of a social insurance resiliency has been established 

through visibly supporting the politically useful targets, the opposite formula of invisibility 

has been invaluable to the “means tested social programs, [where] less visibility has meant 

less vulnerability” (Howard 2007, 95).   

The world of welfare policy development has undeniably been molded into a complex 

and layered entity which is by its nature hard to see and even harder to track. This especially 

true regarding the idea of making it known to the beneficiaries and potential beneficiaries 

what there is to gain and what is being lost by utilizing such under the radar welfare schemes. 

Suzanne Mettler finds major dissonance with an argument for institutional disengagement 

from the targets of social assistance programs. The most pervasive reason is that the 

invisibility reinforces the inequality of program distribution through disenfranchising the 

recipient base of hidden programs. The central idea behind this visibility problem for Mettler 

is that “people cannot be expected to take action to advocate for or express opposition to 

policies of which they are scarcely aware,” which holds true not only for those recipients of 

policies but also for the wider collective social base (Mettler 2011, 28). In fact, she argues 

that the submerged state problem is dangerous for the recipients of programs because it 

enforces what Mettler perceives as an unfair playing field. Instead of the traditional 

assumption about welfare politics, which calls upon factors of path dependency and cultural 

biases to explain the inequality within the American welfare system, Mettler identifies the 
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20

 has dropped from .0355 percent of the total outlays to .0312 percent of the 

outlays, which is startling considering the massively increased amount of people on the JSA 

during the ongoing economic recession. Additionally, it is worth noting that there are 

government plans to consolidate many of these programs, which they have already begun 

doing in the form of the Universal Credit, in order to make clearer who is receiving what 

benefits as well as establish more stringent checks on recipients including benefits caps and 

more structured requirements like forced community service in order to remain on programs 

for extended periods of time.  

United States results 
 

As for the United States, working our way through the results of the Andersen 

framework, we can start by noting that there are some misconceptions regarding what 

spending is actually occurring. In particular, the ideas about what percentage of general 

welfare expenditures on all programs comes from the federal budget is significantly 

underestimated by a major portion of the population. While these misconceptions are not 

measures of national values, it does offer us some context for understanding why people may 

hold the positions they do. Specifically, a majority of people on average have agreed with 

statements which paint unemployment compensation programs as being too generous and are 

to be blamed for increased unemployment as well as the increasing length of time which 

people are unemployed.  In general, there is a negative view of such benefits which is 

consistent with the writings of Fraser and Gordon on the increased perception of welfare 

dependency. It is important to note however, that in their “genealogy of dependency” in the 

                                                           
20

 The JSA is essentially the UK equivalent to Unemployment Insurance in the US context 
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U.S. welfare state, they blame political rhetoric and the media for these growing negative 

perceptions of benefit programs which would mean that the direction of influence would be 

the opposite of what Andersen predicts with political support influencing national values.  

As for the political discourse in the United States, it too is not as clear as the UK in 

terms of the clearly demonstrating movement in any one direction. In fact, the political 

discourse is marked by clear polarization between the two major parties. President Obama 

leads the democratic platform, clearly supporting and generating initiatives to address not 

only unemployment, but also youth unemployment, The Republicans, on the other hand, 

have been blamed for blocking extensions to emergency unemployment compensation 

programs, both on the platform that the federal government cannot afford such expenditures 

as well as the ideological position that welfare benefits creates a system of dependence and 

entrenches negative behaviors of laziness in those who able to spend any length of time on 

assistance programs that are not directly linked to disabilities or life-cycle redistributions. 

Because of the disagreement and lack of clear political support one way or another, it is hard 

to make a clear judgment as to which direction the political support within the legislature is 

moving, however, authors like Pierson and Hacker who have been cited throughout this 

study, have made the conclusion that the political gridlock has, in fact, moved the political 

discourse much farther towards the conservative line because it is much easier to block 

policy change than it is to push forward either new initiatives or reforms for current policies. 

In this way, I feel confident in at least determining that the patterns of political support 

within the legislature in not overtly moving against those patterns of national values 

discussed above. As such, Andersen’s model retains more strength in that there is not a 

contradicting pattern in his causal pathway. 
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As for the dependent variable of the programs, which are actually enacted and 

supported, things appear to be a bit clearer. For one thing, we can see that there has been a 

massive increase in spending on unemployment compensation during the crisis, as well as 

eight separate extensions of benefits passed by congress since 2008 and only just ran out on 

December 31
st
 2013. In this way, we could make the judgment that the U.S. has been fairly 

responsive to the plight of the unemployed during this most recent recession despite 

whatever the national value survey data might tell us about the supposedly stingy U.S. 

society which might not support such a drastic upswing of expenditures.  However, it is 

important to caution these findings by giving credit to the writings of Jonas Pontusson and 

Damien Raess, which note the effects of different administrations on different policy 

outcomes saying “there can be little doubt that the Obama administration pursued more 

expansionary policies in 2008-2010 than a Republican administration would have done” 

(Pontusson and Raess 2012, 28). Furthermore, we also know that an increasing number of 

unemployed people were not receiving any unemployed benefits at all because they were 

either in party time positions or simply gave up looking for a job and did not meet the strict 

search requirements required to continue collecting unemployment insurance. So in short, the 

raw data tells us that the generosity of the U.S. programs has gone up, against what Andersen 

would predict in his model, but under the surface it appears that there are some patterns and 

indications of stinginess which may yet save the explanatory power of Andersen’s chosen 

variables.  
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Points of comparison 
 

In stepping back and looking at how the Andersen model works to help explain the 

behavior of the UK and U.S. welfare states there are several interesting similarities and some 

potentially key differences which highlight the strengths and weaknesses of this particular 

analytical framework. First of all, it can be said there is some strength in the simplicity of the 

model, which seems to do a somewhat good job in capturing the general patterns of welfare 

behavior over the past several decades, as seen in this comparative graph below, measuring 

the average generosity of unemployment compensation programs for five core OECD 

countries. The core take away however, which is highlighted somewhat in the dependent 

variable responses for both the UK and the U.S., is that these two countries had fairly 

radically different responses to the economic crises despite similarities in their national 

values. This is slightly problematic because at the very least it shows limits to the 

explanatory power of the Andersen Causal Chain in times of economic crises.   

These inconsistencies can be seen when we compare the similarly anti-welfare 

spending survey results in the national values section. Then we see one political dialogue 

with essentially political consensus mirroring the consensus in the survey data of the UK 

with regard to anti-welfare spending. Whereas the U.S. political dialogue was anything but a 

consensus which shows a sharp contrast between the survey data collected and the political 

discourse ongoing. Finally the UK appeared to follow through with decreasing generosity in 

its welfare programs which is again shown below graph 1 below. On the other hand, we have 

the U.S. by all appearances breaking away and moving in the opposite direction predicted by 

Andersen’s model and becoming notably more generous than expected during this most 

recent financial crisis.  
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Figure 24: Average generosity for age 40 man receiving Unemployment 

Compensation 1973-2009 

 

Source:(Pontusson and Raess 2012) 

Mettler 

 

For Suzanne Mettler, the Andersen model is far too simplistic and cannot isolate what 

she perceives to be the key factor in welfare behavior: visibility. For Mettler and authors such 

as Christopher Howard and Jacob Hacker, the crucial interests which shape policy outcomes 

cannot be explained, for better or worse, by the interests of the average voter. Instead, they 

believe that specific interests have greater ability to work out of sight within the policy 

decision making process to effect “invisible” but substantially important policy changes. By 

invisible policy process, Mettler only means that there are obstructions which prevent active 
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opinion making and open dissent by the populous for policy decisions which go against 

national values. In essence then, people don’t have the proper information to form an 

accurate public consensus of national values because they aren’t given the information which 

in turn also prevents them from openly opposing decisions which violate the normative 

general social values.  

 

United Kingdom Results 
 

 In terms of the presence of what Mettler would categorize as “organized narrow 

interests” there is certainly evidence that the Confederation of Business Interests fits the bill. 

In particular, the writings of Kevin Farnsworth give credit to the conclusion that these 

interests have an impact on the decision making process and are indeed active participants in 

the legislative discourse. Furthermore, those business interests seem to mirror the political 

shifts in power as deindustrialization and globalization has destabilized the importance of 

unions, even in the Labour Party, which has also moved significantly to the right over the 

past few decades. Most importantly however, Mettler predicts that where such interests exist, 

there is a necessary goal of entrenching and defending those interests against potential 
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encroachment. As such, we would expect to see a controlled policy dialogue and what 

Mettler describes as an invisible policy process which, in theory, protects the organized 

narrow interests.  

As for the presence of such an invisible policy process in the United Kingdom, it is 

certainly much more difficult to tell. Mettler herself relies on questions of policy experience 

as well as general inconsistencies between what the general public think is going on and what 

is actually going on, with the added expectation that the programs are either more generous 

than reality or have the inability to perceive where the benefits are going. In particular, 

evidence in the UK is that as programs which provide benefits to the unemployed consolidate 

and change under the Department of Works and Pensions has clouded perceptions of reliance 

on the JSA. Specifically, in the table below, we can see that the jobless population is 

diverging more and more rapidly from the group of unemployed who are actually collecting 

the JSA.  
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It is not clear what has occurred, but it is certainly clear that these policies are 

becoming harder to access even as opposition based on dependence is coming to a head in 

the media and political discourse.  It is hard to say, however, if this is indicative of a truly 

“invisible policy process” as Mettler would describe it, because one of the key characteristics 

of her analysis rests on invisible policies which the general public don’t understand, and as 

such, are unable to resist the programs they do not like and support the programs they do like 

in the voting process. Because the programs in the United Kingdom are mostly cash benefits 

which are primarily publically generated and delivered with clear linkages to the federal 

government, it is my guess that Mettler would consider the UK to have a fairly visible 

welfare state. This makes sense if we consider the political consensus amongst the 

population, as well as within the political discourse, but sits in contradiction to her models’ 

suggestion that an invisible policy process is the key to understanding why organized 

interests are able to thrive in the policy making process.  

 Moving to Mettler’s intervening variable of public passivity, further complications arise 

in the explanatory progression of Mettler’s model as it might apply to the UK case study. In 

particular, the idea that organized narrow interests do not perfectly match those interests held 

as national values of welfare spending is the key to understanding why she thinks that an 

invisible policy process is the key factor for preventing active and organized public protest. 

In the previous section we see that the UK arguably does not fit the conditions which Mettler 

might expect to see in terms of an invisible policy process, even as there is a significant 

presence of organized business advocate groups entrenched in the policy decision making 

process. In this more visible welfare state, Mettler would expect to see opposition to those 

interest groups and the policies which they may be helping to perpetuate at the expense of 
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citizens preferences. In the UK there is a clear and significant level of public dissent in the 

form of the UK Uncut organization, which is formally organized and active enough to garner 

fairly extensive media coverage as they fight against cuts and restrictions to unemployment 

benefits. However, the presence of this  active organization does not seem to have any major 

impacts on public opinion, the political discourse or the benefits provided, which are 

measured and fairly consistent in the Andersen model discussed above.  

 Finally, Mettler focusses on what she considers to be the hidden national values and the 

idea that people, when given all the information needed to make accurate and informed 

decisions about supporting and opposing policies, possess more egalitarian values than are 

represented by general survey date because the invisible policy process obstructs actual 

opinion formation. In order to measure the gap between the values being projected in policy 

decisions, as well as the more egalitarian values she believes people genuinely hold but are 

being obstructed from the policy process. However, in the UK there is fairly significant data 

which suggest that the UK welfare state is pretty visible, there is a clear political consensus 

and people really do have negative views on unemployment compensation programs. In other 

words, Mettler would probably predict in a visible state, egalitarian values would prevail; 

however in the United Kingdom the case is clearly the opposite and her variables are moving 

in opposite directions, no matter the direction of the invisible policy process.  
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Suzanne Mettler specifically designed and intended to utilize this model to explain 

United States policy behavior. It is therefore not surprising that there is a strong elite theory 

literature which emphasizes the role of business interests as a dominate force within the 

policy decision making process. Furthermore, the emphasis on business interests is supported 

by a similar focus on the rapid decline in labor interests as traditional union power has 

deteriorated from deindustrialization and globalization. In particular, the key interests groups 

in my study have exhibited all the classical trappings of having unequal access to the policy 

process in keeping with the general literature as well as Mettler’s predictions. 

These organized narrow interests being exercised, both in the form of significant 

financial resources, in the case of the Chamber of Commerce as the number one lobby firm 

in the political process, as well as face time with key political actors and decision making 

committees for organizations like the Business Roundtable which is made up of the most 

influential CEO’s in the United States. Theorist like Pierson and Hacker agree with Mettler 

that these interests have a significant impact on the policy process which actively blocks 

competing public interests and legislation which does not conform to their policy goals. In 
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particular, this phenomenon is consistently captured in the United States by the maintenance 

of political gridlock and prevention of significant policy reform.   

The “Invisible Policy Process” is the trademark of Mettler’s theory; as such it is not 

surprising again that there is a fair amount of evidence, both from her published studies as 

well as other literature, which suggests that the American people do not have clear 

conceptions of the realities of welfare programs. This is further in keeping with the idea that 

where organized narrow interests are strong, so too will the level of policy invisibility, which 

suggests that people do not have sufficient information to generate an accurate social 

consensus in keeping with general national values. This is in keeping with patterns of 

invisibility discussed both by Jacob Hacker as well as Christopher Howard; although both of 

these authors suggest that the invisible policy process works in the opposite direction of 

Mettler’s framework in that it provides additional benefits to the general public rather than 

less, which Howard believes would be preferred when given perfect information and policy 

consensus.  

In particular, Mettler seems to do a good job of capturing some obstructive trends in 

survey data which demonstrates a particularly passive political voice without majority 

support or opposition for traditional welfare programs such as the EITC. This coincides with 

her predictions that greater information has a strong correlation with an increasingly 

egalitarian desire for programs which are effective in redistributing recourses away from the 

rich and to the poor as seen in the findings below. 

In regards to Mettler’s measure of public passivity, there is some evidence of active 

and organizing groups of public dissenters. Under most circumstances the presence of such 

interests groups would seem to contradict the flow of Mettler’s causal framework. However, 
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because there is little to no evidence that these grassroots organizations have little to no real 

impact on the policy decision making process, I believe Mettler would argue that her model 

retains strong explanatory power. For this reason, I am prepared to concede the presence of 

public passivity on account of the lack of effective public dissent, which could be seen to 

garner enough political or media recognition to have an impact on final policy decisions, let 

alone the policy discourse. 

Concerning the final results within the dependent variable of Mettler’s framework, 

which looks for gaps between the social assistance provided and the theoretically hidden 

existence of egalitarian national values, we find some surprisingly anomalous data. 

According to Mettler’s process tracing, we would consider that there would be evidence of 

hidden egalitarian preferences imbedded within the invisible policy process. However, we 

would also expect the United States to ignore these hidden values and retain stingy policy 

patterns based on the power of the organized narrow interests of business elites and the 

obstructive nature of the invisible policy process, which in turn, produced public passivity. 

This is consistent with the evidence that people may have more egalitarian predispositions 

than the general political dialogue. 

The United States has nevertheless reacted in the exact opposite pattern predicted by 

Mettler regarding the issues of youth unemployment and unemployment in general. In 

essence, there have been uncharacteristically egalitarian trends in social protection and 

redistribution in the form of significant extensions of programs and massive upshots in 

spending on unemployment compensations schemes. This can be seen below in the 

measurement of generosity of unemployment benefits for different OECD countries. 

Specifically, it is important to notice how the UK reacts predictably, and in keeping with the 
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stingy expectations, based on the prevailing models and data which starkly contrast the 

United States which goes from one of the stingiest countries to more generous than several 

countries including Germany; which is the opposite of the predictions made by Andersen and 

even Mettler. 

  

Source:(Pontusson and Raess 2012, c–2) 

In my opinion, there are two possible explanations for this reasonable sudden break in 

the U.S. behavior pattern. For starters, it is important to note that the data in all of Mettler’s 

variables do suggest the presence of an invisible policy process, which is dominated by 

organized narrow interests, and as such, it is unlikely to respond to egalitarian national values 

even if they could be uncovered and organized. Therefore the deviations we see in the 

dependent variable of social assistance provided and spending highlight gaps in the 

explanatory framework of the model. The first explanation for this is that there is a variable 
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missing, such as an account for the effects of political polarization in the policy process. In 

particular, I believe that political polarization may offer key insight in understanding the 

anomalous data because the dramatic increases in “generosity” occurred within the controlled 

political environment of total control of the Executive and Legislative branches of the 

government by the Democratic Party in 2008 and 2009. This explanation goes along with the 

predictions made by Jonas Pontusson and Damien Raess who note the effects of different 

administrations on different policy outcomes saying: “there can be little doubt that the 

Obama administration pursued more expansionary policies in 2008-2010 than a Republican 

administration would have done” (Pontusson and Raess 2012, 28).    

Another possible explanation for the recent upshots in measured generosity within the 

U.S. welfare state is the idea that this was simply a precautionary stimulus attempt rather 

than a true shift in the ideological policy behavior of the United States. In this light, we can 

rationalize the sudden jump as nothing more than a preemptive attempt to avert or at least 

curb the effects of major economic recession amidst such speculation at the time of the 

housing market crash in 2007. This explanation of defensive stimulus may hold some 

significant weight when you consider the general agreement among economist that social 

handouts to the very poor or economically at risk individuals is one of the most effective 

ways to stimulate the economy because they are all but guaranteed to spend everything they 

are given. However, nobody can truly explain this empirical “generosity shift” in the U.S. 

welfare state without future data which may tell us if this was a short term spending strategy, 

a fluke of consolidated power in a highly polarized environment, or indeed if the U.S. is 

vocalizing more egalitarian values in welfare policy outcomes which Mettler believes have 

previously been obstructed.  
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All I know is that these anomalous results of sudden and apparently egalitarian 

spending present problems for Mettler’s formation of the U.S. welfare state because it is 

unclear, based on the direction of the other variables she has chosen to highlight in her 

framework, why such increases in spending have occurred.  

Conclusions 

 

Andersen Model results 
Variables United 

Kingdom 
predictions 

United 
Kingdom 

results 

United 
States 

predictions 

United 
States 
results 

 National Values*  Hi Hi Hi Hi 
     
Support within Hi Hi Hi Low 
the Legislature….     
Spending………….. Low Low Low Hi 
*based on Andersen’s formulation of typical Liberal welfare state values 

Mettler Model results 
Variables United 

Kingdom 
Predictions 

United 
Kingdom 

results 

United 
States 

predictions 

United 
States 
results 

Organized Narrow Low Hi Hi  Hi 
Interests…………….     
Invisible Policy   Low Mid Hi Hi 
Process………………     
Public Passivity….. Hi Low Hi Hi 
Egalitarian values     
Pursued…………….  Hi Low Low Hi 
 

In sum, the Andersen Model appears to do a fairly good job of capturing general 

trends in policy behavior within the UK welfare state, but not nearly as good in explaining 

the patterns in the U.S. welfare state. The Mettler Model, being specifically designed to 
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address what she perceives as the more complicated U.S. welfare behavior pattern, naturally 

does a somewhat better job of isolating variables that probably do play a significant role in 

U.S. policy generation, such as the role of organized narrow interests. However, it must be 

said that there are problems with the clarity of how those variables relate to one another in a 

linear or explanatory way. Furthermore, neither model has the capacity to explain the 

American spending reaction in both models’ dependent variables. These holes in the model 

may come in part from limited data availability in terms of better survey questions or more in 

depth spending data mirrored across both cases. However, these holes also certainly shine a 

light on avenues open to further study and examination to make these models better at 

explaining the data found in this study. 

For instance, there does seem to be a lack of focus on the role of political polarization 

and the impact it may have on policy outcomes. This is important because the level of 

political polarization was one of the starkest differences I found in my research, between the 

two cases. Furthermore, it would seem that the role of almost pure polarization in the United 

States, with the so called Democratic regime of 2008-2010, followed by years of continued 

control by both the presidency and the U.S. Senate still going on today, has had some impact 

on the rapid extensions to unemployment compensation schemes in the United States.  In 

contrast, the UK acted very predictably according to the Andersen model with very little 

political polarization. In fact, it appears that the whole political culture has shifted to be more 

fiscally conservative and market oriented. I assert that it would be worth digging deeper into 

this shift, particularly on the part of the Labour Party which appears to have had a major 

ideological shift among its voter support base which is being clearly represented in their 

policy platform outlined in chapter 3.  
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Another consideration for future analysis in this area would be determining whether 

Suzanne Mettler’s work can be made more broadly applicable as a framework for 

understanding the policy behavior of countries other than the United States. As we saw in the 

results of this study, the Mettler model did a much better job of capturing trends in the United 

States than it did when applied to the United Kingdom. However, it is important to 

understand whether this was a result of Mettler’s singularly focused attention to the study of 

the American welfare state, or is it because the United States is uniquely complex, and as 

such, not comparable or generalizable to other western welfare states. Does the federalism 

structure which U.S. welfare programs operate imbue the U.S. with more levels of 

invisibility not faced by other welfare states? I believe these are important questions for 

future research.  

What is clear in light of this research is that the UK welfare state does seem to be 

more visible with some clear patterns to be explained and does seem to be moving towards 

greater stinginess, of fiscal conservatism, as Andersen would predict. With the U.S., on the 

other hand, it is much more difficult to capture the relationships of many of the variables 

which means either we are missing some key variables all together or we did not have the 

best information by which to judge the patterns found. In terms of further academic pursuits 

on the subject of youth unemployment, it is clear at least that the impacts of youth 

unemployment, and how states are going to respond to these new challenges, are highly 

contested and unclear. In this regard, future endeavors to study this new policy area and 

future policy phenomenon would do well to study different ways that this group may achieve 

greater policy pressure because the standard used in this study of mere presence of public 
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pressure groups does not seem to be enough to understand why states will react more or less 

generously to their needs.  
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