


SOCIAL POLICY 
AND  

SOCIAL JUSTICE

T H I R D  E D I T I O N

MICHAEL REISCH
University of Maryland, Baltimore

MEETING THE CHALLENGES  

OF A DIVERSE SOCIETY



Bassim Hamadeh, CEO and Publisher
Kassie Graves, Acquisitions Editor
Amy Smith, Project Editor 
Jess Estrella, Senior Graphic Designer
Alisa Munoz, Licensing Associate
Natalie Piccotti, Director of Marketing
Kassie Graves, Vice President of Editorial
Jamie Giganti, Director of Academic Publishing

Copyright © 2019 by Cognella, Inc. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reprinted, reproduced, 
transmitted, or utilized in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, 
including photocopying, microfilming, and recording, or in any information retrieval system without the written permis-
sion of Cognella, Inc. For inquiries regarding permissions, translations, foreign rights, audio rights, and any other forms 
of reproduction, please contact the Cognella Licensing Department at rights@cognella.com.

Trademark Notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for iden-
tification and explanation without intent to infringe.

Cover image copyright © 2016 iStockphoto LP/franckreporter.

Printed in the United States of America.

ISBN: 978-1-5165-3481-4 (pbk) /978-1-5165-3482-1 (br) 



  iii

CONTENTS BRiEF

Preface xix

PART I The Context of Social Policy 1

CHAPTER 1 U.S. SOCiAL POLiCY iN A TURBULENT ENViRONMENT 5
Michael Reisch, PhD

CHAPTER 2  U.S. SOCiAL POLiCY AND SOCiAL WELFARE: A CRiTiCAL  
HiSTORiCAL OVERViEW 53
Michael Reisch, PhD

CHAPTER 3 THE POLiTiCAL ECONOMY OF U.S. SOCiAL POLiCY 111
Joel Blau, DSW

CHAPTER 4 SOCiAL POLiCY AND THE RACiAL REGULATiON OF PEOPLE OF COLOR 133
Jerome H. Schiele, DSW

CHAPTER 5 WOMEN AND SOCiAL POLiCY 159
Susan J. Roll, PhD

PART II Policy Practice 189

CHAPTER 6 POLiCY ANALYSiS 193
Richard K. Caputo, PhD

CHAPTER 7 FEDERAL AND STATE BUDGET BASiCS FOR SOCiAL WORKERS 223
Karen M. Staller, PhD, JD

CHAPTER 8 POLiCY ADVOCACY AT THE FEDERAL LEVEL 247
Monica Healy and Gene Sofer, PhD

CHAPTER 9 STATE AND LOCAL POLiCY ADVOCACY 267
Richard Hoefer, PhD

CHAPTER 10 THE JUDiCiARY AND SOCiAL POLiCY 291
Vicki Lens, PhD, JD



iV  SOCiAL POLiCY AND SOCiAL JUSTiCE

PART III Key Areas of Social Policy 313

CHAPTER 11 SOCiAL SECURiTY PURPOSE, EVOLUTiON, AND FUTURE PROSPECTS 317
Benjamin W. Veghte, PhD and Elliot Schreur

CHAPTER 12 POVERTY, UNEMPLOYMENT, AND WORK: THE UNSAFE 353
  “SAFETY NET,” iNADEQUATE WAGES, AND POSSiBLE 

POLiCY SOLUTiONS
Roberta Rehner Iversen, PhD

CHAPTER 13  AFTER WELFARE: DiSCiPLiNiNG THE POOR iN AN AGE OF  
NEOLiBERAL PATERNALiSM 383
Sanford F. Schram, PhD; Joe Soss, PhD; and Richard C. Fording, PhD

CHAPTER 14  HEALTH AND MENTAL HEALTH POLiCY: PAST, PRESENT,  
AND FUTURE 411
Stephen Gorin, PhD, and Cynthia Moniz, PhD

CHAPTER 15  HUMAN SERViCES iN THE U.S.: SAFETY NET PROGRAMS FOR  
RACiAL & ETHNiC MiNORiTiES AND iMMiGRANT FAMiLiES 439
Julian Chun-Chung Chow, PhD, Catherine M. Vu, PhD, Isabel García,  
and Michael Reisch, PhD

GLOSSARY 463

ABOUT THE AUTHORS 483

iNDEX 489



  V

CONTENTS DETAiLED

Preface xix

PART I The Context of Social Policy 1

CHAPTER 1 U.S. SOCiAL POLiCY iN A TURBULENT ENViRONMENT 5
Michael Reisch, PhD 

Introduction: Making Difficult Policy Decisions 5
The Meaning of Social Welfare 8
What Is a Social Policy? 9
Why Do We Need Social Policies? 9
From Private Troubles to Public Issues: The Stages of Policy Development 10
The Social Construction of Social Problems 13
Perspectives on Social Welfare and Social Policy 15
Contemporary Approaches to Social Policy 15
Social Policy and Social Justice 17
The State and Social Policy 19
Social Class and Social Policy 21
Race and Social Policy 23
Models of Policy Development 26
Key Policy Concepts 28

The Social Division of Welfare 29
Taxes and Social Policy 29
Deficits and the Debt 32

Economics and Social Policy 35
Politics and Social Policy 36

Political Feasibility 37
The Privatization of Social Policy 38

A Framework for Policy Analysis 40
Additional Evaluative Concepts 41
Conclusion: The Future of Socially Just Social Policy 42



Vi  SOCiAL POLiCY AND SOCiAL JUSTiCE

Discussion Questions 43
Suggested Websites 44

Government Resources 44
Liberal Policy Research and Advocacy Groups 44
Conservative or Libertarian Policy Research and Advocacy Groups 45
Major Newspapers 45

Suggestions for Further Reading 45
References 46

CHAPTER 2  U.S. SOCiAL POLiCY AND SOCiAL WELFARE: A CRiTiCAL  
HiSTORiCAL OVERViEW 53
Michael Reisch, PhD

The Roots of U.S. Social Welfare 54
Major Trends between Independence and the Civil War, 1776–1861 56
The Civil War and Social Welfare, 1861–1865 and Beyond 61
Industrialization and Social Welfare, 1865–1917 62

The Context of Change 63
Continuity and Conflict 63
Charity and Coercion 65

The Progressive Era (~1890–1917) 65
The Charity Organization Societies (COS) 66
The Settlement House Movement 67

U.S. Social Welfare before the Great Depression 69
The New Deal and the Foundation of Modern U.S. Social Policy, 1933–1945 71
From the New Deal to the Rediscovery of Poverty, 1945–1961 76
The War on Poverty, the Great Society, and Their Legacy, 1964–1975 78
From the War on Poverty to the War on Welfare, 1969–1996 81

The Reagan–Bush War on Welfare, 1981–1993 83
The Clinton Years, 1993–2001 85

Social Policy during the G. W. Bush Years, 2001–2009 87
The Obama Administration, 2009–2016 87
Social Policies in The Trump Administration, 2017–Present 89

Social and Economic Consequences 90
Summary: The Transformation of U.S. Social Policy 93
Conclusion: U.S. Social Policy in a Turbulent Environment 95
Discussion Questions 96



Suggested Websites 96
Government 96
Policy Research and Advocacy Organizations 97

Suggestions for Further Reading 97
References 98

CHAPTER 3 THE POLiTiCAL ECONOMY OF U.S. SOCiAL POLiCY 111
Joel Blau, DSW

The Modern Political Economy 112
The Large Corporation 112
Finance Capitalism 113
The Tendency to Boom and Bust 114
Inequality and Under-Consumption 115
Social Costs & Social Welfare 117
Three Conservative Myths about Social Welfare and the Economy 119

The Interaction of Social Policy and the Economy 121
Tax Expenditures  124
Spending on Public Infrastructure 125

The Political Economy of U.S. Social Policy 126
Social Justice and the Political Economy of U.S. Social Policy 126
Discussion Questions 127
Class Exercise 127
Recommended Readings 128
Audio/Video Resources 128
Websites 129
References 129
Suggested Graphics 132

CHAPTER 4 SOCiAL POLiCY AND THE RACiAL REGULATiON OF PEOPLE OF COLOR 133
Jerome H. Schiele, DSW

Introduction 133
White Supremacy and Racial Regulation 135
Social Policies and Racial Regulation 136
Old-Style Racial Regulation 137

CONTENTS  Vii



Viii  SOCiAL POLiCY AND SOCiAL JUSTiCE

New-Style Racial Regulation 141
The Contract with America and Welfare Reform 141
The Impact of Immigration Policies Passed in the 1990s 143
Immigration Proposals and Actions from President Trump 145
Voting Rights 147

A Look into the Future 148
Summary and Conclusion 151
References 152

CHAPTER 5 WOMEN AND SOCiAL POLiCY 159
Susan J. Roll, PhD

Framework 160
A Brief History of Women and Social Policy in the United States 162
A Century of Change 162

Second Wave Feminism, 1960s to 1990s 166
Restructuring and Retrenchment, 1980 to 2008 167
The Great Recession of 2008 168

Changing Policy 169
Women in Formal Positions of Power 170
Women with Informal Power: Organizing for Change 172

Fair Wages 173
The Battered Women’s Movement 175
Millennial Women & Social Media 175

MADRE: International Organizing 177
Women and Social Policy in the 21st Century 178

Families in the 21st Century 179
Women, Employment, and Social Class 179
Women and Social Policy: Where Do We Go From Here? 180

Conclusion 181
Discussion Questions 182
Suggested Websites 182
Suggestions for Further Reading 183
References 183
Notes 186



PART II Policy Practice 189

CHAPTER 6 POLiCY ANALYSiS 193
Richard K. Caputo, PhD

Historical Roots and Development of Policy Analysis as a Discipline  
of Study 196

Academic Disciplines, Professional Schools, and Think Tanks 196
Policy Studies 199

Proliferation of Ideologically Driven Think Tanks 199
Value Neutrality, Value Relevance, and Critical Thinking in the Social 
Sciences and Social Work Practice 200
Formulation of Policy Agendas and Alternatives 203

Policy as Product 205
Policy Products 205

Policy as Process 209
Making Policy 210
Conceptual and Theoretical Considerations 210
Practical Considerations 211
Implementing Policy 212
Theoretical Considerations 212
Addressing Unplanned or Unintended Consequences 212
The Role of Street-Level Bureaucrats 213

Policy as Performance 213
Pseudo-Evaluation 214
Formal Evaluation 214
Decision-Theoretic Evaluation 215

Conclusion 215
Discussion Questions 216
Suggested Websites 216
Suggestions for Further Reading 217
References 217

CONTENTS  iX



X  SOCiAL POLiCY AND SOCiAL JUSTiCE

CHAPTER 7 FEDERAL AND STATE BUDGET BASiCS FOR SOCiAL WORKERS 223
Karen M. Staller, PhD, JD

Author’s Note 223
Federal Budget: An Overview 225

What Goes In and What Goes Out 227
What Goes Out: Expenditures, Uses, or Outlays 232

Federal Budgeting Process 233
Ideological Debates on Budgets in Historical Perspective 235
State Budgets 237

Overview and Balanced Budgets 237
State Revenues 238
State Expenditures 239

The Affordable Care Act Problem: An Example of These Interesting 
Discussions 239
The Tax Cuts and Jobs Act and Trump’s 2019 Budget 240
Conclusion 241
Discussion Questions 241
Suggested Websites 242
Suggestions for Further Reading 242
References 243

CHAPTER 8  POLiCY ADVOCACY AT THE FEDERAL LEVEL: A CASE STUDY  
OF AMERiCORPS—HOW THE LiTTLE GUYS WON 247
Monica Healy and Gene Sofer, PhD

The Legislative Process in Congress 248
Background 250

Mismanagement 251
The Coalition Gets Activated 252

Senate Action 253
House Roadblock 254
What Happened to the $100 Million in Emergency Funding? 255
FY 2004 VA-HUD Appropriations Bill 256
Delay Redux 256

Funding/Appropriations Bill 257
The White House Comes Through 257

Senate Reaction/Funding 258
Creating Controversy 258



Lessons Learned 260
Discussion Questions 262
Suggested Websites 263
Suggestions for Further Reading 263
References 264
Notes 265

CHAPTER 9 STATE AND LOCAL POLiCY ADVOCACY 267
Richard Hoefer, PhD

The Current Context of State and Local Advocacy 268
Unregulated Campaign Funding at State and Local Levels 268
Decentralization of Policymaking 269
Decrease in Federal, State, and Local Government Funding 270
Local Government Funding 271

Barriers Affecting State and Local Advocacy by Social Workers 272
Structural Variables Affecting State and Local Advocacy 273
Advocacy at the National Level is Not the Same as Advocacy at State and 
Local Levels 273

State Political Culture 274
Partisan Control of Governmental Institutions 276
Best Practices for State and Local Advocacy 278

What Are Advocacy Activities? 278
Research on Advocacy at the State Level 279

Future of State and Local Advocacy 280
Development of Social Networking and Communications Technology 280
The Need for Greater Use of Electronic Advocacy and Social Media 
Software 281
More Powerful Connections Between Advocacy and Funding 282
Social Justice Battles Will Intensify at the State and Local Levels 283

How Can You Become a Social Justice Advocate at the State and Local Level? 284
Summary and Conclusion 284
Discussion Questions and Exercises 285
Suggested Websites 286
Suggestions for Further Reading 286
References 286

CONTENTS  Xi



Xii  SOCiAL POLiCY AND SOCiAL JUSTiCE

CHAPTER 10 THE JUDiCiARY AND SOCiAL POLiCY 291
Vicki Lens, PhD, JD

Historical Overview 291
Types of Policy Disputes before the Judiciary 292
The Structure of the Court System 293
How Courts Decide Cases 294

Making Law Where None Exists 294
Interpreting Laws 295
Interpreting the Constitution 297

Due Process Clause 299
Equal Protection Clause 301
Commerce Clause 306
The Role of Social Workers in the Judicial Policymaking Process 308
The Judiciary’s Role as Social Change Agent: Help or Hindrance? 309
Discussion Questions 310
Suggested Websites 311
Suggestions for Further Reading 311
Court Cases Cited 311

PART III Key Areas of Social Policy 313

CHAPTER 11 SOCiAL SECURiTY: PURPOSE, EVOLUTiON, AND FUTURE PROSPECTS 317
Benjamin W. Veghte, PhD and Elliot Schreur

Why Do We Have Social Security? 317
The Historical Roots of Social Security 319
The Evolution of Social Security 319

Expansions in Coverage 319
Increases in Contribution Levels 320

How Social Security Works 321
Financing Mechanisms 321
Eligibility for Social Security 321
Calculation of Benefits 322

Who Receives Social Security Today? 326
Benefits Levels 327
Social Security and Economic Security in Retirement 327

How Much Income Do Retirees Need to Live with Dignity? 327



Social Security, Pensions, and Savings 330
The Importance of Social Security in a Diverse Society 332
The Outlook for the Future 333
The Impact of Social Security Benefit Cuts 334
The Demographic Challenge, Retirement Benefits, and International 
Competitiveness 336
Social Security’s Financial Outlook 336
Options for Social Security Reform 337

Options to Cut Benefits 337
Options to Increase Revenues 340
Options to Improve Benefit Adequacy 341

The Politics of Social Security Today 342
The “Leninist Strategy” 342

Five Persistent Myths About Social Security 343
Conclusion 344
Discussion Questions 345
Class Exercise 345
Suggested Websites 345
Suggestions for Further Reading 346
References 346
Notes 349

CHAPTER 12  POVERTY, UNEMPLOYMENT, AND WORK: THE UNSAFE “SAFETY NET,”  
iNADEQUATE WAGES, AND POSSiBLE POLiCY SOLUTiONS 353
Roberta Rehner Iversen, PhD

The Poverty Context: Definition and Measurement 354
Poverty Measurement: History 354
Poverty Thresholds: Poverty Rates and the Poverty Line 355
Poverty Guidelines: The Federal Poverty Level (FPL) 355
The Supplemental Poverty Measure: New in 2011 356

The Employment Context: Definitions and Measurement 357
The Labor Market Context 358
Workforce Development 359

Job Training Since the 1930s 360
Workforce Investment Act of 1998 361
WIA Reauthorization → Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act 363
“Returns to Education” From Job Training: Lore and Reality 364

CONTENTS  Xiii



XiV  SOCiAL POLiCY AND SOCiAL JUSTiCE

Income Supplements and Work Subsidy Programs 365
Unemployment Insurance Program 365

Tax Credit Policies 367
Earned Income Tax Credit 367
Child Tax Credit 369
Work Opportunity Tax Credit 369

Federal Subsidy Programs 370
Housing Assistance 370
Child Care Assistance 371

Wage Legislation and Wage Movements 373
Minimum Wage Laws 373
Living Wage Movement 373

Conclusion: Future Policy Possibilities 374
Discussion Questions 375
Suggestions for Further Reading 376
Suggested Websites 376
References 377

CHAPTER 13  AFTER WELFARE: DiSCiPLiNiNG THE POOR iN AN AGE OF 
NEOLiBERAL PATERNALiSM 383
Sanford F. Schram, PhD; Joe Soss, PhD; and Richard C. Fording, PhD

Welfare Policy as Legislative Product: A Historical Perspective 385
Welfare Reform as Process: The Campaign to Discipline the Poor 389
The Rise of the New Right: Neo-Cons and Theo-Cons 390
The Disciplinary Turn in Poverty Governance 391
Welfare Reform and the New Disciplinary Regime 396
From Policy Product to Performance Outcomes in the New Disciplinary 
Regime 399
Neoliberal Paternalist Disciplinary Welfare Policy in the Age of Manufactured 
Austerity 400
Conclusion 401
Discussion Questions 402
Suggested Websites 402
Suggestions for Further Reading 403
References 403



CHAPTER 14 HEALTH AND MENTAL HEALTH POLiCY: PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE 411
Stephen Gorin, PhD, and Cynthia Moniz, PhD

Background: The Progressive Era 411
The Roosevelt and Truman Eras 412
The “Great Society”: Medicare and Medicaid 414
The Nixon Era 415
The Reagan Era 416
President Clinton and the Health Security Act 416
The George W. Bush Administration 418
President Barack Obama and the Affordable Care Act 420

Trump Administration’s Efforts to Repeal the ACA 420
Impact of the ACA: Coverage, Cost, and Quality 422

Coverage 422
Costs and Financing Issues 424
Quality of Care 425

Role and Future of Medicare 428
Role and Future of Medicaid 429
Conclusion 430
Discussion Questions 430
Suggested Websites 430
Suggestions for Further Reading 431
References 431

CHAPTER 15  HUMAN SERViCES iN THE U.S.: SAFETY NET PROGRAMS FOR  
RACiAL & ETHNiC MiNORiTiES AND iMMiGRANT FAMiLiES 439
Julian Chun-Chung Chow, PhD, Catherine M. Vu, PhD, Isabel García, and Michael 
Reisch, PhD

In-Kind Supports for Racial and Ethnic Minorities 443
Child Care 443
Head Start 444
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 445
Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children 
(WIC) 446

Barriers to Program and Service Participation 447
Administrative Barriers 447
Structural Barriers 448
Cultural and Language Barriers 448

CONTENTS  XV



XVi  SOCiAL POLiCY AND SOCiAL JUSTiCE

Strategies to Increase Racial and Ethnic Minority Participation in Safety Net 
Programs 450

The Role of Cultural Competence 451
Client-Focused Strategies 452
Organization-Focused Strategies 452

Conclusion 454
Discussion Questions 455
Class Exercises 455
Suggested Websites 455
Suggestions for Further Reading 456
References 456
Notes 462

GLOSSARY 463

ABOUT THE AUTHORS 483

iNDEX 489



MiCHAEL REiSCH, PH.D., M.S.W., iS THE DANiEL THURSZ DiSTiNGUiSHED PROFESSOR OF 

SOCiAL JUSTiCE AT THE UNiVERSiTY OF MARYLAND SCHOOL OF SOCiAL WORK.



PREFACE

Rapid and unpredictable changes on a global scale and increasingly hyper-partisan politics 
in the United States have created a tumultuous environment in which cultural, political, 

and civil conflict have become the “new normal.” Media coverage of such issues as poverty and 
inequality, employment and health care, housing and homelessness, public education, climate 
change, terrorism, and police-community relations emphasizes the divisions that exist—both 
in the U.S. and around the world—along racial, ethnic, class, gender, religious, geographical 
and generational lines. Today, Americans cannot seem to find common ground even on issues 
where consensus once long reigned, such as the preservation of the Social Security system. In 
this environment, it is not surprising that controversial issues—abortion, Affirmative Action, 
same sex marriage, police violence, and the rights of transgender persons—cannot be resolved. 
Social and political movements at all points of the ideological spectrum—from the Tea Party 
to Occupy Wall Street to Black Lives Matter and, most recently, #MeToo and #NeverAgain—
focus on our differences rather than our common needs and aspirations. Nowhere has this 
been clearer than in the rhetoric of the 2016 Presidential campaign and the ensuing turmoil 
generated by the policies and politics of the Trump administration.

Yet these divisions are hardly new. Throughout its history, the United States has been a 
contentious multiracial, multicultural, and multi-religious nation, often riven by intense 
class, racial, and ideological divisions. This diversity has frequently been a source of strength, 
vibrancy, energy, and creativity, and it continues to be. Yet, the nation’s heterogeneity has 
also both facilitated and impeded its progress toward social justice and produced barriers to 
the development of a social welfare system that addresses the evolving needs of individuals, 
families, and communities effectively and efficiently.

Despite recurrent nostalgia for a mythic past when these conflicts did not exist, there is no 
turning back. The United States, already the most diverse nation on Earth, if not in human 
history, will become even more diverse in the decades ahead. By the 2040s, a mere quarter cen-
tury away, there will be no “majority” racial or ethnic population in the U.S. This demographic 
dynamic has already transformed social and political relations in states such as California and 
in virtually every major North American city. Today, it is the not-so-underlying cause of both 
“racial panic” and unprecedented cultural and social change.

These demographic and cultural transformations are not occurring in isolation. At the 
same time, longstanding gender roles, particularly those involving sexual relationships, are 
being challenged, and societal attitudes toward sexual orientation and the rights of transgen-
der persons have evolved rapidly during the past decade alone. New family constellations with 
new and different needs now exist in virtually all regions of the nation. New social movements 
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have inspired new social policy developments on such issues as same sex marriage, parental leave, and uni-
versal pre-k programs. Emerging social movements are demanding changes in areas such as gun control, 
environmental and immigration policy, racial inequities in the criminal justice system, and gender norms 
in schools and the workplace.

At the same time, the proportion of the U.S. population dependent on some form of social supports is 
steadily increasing. The “baby-boomers” have already begun to retire. This demographic wave will increase 
the fiscal pressures on already strapped programs such as Social Security and Medicare and stimulate new 
attitudes toward the retirement needs of older Americans, even as the problems facing children, youth, and 
working age families continue to grow. A major challenge for the U.S. in the years ahead is how to avoid 
inter-generational conflict in responding to these diverse needs with finite fiscal resources.

Finally, the forces unleashed by economic globalization and rapid technological change will grow even 
more powerful in the future. They have already produced unprecedented socio-economic inequality and 
revealed the inadequacies of our nation’s institutions and physical and social infrastructures. Much of the 
anger Americans have expressed in the present political climate reflects their widespread and growing 
insecurity about what the future holds for themselves and their children and increasing cynicism about the 
ability of our existing structures to develop effective responses to the problems they face.

In isolation, each of these changes would have significant consequences for social policies and for social 
work practice. Their combined effects—unpredictable though they may be—will surely be even more 
dramatic. The overall goal of this book, therefore, is to enable students and practitioners to confront these 
emerging realities by enhancing their understanding of the context, substance, underlying assumptions, 
and goals of contemporary U.S. social policy. It was written based on the belief that the best preparation for 
an uncertain future is to face reality squarely, honestly, critically, and knowledgeably. 

PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK

Throughout my career I have been fortunate to teach and conduct research about social policy and to 
engage in policy advocacy. In recent years I noticed that I was increasingly dissatisfied with the texts 
that were available, particularly for introductory policy courses. Most of them lacked a clear theoretical 
framework and covered excluded and marginalized populations superficially. Few texts present content 
in a manner that stimulates critical thinking, self-reflection, and analysis. Students’ backgrounds and 
changes in k-12 and undergraduate education have also created obstacles to learning and teaching. Many 
social work students today have taken few courses in history, politics, and economics. Most of them have 
been taught to think descriptively, rather than analytically and conceptually. They often enter social work 
programs with the belief that studying social policy is not relevant to their interests in becoming effective 
practitioners with individuals and families. As a consequence of digital technology and the spread of social 
media, they frequently resist reading text-based materials, no matter how much professors pare down read-
ing requirements. 

While no book can respond satisfactorily to all of these concerns, this book represents an attempt 
to provide today’s students and tomorrow’s practitioners with a comprehensive, in-depth overview of 
U.S. social policy and the policymaking process. It includes the critical contextual components of social 
policy (history, ideology, political economy, and culture), the major substantive areas of policy (e.g., Social 
Security, health and mental health care, welfare), and content designed to strengthen students’ skills in 



policy analysis, critical thinking, and advocacy. The authors are scholars and activists in the field who pos-
sess up-to-date knowledge, broad experience, and commitment to the social justice goals of social policy.

The book intentionally has a “hybrid” design that attempts to combine the best features of a standard 
text and an anthology. It has a strong theoretical foundation and consistent themes which are applied by 
expert scholars in their particular areas of research and practice. It also includes case examples to illustrate 
the impact of social policies, particularly on excluded and marginalized populations; analyses of the rela-
tionship between social justice and social policy, and of the roles that ideology and politics play in shaping 
social policies; and exercises to encourage the development of critical thinking and reflection. Each of the 
book’s three parts begins with a brief introduction highlighting the key themes in the chapters that follow 
and how they fit within the book’s overall framework.

Several themes run through the entire book. They include:

• The relationship of social policy to economic, social, and cultural transformation
• The impact of economic and social changes on conceptions of need and helping, which are ultimately 

reflected in social policy development
• The role of social policies and social services in promoting or preventing social and political change
• The ways in which cultural, racial, ethnic, gender, and religious identity affect the development and 

implementation of social policies
• The impact of the ongoing conflict between universal and population-specific conceptions of social 

welfare

While many of these themes have been expressed for years in scholarly discourse and public debates, 
they are of increasing importance today as the U.S. struggles to address the implications of global and 
domestic developments for our social welfare system. Given the enormity of demographic, cultural, and 
social changes underway, it is particularly important to hear the “voices” of populations that have largely 
been ignored throughout our history: racial, ethnic, religious, and sexual minorities, and women.

CHANGES IN THE THIRD EDITION

Since the publication of the second edition of Social Policy and Social Justice, there have been dramatic 
changes in U.S. social policy and the environment that shapes it. These include the full implementation 
of the Affordable Care Act, efforts by the Trump administration and Congressional Republicans to repeal 
or undermine its provisions, and the legal and political controversies that continue to surround it; the 
impact of the Black Lives Matter Movement on race relations and the nation’s perception of its criminal 
justice system; major Supreme Court decisions regarding such critical issues as voting rights, reproductive 
rights, marriage equality, gun control, the drawing of legislative district lines, and the limits of executive 
authority; persistent gridlock and hyper-partisanship in Congress and state legislatures; ongoing conflicts 
over immigration, environmental, and economic policy; and the unpredictable ultimate consequences of 
the Trump presidency. 

The third, revised edition of the book integrates an analysis of these changes into each chapter with 
both up-to-date information and insightful interpretations of their implications by experts in the field. Its 
highlights include:
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• An analysis of the ongoing effects of the Great Recession, globalization, trade and tax policies, and 
increasing socio-economic inequality on the nation’s political climate and the well-being of individuals, 
families, and communities.

• The emergence of environmental justice and climate change as key social policy issues.
• An assessment of the Trump administration’s impact on social policy—to date—and the implications 

of the Trump presidency for the future of social welfare and social work in the United States.
• Discussions of how political stalemate has affected the budgeting process in Congress, and how politi-

cal polarization has shaped policy advocacy at the state and federal levels.
• The implications of the Black Lives Matter Movement for the development of race-conscious social 

policies in such fields as criminal and juvenile justice, education, and social services, and for women’s 
leadership roles in the policy advocacy arena.

• The effects of political conflicts over marriage equality, reproductive rights, contraceptive services, 
transgender rights, and gender relationships in schools and the workplace on social policies that affect 
women.

• The consequences of recent Supreme Court decisions on health policies affecting women and 
low-income persons, the limits of executive authority, voting rights, state vs. federal power, and envi-
ronmental regulation.

• The changing nature of work and workforce participation in the United States and its implications for 
trade, employment, and workplace policies.

• The relationship of increased chronic and deep poverty to people’s health and life expectancy, and the 
persistent problem of homelessness.

• The impact of the Affordable Care Act on health care access, cost, and quality, and the consequences of 
recent efforts to repeal or reduce its scope.

• The future of Social Security and Medicare in the context of Congressional failure to respond to their 
looming financial crises.

• An examination of the effects of welfare reform over two decades after its implementation.
• The challenges involved in developing effective social services for racial and ethnic minorities and 

immigrants and socially just immigration policies in the context of rapid demographic, political, and 
cultural changes.

The original development of this book and the revisions to this revised third edition would not have 
been possible without the contributions of colleagues whose chapters combine in-depth substantive knowl-
edge and astute insights. I thank them for their wisdom, hard work, and timely responses to my persistent 
requests. I would also like to thank the reviewers of the first two editions, whose suggestions helped guide 
the production of this updated version and improved the book’s content, clarity, and focus. Any errors in 
the manuscript are entirely my responsibility.

In addition, I would like to thank my research assistants at the University of Maryland, Pamela Parnell 
Dysart, MSW, and Katie Januario, MSW, who assisted with the first edition, for their help, patience, and 
good humor. Finally, I would like to thank the staff at Cognella for their assistance with all aspects of the 
book’s production. Above all, I would like to thank Kassie Graves, Cognella’s Editorial Vice President, for 
her encouragement, wisdom, and ongoing support.
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PART I

THE CONTEXT OF 
SOCIAL POLICY
Michael Reisch, PhD

The chapters in Part I provide a conceptual foundation for the rest of the book and a broad 
overview of its cross-cutting themes.

Chapter 1 begins by posing the provocative question: Why care for strangers? It then 
discusses the meaning of social welfare and social policy, and why social policies are needed 
in complex, modern societies. Next, it outlines the stages of social policy development and 
addresses how the social problems addressed by social policies are socially constructed. It 
presents several contemporary perspectives on social welfare, the major approaches to social 
policy, and the relationship between social policy and social justice. It analyzes the role of 
the state (government) in social policy formation and implementation and how social class 
and race influence the focus and goals of social policies. The chapter then presents models of 
policy development and key policy concepts and briefly discusses the roles of economics and 
politics on social policy. It presents a concise framework for the analysis of contemporary 
social policies and defines several key evaluative concepts; in subsequent chapters these tools 
are applied to specific policy areas, particularly in Part III. The chapter’s themes are reinforced 
throughout the book, particularly in the brief chapter introductions and the longer introduc-
tions to each of the three sections.

Chapter 2 presents a broad historical overview of U.S. social policy, from colonial times 
to the present, including the policy initiatives and policy challenges that emerged during the 
Obama Administration and those proposed or implemented by his successor, Donald Trump. 
The chapter’s content emphasizes the economic, social, demographic, political, and cultural 
forces that shaped and continue to shape the evolution of the U.S. social welfare system and 
the relationship of these forces to struggles for social justice. More than in any other nation, 
the development of social welfare and social work in the United States reflects an ongoing 
synthesis of ideas derived from many different sources. These diverse sources have created a 
pluralistic social welfare system that is unusually complicated and often full of contradictions. 
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The chapter includes content on the influence of racial, ethnic, and religious minorities; ideas derived from 
other nations and cultures; the role of women; and the impact of radicals and reformers on the develop-
ment of social policy. It emphasizes the dynamic relationship that exists between majority and minority 
populations, institutions, and communities in the development of U.S. social policies and the relationship of 
social policy formation to changes in the nation’s political-economy, demographics, and cultural environ-
ment. Understanding the impact and implications of this complex history is particularly important today 
in order for students, practitioners, scholars, policymakers, and the general public to respond effectively to 
the dramatic changes already underway in the 21st century United States. Because understanding history 
is critical to comprehending the complexity of current issues and contemporary policy debates, content on 
the history of social welfare and social policy is also included in Chapters 4 and 5 in Part I, in Chapter 10 
in Part II, and in the chapters in Part III that cover the evolution of Social Security, employment, welfare, 
health and mental health policies, and social services.

Chapter 3 by Joel Blau begins with a presentation of the key features of the contemporary U.S. political-
economy. It then dissects several conservative myths about the relationship between the economy and 
social welfare and discusses the relationship between the U.S. economy and social policy development 
and the current status of this relationship. Blau explores the interaction of social policy and the political 
economy of the contemporary United States—a complex interaction that involves both costs and benefits. 
These costs include taxes and the maintenance of an unemployed, and partly unemployable, segment of the 
population. The benefits include political quiescence, increased aggregate demand, and during economic 
downturns, the positive effects of countercyclical programs such as unemployment insurance. Because 
the long-standing requirement that social welfare benefits must provide less income to recipients than the 
lowest paying job (the concept of “less eligibility”) circumscribes all these functions, the chapter places a 
special emphasis on how the multiple permutations of these functions sometimes conflict and sometimes 
mesh together. It also discusses the impact of globalization on the political–economic environment of the 
United States and provides the latest data on the role of social welfare in the U.S. political economy. The 
chapter concludes by assessing the connection between social policy and social justice—both today and in 
the future. 

Chapter 4 by Jerome H. Schiele examines how throughout U.S. history the nation’s social policies have 
intentionally and unintentionally regulated the lives of people of color and immigrants and identifies some 
strategies to render these policies more just in their treatment of these populations. The chapter applies a 
racism-centered perspective of social policy analysis—based on critical race theory and related conceptual 
frameworks—that are particularly well-suited to the current climate in which the “Black Lives Matter” and 
“Dreamers” movements have focused increased attention on the various manifestations of racial inequal-
ity in the U.S. A racism-centered perspective underscores the role that white racial hegemony has played 
historically in social policy development and implementation in the U.S. It uses racism as an “organiz-
ing theme” to explain how social policy development and implementation have disadvantaged people 
of color by advancing the shared but varied political, economic, and cultural interests of non-Hispanic 
white Americans, and highlights the racial control function of U.S. social policies that persists into the 21st 
century.

Chapter 4 also discusses how this racial control function has changed over time from more overt 
expressions that included explicit legal and other political restrictions to more contemporary forms of 
what many commentators refer to as color-blind racism. Specific examples from various groups of color 
are employed to illuminate this racial control function and demonstrate the shared and divergent con-
sequences for people of color. Finally, the chapter offers some recommendations on how to alleviate and 
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eliminate racism’s effects on social policy development and implementation by highlighting several roles 
that social policy practitioners can assume as community organizers, policy formulators, analysts, and 
cultural mediators. Additional recommendations focus on the need to transform the political-economy 
of U.S. society by examining the limitations of its core values for bringing about greater inclusion and 
meaningful participation for all people.

Using conceptual frameworks derived from critical and postmodern theory, including neo-feminism, 
Chapter 5 by Susan J. Roll focuses on the impact of social policy on women in the United States and traces 
the relationship between women and social policy over the course of U.S. history. The chapter analyzes how 
U.S. social policies reproduce the social construction of women’s roles, women’s problems, and women’s 
status in the nation’s families, political economy, and society. While it acknowledges how social policies 
have perpetuated gender-based inequalities and oppression, the chapter also discusses how, through 
their individual and collective agency, women have influenced the development and implementation of 
policy—for example, in the ways they negotiated systems of charity and welfare and in the development of 
a “maternalist” model of social policy.

This chapter begins by presenting a framework for understanding the overall context of policy develop-
ment and how it affects women. This is followed by a brief overview of the historical evolution of the major 
social policies that have shaped the experiences of American women. Through the use of several vivid 
examples, the third section discusses the role of women in affecting social policy, through both formal 
and informal means, down to the present leadership of women in the #MeToo, Black Lives Matter, and 
#NeverAgain movements. The final section outlines several significant policy issues affecting women today. 
These help illustrate the processes by which social workers, as advocates, can influence the development 
and implementation of contemporary and future social policies in such major areas as employment, family 
policy, domestic violence, and welfare. The discussion of these policy areas complements and provides a 
context for more detailed discussions of these issues in subsequent chapters.
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U.S. SOCIAL 
POLICY IN A 
TURBULENT 
ENVIRONMENT
Michael Reisch, PhD

INTRODUCTION: MAKING DIFFICULT POLICY DECISIONS

Why should we care for strangers? Under what circumstances should we care for them 
and to what extent? These may sound like unusual questions with which to begin a 

book written for prospective social workers and those in related health and human service 
fields, the so-called “helping professions.” But, if you think about it, these questions are at the 
heart of systems of social welfare and the policies, programs, and services they produce. The 
answers to these questions reflect a society’s values, the prevailing interpretation of its past, 
present, and future, and the priorities it establishes in the allocation of its finite resources. To 
illustrate these points, let’s look at the following scenarios:

• Scenario 1: As a result of a “natural disaster,” such as a hurricane, tornado, flood, fire, or 
earthquake, an entire community is destroyed. Its residents are displaced, their homes are 
in ruins, and whatever industry and commerce supported the community will take years 
to recover, if ever. While volunteer organizations, such as the Red Cross and local churches, 
can provide temporary assistance (food, shelter, health care), their resources and person-
nel are limited, and they serve, at best, as a short-term “fix” that cannot solve the 
community’s long term rebuilding problems. Under these circumstances, what role should 
the local, state, and federal government play in assisting the community and its residents? 
Who has the responsibility to ameliorate this immediate situation and solve the 
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community’s long-term problems? When is it appropriate to spend revenues from taxpayers who do 
not live anywhere near this community to help these people whom taxpayers will probably never meet? 
How much help should be provided? Should all residents be helped equally or should other factors be 
taken into consideration? For example, if two homeowners lost their houses in the disaster, and one 
home was worth ten times the value of the other, should both homeowners receive the same amount of 
assistance? Or, what if a homeowner knowingly built a home in a flood plain, too close to the ocean 
threatened by rising sea levels, or on an earthquake fault, should society be obligated to help them 
rebuild? If so, how many times? What is the rationale for helping (or not helping) them?

• Scenario 2: What if a disaster was the consequence of “human error”—such as the BP oil spill in the Gulf 
of Mexico, or institutional neglect—such as lead poisoning the water supply of Flint, Michigan, or a 
corporate decision to maximize profit—such as the transfer of manufacturing sites and jobs overseas? 
Such disasters create serious and lasting economic, public health, or environmental problems for affected 

communities, problems which then produce increased social 
and psychological distress that further exacerbate the crisis. 
What role should government play in such crises? Which 
level of government has the primary responsibility to inter-
vene? In what ways would this intervention be most effective? 
For how long should this intervention continue? How should 
it be paid for? Should all affected residents be assisted to the 
same extent? If not, what criteria should be used to determine 
how much aid they should receive and for how long?
• Scenario 3: What if the “disaster” was at the individual 
level, such as a veteran returning home who develops post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), a victim of domestic 
violence or sexual assault, a person who is permanently 
disabled due to a car accident, a child born with a hereditary 
illness, an individual who has abused opiates or alcohol, or 
a formerly incarcerated person who is now homeless and is 
attempting to reintegrate into his community, reestablish his 

Figure 1.1 

Destruction Caused by Hurricane Maria

Figure 1.2

Destruction Caused by a Tornado in Oklahoma

Figure 1.3 

Daughters kneel and beg for their father to be rescued from a col-
lapsed building after the 2008 Sichuan Earthquake in Dujiangyan, 
China. He was later found dead.
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family, and obtain decent employment? Where does the responsibility lie to help these strangers? What 
role, if any, does individual responsibility play in determining who should be helped?

• Scenario 4: Finally, what if the “disaster” were the consequence of the accumulation of long-term 
historical forces, such as institutional racism? To what extent does society have an obligation to address 
such consequences? Should individuals who recently arrived in the United States contribute equally to 
the cost of solutions? Should these solutions focus on individuals, families, groups, or communities? 
Should they be in the form of a “one time” payment (such as reparations) or ongoing structural change?

In each example, ask yourself:

1. To what extent should government or the nongovern-
mental sector assist the people who are victims of these 
disasters?

2. What is government (or society) obligated to provide? What 
is the extent of individuals’ responsibility to help?

3. Should all persons who are similarly affected be treated 
equally? What factors matter?

4. Who should have the authority to answer these questions?
5. Which perspective on social welfare and social policy does 

your answer reflect?
6. How do you justify your responses to the four different 

examples?

Every society grapples with these questions regularly on a massive 
scale. At best, its answers are consistent; they reflect long-standing 
values, established through democratic means, rather than mere 
personal whimsy or short-term priorities. Ideally, they are institutional-
ized, through legislation, judicial and administrative regulations, and 

Figure 1.4 

Unemployed Coal Miners in West Virginia

Figure 1.5 

Baltimore Street

Figure 1.6 

The Problem of Homelessness Has Persisted Since 
the Late 1970s
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day-to-day practice, rather than products of individual bias or caprice. Collectively, the answers to these 
questions influence the goals and processes of a society’s social welfare system. Unfortunately, throughout 
its history the United States has not always lived up to these ideals. The failure to do so in the past and today 
produces patterns of inequality, social exclusion, injustice, and even oppression that require the collective 
action of concerned individuals, groups, and communities. This book will analyze some of these patterns 
and the reasons they exist, and suggest ways to disrupt and correct them. This chapter will define some key 
concepts and terms that will help establish the relationship between social policy and social justice. 

THE MEANING OF SOCIAL WELFARE

Although every society must address problems such as those presented in the above scenarios, there is no uni-
versal definition of social welfare either in terms of its scope or limitations. Each society creates its own definition 
based on its history, culture, and current context and issues. All societies acknowledge in their own way, how-
ever, that the concept of social welfare implies some recognition of human need and human interdependence, 
what Trattner (1999) termed collective responsibility for collective need. Ironically, although they may have 
been established to help strangers, systems of social welfare also often create mechanisms of social control that 
perpetuate an unequal or unjust status quo. They so this through various means of distributing or redistributing 
material resources, power, opportunities, rights, and status, and through the “social reproduction” of prevailing 
economic, social, and political relationships and cultural values (Foucault, 1979; Gorz, 2010).

On close examination, therefore, systems of social welfare reveal a great deal about the societies that 
create them. They reflect a society’s priorities and goals; its view of the reciprocal relationship between 
individuals and the community; its assumptions about human nature (e.g., whether people are “naturally” 
altruistic or selfish, hardworking or lazy); its definition of human needs; its interpretations of the past; its 
ideas about the nature and desirability of change; and its future goals. To implement these ideas, systems 
of social welfare create assigned roles, such as policymakers and policy analysts, social workers and clients, 
advocates and constituents. These roles reflect and perpetuate prevailing cultural concepts of need and 
helping. Through their policies, social welfare systems determine who deserves to be helped and in what 
manner, whether certain individuals and groups should be treated differently, and if the receipt of assistance 
constitutes a legal entitlement (a right) or a reason to be marginalized and stigmatized.

The evolution of the U.S. social welfare system during the past several centuries reflects ongoing con-
flicts over broad values and goals, and the specific policies designed to achieve them. New issues have 
emerged due to changes in the nation’s political-economy, demographic composition, and cultural norms, 
and new conceptual frameworks and vocabulary have been developed to address them. In contrast to this 
pattern of constant change, there have also been persistent ideological and political conflicts that seem to 
resist permanent resolution. One of these conflicts involves the tension between individual and societal 
responsibility for people’s problems and how to respond to the wide range of human needs. For nearly a 
century, a related conflict centers on whether the nation should rely on market forces, the government, or 
the nonprofit sector to respond to these needs. On a more abstract level, these conflicts reflect different 
ideas about equality, freedom, and social justice. [See Chapter 2 in this volume for a discussion of the history 
of U.S. social welfare and social policy.]
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WHAT IS A SOCIAL POLICY?

Definitions of the terms policy, social policy, and social welfare overlap and may be initially confusing. Some 
are quite expansive; others are more narrowly focused. Popple and Leighninger (2008) provide an example 
of both definitions. While “policies may be laws, public or private regulations, formal procedures, or simply 
normatively sanctioned patterns of behavior” (p. 34), the term social policy reflects a philosophic position 
that is often “synonymous with increasing government involvement in social life and the pursuit of greater 
equality, equity, and social justice” (p. 27). In the broadest sense, policies are part of “a system of laws, 
programs, benefits and services that strengthen or assure provisions for meeting social needs recognized 
as basic for the welfare of the population and for the functioning of the social order” (Friedlander & Apte, 
1974, p. 4). They constitute the sum of a society’s actions that affect individual and social development. As 
such, they both reflect and shape social norms of behavior. Social policies can also be construed as state-
ments of social goals or appeals to do something comprehensive about a social problem such as poverty, 
which then are translated through social programs, often by acts of government, to effect change around 
specific issues or conditions.

According to Tropman (1984), in its simplest form a policy is “an idea reduced to writing, approved 
by legitimate authority, which gives direction or guidance” (p. 2). From this perspective, a policy could 
range from an organization’s handbook of personnel practices, to a piece of legislation, executive order, 
or judicial decision. In addition, organizations develop policies, procedures, and guidelines that influence 
how government policies are implemented—for example, through establishing eligibility requirements for 
the receipt of a benefit.

Jansson (2016) identifies eight policy sectors that comprise the network of U.S. social programs and 
policies: children and families; health; gerontology; mental health (now increasingly labeled behavioral 
health); education and job development; corrections; the safety net; and the global sector (p. 2). Social 
welfare policies constitute a smaller subset of social policies that regulate benefits to persons defined by 
society as “needy.” These policies include cash assistance, health care, and housing subsidies, and assistance 
in such areas as education, transportation, child welfare, and environmental justice. Ideally, their goals 
are to optimize individual and family well-being and to redistribute societal resources more equitably. In 
the real world, however, they also serve the functions of social control and social reproduction—that is, 
they use societal institutions to replicate and perpetuate dominant cultural values and norms (Gorz, 2010; 
Jimenez, et al, 2015).

As Richard K. Caputo discusses in Chapter 6 of this volume, social policy can also be conceptualized 
in four other ways: as (a) an expression of a philosophical concept or value position about a society’s 
purposes; (b) as a product, such as a law, regulation, or program guideline; (c) as a process of identifying 
issues, providing alternative explanations for problem causation, and various methods to solve problems; 
and (d) as a framework for political or social action around broader goals.

WHY DO WE NEED SOCIAL POLICIES?

What if we tried to resolve the questions raised by the four scenarios at the beginning of this chapter? 
What might be the results? What is the likelihood that different decisions would be made in each situation? 
When you consider these questions, it is clear that one reason for creating social policies is to enhance the 
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consistency with which we respond to these circumstances. In an increasingly diverse nation of nearly 
320 million people, without the guidelines and standards social policies provide our decisions would be 
random and probably ineffective, at best, highly discriminatory and unjust at worst.

Addressing the need for consistency is necessary, but insufficient in developing a clearer understanding 
of the purpose of social policies. Interpreting their overall purpose requires us to recognize that our environ-
ment is constantly changing and that these changes produce unprecedented problems and often exacerbate 
and complicate problems that have existed for some time. In other words, rapid and inevitable change 
produces costs—both material and social. The overarching question guiding social policy, therefore, is: Who 
should bear the costs of these changes (Kapp, 1972)? This is obviously a broad question, but it helps provide 
a foundation to understand the wider context of social policy development and implementation. Looking 
at social policies through a broader lens, particularly in an environment in which different policy areas are 
viewed in isolation from each other (the so-called “silo effect”), helps us recognize how social policies in one 
area, such as housing, affect and are affected by policies in other areas, such as employment and education.

Social policy development also involves deciding whether these costs should be absorbed by the private 
sector (the “market”), the non-profit sector, or the public sector (the “state”). If we decide that the state 
(government) should bear primary responsibility for covering these costs, what level of government should 
shoulder the greatest burden? If the private sector is to play a significant role in this regard, should the for-
profit sector (e.g., corporations) or the nonprofit sector (e.g., social service agencies) play the major role?

Finally, as the four introductory scenarios illustrate, which costs should be absorbed at all? For example, 
to what extent should society absorb the costs of unemployment and retraining that result from the conse-
quences of global economic changes, as discussed in Scenario 2? Or, as posed by Scenario 3, to what extent 
should society absorb the costs of individuals’ personal misfortunes (bad luck) or bad choices? In Scenario 
4, how should policymakers factor in long-term historical forces? 

Finally, by examining social policies through this broader lens we can understand more clearly:

1. How problem-solving strategies are developed and implemented at the local, state, 
national, and international levels

2. How the results of policies are measured, using what criteria, and by whom
3. How policies distribute resources, power, opportunities, rights, access, and status
4. How policies and the policy development process reflect conflicting interpretations of a soci-

ety’s past, different explanation of its current problems, and competing visions of its future.

FROM PRIVATE TROUBLES TO PUBLIC ISSUES: THE STAGES OF  
POLICY DEVELOPMENT

How do the problems described in the scenarios above become issues worthy of being addressed through 
social policy intervention? There are several ways this could occur. It could occur as the “natural by-product” 
of widespread changes that affect large numbers of persons. Examples include mass unemployment during 
a recession or the impact of environmental pollution or climate change. Another way is through growing 
awareness of the effects of demographic changes, such as increasing numbers of children, elderly persons, 
or immigrants in need of assistance; changing family patterns; or greater racial and ethnic diversity. A 
third factor might be a consequence of unforeseen catastrophes such as natural disasters or epidemics. A 
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fourth could be a result of increasing discontent with the status quo due to changing standards and expecta-
tions. Finally, issues emerge—usually gradually—because of the development of new societal priorities 
in response to the environmental changes described above, the influence of social movements and the 
conflicts they produce, or external threats.

This transition, from a private problem to a public issue worthy of societal intervention through social 
policy, occurs through various developmental stages. They can be summarized as follows:

1. Recognition. As stated above, a private trouble (or problem), such as domestic violence or substance 
abuse, is converted into a public issue in numerous ways. It could occur as the consequence of socioeconomic 
changes such as industrialization, the transition from a goods-producing to a service-oriented economy, 
or the consequences of economic globalization. Demographic developments, such as changes in family 
size, gender roles, the aging of the population, or the racial and ethnic composition of the community, can 
also transform people’s problems into issues of broader concern. Other sources of this transformation are 
unprecedented epidemics, environmental disasters, or external threats such as war and terrorism (Titmuss, 
1958). Finally, increased dissatisfaction with the status quo resulting from new cultural norms and expecta-
tions, political conflicts, new scientific discoveries, or the introduction of new technologies can change our 
perceptions of longstanding private problems.

2. Legitimation. As a stage of policy development, legitimation refers to the process by which an 
issue becomes worthy of being placed on the public agenda—that is, it becomes an issue that society is 
obligated to address and attempt to resolve through its existing institutions. A private trouble can become a 
legitimate issue for a variety of reasons. New or different information could become available, for example, 
about the causes of mental illness as a result of research; or information that has existed for some time, such 
as the extent of police violence against African Americans, could be communicated more widely or more 
effectively through new channels such as social media. Old information could be interpreted in new ways 
because of the introduction of new cultural norms, new ideological perspectives, a new vocabulary, or the 
presence of new evaluators of the situation. Attitudes about same sex marriage are a good illustration of 
this type of transformation. New standards of behavior could emerge as a result of social activism, such as 
#MeToo, that affect societal expectations and social policies, such as Title IX regulations regarding accept-
able conduct in the workplace. Finally, decision makers could acquire new values or prioritize social needs 
differently as a result of political or social pressure from advocacy groups or social movements. The passage 
of legislation extending rights to persons with disabilities is an excellent example of the latter process.

3. Mobilization. Once a private trouble is legitimized as a public issue, key actors inside and outside the 
political system must decide to do something about the problem because it will not disappear by itself and 
the situation is of sufficient urgency to demand prompt attention. Often such situations are characterized 
as a “crisis” (the HIV/AIDS crisis, for example) in order to justify increased public and political attention 
to the issue. At this juncture of the policy development process, the role of policy advocates is particularly 
critical. They must ensure that the public does not lose interest in the issue or become distracted by other 
matters or tangential concerns. 

4. Formulation. At this stage, policy makers create an official, legally sanctioned plan to do something 
about the issue—such as a citywide plan to address homelessness. Various policy options are proposed—
usually in the legislative arena—where conflicting interests, from inside and outside the policymaking 
apparatus, interact. In this stage, agenda setting is critical—it establishes policy goals, determines what 
alternatives are considered, assesses the cost of the policy, and defines the possible outcomes of the policy-
making process.
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5. Implementation. Once a policy is adopted at whatever level of government, it needs to be put into 
effect by the executive branch. Administrative departments draft regulations that stipulate the details of 
policy implementation. For example, if Congress appropriated funds for universal pre-k programs, the 
Departments of Education and Health and Human Services (and possibly the Department of Labor) would 
draft regulations regarding such details as eligibility requirements, mandated or optional components of 
these programs, health standards, and criteria for program staff. Once these regulations go into effect after a 
period for public commentary, the policies they shape are then translated into specific programs, a process 
that requires funding (through government budgets) and planning at the state and local levels, often with 
the assistance of private sector organizations. After these programs are implemented, both the executive 
branch and external advocacy groups monitor the implementation process to ensure that policies are deliv-
ered in a manner consistent with administrative regulations and the legislature’s intent. Lastly, the judicial 
system is often the final arbiter of whether policies are being implemented in a manner consistent with the 
law. The number of court cases involving the 2010 Affordable Care Act (ACA) is a good example of the 
latter. [See Chapters 10 and 14 for further discussion of the role of the judiciary in social policy development.]

6. Evaluation. Ideally, all policies and programs are periodically evaluated to determine to what extent 
they achieved their goals and objectives, and, if possible, what components of a policy or program were 
most critical to its success or failure. (The latter is often the focus of so-called “intervention research.”) 
During the evaluation process, a set of similar-sounding concepts—effectiveness, efficiency, and effect—are 
used to measure a policy’s impact. Understanding the differences between these similar-sounding terms is 
important to grasp the entirety of a policy or program’s consequences. 

Effectiveness refers to the extent to which a program’s service or a policy’s benefit achieves its original goals 
or terminal values. That is, did the policy actually address its target issue? Did the policy produce what it 
was intended to produce—e.g., a reduction in the number of persons who lacked health insurance or an 
increase in the number of families who obtained affordable, quality child care?

In comparison, assessing the efficiency of a policy involves identifying and measuring all short-term 
and long-term costs and benefits of the service or benefit it provides. This aspect of evaluation poses such 
questions as: How much did each child care “slot” cost? Which approach to increasing high school comple-
tion rates was most cost-effective? A focus on efficiency is often associated with the use of cost-benefit 
analyses and a utilitarian approach to social policy—that is, an approach that evaluates a policy in terms of 
its consequences (such as the maximization of the well-being of the most possible persons) rather than its 
underlying values (such as the right of all persons to a particular standard of living). Difficulties with this 
approach include distinguishing between short-term and long-term costs and benefits, weighing different 
types of costs and benefits (e.g., those that can be quantified and those of a more qualitative nature), and 
factoring in unforeseen or indirect consequences including the impact of policies on third parties—people 
who are not directly affected by the policy such as residents of neighborhoods in which halfway houses for 
homeless persons are developed.

Finally, measuring the effect of a social policy requires analyzing the extent to which a service or 
benefit achieved the goals associated with instrumental values—that is, its overall impact on society and 
not merely its consequences for the target population. There are numerous examples of policies whose 
effect and effectiveness varied considerably. China’s one-child policy is a pointed example. Although it was 
highly effective in slowing the nation’s population growth, in terms of its overall societal effect, the policy 
also produced several undesirable consequences, including a marked increase in voluntary abortion or the 
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infanticide of female children, a gender imbalance among marriageable adults, a future labor shortage, and 
a lack of children available to assume filial caretaking responsibilities for elderly relatives.

7. Feedback. The implementation of a policy alters the original conditions in which the issue emerged 
and may transform the lives of persons it affects. At the same time, the context in which policies are 
implemented is constantly changing as well. A “feedback loop” is essential, therefore, to assess whether the 
original policy requires revision or may no longer be needed. This assessment has both objective compo-
nents (i.e., those that can be determined through scientific observation) and subjective components (i.e., 
those that are influenced by political or ideological perspectives). A recent example concerned whether 
some of the core provisions of the 1965 Voting Rights Act that monitored states’ election processes were 
still necessary. A sharply divided Supreme Court agreed with the states (primarily in the Southern U.S.) 
who argued that changes during the past half century rendered these legislative provisions unnecessary. In 
light of the numerous laws these states have subsequently passed, such as voter ID laws that restrict access 
to the ballot, those who argue that the original provisions of the Voting Rights Act should be retained could 
claim that the “feedback loop” in this particular instance was flawed.

Finally, to conclude this section, when assessing how a private trouble is transformed into a public issue 
(Mills, 1959), it is important to ask the following questions: How is the problem being defined at various 
stages of this process and for whom is it considered a problem? Who has the power to define the condition 
as a problem? What social, economic, political, cultural, and technological forces created this newfound 
awareness? What are the underlying assumptions about the nature of the issue? Who are the potential 
winners and losers if society attempts to address the issue through social policy? In what ways can the issue 
be defined differently? What are the implications of defining the issue in these different ways? Much like the 
assessment of a client or community’s problem, how a public issue is framed influences from the outset how 
policy responses to the issue evolve. It is important, therefore, to recognize the role that the social construc-
tion of social problems plays in policy formulation.

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Think about the issues that society considers important today such as those mentioned at the beginning 
of this chapter. Although we would like to believe otherwise, none of these issues are inevitably significant 
enough to require societal attention. Nor is the current interpretation of any of these issues the only way 

 APPLYiNG THESE STAGES TO REAL WORLD PROBLEMS

Think about the following questions: 

1. How would you apply the distinction between private troubles and public issues to 
the four scenarios described above?

2. Which of them are solely private matters? 
3. Which of them constitute a public issue or falls somewhere in between? 
4. How would you make the distinction? 
5. What steps would be required to transform each problem into a public issue?

EXERCISE
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they could be explained and understood. Our views and responses to particular situations are shaped by 
our interpretation of history, and by their presentation in the media. They are also influenced by existing 
laws, customs, traditions, and values, including culturally-based, often unacknowledged, biases. Concepts 
such as poverty, mental illness, crime, substance abuse, homelessness, and sexual deviance are not fixed. 
They are socially constructed for specific, if often unacknowledged purposes. Our current interpretation 
of these issues evolved as a result of a variety of environmental factors and shifting societal priorities. 
Conversely, many conditions are no longer viewed as problems to the same extent, or are now interpreted 
in significantly different ways—for example, homosexuality, divorce, single parenting, sexual harassment, 
and women’s participation in politics and the workforce.

The social construction of issues is, in effect, a subtle means of exercising control over societal institutions 
and the persons affected by their policy decisions. This occurs in several ways. It presents (and popularizes) false 
or misleading narratives about marginalized and socially excluded individuals and groups. It explains social 
problems in a manner that does not challenge existing structural arrangements or their underlying values. It 
interprets the goals and outcomes of policies on such issues as welfare, Social Security, same-sex marriage, and 
domestic violence in a manner that validates dominant cultural goals. As a consequence of social construction, 
social policies in virtually every society largely reflect the views and interests of the dominant groups.

 THE SOCiAL CONSTRUCTiON OF SOCiAL PROBLEMS

1. Select one of the following issues:
• Poverty
• Unemployment
• Substance Abuse
• Homelessness
• Immigration
• Crime
• Mental Illness
• Sexual Harassment in the Workplace

2. Discuss how the social construction of this issue 
• Reflects dominant cultural concepts of need and “helping”
• Stigmatizes some needs but not others
• Maintains social roles and norms regarding race, class, gender, sexual orientation, ability 

status
• Reinforces existing power dynamics in society
• Combines social care and social control
• Creates false narratives about excluded and marginalized groups
• Interprets problems and their potential solutions in ways that maintain the status quo
• Is a means of social control

EXERCISE
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PERSPECTIVES ON SOCIAL WELFARE AND SOCIAL POLICY

Because of their varied histories, even nations at similar stages of economic development have different 
perspectives on the purposes of social welfare and the desirable scope of social policy. These perspectives 
reflect their diverse ideologies and goals, and wide-ranging views on the relationship between government 
and the market and between individuals and the society as a whole. In short, they answer the question: 
“who should bear the costs of change?” in significantly distinctive ways.

For example, throughout most of its history, dating back to the colonial era, U.S. social policy embodied 
a residual view of social welfare, based on values derived from conservative ideas about the state, a harsh 
view of human nature, and a desire to maintain the existing social structure. Its key features included 
minimal government intervention in the market economy, the preservation of individual freedom, the 
exaltation of self-reliance, and protection of the sanctity of private property (Jansson, 2016).  Modern 
libertarians share these beliefs about social welfare. 

During the 20th century, the social welfare systems of many Western European nations, such as Great 
Britain, as well as Canada, Australia, and New Zealand evolved to reflect a liberal or institutional view 
of social welfare. Proponents of this perspective argued that the purpose of social policy is to ameliorate 
social and economic problems such as unemployment—what Titmuss (1958) referred to as the “diswel-
fares” of the market economy—promote greater equality of opportunity, and gradually expand the concept 
of citizenship beyond political rights to include social rights (Marshall, 1950). To some extent, U.S. social 
policies between 1933 and 1980 also reflected this perspective (Katz, 2001).

A third social democratic or developmental view of social welfare emerged in the Scandinavian nations 
during the 20th century and, for a time, in post-World War II Great Britain. Policies in such systems would 
not only seek to correct the “diswelfares” of the market economy, they would also attempt to eliminate 
poverty and enhance human well-being. In nations such as Sweden that have created a “social welfare state,” 
social policies are not merely directed at specific populations in need; they are the basis of “cradle-to-grave” 
protections that support the normal process of human development at all stages of the life cycle (Chatterjee, 
1996; Esping-Andersen, 2002; Fitzpatrick, 2001). The U.S. has adopted only a few policies of this nature: 
Medicare and Social Security for the elderly and, more recently in a few cities and states, universal pre-k 
for young children. 

During the past four decades, a neoliberal perspective on social welfare has emerged concurrently with 
the advent of economic globalization. Although neoliberals, like conservative and libertarian supporters of 
residual systems, believe that government should play a smaller role in society and prefer market-oriented 
solutions to social problems, they recognize that specific social policies can advance the public good in a 
limited way. For example, they are likely to support increased funding for human capital development—
such as education and job training—to make the United States more competitive in the global economy 
(Abramovitz, 2012; Stoesz, 2015).

CONTEMPORARY APPROACHES TO SOCIAL POLICY

These diverse perspectives on social welfare systems, in general, are often translated into differences in the 
scope (coverage) of social policies. Nations with institutional and developmental systems of social welfare 
rely primarily upon universal social policies. These provide societal benefits to everyone regardless of 
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income and other personal circumstances and, in most cases, without specific obligations being imposed 
on recipients, such as mandatory employment. By contrast, nations whose social welfare systems combine 
elements of residual and institutional perspectives favor selective social policies. Their benefits are deter-
mined by income (through a means test) or through membership in a specific age cohort, group with a 
common problem, or residency in a particular geographic area (a needs test). In the United States, Social 
Security, Medicare, and public education are examples of policies that reflect universality, while TANF 
(Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, aka welfare), Medicaid, and SNAP (formerly food stamps) are 
policies that reflect a selective approach. The differences between these approaches to social policy mir-
ror debates over whether systems of social welfare should provide minimal or optimal assistance, take a 
reactive (or residual) approach versus a proactive (institutional or developmental) approach, and provide 
short-term (temporary) or long-term (permanent) benefits. They also determine whether benefits should 
be conditioned on other behaviors, such as work, and whether they should be provided in institutions or 
in people’s homes.

Finally, a wide range of administrative issues shape how social policies are delivered. Should their imple-
mentation be centralized (like Social Security) or decentralized (like TANF)? Should their programs and 
services be integrated or segmented? Should these programs be delivered by the public or private sector? 
Should beneficiaries be involved in program design, implementation, and evaluation? Finally, how should 
social policies and programs be funded and by what level of government?

In the United States today, competing visions of social welfare and social policy produce more divi-
sions than at any other time during the past century. In part, this is because U.S. social policy attempts 
to address two overarching goals that on the surface appear to contradict each other. On one hand, 
social policy serves as an instrument to support and sustain existing structures, institutions, and values 
(the so-called status quo) and to adapt these structures to dynamic internal and external environmental 
changes. At the same time, however, policies that are adopted (or fail to be adopted) alter that environ-
ment through the incentives or disincentives they create and the intended or unintended consequences 
they produce.

The contradictory roles played by social policy have several important implications. First, as Joel Blau 
points out in Chapter 3 of this volume, analyses of contemporary social policy must examine the interrela-
tionship of economics, politics, and ideology. Although often obscured by the myth that the United States is 
a non-ideological society, this relationship exists in the ways our society addresses every issue it confronts. 
Second, issues of resource distribution and power are omnipresent at all levels of the policymaking and 
implementation processes, from the federal government to the day-to-day interactions of social work-
ers and their clients. Third, in assessing current social policies and designing strategies to change them, 
analysts and advocates must recognize the contradiction involved in using the system to change itself and 
that policy change can be both qualitative (e.g., a shift in societal goals) and quantitative (i.e., an increase or 
decrease in the number of persons affected by a policy or the size of benefits they receive).

Fourth, the history of social policy, particularly in the United States, demonstrates the ongoing impact 
of various invidious “isms,” such as racism, sexism, and homophobia, which lead to the exclusion, stig-
matization, and marginalization of many populations in need. Understanding both the historical and 
contemporary impact of these isms on policymaking is, therefore, vital. [See Chapters 2, 4, 5, 12, 13, 14, and 
15 in this volume for specific examples.] 

Fifth, it is equally important to understand how various social problems are interconnected. For example, 
malnutrition in children due to poverty has been linked to the onset of chronic health and mental health 
problems and poor educational and employment outcomes; individuals’ future employment status and 
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income are consequences of their education and receipt of welfare benefits; substance abuse is associated 
with crime and family breakdown; and immigration and migration patterns are major consequences of 
economic globalization. 

Finally, it is important to distinguish policies that designate particular ends and those that stipulate 
specific methods to achieve those ends. For the broader social welfare field, the fundamental question is not 
if change is to occur but how and under whose control?

To summarize, a nation’s approach to social policy is informed by its views of

• the nature of society itself, whether it is individualistic or cooperative/collectivist at its core;
• the socioeconomic system that determines how goods will be produced, distributed, and consumed;
• the legitimacy and effectiveness of the state (government) and its decision-making processes;
• individual and social morality, particularly as they affect human nature and human needs;
• the degree of mutual responsibility between individuals and society;
• the definition of community and its obligations;
• its value priorities and social goals; 
• its history; and
• the nature, desirability, and preferred means and pace of change.

SOCIAL POLICY AND SOCIAL JUSTICE

As the above discussion indicates, values are at the foundation of social policy development. They shape 
the process of policy development every bit as much as the best evidence derived from research. One of 
the central value conflicts in the United States is the relationship between social policies and social justice. 
Since the early 20th century when proponents of social justice in the U.S. became more vocal expressing 
their concerns, activists and scholars have attempted to use social policies as instruments to achieve a 
more socially just society. These efforts have often been stymied, however, not only by powerful resistance, 
but also by the presence of considerable differences in how social justice is defined (Reisch, 2002). These 
ideological differences about the meaning of social justice inform the various perspectives on social welfare 
described above. They can be briefly characterized in the following ways:

• Conservative views of justice focus on the preservation of individual liberty, property rights, and 
economic and social order (Stoesz, 2014).

• Liberal views of justice emphasize the more equal distribution of societal benefits and burdens and the 
expansion of civil rights and civil liberties (Reisch, 2014).

• Social Democratic conceptions of justice promote the goals of social and economic equality and 
greater civic participation (Rawls, 1999).

• Postmodern ideas about social justice stress the inclusion of marginalized groups in socially just 
decision-making processes (Leonard, 1997).

During different periods, one or more of these perspectives has been dominant in the U.S. The promotion 
of social justice through social policies, therefore, has reflected several distinct interpretations of social 
justice. These include
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• Fair play: a more equal distribution of rights and opportunities by removing discriminatory barriers 
(Ryan, 1981);

• Fair shares: more equal outcomes through redistributive taxation and spending policies (Rawls, 2001);
• A meritocracy: equal distribution of resources based on personal merit or productivity;
• A human needs or capabilities approach: unequal distribution based on unique individual needs or 

requirements, such as disability (Dover, 2016; Nussbaum, 2011);
• The preservation of privilege: unequal distribution based on status, political position, or religious 

beliefs;
• Compensation: unequal distribution based on compensatory principles to remedy past injustices, such 

as Affirmative Action (Kennedy, 2013; Sabbagh, 2011).

Given this complicated array of definitions of social justice, a recurrent issue for policymakers in the U.S. is: 
How can we apply a concept of social justice based on individual rights to solve problems that are created 
by group membership (e.g., race, gender, social class)? Today, the diverse values all claiming to reflect a 
social justice approach to social policy development and implementation include: the equal worth of all 
human beings; the equal right of people to be able to meet their basic needs; the importance of distributing 
opportunities and life chances as widely as possible; the reduction or elimination of unjustified inequalities; 
and the expansion of people’s capabilities (Reisch & Garvin, 2016; Reisch, 2014; National Association of 
Social Workers, 2018; Nussbaum, 2011; Sen, 2009).

For more than a century in the United States, efforts to achieve these value-driven ends through social 
policy have taken various forms and produced mixed results. On the positive side, they have created a 
limited social safety net, expanded economic opportunities by removing a number of discriminatory 
barriers to employment and education, and enhanced access to health and behavioral health care. Some 
policies, such as Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid, have modestly redistributed resources to the 
least advantaged members of society. Attempts to promote better balance between employment, family, 
education, and leisure and to promote greater security across the life cycle have been less successful. Social 
policies have only recently begun to address such needs as paid family leave, affordable child care, work/life 
balance, and support for caregivers of the elderly, infirm, and disabled. 

As a result of advocacy efforts, in recent decades the goals of social policy have also been linked to the 
creation of a more egalitarian, multicultural, and democratic society (Marable, 2009). This type of soci-
ety would pay greater attention to equitable decision making in determining the allocation of resources, 
the promotion of self-determination at the individual and community level, and the construction of an 
economic system centered on human needs and human rights rather than mere economic gain. It would 
represent an attempt to infuse policymaking with a common sense notion of ethics and values that chal-
lenge long-standing structures of oppression, power, and privilege within the dominant social and cultural 
order (Wilson, 2009).

In examining the substance of social policies and the means by which they are developed and imple-
mented, it is important, therefore, to assess whether a policy is intended to have a redistributive effect as 
part of its overall strategy to promote social justice. Assessing the redistributive components of a social 
policy requires answering the following questions:

• Is this redistributive effect intentional? 
• What resources does the policy attempt to redistribute?
• What are the intended and potential consequences of this policy for third parties? 
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• Who benefits from the policy or is harmed by it directly or indirectly? How? To what extent?
• What type of cost is involved in implementing or failing to implement the policy (social, fiscal, other)? 

How much is the cost? Who pays the cost?
• To what extent does the policy involve a shift in power or an alteration of status, social roles, and 

cultural norms and values?

In the United States, two major concepts have often constrained the nation’s ability to apply principles 
of social justice to the social policy arena: our concept of property and our concept of the state (or govern-
ment). In combination, these two concepts produce an ideological superstructure that explains, defends, 
promotes, and reproduces existing systems, values, and institutions (Althusser & Balbar, 2009). They 
determine who should bear the social and economic costs of change, how these costs should be calculated, 
and who makes these critical decisions.

Our concept of property determines the means by which our society produces, distributes, and consumes 
resources. This influences the nature of ownership of goods; ideas about what constitutes work and what 
types of work should be rewarded and at what level; how we should distribute material resources; the kinds 
of social relationships that are preferred or required; and the focus of our cultural institutions. For example, 
our ideas about the sanctity of property influence our views about taxation, which in turn determine the 
revenues we have available to address issues that affect individuals, families, and communities. In addition, 
our notion that property ownership resides primarily in individuals or in entities like corporations that 
have the legal status of individuals reinforces our prevailing view that individual responsibility should be a 
cornerstone of our social policies. 

The connection of our concept of property to our ideas about social policy and social justice has been 
taken for granted for so long that its existence is rarely acknowledged or disputed. The same cannot be 
said for our concept of the state. Since Independence, this concept has been a topic of ongoing, often 
violent conflict in our society. This conflict continues today as contemporary political rhetoric frequently 
demonstrates.

THE STATE AND SOCIAL POLICY

Our concept of the state is linked to social policy development in two ways. First, it establishes the degree 
of responsibility government assumes for social welfare and human well-being through the regulation of 
the market economy, and the support government provides to the ancillary economic, social, and cul-
tural institutions and relationships that preserve the prevailing distribution of societal goods. Second, it 
determines how the state will mediate the many conflicting interests and competing needs of individuals 
and groups in our increasingly diverse and complex society. The concept of the state also influences how 
power is distributed, the nature of formal authority in government and other major institutions, and our 
definition of individual and social responsibility. 

Throughout history, a variety of different perspectives have been put forward about the role of the state. 
In the early modern period in the West (roughly the 16th and 17th centuries), European proponents of 
absolute monarchies or divine right theory (like Thomas Hobbes) proclaimed that God was the sole source 
of political authority, and that His will could only be interpreted by humans, like kings, who possessed the 
authority to do so. This view prevails today in nations such as Iran and Saudi Arabia and has adherents 
among some fundamentalist Christians in the United States.
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Advocates of natural law theory from ancient times through the Middle Ages, such as Plato, Aristotle, 
and Thomas Aquinas, regarded the state as a “natural phenomenon” whose existence must be presumed 
and whose authority could not be questioned. In a similar vein, 19th century adherents of force theory, 
such as the German philosophers Hegel and Nietzsche, regarded the state as the most powerful and total 
form of human organization, an institution distinctly above the people (Murphy, 2006). In its most extreme 
form, the application of force theory produced the totalitarian states of the 20th century. 

By contrast, proponents of social contract theory, including John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 
Thomas Jefferson, and 20th century philosophers such as John Rawls, posit that the state is the creation 
of all the individuals and groups within it and that those invested with state authority govern solely by 
the consent of the governed. These ideas are expressed clearly in the language of the U.S. Declaration of 
Independence and the Gettysburg Address. This concept of the state, which remains popular among 21st 
century liberals, regards it as an instrument that mediates class and racial/ethnic conflicts by applying the 
principle of “popular sovereignty.” It is the primary principle underlying contemporary pluralist theories of 
policymaking (Lassman, 2011; Rawls, 1999).

Finally, in Marxist theory, the state is regarded as the “executive committee” of the ruling class. The 
implication of this theory is that the interests of the state are viewed as identical to those of ruling elites 
(Miliband, 1969). Ironically, members of both the Occupy and Tea Party movements, who represent dif-
ferent points on the political spectrum, may subscribe to this view even if they do not consciously embrace 
Marxism.

These different conceptions of the state produce four views of the relationship between the state and 
social policy and different perspectives on the state’s connection to social welfare as a whole. One concep-
tion of this relationship, a contemporary corollary of social contract theory, regards the state as a neutral 
or benevolent force that balances competing interests, smooths over the inequalities of the socioeconomic 
system, and provides minimal regulation in a society dominated by the free market. This perspective, com-
mon among libertarian philosophers like Nozick (1974) and some politicians, such as Senator Rand Paul 
(R-KY), reflects a residual view of social welfare in which the state is a vehicle of last resort, after other 
societal institutions such as the family and the market have failed.

A second conception of the relationship between the state and social policy regards government as a 
positive, occasionally paternalistic force in society and a critical source of intervention in economic and 
social development. The state’s role within this perspective, however, is limited to correcting the excesses 
of modernity such as industrialization. This leads to an institutional view of social welfare that formed 
the basis of social policy provision in the United States from the 1930s to the 1980s and is still somewhat 
influential today. (See above discussion about concepts of social welfare.) Its key features include:

• an increased role for government in the promotion of greater equality of opportunity and in respond-
ing to new and more complex human needs;

• an often paternalistic focus on needs, not rights, through the adoption of policies that are, for the most 
part, selective rather than universal;

• an embrace of the concept of the “common good” as something greater than the aggregate good of 
individuals, coupled with the belief that the promotion of the common good is compatible with the 
preservation of individual freedom—in brief, the assumption that the state can “do good” without 
sacrificing anyone’s interests (Gaylin, Glasser, Marcus, & Rothman, 1978);

• efforts by the state to reconcile class conflict and restore community—This was the view of government 
that shaped the ideas of leaders of the Progressive Movement, such as John Dewey, Louis Brandeis, and 
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Jane Addams (Elshtain, 2002; Knight, 2005; Puckett, Harkavy, & Benson, 2007). [See Chapter 2 in this 
volume.];

• a belief that an expanding economy can achieve most desired social goals, including the reduction of 
poverty and inequality, without fundamentally restructuring the socioeconomic system—This belief 
was an underlying assumption of the policies developed during the New Deal and the War on Poverty 
and, to some extent, has shaped the policies of both Democratic and Republican administrations from 
the late 1970s to the present (Alperovitz, 2011) [See Chapter 2 in this volume.]; and

• a belief that no adversarial relationship exists between the state and recipients of services or benefits, 
because the state is exercising the collective will of the people in the interest of the common good 
(Mansbridge, 1980).

A third conception of the state, most popular in Scandinavian nations, sees it as a vehicle for economic 
and social transformation, the redistribution of resources, and the facilitation of human development at all 
stages of the life cycle. This conception underlies the policies of welfare states, based on a developmental 
view of social welfare, as discussed above. It relies on higher rates of taxation to support policies that 
provide a more extensive sense of social and economic security for its citizens (Russell, 2018). 

Finally, since the 1980s there has been a resurgence of anti-statist, neoconservative views in the United 
States that have attacked many of the premises on which modern social policies are based. According to this 
perspective, most forms of social welfare provision restrict individual liberty and are destructive of human 
potential. They are unnecessary in a free market society and are, ultimately, antithetical to its purposes 
(Friedman, 1962). Neoconservatives and neoliberals also assert that in an increasingly competitive global 
economic system the United States can no longer afford the “inefficiencies” of the welfare state and that the 
provision of private social services through the market would be less costly, more effective, and more con-
sistent with American cultural values of self-reliance and individual freedom. Opponents of the Affordable 
Care Act within both the Tea Party movement and Congress often rely on such arguments (Stoesz, 2014). 
[See Chapter 14 in this volume.]

In addition, unlike liberal proponents of institutional social welfare systems, and even their neoliberal 
counterparts, critics of government-funded policies argue that the preservation of freedom and the promotion 
of social equality are antithetical goals, and that state-sponsored efforts to create a more egalitarian society (e.g., 
through redistributive tax policies, welfare benefits, Affirmative Action) have deleterious economic, social, and 
moral effects. They reject the concepts of legal entitlements and human rights at the heart of the welfare state 
and do not regard disparities of income and wealth as excessive or socially harmful (Nozick, 1974). In fact, they 
are more concerned about the impact of a coercive state apparatus than about the impact of socioeconomic 
inequality. The recent budget blueprint approved by the Republican majority in the House of Representatives 
and President Trump’s proposed FY 2019 budget reflect this orientation clearly (Parrott, et al, 2018).

SOCIAL CLASS AND SOCIAL POLICY

U.S. social policy has also been shaped by two persistent beliefs about the nature of American society. One 
is that the United States lacks the social class divisions of other industrialized nations, such as those in 
Europe; the other is that whatever boundaries exist between classes are very fluid. The former belief feeds 
the myth that the United States is a “middle-class nation.” The latter is reflected in the frequent individually-
focused “rags-to-riches” stories that saturate the media regularly.
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As several chapters in this volume indicate, however, the distribution of resources, power, and life out-
comes in U.S. society is very much related to factors of income and wealth. During the past three decades, 
the United States has become increasingly stratified. It is now more economically unequal than at any 
other time since the Great Depression (Eidelson, 2018). The myth that most Americans are middle class 
obscures the existence of class differences and how recent changes in the nation’s economy and policy deci-
sions during the past several decades have affected the distribution of resources, life chances, and even life 
expectancy in the United States (Kukaswadia, 2017). For most Americans, even students of social policy, 
the term social class is therefore, ambiguous and often confusing. 

To clarify this ambiguity, there are three ways to analyze the nation’s class structure, each of which has 
different implications for how we can assess the relationship between social class and social policy. Each 
method of analysis, however, both reveals and masks different aspects of the nation’s class structure.

One way to analyze class structure is by income distribution, which involves dividing all U.S. house-
holds into quintiles (fifths of the population). [See Chapter 3 in this volume for further discussion of this 
issue.] Many reports on income inequality by government agencies and nongovernmental research and 
advocacy organizations use this measure (Stone, Trisi, Sherman, & Taylor, 2018). The problem with this 
method is that it raises as many questions as it answers. It is not clear, for example, how income should 
be defined. Should we count income from wages, from investments, and from government programs in 
the same way? Should nonmonetary income (e.g., food stamps, health benefits, educational vouchers) be 
included? Should individuals with the same income but very different types of jobs—for example, social 
workers and sanitation workers—be considered members of the same social class? A final problem with 
this approach is that measuring income alone does not reveal the effects of vast, often inter-generational 
racial differentials in the distribution of wealth, which have intensified since the Great Recession (Badger, 
Miller, & Quealy, 2018; Kochar & Fry, 2014; Shapiro, Meschede, & Osoro, 2013) or considerable differences 
in the cost of living in different regions.

A second definition of social class, based on Marxist theory, emphasizes what Marx termed individu-
als’ relationship to the “means of production”—land, capital, and labor. According to classical Marxism, 
industrial societies are divided into four primary classes: the haute bourgeoisie, who own the means of 
production (factories, banks, etc.); the petite bourgeoisie, which consists of small business owners, shop-
keepers, and civil servants; the proletariat, people who work for wages (largely in factories); and the lumpen 
proletariat, beggars, criminals, and social deviants, who are sometimes referred to in contemporary society 
as the “underclass” (Marx, 1852). In response to dramatic changes during the 20th century in the nation’s 
occupational structure, neo-Marxists have created an additional category, the “professional managerial 
class,” which is situated between the two former divisions of the bourgeoisie (Ehrenreich & Ehrenreich, 
1978). Yet, are all salaried workers in the same class? For example, should a social worker, public school 
teacher, or nurse who has a graduate degree be considered in the same class as a factory worker with a high 
school education (even if they earn the same wage)? Are they members of the same class as high salaried 
Wall Street executives, professional athletes, or entertainers?

Responding to this criticism, a third method of analyzing class structure has appeared in recent decades 
based on sectoral divisions in the labor market. According to this perspective, the labor market is divided 
into three sectors. The primary sector consists of big business and finance, which are largely capital inten-
sive. It is characterized by relatively high wages and, in some manufacturing industries, stronger unions 
(such as the United Auto Workers). The secondary sector is highly competitive, consisting of small and 
midsized businesses with few or no unions. This sector is labor intensive. The tertiary sector includes gov-
ernment and nonprofit organizations. It is also labor intensive and, among some government employees, 
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increasingly unionized, although it requires large external infusions of capital, primarily through taxes and 
philanthropy. The professional/technical labor market described above cuts across all three sectors and has 
also been growing in recent years. More creative opportunities exist for these workers in the primary sector 
than in the secondary sector. These changes underlie the emphasis of some policymakers on job retraining 
and the importance of higher education. Nevertheless, according to this analytical framework, workers 
and their families in each sector require different types of support through social policies and programs as 
discussed in Chapter 12.

RACE AND SOCIAL POLICY

Similar to the relationship between social class and social policy, two conflicting perspectives shape dis-
cussions of the role race plays in the construction of U.S. social policy. One perspective asserts that the 
economic changes of the past half century, combined with the expansion of social welfare programs and 
the passage of antidiscrimination legislation, have raised the socioeconomic status of African Americans 
and other persons of color. Proponents of this view assert that these changes have substantially lowered the 
poverty and unemployment rates among these formerly marginalized groups, created a viable middle class 
among persons of color, and eliminated the need for compensatory programs such as Affirmative Action 
or civil rights policies such as the 1965 Voting Rights Act because the United States is now a “post-racial” 
society (Coates, 2017). In its most extreme form, individuals who adopt this position oppose government-
funded social programs on the grounds that they help only “others” (the so-called “47%” in the words of 
2016 Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney) who no longer need such assistance and ignore the 
needs of many hard-working Americans. 

A second perspective is based on the premise that in the development of social policies and programs, 
African Americans and Latinos, in particular, are often equated with welfare recipients, criminals, 
substance abusers, and individuals who prefer government handouts to work or are qualified only for 
low-paying, low-responsibility jobs. According to this view, the failure of minorities of color to share 
fully in the nation’s economic prosperity and to take advantage of existing opportunities results from 
their cultural, psychological, or moral shortcomings (Harding, 2016; Katiuzhinsky & Okech, 2014; 
Young, 2011; Marable, 2009; Wilson, 2009). Proponents of this view prefer social policies and programs 
that correct individual behavior, such as job-readiness programs, parenting classes, and nutrition 
education.

The facts about race and social policy paint a very different picture from both of these interpretations. 
Although African Americans and Latinos have experienced some upward mobility in terms of occupa-
tional status since the 1960s, the class structure of the African American and Latino communities does not 
mirror that of the broader society. Official statistics reveal that African Americans and Latinos are still 2 
1/2 to 3 times more likely to be poor than are whites and that substantial numbers live in deep poverty, less 
than 50% of the federal poverty line (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018; Edin & Schaefer, 2015; see Figures 1.7a and 
1.7b). In addition, the distribution of wealth and health outcomes is even more skewed along racial lines 
(Badger, Miller, & Quealy, 2018; Ingraham, 2017; Shapiro, Meschede, & Osoro, 2013; Kochar & Fry, 2014; 
see Figure 1.8c). Recent economic developments, particularly globalization and the Great Recession and its 
lingering consequences, and conscious policy choices have also had a disproportionately negative impact 
on persons of color. In combination, they have produced a marked decrease in the number of entry-level 
industrial jobs, cutbacks in public-sector employment (a major path to middle-class  status for persons of 
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Figure 1.7a

Poverty Rates by Race and Hispanic Origin: 1959 to 2010

 Source: U.S. Census Bureau.

Figure 1.7b

Who the Poor Are

 Source: U.S. Current Population Report (2010)
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color in the United States), reductions in expenditures on education and social services, and increased rates 
of incarceration, homelessness, housing foreclosures, evictions, and hunger (Alexander, 2010; Desmond, 
2016; Lofstrom & Raphael, 2016; National Alliance to End Homelessness, 2017; Owens, 2015; Singer, 2016; 
U.S. Department of Education 2017). To a considerable extent, the response of the African American 
community to recent incidents of police violence has been fueled by its anger over these inter-connected 
developments. Figures 1.7a and 1.7b illustrate the persistent disparities in the poverty rates between whites 
and persons of color in the U.S.

Figure 1.8a 

US Unemployment Rate by Race, 2005–2017.

Figure 1.8b

Trends in workers earning poverty-level wages, by race and ethnicity, 1973–2013.

 Source: U.S. Census Bureau.

Image omitted due to copyright restrictions.

Image omitted due to copyright restrictions.
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As Jerome H. Schiele points out in Chapter 4 of this volume, the subordinate status of persons of color 
in the United States is not a historical aberration or the result of institutional deficiencies alone. It is an 
intrinsic part of the operations of the nation’s socioeconomic system. Racial inequality and institutional 
racism, therefore, are not separate from the issue of class but, rather, closely related to it in the following 
ways.

First, policies and practices produced by institutional racism reduce the wages and employment pros-
pects of all workers. (See Figures 1.8a and 1.8b) They lower the floor on income while providing a “wedge 
issue” that divides workers with common interests along racial lines, thereby reducing the possibility of 
multiracial social justice coalitions. Second, they reduce the supply of essential public services, such as health 
care, education, and housing, to low- and middle-income individuals of all races because the “needy” are 
stereotyped as belonging primarily to certain less capable races or ethnic groups, a phenomenon intensified 
by increasing geographic segregation (Owens, 2015; Rothstein, 2017; Wright, Ellis, Holloway, & Wong, 
2014). Finally, the presence of racial conflict reduces political pressure on government to provide other 
public services that would have a progressive distributional effect and promote social justice.

MODELS OF POLICY DEVELOPMENT

There are several ways of analyzing the process of policy development—that is, the means by which a 
private trouble, through the phases described above and filtered through the lens of social construction, 
becomes a public issue. The most commonly used models are listed below.

Figure 1.8c

Distribution of wealth by race and ethnicity.

Image omitted due to copyright restrictions.
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Systems Model: This approach focuses on the interaction of three components, what sys-
tems theorists refer to as inputs, throughputs, and outputs. Policy inputs include identified 
issues and the populations they affect, available resources, demographics, the distribution of 
power, and dominant value perspectives. They also include the impact of political parties, 
interest groups, policymakers, and the public’s perception of the seriousness of the problem. 
Throughputs consist of the political “rules of the game,” governmental and nongovernmental 
authority structures, and the interpretation of the issue by the media and key policymakers. 
Policy outputs include laws, regulations, budgets, judicial decisions, and the programs and 
services policies create. They also include unintended consequences and so-called “waste,” 
such as bureaucratic “red tape.”

Elite Model: The elite model is based on the assumption that a few individuals and groups 
dominate the policymaking process by shaping the agenda (Bottomore, 1991) and thereby 
limiting the possible outcomes of policy debate. One version of this model refers to the “Iron 
Triangle” of policymaking, which consists of major Congressional committees responsible 
for legislation in a particular area, the departments of the executive branch of government 
responsible for developing regulations and implementing legislative policies, and powerful 
interest groups that influence policy development and implementation through lobby-
ing and political contributions (see Figure 1.9). The development of foreign and military 
policy is a prime example of how the elite model works. In the domestic sphere, education 
policy provides a useful illustration; here, the “iron triangle” consists of elected officials, the 
Department of Education, education experts in universities or think tanks, and teachers’ 
unions.

Rational Choice Model: This model is popular today, particularly among market-oriented policy 
analysts who have adopted a neoliberal approach to social welfare and social policy development. 
Proponents of this approach regard policy-
making as an objective process in which the 
costs and benefits of policy options can be 
quantified, measured, and used to inform 
policy decisions. They also assume that 
all costs can be calculated in this manner 
and that comparisons between different 
types of costs and benefits can be useful to 
policymakers in determining which policy 
options are most efficient and effective  
(Eriksson, 2011).

Interest Group Model: For many years, 
this model, which is based upon pluralist 
theory, has been a popular explanation of 
the policymaking process in the United 
States. It assumes that policy outcomes 
are the products of compromise between 

Figure 1.9 

The Iron Triangle of Policymaking.
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competing interest groups and that these groups have 
relatively equal access to decision-making circles. In 
addition, pluralist theorists assume that all parties will 
primarily work within the “system” and strive to reach 
common ground through negotiation. Although all 
sides in this competition for resources and influence 
engage in advocacy and popular education in their 
attempts to sway public opinion, they remain commit-
ted to achieving some resolution of the issue (Lassman, 
2011). The development of the Patient Protection 
and Affordable Care Act (ACA) of 2010 provides a 
recent illustration of the strengths and limitations of 
pluralism. [See Chapter 14 in this volume for further 
discussion of the process by which the ACA was created.]

Incremental Model: This explanation of policymak-
ing, referred to by Charles Lindblom (1980) as “The 
Science of Muddling Through,” complements the plu-
ralist model. It views the evolution of social policy as 
a gradual process in which small steps are taken that, 
over time, produce major policy changes. The gradual 
expansion of Social Security from 1935 to the present 
is often cited as a good example of incremental policy 
development.

Conflict Model: Unlike the interest group or pluralist 
model, this model assumes that policies emerge from 

conflicts between forces that are unwilling or unable to reach consensus or to compromise. 
Through a variety of “contests,” including elections, legislative battles, and judicial decisions, 
one side wins and determines the policy results. Conflict approaches assume that competing 
interests will use a variety of forms of advocacy, both inside and outside the “system,” join 
forces with and mobilize social movement supporters to advance their cause and, if necessary, 
engage in protest tactics to arouse public opinion and change the view of policymakers in their 
favor (Acemoglu, Egorov, & Sonin, 2011). Examples of the use of conflict approaches include 
the labor struggles of the 1930s, the civil rights and feminist movements of the 1960s, the work 
of AIDS activists in the 1980s, and the Tea Party, Occupy Wall Street, and Black Lives Matter 
movements in recent years.

KEY POLICY CONCEPTS

Understanding social policy and the policymaking process requires some familiarity with frequently used 
policy concepts, so that the process does not remain solely the province of policy “wonks” or powerful 

Figure 1.10

Models of the Policy Development Process.
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institutional leaders. Some of these concepts refer to the nature of policy itself; others help explain key 
components of the policymaking process and the role of key players.

THE SOCiAL DiViSiON OF WELFARE

When they think of social policy or social welfare most people imagine a system of benefits that primar-
ily assist low-income persons. Policies such as welfare (TANF), Medicaid, food stamps (now called the 
Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program, or SNAP), energy assistance, and subsidized housing (such 
as Housing Choice, formerly Section 8 housing) often come to mind. This limited perspective on the nature 
of social policy often leads to the stigmatization of individuals and families who receive these benefits and 
reflects a misunderstanding about the extensive role that social policy plays in contemporary society.

In a classic article, the great British social policy theorist Richard Titmuss (1976) provided an alternative 
perspective called the social division of welfare. Titmuss argued that the purpose of a nation’s social policy 
system is to promote redistribution—that is, efforts to redirect resources (both income and in-kind) to 
specific groups, which thereby affect their standard of living and quality of life. According to Titmuss, the 
issue of redistribution is addressed by social policy in three different ways. The most obvious type—social 
welfare—consists in the United States of direct payment to individuals (via cash assistance or in-kind 
benefits) through the Social Security retirement program, Unemployment Insurance, welfare (e.g., TANF), 
or veterans’ benefits. In Great Britain, these benefits are often called “social services.” Titmuss referred to 
them as forms of social welfare. In the United States, they are sometimes referred to generically as “welfare” 
and, at other times, as “entitlement programs.” Note how both American labels contain subtle pejorative 
assumptions about the recipients of these benefits, although to different extents.

A second type of welfare, fiscal welfare, provides aid to people of all social classes through tax expen-
ditures—that is, ways the government allows people to keep more of their income, provided they engage 
in certain behavior. Examples of fiscal welfare that assist individuals and families include exemptions for 
people who have dependent children, the home mortgage and property tax deductions for homeowners, 
the child care tax credit for families that have children in child care, and the Earned Income Tax Credit 
(EITC). [See Chapters 7 and 12 this volume for further discussion of the EITC.] Corporations, which are 
treated as “individuals” by the U.S. legal system, also receive a number of types of fiscal welfare, such as the 
oil depletion allowance, funds to promote overseas exports, and various subsidies to different industries. 
With the exception of the EITC, most fiscal welfare in the United States benefits the middle and upper 
classes.

The third form of welfare is occupational welfare, which consists of benefits people receive through 
their employment. Often called “fringe benefits,” these benefits include health or life insurance, pensions, 
housing and transportation allowances, and on occasion child care. As Mimi Abramovitz (2001) has fre-
quently pointed out, taking this broader view of the nation’s social welfare system reveals that “everyone 
is on welfare.” The irony, of course, is that only certain individuals are looked down upon for receiving 
“welfare” benefits, while most of the population considers the benefits they receive as “natural,” if they think 
of them at all. As some contemporary political and media rhetoric reflects, this misunderstanding fuels a 
great deal of the insecurity, anger, and mistrust underlying today’s intense political conflicts. 

TAXES AND SOCiAL POLiCY

Either directly or indirectly, all three of these forms of “welfare” require a source of revenue and affect the 
distribution of tax burdens (or fiscal costs) in a society. In determining whether a given policy promotes 
social justice, it is important, therefore, to assess both the goals and substance of these policies and how 
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they are funded. As discussed in Chapter 7, most policies in the United States are funded through taxes of 
some sort, which are collected at every level of government. One way to analyze if the impact of tax policy 
is just is to examine whether a given method of taxation is “progressive” or “regressive.”

A progressive tax places a heavier burden on individuals or households with higher incomes. The 
federal income tax is the prime example of a moderately progressive tax. Higher earners pay a higher rate 
of taxes on their taxable “earned income” incomes (i.e., from wages), which the new tax law decreased 
from 39.6% to 37%. It is important to note that in 1980, the highest “marginal” tax rate was 70% and, in the 
prosperous 1950s it was 90%. This dramatic change is the result of tax cuts that have primarily benefited 
affluent Americans.

There are other features of tax policy, however, that make even the income tax considerably less progres-
sive. Numerous tax expenditures (see “fiscal welfare” above), such as the home mortgage deduction and 
child care tax credit, provide a benefit primarily to middle- and upper-income households. Corporations 
are taxed at a lower rate than individuals, although—as mentioned above—they often have the legal status 
of individuals. In addition, certain types of income—so-called “unearned income,” such as dividends, inter-
est, and capital gains on the sale of stocks or real estate—are taxed at a different rate (currently 15–20%). 
These policies can create unjust outcomes as the following example illustrates.

Take two individuals, Mary and Mark, who each have a taxable income of $100,000/year (i.e., this is 
their income subject to federal and state taxes after all deductions are taken into account). Mary has a 
well-paying job as an executive of a major nonprofit social service organization. According to the new tax 
law, her federal tax liability in 2018 would be about $24,000/year. Mark is not employed and derives his 
income from a combination of real estate investments, stocks, and bonds he inherited from his parents. His 
taxable income is also $100,000/year, but unlike Mary, he will pay only about $15,000/year in federal taxes. 
(This example assumes that all other aspects of Mary’s and Mark’s tax returns are identical.) How would you 
rationalize this difference? What does it reveal about the justice of our tax system? 

In contrast to progressive taxes, the impact of a regressive tax falls more heavily on lower-income 
households. Two common examples of regressive taxes are the “payroll tax” (which funds Social Security 
and Medicare) and the sales tax. All wage earners in the United States must pay the payroll tax, which is 
currently 7.65–8.55% (twice that for the self-employed). On the surface, this would appear to be equitable 
as it applies to everyone who is employed. However, this tax is regressive for two reasons. First, individuals 
whose income is derived entirely from capital gains do not pay this tax; only wage earners do. In addition, 
even individuals whose income is primarily from wages pay the bulk of this tax on only the first $128,700 
they earn in 2018. (They pay the Medicare portion of the payroll tax, 1.45%, on all earned income [salary] 
up to $200,000; this increases to 2.35% (regular 1.45% Medicare tax plus 0.9% additional Medicare tax on 
earned income above $200,000, $250,000 for joint returns).

The same reasoning applies to sales taxes. All individuals, regardless of the size or source of their income, 
pay the same-percentage tax on those items their state (or county) taxes (e.g., clothing or cleaning products 
in some states). Again, this would seem to be fair. Yet, analysts have demonstrated that while wealthier indi-
viduals may pay more sales tax each year in absolute dollars, lower-income persons pay a higher proportion 
of their income in sales taxes (Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, 2017). 

Two glaring examples of how the tax system can produce inequities came to light during the 2012 
and 2016 Presidential campaigns. In 2012, when Mitt Romney, the Republican candidate, released his tax 
returns, the public responded negatively to the revelation that he paid a much lower proportion of his 
(substantial) income than the average taxpayer. In another incident that year, billionaire investor, Warren 
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Buffett, reported that he paid a lower overall tax rate than his secretary did. Unlike Romney, however, who 
justified his low tax rate in part by the large amount he contributed to charity, Buffett publicly decried the 
unfairness of a system in which his secretary paid a higher proportion of her income. Ironically, in 2016, 
candidate (now President) Donald Trump, who often bragged about his wealth, refused to release his tax 
returns; he continues to do so today despite increased concern about the nature of his investments and the 
relationships they create with foreign governments.

Consequently, the manner in which the government collects taxes has become particularly significant 
for social policy development in recent decades for several reasons. First, federal and state tax cuts since the 
1980s have resulted in middle- and lower-income households bearing a larger share of the nation’s overall 
tax burden—that is, paying more to help fund government programs, from military expenditures to social 
services. As the chart in Figure 1.11 indicates, most of the benefits of recent tax cuts have gone to upper-
income households (Huang, Herrera, & Duke, 2017; Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, 2017).

Second, during the past several decades, as states have been given more and more responsibility for 
funding social policies and programs—a process referred to as policy devolution—a higher percentage of 
social policies are now paid for by state and local governments. These levels of government rely more heav-
ily on regressive taxes for their revenue (primarily the sales tax) than does the federal government (which 
relies primarily on the income tax). [See Chapter 7 in this volume for further discussion of the relationship 
between tax policy and government spending.]

Third, anti-tax movements during the past four decades (from the movement that produced California’s 
landmark Proposition 13 in 1978 to today’s Tea Party) and opposition to tax increases by the Republican 
Party and some segments of the Democratic Party, have made it increasingly difficult for governments to 

Figure 1.11

U.S. Income Inequality, 1967–2011

Historical US Income Inequality 
Source: US Census Bureau, Income Limits for Each Fifth and Top 5 
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fund essential services, particularly in tough economic times, such as the Great Recession, when regular tax 
revenues decreased (Horton, 2018; Skocpol & Williamson, 2012; Stocker, 1991). During and after the Great 
Recession, hundreds of thousands of public-sector employees—teachers, firefighters, police officers, and 
social workers—were laid off and many cities and counties eliminated long-standing programs, closed 
libraries and parks, and reduced service hours (Johnson, Oliff, & Williams, 2011). For the most part, these 
cuts have not been restored even as the economy has grown during the past decade (McNichol & Waxman, 
2017). A fundamental social policy question for the future, therefore, is: How will the nation pay for the 
services required to maintain its competitiveness in a global economy, meet the basic needs of its growing 
and increasingly diverse population, and repair its decaying physical and social infrastructure?

DEFiCiTS AND THE DEBT

During the past quarter century, there has been considerable controversy over the size of the federal deficit 
and the national debt and their impact on the overall health of the U.S. economy. [See Chapters 3 and 7 
in this volume for a more detailed discussion of these concepts.] Since 2011, opposition to increasing the 
nation’s debt ceiling, which used to be a mere formality, has become an instrument of policymaking, as 
conservative legislators demand spending cuts in return for their approval. (Ironically, at the end of the 
Clinton Administration, the federal government had a large surplus, and during the 2000 Presidential 
election policy debates centered on how that surplus should be used—to pay off the national debt within 
a generation or to secure the funding of Social Security and Medicare for the “baby boomers.”) Without 
going into the details of how this surplus became a deficit, it is important to understand the distinction 
between the federal deficit and the national debt, and their implications for social policy.

As discussed in more detail in Chapter 7, the deficit refers to the annual difference between the revenues 
the federal government receives (primarily through taxes) and its total outlays or expenditures. Since the 
government cannot spend funds it does not have, in fiscal years when expenditures exceed revenues (most 
years since the 1930s), the government has to borrow money to make up the difference. Sometimes, gov-
ernment expenses are a form of investment in the future; the construction of bridges, roads, universities, 
libraries, and hospitals is a good example, as is the funding of long-term projects such as the space program 
and development of the Internet. (This is comparable to families borrowing money to buy a home or pay 
for college tuition.) In such instances, the government makes up the difference between revenues and 
expenditures by selling Treasury bills and bonds to banks, foreign governments, and individual investors, 
who are essentially lending the government money. In order to induce them to do so, the government pays 
them interest. (To make this even simpler, think of your household budget. In those months when your 
expenses exceed your income, you may have to borrow money—often by charging purchases to a credit 
card. In return for lending you these funds, the credit card company charges you interest.) The total amount 
that the government owes to all its creditors, principal plus interest, accumulated over the years constitutes 
the national debt. Each year that the federal government runs a deficit, it must borrow more money and 
the national debt increases.

Unlike the federal government, state and local governments are generally prohibited by their consti-
tutions or charters from running a fiscal deficit or from borrowing funds to pay for general operating 
expenses. They can borrow money (largely through the sale of bonds) only for capital projects such as 
road construction or the development of a new college campus. This is why increased fiscal pressures on 
state and local governments—the combined product of policy devolution, federal cutbacks, and economic 
slowdowns or recessions—have become so severe and pose a serious threat to the maintenance of adequate 



1 U.S. SOCiAL POLiCY iN A TURBULENT ENViRONMENT  33

levels of spending for social policies and programs. 
[See Chapter 7 this volume for further discussion of 
the federal budget process.]

Figures 1.12a, 1.12b, 1.12c, and 1.12d illustrate 
how the government spends its revenues. In review-
ing these charts, it is important to note the different 
perspectives they provide. For example, if you 
looked solely at Figure  1.12a, you would get the 
impression that Social Security, Medicare, and other 
so-called “entitlement programs” comprise the bulk 
of the Federal budget. This impression is often used 
to buttress arguments in favor of reining in spending 
on entitlements because of their impact on the fed-
eral budget deficit and the national debt. As 
discussed in Chapters 7 and 11, however, this would 
be a false impression. These mandatory expenditures 
(Figure 1.12b) are largely funded from targeted 
taxes, such as the payroll tax, not from general rev-
enues. When this mandatory spending is subtracted 
from the total federal budget and only discretionary 
spending is analyzed (Figure 1.12c), a very different 
impression is revealed: Military expenditures 

Figure 1.12a

Total U.S. Federal Spending, Fiscal Year 2016.

 Source: OMB. National Priorities Project.

Figure 1.12b

Mandatory U.S. Federal Spending, Fiscal Year 2016.

 Source: OMB. National Priorities Project.

Image omitted due to copyright restrictions.

Image omitted due to copyright restrictions.
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Figure 1.12c

Total U.S. Discretionary Spending, Fiscal 2016.

 Source: OMB. National Priorities Project.
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(including veterans’ benefits, some portion of expenditures on energy, (e.g., for weapons research, and part 
of the interest for past military expenditures) now comprise nearly 2/3 of the budget. This demonstrates 
that the budget can be used both as a tool of policy development and for policy advocacy (Figure 1.12d).

Ironically, recurrent concerns of fiscal conservatives over federal deficits and the debt appear to apply 
only when the government incurs deficits to expand social welfare programs. Recent steps by Congress 
and the Trump Administration vividly illustrate this contradiction. In combination, the December 2017 
Tax Cuts and Jobs Act, the recent budget deal approved by Congress, and—if enacted—Trump’s FY 2019 
budget will dramatically increase the deficit and the debt. By burdening future generations and administra-
tions with the costs of financing the government, they also significantly reduce current resources available 
for addressing the nation’s physical and social infrastructure needs. Perhaps of even greater concern, the 
deficits provide right-wing legislators with a rationale for further cuts in social protections, under the guise 
of “reforming entitlements.”

ECONOMICS AND SOCIAL POLICY

Economists differ on the impact of deficits and debt on the health of the nation. Some argue that excessive 
government borrowing reduces the amount of capital available to the private sector and raises interest 
rates on business and consumer loans. Others assert that, particularly during recessions or periods of 
economic slowdown, government spending is necessary to stimulate the economy by providing a floor 
on consumption and creating jobs. In addition, many analysts believe that only government possesses 
sufficient resources to make the investments in human capital development and physical infrastructure 
required by a global market system (Krugman, 2012; Reich, 2016).

Since the 1930s, policies that reflect views on the relationship of government to the economy have been 
guided primarily in both Republican and Democratic Administrations by one form of Keynesian economic 
theory or another. Based on the ideas of the British economist John Maynard Keynes (1936), Keynesians 
posit that modern, so-called “mixed economies” (i.e., those in which some items, such as consumer goods, 
are purchased in the marketplace, and others, such as education and social services, are at least partly 
funded by government) require some level of government intervention to regulate the business cycle and 
avoid the dramatic ups and downs that occurred throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries.

According to Keynesians, governments can accomplish this goal through three means:

1. Monetary policy—The Federal Reserve (in the U.S.) and central banks (in most other industrial
nations), attempt to control the money supply to stimulate or “cool down” the economy when it is “over-
heated” (growing too fast). Since the 2008 recession, the Federal Reserve has kept interest rates at record 
low levels to make it easier for banks and businesses to obtain capital and for some consumers to acquire 
home mortgages in order to revive the flagging economy. Recently, however, the Fed has begun to raise rate 
gradually to combat the “threat” of inflation.

2. Tax policy—Tax cuts are designed to stimulate the economy in the midst of a recession while
tax increases during a period of rapid economic growth attempt to slow it down and reduce the 
likelihood of inflation. During the past decade, the U.S. government has used tax policy to promote 
economic growth in at least two ways: The Obama Administration temporarily extended the Bush 
Administration’s income tax cuts and approved a temporary reduction in the payroll tax. In December 
2017, Congress approved and President Trump signed tax legislation that significantly reduced both 
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corporate and individual tax rates—the latter with a sunset provision—while limiting long-standing 
deductions for mortgage interest payments and state and local taxes. As of this writing, the lasting 
economic effects of the legislation are unclear, although many analysts are pessimistic (Bryan, 2017; 
Phillips, 2018).

3. Government spending—Government revenues are used to “prime the pump” of the economy and
to maintain a floor on consumer spending, which accounts for about 70% of the nation’s gross domestic 
product (GDP). The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, which included a combination of 
tax rebates and government spending, is the most recent example of a government “stimulus package.” If 
adopted, President Trump’s proposal to invest in the nation’s physical infrastructure could potentially have 
a similar effect, although it would probably be heavily skewed toward the private sector.

There are three schools of thought among Keynesians, each of which emphasizes a different perspective 
on government’s role in regulating the economy. Conservative Keynesians focus on providing tax breaks 
for corporations to spur industrial production and economic growth, creating what is sometimes referred 
to as a “trickle-down” effect. Advocates of so-called “supply-side economics,” although they emphasize the 
importance of shrinking the size of government, actually promote a form of conservative Keynesianism.

Liberal Keynesians, such as those who inspired the New Deal and the War on Poverty (see Chapter 2 
in this volume), favor increased social expenditures and tax cuts or credits to individuals and families as 
a means to stimulate demand. These are primarily “top-down” efforts to redistribute income and wealth. 
Finally, Radical Keynesians support policies such as guaranteed full employment; controls on prices, rents, 
and interest rates; a major overhaul of the tax code; demilitarization of the nation’s economy; and a general 
reordering of national priorities (Arestis & Sawyer, 2010; Ventelou, 2005).

POLITICS AND SOCIAL POLICY

As discussed throughout this volume, the development of social policies involves the resolution of fun-
damental issues about the current status and future direction of a society. In a democratic nation, this 
resolution occurs in the political arena at various levels and increasingly in the media. But what is this 
“political arena”? Many Americans have a narrow view of politics; they believe that it involves only electoral 
contests in which there are clear winners and losers. Yet, because politics is essentially about the acquisition 
and use of power, it is an inescapable feature of all aspects of our lives. Compare the following interpreta-
tion of “politics” with those with which you are familiar:

A statement is political when either the content of the issue is viewed differently by people 
from different social groups … or the decision has consequences for different social groups 
or both… . As long as society is differentiated along ethnic, sex, or social class lines, politics 
pervades all of social life. You are involved in politics and so is your mother (Goldberg & 
Elliott, 1980, p. 478). 

According to this perspective, politics cannot be separated from practice or from the policies that shape 
the parameters of practice (Reisch & Jani, 2012). Instead, politics defines the issues that policymakers will 
address, determines the alternative solutions available, and establishes the criteria by which the success 
or failure of policies will be evaluated. Virtually every policy debate—whether at the local, state, national, 
or international level, or in the public, non-profit, or private for-profit sector—is, therefore, framed by 
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political discourse. Because politics is at the core of all decisions about our priorities, conflicts recur over 
the respective roles of the legislative, executive, and judicial branches of government, about the appropriate 
balance of power between the federal government and the states, and regarding the most desirable relation-
ship between government and the market. How these conflicts are resolved is just as important as what they 
resolve. In general, their resolution is the product of a combination of individual and group self-interest 
and the influence of wide-ranging ideological perspectives.

More specifically, politics determines how inclusive a policy will be—that is, whether it will be universal 
or selective in application. It reflects public opinion about government’s potential to solve people’s social 
and economic problems and the biases of policymakers toward certain issues, groups, or strategies. Politics 
determines whether the goals of a policy are considered feasible and whether we provide adequate resources 
to achieve them. Above all, politics influences who has the power to define a condition as a problem worthy 
of attention.

The politics of problem definition is reflected, therefore, in a variety of ways: in the history of how the 
problem was addressed, in the underlying assumptions about the causes of the problem, in defining the 
“population-at-risk” (see below), and in assessing which interventions are most likely to produce desired 
results, how they should be funded, and how they should be implemented.

POLiTiCAL FEASiBiLiTY

While many social policies may be desirable from a value-based perspective, or widely recognized as neces-
sary, obstacles to their enactment may still exist. One barrier is the lack of adequate resources. Even in 
the best economic times, resources are finite and problems are seemingly without limit. Another obstacle 
is cultural intransigence—that is, resistance to a policy initiative because it challenges and overturns 
long-standing cultural norms. Recent examples include opposition to same-sex marriage or the rights of 
transgendered persons. In other eras, proponents of women’s suffrage, supporters of civil rights for racial 
minorities, and advocates for organized labor encountered similar resistance.

Because political resistance to policy change is the norm, rather than the exception, policy advocates 
must consider the political feasibility of their goals when they consider which change strategies would 
be most effective. Political feasibility, therefore, refers to the level of acceptability of a particular proposal 
within the present political context. Political partisanship, public opinion, entrenched ideological positions, 
groups’ self-interest, the unequal societal distribution of power and influence, and the existence of other 
policy priorities all determine the feasibility of a policy proposal. Political feasibility also influences how 
proponents frame a policy initiative to make its acceptance by policymakers and the general public more 
likely. For example, in promoting the Affordable Care Act, the Obama Administration emphasized how it 
would reduce the costs of health care far more than it focused on the humane or egalitarian aspects of the 
legislation. More recently, a rare bipartisan consensus is emerging in Congress and in a number of state 
legislatures about the need for criminal justice reform. This consensus did not develop because conserva-
tives or liberals underwent an ideological conversion. Rather, what is gradually bringing disparate political 
forces together is mutual recognition of the staggering costs of imprisoning so many non-violent offenders 
in U.S. society.

The feasibility or acceptability of a policy proposal, therefore, can increase (or decline) as a result of 
changes in the environment. Advocates can shape public opinion through popular education campaigns 
or the use of media. They can also help mobilize groups that have a stake in policy change to pressure 
policymakers to take action as appears to be occurring today around the issue of gun violence. The power 
of these groups is enhanced through the development of new organizations, such as coalitions, and the 
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possibility of new rewards, including indirect benefits to the public. As the public views a particular issue 
with greater understanding and sympathy, the issue becomes more legitimate in its eyes as discussed earlier 
in this chapter. Recent changes in popular attitudes about marriage equality, climate change, gun control, 
and police-community relations in African American communities are good illustrations of this process.

THE PRiVATiZATiON OF SOCiAL POLiCY

Over the past 3–4 decades, as a result of global economic forces and the ideological rationales that have 
accompanied them, a major trend within the United States has been to shift the responsibility for social 
policy implementation from both the federal and local government to the private sector. This phenomenon, 
referred to as privatization, involves “shifting into non-governmental hands some or all roles in producing 
a good or service that was once publicly produced or might be publicly produced” (Bendick, 1997, p. 
98). There are two broad categories of privatization. One version of privatization is sometimes referred 
to as “load shedding;” it involves the transfer of government services or costs to the private sector. The 
other—also the product of conscious policy decisions—reflects the goal of empowering so-called “mediat-
ing institutions” at the community level both to bridge the gap between the market and the state and to 
serve as a buffer that protects localities from their divisions (Berger & Neuhaus, 1977).

Although often used interchangeably, the transfer of responsibility from government to the private, 
nonprofit sector is a very different form of privatization from the transfer of the public sector’s role to for-
profit entities such as privately owned charter schools or prisons. The former reflects what Dennis Young 
(1999) termed the longstanding “complementary” and “supplementary” relationships between the non-
profit sector and government that uniquely exist in the U.S. In Young’s formulation, the “complementary” 
relationship involves cooperation between nonprofits and the government to provide essential supports. 
Examples include government contracting for health and behavioral health care to nonprofit hospitals and 
community agencies. The “supplementary” relationships refers to the role nonprofits have traditionally 
played in filling gaps in services that neither government nor the market can provide or chooses to provide. 
Often, these services are for hard-to-reach or highly stigmatized populations, such as persons experiencing 
homelessness or opioid addiction, formerly incarcerated individuals, disabled veterans, or persons with 
HIV/AIDS (National Law Center, 2015; Singer, 2016). The collaboration between government and the 
nonprofit sector, therefore, can be used for multiple purposes: to cut program costs (i.e., make services 
more cost efficient), promote increased service innovation, and provide services that are more responsive 
to community needs.

The increased use of for-profit entities to deliver essential programs and services, however, is a more 
recent development. It reflects the growing preference among some U.S. policymakers for market-oriented 
solutions to social problems. Examples range from corporate implementation of welfare-to-work programs 
after welfare reform, managed care behavioral health programs, charter schools, and the construction of 
private prisons. Proponents of this approach argue that the for-profit sector can deliver services more 
efficiently, that competition keeps costs down, and that privatization protects people’s freedom by prevent-
ing the expansion of the size and scope of government. Critics of this approach, however, assert that 
short-term cost savings have largely occurred by lowering employees’ wages, reducing services, dimin-
ishing service quality, limiting access, and shifting the focus of programs to more affluent, fee-paying 
clients. They also maintain that privatization perpetuates the exclusion and marginalization of low-power, 
low-resource individuals and communities. Finally, they assert that privatization does not produce the 
results its proponents frequently claim. Recent data on charter schools appear to support this assertion 
(Baker, 2016).
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There are two aspects of this form of privatization that critics find particularly troubling. One is 
that it is part of a broader effort to shift control of formerly public assets (parks, airwaves) to the pri-
vate, for-profit sector. This diminishes the common space collectively owned by all members of society 
and alters the meaning of community and a democratic society. A second consequence is that by 
applying market-oriented concepts and models to both public- and nonprofit-sector activities, agen-
cies that used to be part of government (e.g., AMTRAK and the postal service) are now treated like 
corporations. Since the 1980s, this phenomenon of “marketization” has had a major impact on non-
profit social service agencies as well. Researchers have found this trend has altered the mission  
and basic character of these organizations and produced greater competition for increasingly  
scarce resources at a time when more inter-organizational collaboration is needed (Alexander, 1999; 
Gronbjerg & Salamon, 2002).

Since the mid-1990s the emergence of two other issues has further complicated the picture. One was 
the insertion of the “Charitable Choice” initiative into the 1996 welfare reform legislation; it required states 
to spend 10% of their TANF block grants through “faith-based” social service agencies. Although sectar-
ian (religiously-based) organizations, such as Catholic Charities, Lutheran Social Services, and Associated 
Jewish Charities, have played a major role in social service delivery for decades and congregations of all 
religious faiths have provided valuable aid to needy populations throughout U.S. history (Cnaan & Boddie, 
2002), recent policy initiatives have funded some religious organizations of a different nature. These faith-
based organizations often have staff with fewer professional credentials and limited accountability for their 
actions, which have included using funds from government grants and contracts to engage in religious 
activities. Some critics have charged that the promotion of faith-based services threatens to breach the 
“church–state” wall and endanger the civil rights of religious minorities and LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, and queer) persons, while delivering services of questionable effectiveness (Belcher, Fandetti, 
& Cole, 2004; Daly, 2006).

More recently—as discussed in Chapter 10 of this volume—sectarian organizations and family-owned 
companies have engaged in judicial challenges to the provision of the Affordable Care Act that requires 

 THE PRiVATiZATiON OF SOCiAL POLiCY & SOCiAL SERViCES

The privatization of social welfare programs raises a number of fundamental questions. Ask yourself:

1. When is it appropriate for a particular service to be privatized?
2. If the responsibility for policy implementation is transferred to the for-profit sector,

what is an acceptable rate of profit?
3. How can the goal of profit (or revenue) enhancement be balanced with service quality?
4. To what extent should government regulate services delivered by the private sector or

determine what constitutes an acceptable rate of profit?
5. Should such services be standardized—that is, treated like a commodity?
6. Which services should be coercive, and which should be voluntary?
7. Which approach to privatization best promotes social justice goals? How will services to

the most difficult clients be assured?

EXERCISE
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employers to include coverage of contraceptives in the health insurance plans their employees receive. 
During the Obama administration, they even refused to submit a form requesting a waiver of this require-
ment as part of a proposed compromise. The current standoff on this issue raises questions about the 
meaning of “religious freedom” and the extent to which the exercise of this freedom can be used to limit the 
rights of others. As of this writing, pending Supreme Court cases may resolve this issue.

A FRAMEWORK FOR POLICY ANALYSIS

To assess the various dimensions of a social policy, Gilbert and Terrell (2013) developed a useful framework 
for policy analysis, a topic that will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 6 of this volume. Their frame-
work is constructed around four central questions:

1. What kind of benefits does the policy offer? Answering this question involves determining
the nature, size, and frequency of the benefits it provides. Examples of policy benefits
include cash assistance, in-kind benefits (e.g., food), services such as counseling or job
training, vouchers (e.g., for housing or education), enhanced power, increased opportu-
nity, and the promise of future assets (such as through Individual Development Accounts
or IDAs).

2. What are the criteria for receiving these benefits? In other words, who is entitled to receive the
benefits offered? This question refers to the eligibility criteria that have been established by the
policy and the type of risks it covers. Criteria may include marital or employment status (past
and present), geographic residence, family size, health, age, educational level, gender, military
service, race/ethnicity, religion, IQ, or income.

3. How are the policy’s benefits delivered? This involves examining the structure and character of
the institutions developed to administer the policy. Subsidiary questions include: What level of
government should deliver the benefits? What is the best mix of public, nonprofit, and private
for-profit sector participation? Should policy implementation be centralized or decentralized?
Should it be standardized or tailored to specific situations? Should a policy’s benefits be deliv-
ered separately or integrated into other policy systems? Should the policy be delivered through
a distinct, “categorical” program or folded into a “block grant”?

4. How are the benefits financed? For example, are they financed through taxes (and of what
type?), fees, or charitable contributions? Who will bear the fiscal cost of the policy?

A fifth question might be: How is the policy evaluated and by whom? In other words, who determines if 
the policy is working as intended?

As you analyze the policies presented in this book, keep in mind (a) the range of alternatives within each 
dimension of the above questions; (b) the values underlying these alternatives; and (c) the assumptions 
or theories implicit in these alternatives (Gilbert & Terrell, 2013). Ask yourself: Is the policy fair (or just)? 
Does it fit within contemporary cultural norms? Have the policy’s underlying assumptions been empiri-
cally tested? Are they feasible in the real world? Who benefits from the policy—directly or indirectly—from 
its current construction? What are the potential consequences for third parties, intended or unintended? 
Finally, is the policy as designed capable of achieving its intended goals (i.e., is it effective?) and is it reason-
ably efficient in terms of financial and social costs?
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ADDITIONAL EVALUATIVE CONCEPTS

The following are some additional evaluative concepts that policymakers and advocates use to analyze 
social policy. [Further details about the process of policy analysis can be found in Chapter 6 in this volume]. 
As you read the chapters in Part III of this volume, which address specific areas of social policy, it would be 
useful to apply these concepts to both contemporary policies and proposals for policy change.

Since most social policies target a specific issue or problem, it is important to understand the popu-
lation-at-risk the policy is attempting to address. Population-at-risk refers to the number and character 
of persons who are vulnerable to a particular social, economic, or environmental hazard. This could be 
determined by looking at such factors as gender, geography, age, ability status, occupation, sexual orienta-
tion, race/ethnicity, immigration status, and employment status. In determining the population-at-risk, 
it is important to ask two questions. First, in what ways are we measuring risk? Second, what are the 
conditions that create this risk?

A related concept is inclusiveness of coverage. This measures the extent to which a defined population-
at-risk is protected against a specific hazard—for example, how many persons who are currently jobless are 
receiving unemployment benefits? This concept is linked to the determination of eligibility for a specific 
benefit. Generally, the number of persons protected by a policy (in theory) is greater than the number 
actually receiving benefits. For example, in the United States, less than two-thirds of the individuals eligible 
to receive SNAP (food stamps) obtain this benefit.

Another way to examine the connection between a policy’s goals and its impact is to assess the policy’s 
horizontal adequacy. This measures the accessibility of a service or benefit to all persons who are eligible 
to receive it. It addresses the question: Does the policy reach the target population? In some instances, the 
horizontal adequacy of a policy changes over time. For example, when the Social Security Act was passed in 
1935, it covered about 60% of the U.S. workforce. Today, it covers about 95%. [See Chapter 11 in this volume 
for further details.]

The receipt of an assigned benefit, however, does not mean that a service or benefit is sufficient to 
meet the needs of recipients. To determine the vertical adequacy of a policy, ask whether each recipi-
ent is covered satisfactorily. Again, using Social Security policy as an illustration, while the policy’s 
horizontal adequacy is now very high, it is not yet vertically adequate. This is because the average 
retirement benefit (about $1,404/month in 2018) does not lift an individual above the federal poverty 
line.

The concepts of horizontal and vertical adequacy, however, do not assess the extent to which a particular 
policy promotes social justice. To do this, we need to apply the concept of equity, or fairness. Just as there 
are different definitions of social justice, so, too, there are different ways of examining the equity of a social 
policy.

One approach, individual equity, essentially states that “you get what you pay for.” For example, the 
concept of individual equity is used to rationalize why higher wage earners receive higher Social Security 
retirement or unemployment insurance benefits, and why individuals who can afford “Cadillac” health 
insurance plans get superior coverage. By contrast, the concept of social equity is based on the premise 
that individuals should receive the benefits they need regardless of their past, current, or potential future 
contribution to society. This principle more closely aligns with the use of redistributive policies to achieve 
the goal of social justice.
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Two related concepts are horizontal and vertical equity. According to the principle of horizontal 
equity, all persons in the same circumstances should be treated equally regardless of other factors (e.g., 
income or past contributions). This concept complements universal approaches to social policy. 

The concept of vertical equity is used to justify the differential treatment of persons in different cir-
cumstances—for example, the allocation of greater resources to a person who has a more serious health 
condition or to a student who has special needs. According to Rawls (1999), vertical equity supports the 
idea of using policy as a redistributive tool in that it posits that inequalities in the distribution of societal 
resources are justified solely if they serve the needs of the least advantaged.

It is also important to distinguish between equity in benefits and equity in financing. A state’s policy 
might distribute resources equitably—for example, through its funding for public schools. Yet, the state 
may collect the revenues to pay for these programs through inequitable means—for example, through 
greater reliance on regressive taxes, such as a sales tax.

Finally, although they sound alike, the concepts of equity and equality are not identical. Equality implies 
equal treatment regardless of circumstances. Equity, particularly social equity, implies differential treatment 
according to circumstances. In application, a policy based on equality without social equity would produce 
unfairness and inequality—if, for example, all children received the same allotment for their education, 
regardless of family income or their specific educational needs. Social equity, however, does not necessarily 
correlate with adequacy, particularly in times of fiscal austerity such as the present. In other words, people 
with greater needs might be given a larger share of available resources, but the resources available may still 
be insufficient to address these needs.

CONCLUSION: THE FUTURE OF SOCIALLY JUST SOCIAL POLICY

The Preamble to the U.S. Constitution commits the nation to the establishment of social justice. Given 
this commitment, why does the gap between this rhetoric and reality continue to grow? Although the 

  APPLYiNG EVALUATiVE CONCEPTS

Select a program or service within your place of employment or internship and identify the policy on 
which it is based. Answer the following questions based on the evaluative framework and concepts 
discussed above:

1. What kind of benefits does the policy provide?
2. What are the eligibility criteria for receiving these benefits?
3. How are the benefits delivered?
4. How are the benefits financed?
5. What is the targeted population-at-risk?
6. How inclusive is the coverage of these benefits?
7. To what extent are the benefits provided horizontally adequate? To what extent are they

vertically adequate?
8. To what extent are the benefits based on the concept of individual equity? To what extent

are they based on the concept of social equity?

EXERCISE
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remaining chapters of this book will address this question in more detail, several possible explanations are 
presented briefly here.

One is that the façade of national unity and a periodic focus on external enemies (as in the Cold War 
or the “global war on terror”) often obscures, perhaps deliberately, the persistence of entrenched social 
inequalities. Another is that images of prosperity (the “American dream” and American “exceptionalism”), 
promoted by Madison Avenue, the media, and some political leaders, hide long-standing social divisions 
and isolate disadvantaged groups. Finally, to thwart efforts to address the structural causes of persistent 
inequality and injustice, proponents of social justice, including some social workers, have frequently been 
labeled subversive and marginalized both politically and culturally.

Developing socially just social policies in the future will require policymakers and policy advocates 
to take three critical steps. First, they must question and, where necessary, challenge the assumptions 
underlying contemporary views of social issues and the policies that address them. This includes rec-
ognizing that the social and cultural divisions in U.S. society are far more complex than generally 
conceived and that policy solutions to the problems these divisions create will be much more compli-
cated than previously assumed (Reisch, 2018). We must recognize that the expansion of social welfare 
benefits cannot by itself create a more egalitarian and socially just society. We must strive to change 
our cultural norms and values through education and dialogue. In addition, we must acknowledge, 
however painfully, that due to dramatic developments such as globalization and climate change, our 
political system, as currently constructed, cannot correct contemporary problems that are occurring 
on an unprecedented scale (Reisch, 2013). This may require major revisions in the basic governing 
institutions of our society. 

A second step involves moving beyond outdated assumptions about the goals of social policy and the 
policy development process. One of these assumptions is that divisions in U.S. society occur along a clear 
“majority–minority” axis. In fact, the definition of what constitutes a “minority group” has undergone rapid 
changes due to recent demographic and cultural developments. This requires us to adjust our social justice 
goals and policy framework, to reassess the relationship that currently exists between government and the 
market economy, and to stop dealing with major issues within current policymaking “silos.” 

A third step involves creating a revised vision of a socially just society that fits 21st century realities. This 
vision would emphasize both socially just means and ends. It would address people’s material needs and 
the non-material, often intangible assets they requires to achieve what Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen 
refer to as their capabilities (Sen, 2009; Nussbaum, 2011). Finally, it would reconcile an approach based on 
the concept of universal human rights with respect for cultural diversity (Wronka, 2014). The chapters in 
this book will explore these issues in more detail.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Identify a policy developed at the local, state, or federal level that affects the clients or con-
stituents of the agency where you work or are placed as a student. What are the underlying 
assumptions of this policy about the causes of the problem(s) it is designed to address? In 
what ways do the policy’s provisions reflect these assumptions? 
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2. In small groups, develop a budget for a family of four in your metropolitan area that you 
believe would enable them to lead a “minimally decent life.” Compare your results with those 
of other groups. What assumptions did you make in constructing your budget? How did your 
results compare with the current federal poverty line? What does this exercise reveal about the 
adequacy of our social welfare system?

3. Select an issue about which you are concerned or which affects you and your family directly. 
If this issue is currently being addressed by social policy, how did the issue come to the atten-
tion of policymakers and the general public? If the issue is not being addressed, or is being 
addressed inadequately, how might advocates increase the public’s awareness of the issue?

4. What is your definition of “social justice”? Select an issue you care about and discuss how 
you would apply your definition of social justice to the development of a social policy that 
addresses this issue.

5. Apply Gilbert and Terrell’s analytical framework to the policy you identified in #1 above. Pay 
particular attention to the underlying assumptions of the policy and the alternatives that might 
be created to address the issue it is designed to address. Look at the alternatives proposed by 
policy research and advocacy organizations that have different ideological perspectives and 
identify their underlying assumptions.

SUGGESTED WEBSITES
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