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Introduction
In its final report the Welfare Working Group (WWG)
asserts that ‘Our welfare system has major deficiencies that
need to be corrected if we are to achieve the outcomes New
Zealanders expect from the welfare system. Addressing

these issues requires innovation and fundamental change

to the welfare system, rather than further piecemeal change’
(WWG, 2011, p.i). The report fails to meet all these aims
because of: (1) its imprecision and lack of clarity about key
terminology; (2) the agenda which it set, including the terms
of reference under which it worked; and (3) the assumptions

it made about the purpose and role of income support
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systems and the values on
which those systems should
be based. Furthermore,

if implemented, its
fundamental approach,
directions and
recommendations create
pathways for welfare in New
Zealand which are destructive
and divisive and do not
deliver the ‘better social

and economic outcomes

for people on welfare, their
families and the wider
community’ (ibid.), which

it claims to be the goal. This
article pursues these issues
and concludes that the WWG
has failed in its fundamental
role of providing good

quality policy advice.
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Agenda, terms of reference, definitions

As Humpty Dumpty once said, the best
place to start is at the beginning. ‘The
beginning’ for discussion of the WWG’s
report must be the terms of reference. The
significance of those terms of reference for
this discussion lies in two considerations.
First, the terms of reference defined ‘the
problem’ in a particular way, namely as a
problem of ‘welfare dependence’. Second,
the terms of reference quite specifically
excluded critical issues from the working
group’s consideration. Specifically, the
group was unable to include the crucial

the work of Deacon in relation to values
and ideas in the context of social policy,
with the following apposite quotation
from his work: ‘welfare raises fundamental
questions about the rights and obligations
of citizenship, and about the scope
and purpose of public policy, which is
essentially about our responsibilities one
for another’ (McClelland and Smyth,
2006, pp.21-2). As they, and a range of
policy commentators and analysts, have
observed, policy analysis is not value
free and the discussion of values and
ideologies needs to be informed and

... the framing of the ‘problem’ as one of ‘dependence’
is based on the political and ideological assumption that
‘the problem’ is the behaviour of beneficiaries.

issues of superannuation, the tax/benefit
interface and in particular Working for
Families and benefit rates in its work.
The exclusion of these dimensions of
welfare policy meant that the working
group was unable to provide a thorough,
comprehensive and considered report
on income support and social security. It
might be argued that the working group
cannot be criticised for an inadequate
report on the basis of items that were
not included in the terms of reference.
However, members of the group knew that
these issues were outside the scope of their
attention when they agreed to join; thus, in
accepting the terms of reference they also
accepted the parameters and definition of
‘the problem’ as defined by government
in creating the WWG. Moreover, as I
will discuss later in this article, they did,
implicitly and to some degree explicitly,
take up the issue of benefit levels.

Why do the terms of reference matter?
In their discussion of social policy and
social policy analysis, McClelland and
Smyth (2006, p.20) note that ‘social policy
is about purposeful activity to improve
societal well-being ... [and] is particularly
concerned with the distribution of well-
being and social relationships. Social
policy involves rational analysis and
action but also political contest about
different values and the position of
different groups’. They go on to draw on
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supported by a thorough, thoughtful and
coherent analysis of the requisite and
appropriate data (Craig, Burchardt and
Gordon, 2008; Esping-Andersen, 2002;
George and Wilding, 1994; Hudson and
Lowe, 2004; Lavalette and Pratt, 2006).
The values which inform the work of
the WWG are clear. Although not always
explicitly articulated, they are in many
respects reflected in the group’s definitions
and principles set out at the beginning
of their final report; I will return to
that below. In the context of thinking
about issues of values in a social policy
framework, it is worth noting Bradshaw’s
final comment in his recent reflection on
Peter Townsend’s contribution to poverty
research when he noted that Townsend
‘wanted to change the world. Let us try
to do the same’ (Bradshaw, 2010, p.vi).
The WWG is clearly arguing for change
in the way in which welfare is provided,
organised and delivered, but in doing
so comprehensively fails to explore the
fundamental question asked by Richard
Titmuss: namely, in whose interest is the
change taking place? (Titmuss, 1968).
Good social policy analysis and decision
making will advance the interests, well-
being and circumstances of the poorest
and most vulnerable and in doing so must
contribute to greater social cohesion and
a better society. The WWG report fails on
all these grounds.

The acceptance of ‘welfare dependence’
as the description and definition of
‘the problem’ is significant because it
constructs and creates the discussion
of social security, income support,
government activity and beneficiary lives
and behaviour in a particular kind of
way. That is, ‘the problem’ becomes one
of beneficiary receipt of social welfare
assistance (defined as dependence), an
approach which leads to the focus being
placed on the lives, behaviours and
circumstances of beneficiaries rather than
on the adequacy of benefit levels, the
cause of the poverty experienced by so
many beneficiaries and their dependent
children. Furthermore, such an approach
also neglects consideration of other vital
social and economic factors, such as the
availability and quality of jobs, a key
component of the New Zealand approach
to income support (O’Brien, 2008). In the
context of the discussion in this article, the
significance of the ‘problem definition’ as
one of ‘dependence’ is that policy advice,
analysis and recommendations become
framed by that definition and lead then
to particular sets of recommendations
and to neglect of key dimensions of the
topic under consideration.

In its report, the WWG defines welfare
dependence as benefit receipt for longer
than six months (WWG, 2010, p.3). As
the group’s issues paper acknowledges,
this is a completely arbitrary definition.
‘Dependence’ has been the subject of
significant discussion in the social policy
literature and clearly identified as a
concept with multiple levels of meaning
(see, for example, Dean and Taylor-
Gooby, 1992; Gibson, 1995; Lister, 2004;
O’Brien, 1997). However, as used by the
WWG ‘dependence’ takes on a pejorative
meaning, a use of the term which has
become increasingly widespread in
both the social security debates and, to
a lesser extent, in other areas of social
policy, such as services for families and
for mental health users. That pejorative
and ideological use strips the term of any
descriptive usefulness and both shapes
the discussion in particular ways and
precludes meaningful and productive
discussion of the nature, meaning and
implications of ‘being dependent’ It is
an approach in which ‘dependence’ by
definition is bad and must be stopped.
What, then, of the ‘dependence’ of a



newborn child on its parents’ care and
protection, or the ‘dependence’ of a frail,
older person on his or her carers, or the
‘dependence’ of employers on having
a skilled workforce or of employees
on the availability of adequately paid
work? ‘Dependence’ is a word with many
meanings; defining it as the WWG has
done fails to attend to these meanings
and, even more importantly, shapes and
determines the discussion in ways that
are inimical to good social and economic
outcomes.

As noted above, the framing of the
‘problem’ as one of ‘dependence’ is
based on the political and ideological
assumption that ‘the problem’ is the
behaviour of beneficiaries. This framing
then precludes and effectively disqualifies
any discussion of the living standards,
lives, circumstances and poverty levels
experienced by Dbeneficiaries, despite
the extensive body of data which clearly
demonstrates the levels of poverty among
beneficiaries (see, for example, Centre for
Social Research and Evaluation, 2007;
Jensen et al., 2006; Krishnan, Jensen and
Ballantyne, 2002; Perry, 2009; Stephens,
2003; Stephens, Frater and Waldegrave,
2000). Logically, but with significant
and  destructive  consequences, the
‘solution’ then leads to an emphasis on
changing that behaviour rather than on
what is required to ensure that benefit
levels are sufficient to at least minimise
poverty (and ideally remove poverty),
particularly the poverty experienced by
children. Broad questions of income
distribution, inequality and income
adequacy do not need to be considered
when the focus is placed on the behaviour
of the beneficiaries rather than on the
adequacy of their income. A focus on
income adequacy and on preventing and
reducing poverty would inevitably lead to
much more fundamental and significant
questions about the role of government
and markets in distributing and
redistributing income: that is a question
which government, having established
the WWG, could avoid by defining
the problem as ‘welfare dependence’
Unfortunately, and with disastrous
consequences, as I will demonstrate
below, the failure to attend to the
question of poverty will mean the further
entrenchment of poor living standards
and of the severe and significant hardship

identified in the Living Standards research
(Jensen et al., 2006).

Defining ‘the problem’ as resulting
from the behaviour of beneficiaries also
means that a fundamental component
of the income support system was
completely ignored. That is, the WWG
completely failed to undertake any
analysis of the nature of the job market,
relying on assertions from employers
that there were job vacancies which they
had difficulty in filling (WWG, 2010,

comprehensive and systematic analysis
of welfare change and welfare directions
(O’Brien et al., 2010). Any approach to
issues of welfare change which does not
consider what is happening in labour
markets (the plural is deliberate) is both
totally inadequate and certainly cannot be
said to contribute in any way to improved
social and economic outcomes for New
Zealand and New Zealanders. Such work
is certainly not good policy advice.

... the WWG completely failed to undertake any
analysis of the nature of the job market, relying

on assertions from employers that there were job
vacancies which they had difficulty in filling (WWG,

2010, 2011).

2011). In their discussion on this issue,
the nature of those jobs and their match
with the skills of beneficiaries is ignored.
The final report does note that there are
some current difficulties in the labour
market (WWG, 2011, p.3), but places
this to one side arguing that the task is
to prepare beneficiaries so that they are
able to compete in the job market when
that improves. It is the state of the job
market, and the economy — the demand
(not supply) side of the equation — that
is critical in moving people from benefits
into work. Even more critical than its
failure to attend to the nature of the
labour market, however, is the WWG’s
lack of discussion of the implications of
the available statistical data about the
labour market. This data is conspicuous
by its absence; for example, the most
recent Household Labour Force survey
(HLFS) shows a decline in part-time
jobs (Statistics New Zealand, 2011), a key
component of the labour market with
particular significance and implications
for lone parents and for those receiving
a sickness or invalid’s benefit. As the
Alternative Welfare Working Group noted
in its report, employment and jobs have
been, historically, a key component of the
New Zealand approach to social security
and income support and are vital to any

The active citizen: reshaping and reducing
welfare

As much of the social policy literature
in recent years has noted, one of the
fundamental areas of debate and
consideration in the reshaping and
reforming of social security and income
support is the relationship between
rights and responsibilities, particularly
as these relate to issues of the nature and
form of contemporary citizenship. (For a
useful discussion of many of the issues,
see Dwyer, 2004). In its Marshallian
conception, citizenship, in the context
of welfare programmes, placed a strong
emphasis on the rights of citizens in
relation to their access to and use of arange
of ‘social goods’. As various commentators
have demonstrated, international changes
in welfare provision over the last two
decades have emphasised responsibilities,
with increasing constraints and sanctions
being placed on and linked to the welfare
rights of citizens (Andersen et al., 2005;
Andersen and Jensen, 2005; Dwyer, 2000,
2004; Edwards and Glover, 2001; Esping-
Andersen, 2002; Hvinden and Johansson,
2007).While there are a range of influences
and forces shaping this shift, one of
the ways in which the shift is explored,
described and captured is through the
notion of what is often referred to as
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‘active citizenship’. (For a useful discussion
of aspects of active citizenship, see
Andersen et al., 2005). Perhaps the most
succinct definition of active citizenship is
provided by Andersen et al.: ‘a new ideal
of citizenship or a new set of rights and
duties based on a conception of a claimant
(e.g. an unemployed person) as an active
citizen. The active citizen is granted more
autonomy and choice but in return is
assumed to be self-responsible, flexible
and mobile’ (2005, p.vii). The ‘active
citizen’ is often discussed and described in
contrast to the ‘passive citizen, depicted as
the hallmark of ‘old social security’. (For
an example of this see Clark and Maharey,
2001.) However, as I have noted elsewhere,
the characterisation of ‘old social security’
as ‘passive’ and its contrast with the

in contemporary welfare systems, which
have an emphasis on building social and
community relationships in the interests
of all citizens. However, it is a distinction
that is reinforced by providing assistance
to those in paid work while denying
that assistance to beneficiaries and their
children who rely on income support (St
John and Craig, 2004).

‘Active citizenship’, as undertaken by
those who secure paid work, may reduce
poverty levels, particularly for those
children whose families are eligible for
Working for Families tax credits. However,
the WWG calculates that implementation
of all its recommendations would, over
ten years, reduce the numbers receiving
a social security benefit by somewhere
between 49,000 and 93,000 (WWG, 2011,

The WWG's lack of clarity about the meaning of
‘dependence’ is reflected too in its discussion about
the nature and purposes of the social security/income

support system.

new ‘active social security’ is a spurious
distinction which ignores the form,
nature, structure and history of social
security (O’Brien and Salonen, 2011). In
its final report the WWG reflects some of
this language and shift, characterising the
existing income support system as ‘passive’
in contrast with the ‘activity’ which, it
argues, is at the heart of its proposals (see,
for example, chapter 2 and the figure on
p-57)-

In the conclusion to their review
of welfare policy changes, Andersen et
al. (2005) suggest that the outcomes of
the growth and development of ‘active
citizenship’ are uncertain and unknown.
However, in the context of the work
of the WWG the outcomes are entirely
predictable, particularly in relation to the
reinforcement of distinctions between
the deserving (those in paid work
and receiving in work tax credits) and
undeserving (those receiving a benefit)
poor, and in relation to issues of child
poverty. This distinction between the
deserving and undeserving poor has its
roots in the old Poor Law (Jones and
Novak, 1999; Morris, 1994). It has no place
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p-161). (A further 8,000 are added to the
calculation on the basis that they are
supported by a beneficiary who secures
paid work and therefore move from
receiving a benefit). I want to leave aside
the important assumptions built into
this calculation and focus the discussion
briefly on the implications of this
anticipated effect in the context of ‘active
citizenship’.

On the basis of these calculations,
somewhere between 250,000 and 300,000
would, on current numbers, still be
reliant for their income on a social
security benefit. Many of these would
be sole parents with responsibilities for
dependent children. At present, upwards
of 170,000 children live in poverty (based
on calculations in St John and Wynd,
2008). Depending on the mix of those
who moved from a benefit into paid
work, more than 100,000 children would
remain in poverty after implementation
of the changes. ‘Active citizenship’ with
its emphasis on responsibilities and
obligations means that these children
and their parent/carer will remain in
poverty, a poverty that will become even

deeper as a result of the implementation
of the report’s recommendations. The
individualised emphasis on ‘responsibility’
will result in a deterioration in the living
standards and circumstances of too many
children, a deterioration below what
are already very poor and unacceptable
living standards. The deterioration will
occur because of the proposal to create
a standard benefit and because of the
proposals for tightening of third-tier
assistance, assistance which is critical for
many beneficiaries with children as they
attempt to provide their children with
opportunities and necessities available to
others.

Significantly, although benefit rates
were outside the WWG’s terms of
reference, the group’s discussion of the
standard benefit, set at the rate of the
unemployment benefit (currently the
lowest rate of income support), and their
proposals around third-tier assistance
represent at least an implicit definition
of acceptable benefit levels, without any
discussion of the implications in the
light of the available evidence on living
standards and poverty. (Incidentally, this
suggestion of a standard benefit rate is
not new; earlier reforms in 1990 and the
work on the core benefit idea by the last
Labour government represent but two of
its previous iterations.) While the report’s
recommendations will exacerbate poverty
levels, this is not discussed in the final
document. Presumably it is not important.
These outcomes certainly mean that
‘active citizenship’ does not represent
an advance in terms of welfare; rather
it will mean a fundamental retreat from
policy development which would lead to
improved social and economic outcomes,
given the effects of poverty, especially on
children. Clearly, McClelland and Smyth’s
argument and Bradshaw’s challenge
drawn on above, namely that good policy
work should lead to improvements in
human circumstances and conditions, are
not met. On a range of grounds, then, the
WWG report fails to meet fundamental
imperatives for appropriate and effective
social policy advice and decision making.

The purposes of income support

The WWG’s lack of clarity about the
meaning of ‘dependence’ is reflected too
in its discussion about the nature and
purposes of the social security/income



support system. The issue of values is
critical here. From the basis of a neo-
liberal and residual approach to welfare
provision (George and Wilding, 1994),
the report provides a set of terminological
definitions and descriptions at the
beginning in which it says that it refers to
the current system as ‘the benefit system’
and their new proposal as ‘the welfare
system’ (WWG, 2011, p.vii). However, it
then proceeds, in a somewhat confusing
way, to use other language such as ‘safety
net’ and ‘social assistance’ in its discussion
of the nature and purpose of the system.
There is a disturbing lack of clarity,
accuracy and consistency here; but, much
more importantly, throughout their
discussion there is an approach to welfare
and the role of the state in welfare which
can only be described as limited and
coercive, reflecting the residual and neo-
liberal frames within which their work is
located. Significantly, in their discussion
of the principles on which their proposals
are based (WWG, 2011, p.37), there is no
reference to adequacy of income and
prevention of poverty as aims of income
support,' fundamental omissions which
speak voluminously of both their approach
to the work and of the significance of the
terms of reference in setting the agenda, as

discussed earlier in this article: references
to poverty in the final report are in the
context of participation in paid work.
Significantly, there are a number of
references to budgeting assistance and
financial management, including key
elements of compulsion, all indicating a
failure to address issues of poverty and
income adequacy comprehensively.

This selectiveness of focus clearly
demonstrates a failure to meet the WWG’s
own objective of providing an overhaul
of welfare. The narrow focus on benefits
and benefit incomes means that the dual
and judgemental approach in current
welfare provision is completely ignored
and, arguably, reinforced. Beneficiaries are
to be managed and controlled and their
lives are to revolve around paid work;
by contrast (the dual approach), if they
move into a relationship and are entitled
to state support and welfare assistance
through tax credits, they are allowed to
reduce their work participation because
they will meet the work test requirements
through their partner, as is reflected in
the data from the recent evaluation of the
Working for Families package (Ministry
of Social Development and Department
of Inland Revenue, 2010).

Concluding comments

On a number of counts the WWG’s report
on ‘welfare dependency’ both fails to
meet its own objectives and, much more
importantly, provides a framework for
a major step backward to nineteenth-
century welfare provision. Informed by a
neo-liberal approach to welfare, its narrow,
inadequate and disturbingly selective
terms of reference, its construction of the
agenda and its failure to engage with key
ideas and concepts and contemporary
debates and data lead inevitably to a set of
recommendations which can only mean
that the ‘active citizen’ who sits at the centre
of their approach to welfare is increasingly
impoverished and undeserving. The
recommendations represent the complete
antithesis of aspirations to deliver ‘better
social and economic outcomes for people
on welfare, their families and the wider
community’ (WWG, 2011, p.i). They will
achieve the opposite.

1 Principle 2 in the report is: ‘provision of financial support
to people not in employment when no other income
is available’. This does not include any reference to or
discussion of adequacy (Welfare Working Group, 2011,
p.37).
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