Louise Humpage

What

Do New Zealanders think

About Welfare?

Introduction
‘Welfare’ is always a controversial topic, with considerable
debate about the causes of need and thus who is responsible
for ensuring well-being. In its final report the Welfare
Working Group (WWG) (2011) acknowledges this, noting
that structural factors, such as the recent recession, shape
welfare outcomes alongside individual behaviours and
problems within welfare institutions. However, the WWG
was established specifically to examine ways to reduce long-
term benefit dependency in New Zealand amongst people

of working age. Its reccommendations thus place a particular
focus on the individual behaviours of the unemployed.

The proposed introduction of Jobseeker Support, a new
single work-focused welfare payment to replace all existing
categories of benefit, suggests that the circumstances behind
working-age benefit receipt are similar and that it is therefore
appropriate to extend new reciprocal obligations to a wider

range of benefit recipients, including young people, sole
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parents and people facing sickness or
disability. The new obligations will,
however, run alongside ‘effective, tailored
and innovative support to those people
at risk of long-term welfare dependency
through the use of contracted not-for-
profit, private sector and community
responses’ (WGG, 2011, p.3). This latter
focus, along with the development of a
new outcomes-focused delivery agency
called Employment and Support New
Zealand, indicates that the WWG also
views current welfare institutions as part
of the problem. This belief lies behind a
call for the new agency to be driven by
an actuarial approach to measuring the
forward liability of ‘welfare dependency’,
including numerical targets for reducing
the number of income support recipients.

The WWG conducted two rounds of
public submissions and stresses that ‘the
views of a wide range New Zealanders’
were ‘invaluable in shaping our analysis
(WWG, 2011,
p-41). Inevitably, however, the 500-plus
submissions made to the WWG inquiry
were written by individuals and groups
with a particular interest in welfare

and recommendations’

issues, and it is unclear how well they
or the WWG’s final recommendations
fit with general views and preferences



of ‘average’ New Zealanders on welfare
issues. As such, this article documents
findings research
which support for
the welfare state and notions of social
citizenship (the guarantee of basic rights
to health, education, work and welfare)
in New Zealand. The first used existing
quantitative data from the New Zealand
Election Study (NZES) over an 18-year
period (1990—2008) to track trends in
attitudes across time.! With at least 1,000
individuals responding to a relatively
stable set of questions each cycle, this data
set is New Zealand’s most comprehensive

from two studies

explored public

and reliable on welfare state issues. The
second study documented contemporary
attitudes to social citizenship through
interviews and focus groups involving
87 New Zealanders from a wide range
of backgrounds between 2007 and 2008
(Humpage, 2010).> This
approach allowed a deeper exploration of
the ambivalence found in the NZES data
and in welfare debates more generally.
While neither study addresses the
WWG
responses to questions relating to the
unemployed, employment, work-related
conditions and the impact of the welfare
system on benefit recipients give us some
idea of whether public opinion supports
the general tenor of the recommendations

qualitative

recommendations

specifically,

detailed above. It is argued that public
attitudes appear to be shaped by a range
of factors and are thus rather mixed:
consequently, the New Zealand public is
likely to endorse some but not all of the
proposals made by the WWG.

Responsibility for the unemployed and for
employment

This section highlights tensions between
an apparent hardening of public attitudes
towards the unemployed and a continuing
belief that employment is shaped by
structural factors outside the control of
unemployed individuals. Figure 1 shows
that 53% of NZES respondents in 2008
agreed® that ‘Government should be
responsible to ensure a decent standard
of living for the unemployed. This
represented virtually no change on the
level of affirmative support offered
in 1990, although a 16% rise between
1990 and 1993 was followed by decline

(most sharply between 1999 and 2002).
In addition, almost 11% more New
Zealanders disagreed with government
being responsible for ensuring a decent
standard of living for the unemployed in
2008 thanin1990, with the greatestincrease
occurring, once again, between 1999 and
2002. These results suggest a hardening of
attitudes towards the unemployed.
International research (e.g. Blekesaune,
2007; Brook, Preston and Hall, 1998),
however, finds that economic conditions
often shape public attitudes towards the
welfare state. In New Zealand, analysis
does show that more respondents agreed
that ‘Government should be responsible
to ensure a decent standard of living for
the unemployed” during the early 1990s
as unemployment rates rose. Support
remained high during the 1990s even
dropped
significantly, suggesting that this effect
lasted for some time. Nonetheless, in the
2000s support for a decent standard of

while unemployment rates

living for the unemployed fell at about
the same rate as the unemployment rate.
It will be interesting to see if 2011 NZES
data shows any shift in thinking as a result
of the 2008 financial crisis. But existing
results suggest that structural factors, like
the level of unemployment, have shaped
public attitudes towards the unemployed
in the past and that attitudes on this
issue are neither fixed nor necessarily in
terminal decline.

Further evidence that New Zealanders
are aware of how structural conditions
influenceunemploymentand employment
is found in Figure 2. In 2008, 60.6% of
respondents agreed that ‘Government
should take responsibility to provide jobs
for everyone who wants one), a statement
that implicitly assumes that employment
is influenced by structural factors that are
outside an individual’s control but may
be malleable to government intervention.
Figure 2 shows that almost the same
number of NZES respondents agreed

Figure 1: Government should be responsible to ensure a decent
standard of living for the unemployed
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Figure 2: Government should be responsible to provide
jobs for everyone who wants one
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that government should be responsible
for jobs in 1990 as in 2008, with only mild
fluctuations in the intervening years. This
suggests public preferences on this issue
are consistent and fairly stable across time,
and have not been irreversibly changed
by income support policies framing both
employment and unemployment as an
individual responsibility since the 1990s.
Indeed, they may well be more in line with
the National government’s employment
assistance packages for employees affected
by recession-related redundancy in 2008
and the Canterbury earthquakes in 2010
and 2011, which both demonstrate how

over 6% higher in 2008 than in 1999. This
indicates a hardening of attitudes towards
the unemployed in a relatively short time,
a finding reinforced by steady, although
small, declines in ‘neutral’ and ‘disagree’
responses to the statement.

The NZES question does not allow
respondents to differentiate between
types of benefit recipients, yet it is well
documented that the public differs in
its support for various groups of needy
people and for the schemes directed
towards them. In all countries studied
internationally, members of the public
are most likely to favour social protection

In all countries studied internationally, members of the
public are most likely to favour social protection for,

in this order, old people, the sick and disabled, needy
families with children and the unemployed

factors other than individual behavior
can affect employment (Key, 2008, 2011).

Work-related conditions for the unemployed

Despite publicrecognition of the structural
factors highlighted above, this section finds
that many New Zealanders support work-
related conditions being imposed on the
‘unemployed’, but it is unclear exactly who
they include in this category. When asked
whether ‘People who are unemployed
should have to work for their benefits,
74.5% of NZES respondents agreed in
2008. Figure 3 shows that support for the
unemployed working for their benefit was

for, in this order, old people, the sick and
disabled, needy families with children and
the unemployed (Forma, 1997; Larsen,
2006; van Oorschot, 2008). These differing
perceptions of deservingness have long
been apparent in New Zealand (Humpage
and Craig, 2008) and are evident in
NZES responses. For instance, 93-94% of
respondents agreed that it should be the
‘Government’s responsibility to ensure a
decent standard of living for old people’
between 1990 and 2008. This contrasts
with the lower and more volatile level of
support for a decent standard of living for
the unemployed found in Figure 2. ‘Old

Figure 3: People who are unemployed should have to work for their benefits
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people’ are regarded as very deserving
because they have usually spent a lifetime
working (and paying tax), and because
old age comes to us all. In contrast,
not everyone will be unemployed, and
this circumstance can result from both
structural and individual factors (van
Qorschot, 2008).

The NZES data on attitudes towards
sole parents and the sick or disabled
is rather limited, but the qualitative
study suggests that New Zealanders
consider them more deserving than
the ‘unemployed. This was especially
the case when participants were asked
whether they supported work-related
being placed on Dbenefit
recipients. Around a third of participants
fully supported ‘work-for-dole’ (28%),
‘work-tests’ (37%) and ‘other conditions’
(34%) being
33—51% of participants said they only
‘sometimes/maybe’  supported
conditions. Analysis of these ambivalent
responses showed that many participants
did not consider work-related conditions
appropriate for sole parents and sick

conditions

imposed. But another

such

or disabled benefit recipients. Many
others indicated that they were not
sufficiently knowledgeable about what
these conditions entail to offer a clear-cut
answer. This level of ambivalence suggests
there may be some discomfort with WWG
recommendations which reframe both
sole parents and sick/disabled groups as
simply ‘unemployed’, not only by merging
the unemployment, domestic purposes,
sickness and invalid’s benefits into one
Jobseeker payment but also by extending
work-related obligations to them.

Welfare as the ‘problem’ — and the ‘solution’
This section highlights that many New
Zealanders  acknowledge  problems
associated with welfare state institutions,
but they continue to believe government
has a responsibility to help the needy.
Figure 4 shows that around 62% of
respondents agreed that ‘Welfare benefits
make people lazy and dependent’ in 2005
and 2008. Many New Zealanders may,
therefore, support the WWG’s premise
that the welfare system itself encourages
inappropriate
However, it difficult to gauge exactly to
whom respondents thought the generic

individual  behaviour.



term ‘welfare benefits’ referred. Previous
discussion highlighted how old people
are not considered ‘lazy and dependent,
while the qualitative study indicates that
they are not regarded as being on ‘welfare’
It is possible NZES respondents also
excluded other groups considered to be
more ‘deserving’ of assistance than the
unemployed, such as the sick/disabled
or sole parents, when answering this
question. If so, this would be in conflict
with the WWG’s framing of these groups as
a major factor in the ‘welfare dependency’
problem.

Although we must read Figure 4’s
findings with caution, it is clear the New
Zealand public acknowledges that there
are problems within the welfare system.
90% group
participants agreed in some way that
‘People receiving social security benefits

of interview and focus

are made to feel like second class citizens’
that is, devalued or unequal compared
to other New Zealanders. Importantly,
when asked why benefit recipients might
feel ‘second class, 48% of responses
referred to the poor treatment of
benefit recipients by ‘Work and Income/
Accident Corporation Compensation
officials and policies. Current benefit
recipients offered examples of this most
frequently, but they were not alone in
describing attitudes of disrespect and
suspicion and rules that do not take into
account individual circumstances. 33% of
participants felt that ‘stigma), referring to
a broader societal perception of benefit
recipients as lazy and undeserving, was
an important factor in explaining why

benefit recipients feel ‘second class’
Surprisingly few participants thought that
feeling ‘second class’ had more to do with
personal factors associated with benefit
recipients themselves, such as their being
‘Tlazy’ (3%), ‘dependent’ (3%) or because
they ‘feel guilty’ for not working (2%).
This identification of welfare policies
and practices, rather than the personal
behaviours of individuals, as the cause of

benefit recipients feeling ‘second class’is in

of improving our welfare institutions and
cultures, but are likely to be wary of the
WWG’s recommendations which seek to
enhance the aspects of the welfare system
that coerce, penalise and stigmatise
benefit recipients.

This argument 1is reinforced by
considerable ambivalence and uncertainty
about the causal factors shaping need in
New Zealand. When asked ‘Why do you
think there are people in New Zealand who

... New Zealanders have a far wider interpretation
of individual responsibility than is evident in the
dominant discourses framing government policy
and the WWG's recommendations, and that there is
no majority support for coercive or punitive means
of encouraging ‘responsible’ behaviour ...

tension with the NZES findings depicted
in Figure 4. This tension is heightened
by the fact that when participants were
asked whether it was appropriate that
benefit recipients should be made to
feel like ‘second class’ citizens, only 3%
of participants answered ‘yes, 55% said
‘sometimes/maybe’ and another ‘41% said
‘no’. Thus, almost all participants were
either ambivalent or did not think benefit
recipients should be treated differently
than other citizens. The New Zealand
public consequently may support the idea

Figure 4: Welfare benefits make people lazy and dependent
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live in need?’, 38.3% of NZES respondents
said people were ‘poor because of laziness
and lack of will-power’. Just 21.7% of
respondents acknowledged
factors, agreeing that people were ‘poor
because of an unfair society. But the
most common response was ‘neither/
don’t know’ (39.9%). This significant
number of ambivalent responses, along
with noticeably higher (60%) support for
the lazy/lack of will-power option when
the New Zealand Values Study (Rose et
al., 2005) asked a similar question in 2004,

structural

indicate that many people are uncertain
about or find it difficult to respond to
such questions in opinion surveys.

In part this finding may support
Espiner’s (2010, p.94) claim that: ‘The
Bennett welfare reforms are about politics,
plain and simple. The Government knows
voters hate the idea that others might
be ripping them off and few will have a
clear idea of whether that is actually true
or whether the solutions put forward
will actually work. The qualitative study
offers evidence that some New Zealanders
may favour individualistic causal factors
for poverty and support conditions
being placed on benefit recipients such
as work-for-dole simply because they
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are responding to the dominant cues
provided by public discourse, or opinion
surveys. Prior to specific questions about
work-for-dole and other conditions,
participants were asked more generally
about how we might encourage greater
‘individual  responsibility’  in
Zealand. Participants named a total
of 23 activities that might encourage

New

individual responsibility. Although 18%
supported ‘sanctions, such as the work-
tests or work-for-dole conditions noted
above, 45% 31%
favoured ‘incentives’ and a further 21%

named ‘education’,

responsibility, the most common
responses by far were those categorised as
‘helping the needy’ (66%). This category
included specific references to Work and
Income and Accident Compensation
Corporation payments, as well as more
general comments about assisting those
who cannot help themselves because of
sickness, injury or bad luck. Although
only around a third of respondents
thought having ‘basic needs met’ (34%)
and ‘welfare entitlement’ (31%) were rights
of citizenship, it is also notable that they

were even less likely to name traditional

In New Zealand it is likely that the public will support
some WWG proposals, such as a greater work focus

for benefit recipients, without necessarily constructing
the problem in terms of ‘welfare dependency’ which
downplays the structural factors they identify as shaping

employment outcomes.

indicated ‘role-model values’ as a way
of encouraging individual responsibility.
These results suggest that New Zealanders
have a far wider interpretation of
individual responsibility than is evident
in the dominant discourses framing
government policy and the WWG’s
recommendations, and that there is no
majority support for coercive or punitive
means of encouraging ‘responsible’
behaviour when questions do not specify
work-related obligations, especially when

it comes to the sick/disabled and sole

parents.
In addition, although the NZES
findings suggest that a significant

minority of New Zealanders consider
need to be caused by personal failings,
such as laziness or lack of will-power,
we should not assume they are unwilling
to assist the ‘needy’ nonetheless. 82% of
participants in the qualitative study agreed
in some way with the statement that
‘Government should take responsibility
to ensure that everyone is provided for’
When asked specifically what activities
they thought should be a government’s
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political rights, such as ‘freedom of speech’
(17%), the ‘vote’ (16%) or ‘passport/
diplomatic protection’ (13%). Indeed,
only ‘health’ (54%) and ‘education’ (44%)
were more likely than ‘basic needs met’
or ‘welfare entitlement’ to be named as
rights of citizenship. Thus, even if some
members of the public believed need
to be caused by individual behaviours
and many were ambivalent when asked
specifically about the unemployed, this
did not undermine their strong belief
that the government should continue to
help needy New Zealanders. Other survey
results support this argument: although it
was earlier noted that 60% of respondents
in the New Zealand Values Study (Rose
et al,, 2005) believed need was caused by
laziness or a lack of will-power, 77% also
thought government was doing ‘too little’
or ‘about the right amount’ for needy
people.

Conclusion

This paper has indicated that New Zealand
public opinion about unemployment,
employment and particular kinds of

policies targeting benefit recipients is
mixed. Evidence from the NZES suggests
a hardening of attitudes towards the
unemployed over the last 18 years. But
New Zealanders also seem to be more
supportive of welfare assistance in times
of high unemployment,
believe government is responsible for
ensuring jobs are available, and they

a majority

employ a hierarchy of deservingness
when considering policy for different
groups of income support recipients.
Thus, New Zealanders frequently take
into account the structural factors that
shape unemployment and employment
and do not endorse a purely individual
or institutional view of causality on these
matters.

It would be easy to argue that such
mixed findings, alongside a high degree
of uncertainty about why people live
in need, suggest a lack of knowledge or
understanding of welfare issues in New
Zealand. However, such ambivalence is
not unique, with similar tensions evident
in public opinion in Britain (Sefton, 2003)
and Australia (Eardley and Matheson,
2000). Dean and Melrose (1999) stress
that we should not assume people are
ignorant ‘dolts” whose opinion shifts like
the wind simply because they offer mixed
or even contradictory viewpoints on
welfare issues. Instead, they demonstrate
how individuals draw upon differing
discourses about responsibility, justice
and equality when considering differing
policy areas, welfare issues or groups of
welfare recipients. Their British empirical
study found, for instance, that although
moral concerns about income inequality
did not necessarily translate into support
for intervention,
people’s expectations of the state were
inflected towards highly-focused and
instrumentally-specific demands, these

redistributive and

expectations  nonetheless  remained
strong.

In New Zealand it is likely that
the public will support some WWG
proposals, such as a greater work focus
for benefit recipients, without necessarily
constructing the problem in terms of
‘welfare dependency’ which downplays the
structural factors they identify as shaping
employment outcomes. This appears to be

particularly the case for sole parents and



the sick or disabled. The public may also
view welfare institutions as part of the
problem but, given that the New Zealand
economy remains weak and that the
Canterbury earthquakes have reminded us
of the unpredictable risks that can affect
us all, be unwilling to dismantle a system
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