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Today’s talk: main headings: 

 Definition of conditionality. 

 Reasons for conditionality. 

 Conditions conditionality must meet. 

 Research. 



What is conditionality? 

 Connotes the ending of entitlement. 

 Benefits now given conditional on work. 

 Questions about lifestyle may be asked. 

 Conditionality is different from: 

Social insurance—here work is expected in 

advance of benefits. 

Voluntary employment services. 

Work incentives. 



Reasons for conditionality: 

1. Economy. 

2. Reciprocity. 

3. Paternalism. 



1. Economy: 

 Work-testing benefits may save money. 

 Conditionality can reduce dependency 

without cutting eligibility or benefits. 

 May not save money if employing 

recipients raises costs.  



2. Reciprocity: 

 For recipients to work is seen as fair. 

 Reflects an idea of common citizenship 

including obligations as well as rights. 

 Obligations include work, not self-support.  

 Counter to Marshal’s ideas of welfare state. 

 Left theorists also favor work. 

 Does Rawls require entitlement? 

 Broader ideas of democracy do not bar 

conditionality. 



Can civic labor replace work? 

 In principle, unpaid tasks valued by society 

could justify dependency. 

 The idea mothers can’t work is outdated.  

 White’s criteria for civic labor: task must be 

socially valued and serve the social interest. 

 Single mothers cannot justify dependency 

by parenting alone, must also work. 

 Beem’s theory of care work aims to meet 

civic labor criteria. 



3. Paternalism: 

 Work tests may be justified as good for the 

recipients.  

 Reflects concern over the isolation of the 

poor. 

 Many disabled would be better off working. 

 Welfare reform was in fact favorable for 

most recipients. 



Moral issues:  

 Is paternalism bad in J.S. Mill’s sense—

imposing direction on autonomous adults? 

 Does paternalism infringe Biblical 

commands to help the poor? 

 Paternalism returns to charitable 

approaches to poverty. 



Conditions for conditionality: 

1. Politics. 

2. Jobs. 

3. Disability. 

4. Other barriers to work. 

5. Social fairness. 

6. Implementation. 



1. Politics  

 Conditionality is a radical change. 

 Requires broad political support. 

 Work tests in US and UK have won 

bipartisan backing. 

 Some intellectuals and advocates remain 

opposed, but most voters and politicians 

are in favor. 

 American welfare debate has become less 

partisan, more practical over time.  
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2. Jobs: 

 To expect work, jobs must be available. 

 Unemployment figures don’t reveal how 

easy it is to find work. 

 Local staffs say enough jobs exist to 

expect work.  

 Main constraint is work readiness, not the 

labor market.  

 When poor adults do not work, few blame 

inability to find jobs. 



Reasons jobless poor adults (16 and 

over) gave for not working in 2011 (%): 

  Ill or 

disabled 

 

Retired 

 

Home/family  

Couldn’t 

find work 

School 

or other 

All incomes 17 40 15 7 21 

Poor 27 19 20 12 23 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, March 2012 Annual Social and 

Economic Supplement, table 24. 



3. Disability: 

 Are recipients able to work? 

 American welfare reform showed most 

welfare mothers were employable. 

 Disability caseloads are rising. 

 Trend reflects political decisions rather 

than worsening health conditions. 
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4. Other barriers to work: 

 Low skills, welfare disincentives, child care. 

 None proved serious in the American reform. 

 Work incentives have little effect on work 

levels, contrary to some recent research. 

 The key to work is to require work—

expanding opportunity is secondary. 

 Barriers matter much more after one goes to 

work than before.  



Structural vs. individualist views: 

 Conditionality is said to impose “individual 

responsibility,” criticize “moral failings.” 

 The work demand is much more limited, implies no 

overall moral judgment. 

 Many positions exist between the extremes. 

 Moderates call for both help and hassle. 

 Individual responsibility is the goal, not the 

assumption. 

 The underlying issue is competence.  

 How much to expect is finally a political decision. 



5. Social fairness: 

 Work must be demanded before issues of 

justice can be raised. 

 Justice is debatable, but only workers can 

enter into that debate.  

 Conditionality has no political bias. 

 Welfare reform in America shifted the 

political agenda to the left.  
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6. Implementation: 

 Work testing imposes serious new 

demands on government. 

 Benefits must be paid while recipients are 

inducted into work programs. 

 In America, the leading states in welfare 

reform had strong good-government 

traditions. 



Culture shaped implementation in US 

welfare reform: 

Overall 

score 

 

Moralistic 

 

Individualistic 

 

Traditionalistic 

No. of 

states 

6 MN  OR  UT  WI     4 

5 KS  MI  WA   TN 4 

4   
MO NJ NY OH 

RI    5 

3 CA  CO MA  AZ  NC  WV 6 

2     AL  MS  TX 3 

1     FL  GA   2 

No. of 

states 9 6 9 24 

Lawrence M. Mead, Government Matters: Welfare Reform in Wisconsin 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), table 11.2 



Research: 

1. Recipient responses. 

2. Linking benefits to work. 

3. Diversion. 



1. Recipient reactions: 

 How do recipients respond to work 

demands? 

 Disadvantaged recipients often appreciate 

“help and hassle.” 

 The better off may resent and resist it. 

 Group differences are important but little 

understood. 

 

 



2. Linking benefits to work: 

 How to emphasis both helping the needy 

and expecting work? 

 Benefit and work agencies have different 

cultures.  

 Struggles to combine them in US, WI, UK. 

 Disability: need to avoid benefits until 

incapacity is certified. 



3. Diversion: 

 Goal is to raise work levels not only on aid 

but in the society generally. 

 American reform achieved that through 

diversion, which is poorly understood. 

 Work tests triggered a broader work 

enforcement by public opinion. 

 How to extend that gain to poor men? 

 How can policy and opinion lead the 

culture? 

 



Questions? 


