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Introduction

In their courageous effort published about a year ago to answer the question, “Globalization, What’s New,” Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye attempted to break down the concept of globalism into meaningful components.  Keohane and Nye termed one of these elements “social and cultural globalism,” which they defined as involving “the movement of ideas, information, images, and people ... An important facet of social globalism involves the imitation of one society’s practices and institutions by others: what some sociologists refer to as ‘isomorphism.’”
 

My presentation today involves isomorphism in the field of social welfare policy.  The focus is patterns of imitation, including a shared diffusion of rhetoric and policy innovations, that may be putting us on a path of convergence or at least closely parallel policy tracks in three major Anglo-American systems.  In particular, I will concentrate my remarks on trends in social assistance reform under three nominally left-of-center political executives.  US President Bill Clinton, first elected in 1992, Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chrétien, first elected in 1993, and British Prime Minister Tony Blair, elected in 1997, each defeated conservative leaders in their respective countries.  In place of the cozy triumvirate that prevailed during the Ronald Reagan, Brian Mulroney, and Margaret Thatcher years, when neoconservatives were in charge, a “third way” triumvirate emerged of Clinton, Chrétien, and Blair.


Just what is this third way?  What consequences did the switch from right-of-center toward nominally left-of-center political executives hold for citizens living in North America and Britain?  In particular, what did third way leadership mean for one of the most contentious subjects of public debate during the contemporary period, namely the fate of single mothers on social assistance benefits?  My talk addresses each question in turn, offering in the process a preliminary road test of third way public policy.  The purpose of the road test is to move away from strictly conjectural claims about making left-of-center values relevant to the contemporary period in order to consider how the ideas fare when, as the popular saying goes, the rubber hits the road.


This discussion is framed around the following core argument: Third way leaders often pursued a rhetoric on welfare reform that sounded more balanced and more compassionate than that of their conservative predecessors.  However, the policies of the Clinton, Chrétien, and Blair years could produce a far more radically conservative restructuring of welfare regimes than was undertaken by Reagan, Mulroney, or even Thatcher.  I will highlight three shared features to date of “third way” welfare reform in the Anglo-American world: first, the move toward what this discussion terms “work-tested” social benefits; second, shifts in the direction of what is referred to as taxified or fiscalized social policy; and third, a growing emphasis on notions of economic or market-tested citizenship, in effect compromising older concepts of an expansive social citizenship.


To begin with the first question, just what is the third way?  It is a slippery concept, with different meanings to different observers, and could hardly be said to command an overwhelming hold on the imagination of the Anglo-American electorate.
  Each third way leader considered in this chapter was elected as a political executive with the support of just over 40% of the voting public: President Clinton won a 43% vote share in 1992 (when George Bush and Ross Perot shared the other 57%).  Prime Minister Chrétien’s Liberals in Canada won a majority government with 41% of the federal vote in 1993 (when a total of five parties won seats in the House of Commons).  Prime Minister Blair’s New Labour in Britain won a landslide majority with only 43% of the popular vote in 1997.   


At the level of ideas, Clinton, Chrétien, and Blair articulated a view that individuals, no matter how modest their origins, can succeed in an opportunity-filled society as long as they are dutiful, responsible, and ambitious.  In this respect, all three leaders fashioned a path to power to the right of the historically center-left positions of their respective parties.  Clinton, Chrétien, and Blair embraced notions of individual ambition, maintained that the state’s key job is enhancing opportunities for individual success, and emphasized the importance of personal duty and responsibility – elements drawn from traditional liberal and conservative doctrines.  Like new conservatives, these leaders tended to look negatively on interest group and social movement mobilization, seeing collective action of that variety as inherently less legitimate than the actions of achieving individuals.  


Yet Clinton, Chrétien, and Blair also dismissed what they portrayed as the extreme anti-societal notions of their conservative predecessors – by insisting that they were more compassionate, more balanced, and less dog-eat-dog social Darwinist than Reagan, Mulroney, or certainly Thatcher.  Third way leaders claimed they drew on the best in liberal, conservative, and social democratic traditions, merging these strengths while rejecting the excesses of either unfettered individualism or unwieldy statism.   As President Clinton argued with respect to the United States in his 1996 text titled Between Hope and History, “America is about both individual liberty and community obligation.”


Given these important similarities, what variations distinguished these three welfare states from each other?  According to prevailing comparative theories, all of the Anglo-American  countries could be categorized as liberal, meaning neither social democratic nor corporatist, and residual welfare states.
  None had a national child care program, for example, and each one elevated or privileged the role of the market above that of the state.  


Of the three cases, however, clearly the United States remains the most bare-bones or residual welfare state.  It alone, for example, lacks a universal health care system.  As well, the US is distinctive because it contains the most powerful social or so-called moral right, an interest of particular concern to scholars of welfare reform.  Along a continuum that would measure shifts in the direction of work-tested benefits, taxified social policy, and an increasingly tenuous or compromised notion of social citizenship, the US is probably the most “developed” or “advanced” of our three cases.


By way of comparison, Canada can be described as having a somewhat more robust welfare state than that of the United States.  It does offer universal health care provisions, although the standards of the Canadian welfare state are widely viewed as in decline over time.
  The social right in Canada has been less influential than in the US -- meaning welfare debates at the federal level in Canada have tended to focus less on such issues as teenage pregnancy and abortion than they have in the United States.  Recent political developments in Canada, however, have included the introduction of US-style workfare provisions at the provincial level, as well as the rise of a strong social conservative presence in the leading federal opposition party, the Reform or Canadian Alliance organization. 


Within this three-case comparison, the British welfare state is probably the most robust and the least influenced by social right interests.  In the UK, one finds a less workerist view than in North America about what a “responsible” single parent – generally a mother – should do while her children are young.  American and Canadian policy-makers tend to view mothers of very young children as employable in the 30-plus hours of work per week category, while their British counterparts maintain that in the absence of decent child care programs and fulfilling jobs, it may be preferable for the state to continue to pay social benefits to single mothers with pre-school children instead of pushing them into paid work.
  With reference to notions of work-tested benefits, taxified social policy, and an eroded concept of social citizenship, the UK seems to be less “advanced” or “developed” than Canada or certainly the United States.

Expectations of the Third Way
What progressive changes were expected of third way leaders? In Women on the Defensive: Living Through Conservative Times, I traced the efforts of Margaret Thatcher, Ronald Reagan, Brian Mulroney, and their party successors to impose an individualist outlook that rejected the more collectivist ideas of their Labour, Democratic, and Liberal predecessors, as well as the organic community traditions of their own political parties.
  Among the most concerted opponents of new conservative leaders were anti-poverty and women’s groups, which directed much of their criticism toward social assistance changes of the 1980s and following.  

These changes included, in the United States, the 1988 Family Support Act, intended “to move single mothers off welfare through a combination of job training, work requirements, childcare subsidies, and child-support enforcement.”
 In Canada, the Mulroney government introduced what became known as the “cap on CAP,” a decision that lowered federal social spending by placing a ceiling or cap on transfers to three better-off provinces to fund health, education, and welfare programs.  This decision reduced federal transfers to Ontario, British Columbia, and Alberta by more than $2.1 billion between 1990 and 1995.
  In Britain, Conservatives introduced the 1991 Child Support Act that compelled single mothers on income support to name their child’s father so the Child Support Agency could obtain support payments from him and reduce welfare payments to her accordingly.
 

Although the specific terms of these three conservative actions were far from identical, they contained important common threads and provoked somewhat similar opposition.  What did social welfare interests in the United States, Canada, and Britain criticize about Republican and Tory social policy, and what by way of implication did they hope to see embodied in the policies of “post-conservative” leaders?  Five general criticisms stand out.  First, conservative social policy focussed on drawing public funds out of what were already modest, residual, and heavily means-tested income support programs.  In Anglo-American systems, according to critics, introducing rigid work requirements, reducing federal social transfers to lower levels of government, and enforcing child support payments all represented circuitous means used by conservative political executives to cut already limited welfare payments.


Second, progressives alleged that conservative rhetoric, especially in the US and UK, turned poverty from an economic condition into a cultural and – above all – a moral malady.  So-called “family values” discourse effectively defined single mothers trying to raise their children as “irresponsible” deviants who deserved public humiliation and other forms of state-sanctioned punishment.  In the view of critics, negative talk about “dependence” and “irresponsibility” obscured the interconnectedness and interdependency that remain central to a healthy society, and neglected the fact that women’s reliance on state benefits was in many cases preferable to their reliance on traditional forms of family organization.


Third, according to feminist and anti-poverty interests, conservative efforts to push poor women, often from minority and immigrant backgrounds, into paid work ignored very significant patterns of sex segregation and pay differentials in the labour market.  Welfare-to-work programs would not produce poverty-to-prosperity transformation for the simple reason that most single mothers “cannot get jobs that pay better than welfare.”
  Fourth, pushing single mothers of young children into 20 or 30 or more hours of paid work per week denied the value of their unpaid child care and nurturing responsibilities, and ignored the fact that public and workplace child care programs were extremely limited in all of these countries.  Finally, in North America, the decentralist impulse behind Reagan- and Mulroney-era actions was seen as threatening to accelerate a “race to the bottom” in these federal systems, where social assistance was already based on localized “patchworks” comprised of individual state and provincial schemes.
  Further decentralization, according to observers on the left, risked undermining the already fragile idea of national social standards in federal systems.


To the extent that progressive critics of conservative social policy prescribed core goals for “post-conservative” leaders, these tended to include: (1) ending cuts to already threadbare income support programs; (2) resisting the use of punitive, moralistic discourse about welfare and single motherhood; (3) paying attention to labour market issues of sex segregation and unequal pay in designing training, apprenticeship, and work programs; (4) creating high-quality, affordable, and universal child care programs; and (5) in federal systems, refusing to grant greater leverage to sub-national levels of government.


It seems fair to suggest that “third way” leaders elected to office in these three countries since 1992 have not, at least not yet, fulfilled these expectations.  What they have done, however, is to raise and subsequently dampen the expectations of many progressive experts as well as campaigners.  We can examine the evidence to date, case by case.

The US Case
If we begin with the United States since 1992, we recall in President Clinton a political executive with overpowering personal drive, boundless ambition, and an unwavering belief in the capacity of motivated individuals to overcome huge obstacles.  The campaign rhetoric of candidate Clinton in 1992 emphasized “ending welfare as we know it,” making welfare “a second chance and not a way of life,” and focusing on “the economy, stupid” so that enterprising individuals could grasp the gold ring called the American Dream.  Clinton promised to “make work pay,” in his words, by first, expanding tax incentives under the Earned Income Tax Credit for low-income parents to pursue paid employment instead of welfare, and second, by raising the level of the US national minimum wage.
  Raising the EITC was consistent with arguments in many Anglo-American systems about the need to help poor working families who did not receive various benefits that were available to welfare recipients.  


It is certainly plausible to argue that candidate Clinton’s expansive ideas about education, job training, health care, and other issues were stopped in their tracks by a re-energized Republican right.  Especially following the switch from Democratic to Republican control in both houses of Congress in 1994, Bill Clinton was forced to deal with a far less congenial legislative branch of government.  Yet Clinton’s own ideas about social welfare in particular were from the outset those of a pragmatic, small-state governor, one who wanted to see a further shift of authority away from federal and toward state and local levels of government.
  


The welfare reform proposals put forward by the Clinton White House before Republicans won control of Capitol Hill in 1994 were conservative and decentralist relative to where most US Democrats had stood in the past.  The Clinton plan permitted states to impose child exclusion rules or family caps on welfare recipients, meaning higher benefits could be denied for children born or conceived while the mother was on the existing system of social assistance in the United States, known as Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC).  This focus on giving the states more power over welfare was consistent with Clinton’s prior record as President (and the record of his predecessor in the White House, George Bush) of giving waivers to states to allow them to undertake a variety of social assistance ‘experiments’ that would form a ‘laboratory’ for national policy changes.  Furthermore, Clinton’s plan offered some help with child care expenses for the working poor, as an incentive to keep single mothers in particular off welfare; it suggested a very gradual phase-in of work requirements so that about 10 percent of adults in AFDC households would be in government or government-subsidized jobs within six years (by 2000).  In order to pay for work subsidies, child care subsidies, and so on, Bill Clinton’s plan reduced welfare benefits for non-citizens (including legal immigrants) and for people disabled due to drug or alcohol abuse.


The welfare reform bill ultimately signed by President Clinton in 1996 bore a much closer resemblance to Republican proposals coming out of the 1994 Contract with America than to his own earlier positions – although it must be emphasized that Clinton’s own proposals were focussed on cutting welfare spending and pressing the work option.  The 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act eliminated the AFDC program and replaced it with a new block grant scheme called Temporary Assistance for Needy Families.  The bill reduced federal government spending on welfare by about $55 billion over six years.
  It imposed “hard time limits,” meaning adults could receive welfare benefits to a lifetime maximum of five years but less if states so decide.  States had six years as of 1996 to ensure that 50 percent of their welfare recipients were in work activities.  According to the terms of the bill, half of all single parents on welfare would be expected to work 30 hours per week within six years.
 


Of particular interest to feminist analysts were the components of PRWORA that dealt with paternity and out-of-marriage births.  Under the terms of PRWORA, all welfare mothers must disclose the paternity of their children; teenage mothers have to live with their parents or other adults, and participate in education or training programs, to be eligible for assistance.   Moreover, states that successfully reduced out-of-wedlock births without increasing abortion rates became eligible under the 1996 legislation for extra federal funds under the terms of an “illegitimacy bonus.”  States were offered the right to impose child exclusion rules or “family caps,” meaning higher benefits could be denied for children born or conceived by a mother on cash assistance.  Overall, the 1996 legislation eliminated any legally enforceable right of individuals to collect social assistance and introduced provisions that, in the words of Gwendolyn Mink, “pressure poor single mothers to surrender their civil rights as a condition of economic assistance.”
  


Proponents of US welfare reform were quick to argue that the 1996 bill went a long way toward “ending welfare as we know it.”  President Clinton and others frequently pointed to very low rates of unemployment in the US, declining welfare case loads, sustained job growth and, of course, a booming stock market.  Yet a more analytic look at the same scenario suggested that work requirements in the US tended to push better-educated, better-skilled, and less “difficult” social assistance recipients into paid employment while at the same time leaving those with more limited skills dependent on shrinking and time-limited welfare benefits.
  Would the paid work found by former welfare recipients in the United States provide a survivable wage?  Would it displace other women and men in better-paid, unionized public service jobs and thus accelerate a state-by-state “race to the bottom” of social standards?  How quickly and dramatically would an economic recession in the United States overturn the pattern of declining welfare case loads?  What might happen to state-level welfare programs once the front-ended federal money promised in 1996 began to dry up?  These remain important questions open to speculation, and difficult to research, largely because “most [US] states to not have the capacity to effectively trace ... families [who have left the welfare rolls], even to find out if they have remained employed.”


Given the harsh criticism he faced from some quarters, how was President Clinton able to sign this bill?  One explanation draws on Paul Pierson’s theory of welfare state retrenchment, which says leaders manage to contract or shrink state programs when there is credit to be claimed and blame to be avoided.
  In the case of the 1996 welfare reform bill, Clinton could claim policy credit for reducing spending and “fixing” welfare by rewarding work, at the same time as he could avoid blame by shifting already devolved program responsibility to state governments.  Second, following the lines of feminist claims about the unequal consequences of both welfare state expansion and contraction, one can argue that eliminating AFDC as a federal entitlement program and replacing it with a more residual, decentralized, and socially invasive regime essentially placed the human burden of welfare reform on impoverished single-mother households, more than half of them with minority backgrounds in the 1990s.


The move toward a taxified or fiscalized social policy in the US is reflected in the growing size of the Earned Income Tax Credit.  During his first term in office, President Clinton won an increase in the EITC that constituted less than three-quarters of what he had promised during the 1992 election campaign.  Even so, by 1996, federal spending on the EITC reached nearly 25 billion dollars, or nearly twice as much as the federal government had been spending on the old AFDC welfare program.
  Because an enriched Earned Income Tax Credit corresponded closely with pressures to reward work instead of welfare, Republicans in Congress were less effective in their efforts to derail President Clinton on this issue than they were in other areas – notably health care reform.


In short, the Clinton legacy included heavy rhetorical emphasis on “the work alternative” to welfare as well as policy shifts toward a higher minimum wage and tax subsidies for low-income workers under the EITC.  One can thus identify three discernible shifts in Clinton-era social policy: first, a move in the direction of “work-testing” what were already residual, means-tested social benefits; second, a shift toward taxifying and individualizing social policy such that it is taken out of the realm of direct legislative expenditure and, in many respects, removed from explicit public debate (the obvious example here is the Earned Income Tax Credit); and third, a trend toward equating labour market participation with citizenship, such that the older right to public assistance based on need is replaced with a notion of temporary assistance only, based on paid labour force engagement.  In this manner, citizenship no longer resonates with T.H. Marshall’s concept of a broad spectrum of social rights and engagements available to all,
 since  citizenship becomes economically contingent, based on paid employment only, which in turn has tended to be more tenuous, short-term, and non-unionized over time.  People who are unpaid care-givers, and others who do not work for pay, thus begin to reside outside the boundaries of a highly compromised version of social citizenship.

The Canadian Case
If we turn to the case of Prime Minister Chrétien, we find a Canadian leader described by his biographer as a “great master of the middle” in the tradition of another very successful federal Liberal politician, Mackenzie King.
  Commitment to the values of personal drive, discipline, and hard work are vividly embodied in Chrétien’s own life experience.  According to journalist Lawrence Martin, these are the core norms that underpin the prime minister’s elevation of practical action above ideas in politics.  Known as a “tornado” by those who have worked with him,
 Chrétien consistently rejected what he referred to in his own memoirs as “doctrinaire” solutions to problems.
    In Straight From the Heart, first published in 1985, Chrétien wrote with great enthusiasm about the fruits of private sector investment in Canada and, with equal fervour, about the good things government has done for Canadians.
  Like other third way leaders, Chrétien rejects what Anthony Giddens refers to as the “market fundamentalism” of conservatives,
 at the same time as he is impatient with the narrowly statist solutions of the political left -- and particularly impatient with what Chrétien described in 1985 as the “idle hands and lost pride” caused by a social safety net that “undermines incentive and is abused.”


This same basic outlook is presented in the Liberal Red Book, the party’s electoral platform for the 1993 federal campaign.  General statements about the Liberal commitment “fundamental fairness and dignity” and a pooling of social resources in the wake of what are presented as destructive Conservative policies appear alongside arguments that older forms of passive social assistance created dependence and disincentives to work.
  Individuals, according to the Red Book, need to become self-sufficient by working, thus moving “from dependence to full participation in the economic and social life of Canada.”
   In particular, single mothers on welfare can “break the chain of dependence” once a more expansive national child care system is created through joint federal/provincial efforts.
  Yet as of spring 2001, the start of Chrétien’s third term as leader of a majority Liberal government, a national child care system has yet to arrive on Canadian earth.  Moreover, federal Liberals during the Chrétien years embarked on a process of deficit-fighting plus social policy decentralization and retrenchment that vastly eclipsed anything pursued by capital-c Conservatives during the Mulroney years.  


What are the consequences thus far of social policy change during the Chrétien years?  Eliminating the cost-shared Canada Assistance Plan and replacing it with the block-funded Canada Health and Social Transfer, as announced in the 1995 federal budget, entailed multi-billion dollar cuts in federal transfers to the provinces, and involved major reductions in federal controls over how provinces spend money – with virtually no conditions attached, for example, to how much funds sub-national governments devote to health versus post-secondary education versus social assistance.  As announced by Finance Minister Paul Martin, the CHST reduced federal grants to the provinces by more than $7 billion during its first two years of operation.  This constituted about a 40 percent reduction in federal social transfers to the provinces.
  Observers portrayed the change from an open-ended cost sharing framework between the federal and provincial governments under the 1966 Canada Assistance Plan to the close-ended block transfer under the CHST beginning in 1996 as evidence that deficit reduction had become priority number one within the federal cabinet.  According to one account, introducing the CHST allowed the Finance Department in Canada “to impose its own unilateral fiscal fix on the country’s social programs.”
  


Above all, with respect to social citizenship, ending the Canada Assistance Plan extinguished two guidelines in place since 1966 to the effect that persons in need had the right to income support, and the right to appeal denial of that support through a provincially established appeals process.  Third, although the 1966 Canada Assistance Plan “prohibited the provinces from requiring social assistance applicants to accept employment as a condition of receiving assistance,”
 the CHST contained no such provision.  Eliminating the no-workfare guideline at the federal level left the door open for provincial governments beginning in 1996 to introduce schemes like Ontario Works.


In quantitative terms, data show Canadian provinces as a group spent less per person on social assistance after 1995 than before, with Ontario and Alberta leading the way on cuts to welfare rates and tightened eligibility rules.
  As well, the gap between the after-tax income of the rich and poor in Canada widened after the federal Liberals came to power in 1993, largely because of spending reductions in the areas of social assistance and unemployment insurance.  In particular, data from the federally funded National Council of Welfare show an increase after 1995 -- the year the CHST was announced -- in the already high percentage of young, single-mother led families living in poverty – from 83 percent in 1995 to more than 91 percent in subsequent years.
  Various measures of child poverty in Canada also show higher absolute numbers and higher relative percentages over time – and once again the most common explanation is reduced federal transfers and reduced federal controls on provincial action under the CHST, along with tough federal cuts to unemployment insurance and significant provincial cuts to social assistance programs.  


In short, Canada was governed after 1993 by a pragmatic prime minister from modest origins who believed hard-working people like himself could succeed despite the odds.  Together with Finance Minister Paul Martin, Jean Chrétien moved the federal budget from serious deficit to considerable surplus – but at the not insignificant cost of  lowered federal transfers to the provinces, vastly weakened federal control over those reduced transfers, an increasingly wide gap between haves and have-nots in Canadian society and, in national terms, an extinguishment of crucial social citizenship principles dating from 1966.


How did Prime Minister Chrétien manage to make these changes?  Like President Clinton, his success was contingent on an ingenious combination of claiming credit and avoiding blame.  Creating the CHST allowed federal Liberals in Canada to argue that they were taking seriously the need to control spending, reduce the deficit, and encourage policy flexibility in a diverse federation.  Like the Clinton Democrats, the Chrétien Liberals could claim that their actions responded to public concerns about overly generous social assistance programs.
  Moreover, again like their American counterparts, Canadian Liberals could hope to escape responsibility for the negative fallout from these changes by using the complex terms of federal/provincial fiscal relations as a convenient cover.


This retrenchment argument needs to be refined, however, by reference to feminist theories of unequal consequence.  The CHST eliminated what had been an open-ended federal cost-sharing arrangement under CAP to pay half of provincial and territorial social assistance and social service expenditures.  Roughly 70 percent of single parents in Canada, most of them women, received some form of social assistance in the 1990s.  Moreover, social service funding under CAP included subsidies for low-income child care and shelters for battered women.
  The reduction in funds going to the provinces under the CHST together with an end to the older CAP principles that persons in need had the right to income and could appeal welfare decisions, revealed a clear fiscal and jurisdictional retreat by the federal government from an area of critical importance to poor women.
  As well, the vast bulk of Canadian welfare state workers in the education, health care, and social service fields were female and, compared with the US, they were more likely to be unionized public sector employees.
  Canadian women therefore faced very specific risks under the CHST both as welfare state clients and workers, even though the terms of the Transfer contained none of the socially invasive regulations about paternity, illegitimacy, and teenage motherhood found in American reforms of the same period.


It is important to bear in mind that the changeover from CAP to the CHST in Canada was accompanied by the introduction of a National Child Benefit, under which universal family allowances were replaced by a new benefit payable primarily to low-income employed parents through the tax system.  As of January 2001, the National Child Benefit was not passed on to parents on welfare in eight out of the ten Canadian provinces.  The two provinces where it was transferred to parents on welfare, New Brunswick and Newfoundland, contained only about five percent of the national population.  Supporters claimed the National Child Benefit offered a worthy, targeted approach to assisting low-income families.
  Critics portrayed it as little more than “a work-incentive program” that reinforced the efforts of some relatively wealthy and populous Canadian provinces (notably Ontario and Alberta) to emulate US-style workfare programs.
  Even its most fervent admirers admitted that the National Child Benefit was at best a small first step toward reforming social policy in Canada.  With a projected cost of $1.7 billion in the year 2000, it was only expected to assist about 12 percent of low income, single parent families.

           Overall, the evidence to date suggested Canadian social policy during the Chrétien years moved in the direction of work-tested social benefits, particularly with the end of a no-work-for-welfare provision under the CHST in 1996; an increasingly taxified or fiscalized social policy, with the National Child Benefit as Canada’s latest targeted program for low income families; and an assumption that active labour force participation was the sine qua non of contemporary citizenship.  As Margaret Little argued in her account of welfare reform in Canada, eliminating universal family allowances meant governments at all levels could focus their attention on “worthy” workers eligible for new, narrowly targeted programs like the National Child Benefit.  In Little’s words, “the demise of universal family allowances further impoverished unemployable single mothers in relation to the working poor.  Through the child tax benefit single mothers were financially penalized if they were not involved in paid work.”

The British Case

Turning to the final case of third way leadership under examination, that of Prime Minister Tony Blair, it is important to emphasize that Britain remains a unitary state.  Although New Labour announced a devolution scheme that would grant increased parliamentary autonomy to Scotland and Wales and greater authority to local governments, the plan was not to create a decentralized social policy arrangement comparable to either the United States or Canada in the 1990s.  Moreover, unlike both the United States during the Clinton years and Canada during the Chrétien years, Britain under Tony Blair was committed to spending more rather than less money on its welfare reform project.  The New Deal, a welfare-to-work scheme announced by Labour while it was still in opposition, was to be financed by about £5.2 billion in new windfall profits tax money.
  This fiscal infusion meant New Labour’s approach diverged from the budget reduction or retrenchment rationale that rested behind North American decisions to eliminate the AFDC program as well as the Canada Assistance Plan.


What has Tony Blair said about work and welfare?  First of all, Blair like Clinton spoke at length about education – meaning higher standards in state schools, the creation of more community-college type options for the middle third of the educational ladder, and lots of training (mostly provided by employers) for people currently on social benefits.  Second, he has stressed the need to build in Britain a society with greater opportunities, “where everyone has a stake,” and where “ambition is matched by compassion, success by social justice, and rewards by responsibility.”
  Blair’s notion of a stakeholder economy is grounded in his view of a wealth-creating (rather than the Old Labour emphasis on a wealth-distributing) system “in which opportunity is extended, merit rewarded and no group of individuals locked out.”
  Excluded people, defined as those without paid employment who often lived in “workless households,” were the target population for a new government bureau called the Social Exclusion Unit.


Critics argued that despite this Blairite talk about social inclusion, the New Labour project for welfare reform was in fact quite exclusionary, since it refused to acknowledge that people could be part of society if they were not working for pay.  These commentators frequently cited a 1997 statement by New Labour’s first minister for social security, Harriet Harman, to the effect that “Life is about work, not just about claiming benefits.”
  The decisions of the Blair government to cut single parent benefits and disability benefits reinforced critics’ contentions that a narrow, punitive, and work-obsessed rationale loomed large in New Labour social policy. 


The parameters of this record are still emerging, since New Labour only won power in May of 1997.  Yet we can sketch out some broad lines of a Tony Blair third way on social policy.  To date, the New Deal on welfare-to-work has focussed primarily on improving the employability of 18-to-24 year-olds.  Officially unemployed youth who had not worked for at least six months were offered a four-month “Gateway period” that provided job counselling and advice.  After four months, they would select one of four options: subsidized jobs, full-time education or training, voluntary sector work, or environmental work.  As New Labour politicians consistently emphasized, “there is no fifth option.”


The Blair government also introduced far smaller New Deal programs for single parents and disabled people, in which participation was not initially compulsory.  They also brought in a Working Families Tax Credit, modelled on the Earned Income Tax Credit in the United States, along with a national minimum wage.  Taken as a group, these New Labour provisions were generally viewed by social welfare interests as useful, although quite limited, first steps in the direction of assisting people – many of them women – in low wage work.


What can be said about Blair government decisions thus far?  First, social policy changes bear a striking resemblance to earlier actions in North America, in the sense of emphasizing incentives for people to get off welfare and work for pay.  The New Deal for the young unemployed is in this sense a work-tested social benefit, although it is also education-tested in the sense that high school vocational training is nationally subsidized.  Second, like its third way counterparts in the US and Canada, New Labour has pursued social policy initiatives using labour market and tax vehicles rather than traditional spending programs.  Relevant examples of this shift include the creation of a national minimum wage as well as the Working Families Tax Credit.


However, some Labour government directions have a distinctly British twist.  Work-to-welfare in the UK, for example, explicitly permits the unionization of New Deal workers and establishes a minimum wage for New Deal workers.  This is not the case throughout the United States nor, for that matter, in some Canadian provinces including Ontario.  As well, the fact that participation in New Deal welfare-to-work programs was not compulsory for single parents and the disabled meant British notions of citizenship were not entirely commodified, or transformed from expansive social notions to solely economic and labour market ones.  In Britain, therefore, there existed some official recognition during New Labour’s first term in office that people could participate in and contribute to society other than through paid work.  Worries were voiced, however, that the limited uptake of paid work by lone parents in Britain would lead to more punitive policies under a second Blair government.  As of April 2001, for example, new claimants for Income Support benefits in Britain were scheduled to face a compulsory work-focussed interview as part of their benefits application process, as long as their youngest child was five years of age or older. 

Drawing Conclusions
It is crucial to step back from the empirical details at this point to look for evidence of convergence and divergence, isomorphism and disparity.  On the global spillover side, we can see clear evidence on both sides of the 49th parallel of further policy decentralization, a shared move toward block-grant funding, and a common erosion of social citizenship norms.  In the United States and Canada, Clinton- and Chrétien-era decisions replaced shared-cost federal social programs with block grants (or fixed, lump-sum payments), cut spending on cash benefits, awarded greater control over social policy to sub-national governments, and stripped what remained of a national entitlement to income support based on need.  This record eclipsed in a regressive way not only Republican and Conservative precedents in this field, but also Democratic and Liberal campaign promises.  


The extent to which North American welfare policy at the federal level moved in restrictive directions following 1993, however, varied quite a bit.  Provisions of the US Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) ended the AFDC program, imposed time limits and work requirements for benefits, insisted all welfare mothers disclose the paternity of their children, and offered financial bonuses to states that reduced nonmarital births but kept abortion rates from rising.  The Canada Health and Social Transfer eliminated what had been an open-ended cost sharing deal for provincial and territorial social assistance and social service programs, but contained none of the socially invasive regulations about paternity or illegitimacy contained in US reforms of the same period.  Since the Transfer did not prohibit the introduction of such provisions by provinces, some sub-national governments (including in wealthy jurisdictions such as Ontario) moved directly into the breach that opened up in 1996.


In Britain, the Blair government instituted a voluntary job counseling, training, and placement program for single parents, during the same term as it carried out a Tory promise to scrap lone parent premiums for social benefits.  Overall, New Labour’s directions in office were more consistent with the expectations of a Third Way government than were those of Democratic and Liberal political executives in the US and Canada.  Yet Tony Blair’s campaign talk about rebuilding frayed fabrics and promoting social inclusion gave way over time to far less tolerant language that sounded more like his Tory predecessors, and like US politicians.  Prime Minister Blair spoke in 1998 of ending “the something-for-nothing welfare state,”
 while New Labour’s first minister for social security, Harriet Harman, insisted “life is about work, not just about claiming benefits.”
  Given the heightened emphasis of Blair and his acolytes on notions of personal duty and responsibility, these statements suggested that during a second term in office, Labour might be willing to adopt the more punitive directions of North American welfare reform initiatives.  In other words, more diffusion across the Atlantic is probably coming once the British elections are over next month. 


The main bits of evidence for isomorphism, then, are as follows.  First, beleaguered social citizenship norms in each of these countries came under sustained siege during the mid-1990s and following.  The idea of a fulsome right to social engagement, available to all regardless of economic status, race, family status, or other factors, was clearly endangered by the highly invasive terms of PRWORA, signed in the summer of 1996 by President Clinton.  Decisions in Canada to eliminate most federal guidelines for social programs (except in the field of health care) as of 1996 opened the way for provinces to adopt elements of US welfare reform policy, including socially conservative, “pro-family” regulations along with  compulsory work for welfare.  Changes to the social assistance appeals process in all three countries, including Britain under New Labour, directly undermined any assumption of a latent right to benefits.


Second, Third Way leaders tended to prioritize pro-market, paid-work-is-all-that-matters principles.  Each introduced or, in the US case, enriched a system of tax-based employment incentives -- what we term work-tested benefits -- that differed from traditional social spending programs.  The expansion of the Earned Income Tax Credit under the Clinton administration, the creation of a National Child Benefit in Canada during the Chrétien years, and the introduction of a Working Families Tax Credit by New Labour in Britain all reflected growing reliance on complex fiscal maneuvers to “fix” social problems.  Operating in the arcane domain of economists and tax specialists rather than the more accessible world of social workers and anti-poverty activists, these provisions tended to address welfare in a manner that moved questions about human needs from the remit of social service and labor departments to the purview of finance or treasury departments.  A technical discourse about tax incentives to foster paid employment thus overshadowed older concerns about food, shelter, basic income, and labor market regulations, as a fiscalized and work-tested outlook came to dominate Anglo-American social policy debates.    


In short, I would conclude, core shared elements of the Third Way record rested in the promotion of not only a tenuous and compromised form of social citizenship, but also a work-tested, increasingly fiscalized view of social policy.  At the level of explanation, these patterns can be linked to a pragmatic recognition by Clinton, Chrétien, and Blair that it was easier to run with than oppose the prevailing moralistic climate of opinion on welfare reform.  Hiding new social expenditures in tax-based programs for working adults provided a convenient alternative to higher-visibility spending schemes that rested outside the tax regime.  Moreover, particularly in the US and Canada, fiscal and decentralist pressures from an energized political right mean that these were “post-conservative” times in name only.  Both Bill Clinton and Jean Chrétien appropriated conservative language and arguments in their efforts to claim credit for lowering welfare spending and, at the same time, increasing the flexibility available to sub-national governments in federal systems.


Bill Clinton, Jean Chrétien, and Tony Blair shared a view that people from modest social origins can succeed despite the odds.  They just need – in the words of Clinton and Blair – “a hand up, not a hand out.”  According to sociologist Ralf Dahrendorf, this set of ideas contains a fundamentally authoritarian streak.  According to his observations in an article in  Foreign Affairs, there remains something unsettling about leaders who insist the state “will no longer pay for things but will tell people what to do.”
  Dahrendorf claimed that Clinton, Blair, and company tossed aside fundamental notions of human liberty in their pursuit of social cohesion – but one could go farther and ask if indeed social cohesion was any more central to the third way world view than was individual liberty.  Ralf Dahrendorf’s questions about the third way in Britain are particularly important because they reinforce many similar concerns raised by welfare reform critics in Canada and the United States. 


This road-test of the third way public policies of Clinton, Chrétien, and Blair in the area of social assistance suggests welfare reform under their watch may turn out to be substantially more radical in a conservative direction than either their rhetoric may have indicated, or their conservative predecessors managed to accomplish.  The shifts underway since the early 1990s are significant and, as social scientists, it’s our job – or, in the jargon of the third way – our duty and responsibility, to subject these actions to very close scrutiny.
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