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Persistent calls for social investment-oriented social policy suggest that existing social 
policies are unsustainable and need radical rethinking. Instead, this paper argues that we 
need to better understand how long-standing policies have enabled society’s adaptation 
to socioeconomic changes and forestalled experiences of  marginalization, poverty, and 
acute vulnerability. Inspired by the historical success of  Nordic-style social policies, I 
reconsider the relation between development studies and welfare state studies, synthesize 
ideas from both, elaborate on the inclusive strand of  welfare developmentalism, and 
introduce a conceptual framework for explaining why existing social policies may be 
simultaneously protective and productive. Applying social developmentalist ideas from 
the Global South to the traditional welfare state literature of  the Global North, this 
paper advances a theoretical explanation for why what I term “developmental welfare 
state policies” defy standard economic assumptions through preventive investments 
that inhere in existing policy variants. It cautions against promoting separate social 
investment policies or characterizing policies as exclusively passive or activating.
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Introduction

The growing stress on the productive potential of  social policy provides a seemingly 
new economic rationale for its provision given the advent of  the knowledge-based 
economy. However, it is arguably a mistake to assume that the majority of  exist-
ing social policies need to be fundamentally adjusted to accommodate changes in 
the economic and social order. Instead, we need to better understand how long- 
standing policies have enabled and continue to facilitate adaptation to ongoing 
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socioeconomic changes. Failing to do so risks severing or otherwise upsetting vital 
social policy synergies and undermining their efficacy. This paper highlights the 
key ideas from a dissertation that developed a conceptual framework for thinking 
about social policies in modern welfare states, which are at the same time protec-
tive and productive, already serving as social investments in people.1 It primar-
ily summarizes the rationale behind the search for “developmental welfare state 
policies” (DWSPs) and the value of  bridging the welfare state and developmental 
literature, while only briefly sketching the logic behind their operation and effects, 
and their departure from traditional economic assumptions.2

The genesis of  the idea began with the awareness that there were no obvious 
explanations for the observed ability of  select countries with expansive social pol-
icies to prevent a range of  social ills without experiencing unduly adverse eco-
nomic consequences, akin to a bumble bee, whose aerodynamics seem to defy its 
odds of  flight. Combining insights from the social development and welfare state 
literature, exchanges across which have been rare (Midgley, 2013), this paper 
sketches the theoretical explanation I developed for questioning the supposed 
inviolability of  the efficiency–equality tradeoff  and proposing that conventional 
social policies could be seen as both protective and productive. A major challenge 
in navigating these respective literatures is posed by inadequate definitions and 
conceptual ambiguity evident in their ideational histories. This paper references 
concepts such as developmentalism, social investment, productivism, and various 
derivations of  these and so it is useful to present a partial conceptual lineage of  
the social development lexicon. Appendix A broadly situates various terms and 
concepts, and clarifies where they appear and generally how they relate to each 
other, to orient the reader to the way that they will be used in this paper.3 The 

1The dissertation had several key aims: (1) synthesize developmentalist principles from several 
literatures, most notably the various strands of  social development thinking, and how they can be 
applied to a welfare state literature that has not adequately conceptualized how productive social 
policies may work; (2) relate these principles to existing and widely comparable social policy 
categories that are common across countries discussed in the welfare state literature in order to 
transcend the constraints of  regime thinking; and, (3) explain why, in a political economic sense, 
DWSPs should be expected to work as they do, explicitly identifying the assumptions that would 
have to apply for protective-productive outcomes to result. This approach drew on the notion of  
abduction (or inference to the best explanation), which allows one to speculate about the sorts of  
mechanisms that can explain observed outcomes, and is especially valuable in cases where the-
ory is underdeveloped, there is a need for new ideas, and there are surprising facts or observations 
to be explained (Minnameier, 2010).
2The latter two objectives are discussed in greater detail in Johnson (2024a) and (2024b), respectively.  
3Appendix A is in part chronological, reflecting a basic attempt to trace the derivation of  terms 
originating in Development Studies and the subfield of  Social Development (right side of  the dia-
gram), based largely on historical insights from Midgley (1995, 2014, 2017), and linking them 
to the use of  related terms in the traditional welfare state literature (left side of  the diagram). It 
should be noted that the general term “social development” is not just a child of  development 
studies but should rather be seen as a central and integral part of  Social Policy. I wish to thank 
an anonymous reviewer for raising this point. I would also like to acknowledge that neither this 
this diagram nor paper grapple with the need to decolonize development studies, whose roots lie 
in colonialism.
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denouement is that social investment ideas in social development thinking lack 
the coherence of  the social policy approach but where taken up in the latter they 
have been dichotomized into protective versus productive policy, which leaves the 
provenance and political economic roots of  social investment unexplored. 

While research has examined the distributional effect of  various welfare state 
policies on measures of  poverty and related concepts of  well-being, there is no 
widely accepted, theoretically coherent framework for devising systematic expec-
tations or thinking predictively about how types of  policy effort interact and relate 
to productive outcomes. This paper develops propositions about the positive eco-
nomic implications of  social policy, contrary to mainstream economic theory, by 
drawing on an older political economic tradition, which is largely distinct from 
Keynesianism and that informs developmental ideas.4 It does so by reconceptualiz-
ing social development, currently a loose collection of  ideas, into a more cohesive 
and critical notion of  welfare developmentalism that clarifies the inherent link 
between economic and social processes. By bridging the welfare state research of  
the Global North and developmental literature of  the Global South—thereby over-
coming the constraints of  regime thinking and increasing the policy relevance of  
the former, while refining the diffuse nature of  the latter—it is possible to iden-
tify developmental policy principles associated with the social investment or pro-
ductive function of  the welfare state and to speculate about the characteristics of  
existing social policies that permit them to be simultaneously protective and pro-
ductive, and that I reclassify as DWSPs.5

This paper pushes beyond characterizations of  social investment as a polysemic 
discourse (Jenson, 2010) or a new welfare state settlement contra neoliberalism 
(Abrahamson, 2010), to clarify the deep investment-oriented roots of  what is 
often portrayed and treated as “old social protection” expenditure (Ronchi, 2016) 
or “compensatory” spending (Prandini, Orlandini, & Guerra, 2016). I argue that 
the question is not so much about the relationship between social investment 
policies and traditional social policies (Choi, Huber, Kim, Kwon, & Shi, 2020) but 

4I refer to “political economic” in the Institutionalist sense that economics cannot be divorced 
from the social and political context since the market itself  is an embedded institution (Polanyi, 
1944), which is politically constructed, and that the assumptions of  neoclassical economics can 
be contested. [This topic is taken up in greater detail in Johnson (2024b), where I examined the 
logic of  DWSPs in contrast to the standard economic view]. It is a perspective that challenges the 
tendency in economics to draw a distinct line between economic and social phenomena, separat-
ing social from economic development. It is also a perspective reflected in the first and only inter-
national statement of  principles of  social policy underlying what became known as the inclusive 
strand of  welfare developmentalism, which the UN Economic and Social Council devised in 1971 
under the leadership of  Gunnar Myrdal. Concerning Keynesianism, it became the guiding theo-
retical framework for understanding the role and impact of  social policy, and its association with 
passive, countercyclical, demand-side policies has obscured the simultaneous investment func-
tion of  these same policies, a point raised long ago by Garrett (1998). For further discussion, refer 
to Johnson (2010), especially p. 27, footnote 24 and p. 72, footnote 63, and Johnson (2024b).
5I use the term ‘function’ explicitly to recognize that much of  the investment impact of  the welfare 
state may be implicit or unintended and therefore poorly understood and in need of  elucidation.
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rather, about a more fundamental political-economic understanding of  how and 
why traditional policies have, for many years, served a “preparing rather than 
repairing” role. The question going forward is one of  a change in emphasis not 
in kind. Troublingly, the positive link between (presumably distinct) social protec-
tion and social investment policies appears to have weakened (Kim & Choi, 2020; 
Ronchi, 2018). Before the “policy package mix” can be considered in light of  the 
uneven results of  social investment policy, one has to grasp the existing invest-
ment function of  traditional policies and how their productive potential stems 
from inherent failures in the market itself. More and better-quality social invest-
ment begins with understanding the true role of  traditional social protection.

Background and the Central Problem

We can understand the history of  the welfare state and its study as a series of  peri-
odic transitions from one phase to another, reflecting a pattern of  sequential or 
generational thinking where the welfare states’ development has been fairly evo-
lutionary, continuous, and cumulative. The perceived need to now justify the wel-
fare state marks a stark challenge to the slow-moving theoretical world of  regime 
typologies and path dependency.6 This legacy of  gradualism stems largely from 
the fact that the welfare state emerged through complex and successive social 
and political processes rather than from planning (Arts & Gelissen, 2002). The 
advance of  the social policy literature was due to the “relative agreement on what 
was to be explained, while there was disagreement over the possible explana-
tions” (Amenta, 2003, p. 114). The problems now confronting the welfare state 
are not addressed by the two major questions on which welfare comparisons have 
focused: What explains national differences in welfare effort and welfare state 
type, and what are the distributional consequences of  social policy variations? 
(Esping-Andersen, 2004).

Moving beyond earlier generations of  welfare state research to answer new 
questions has been constrained by a lack of  theoretical guidance as it remains 
largely focused on the protective effects of  social policy, which restrains the field’s 
ability to explain the—often unintended—productive or social investment func-
tion of  social policies.7 This inability can be traced to the fact that little dialog 
has historically occurred across the division of  labor between poverty research 

6See Johnson (2010) for a systematic review and synthesis of  the welfare state literature and 
Johnson (2014) for more on the pressures and dilemmas facing welfare states, the conceptual 
ambiguity surrounding the ‘dependent variable problem,’ the evolution of  approaches to study-
ing welfare state effort and effects, and key findings. A key point is that treating welfare state 
effort and effects separately has inhibited coherent thinking about the raison d’etre for anoma-
lous (bumble bee) cases.
7The most recent and ongoing generation of  welfare state research has been animated by the 
notion of  “social protection as a productive factor” (Andor et al., 2011) and related notions such 
as social investment (Choi, Fleckenstein & Lee 2021; Kuitto, 2016; Midgley, 2017; Morel, Palier, 
& Palme, 2012).
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and welfare state research (Cantillon, Van Mechelen, & Van den Bosch, 2004; 
De Janvry & Kanbur, 2006) as well as to the dominance of  typologies (Arts & 
Gelissen, 2002), “the welfare regime inspiration,” and confusion about “ensuing 
policy choices” (Antonucci, 2010). Social investment as a discourse will remain 
plagued by theoretical ambiguity in terms of  what it means and how it translates 
into social policy (Morel, Palier, & Palme, 2012) unless a developmental rationale for 
social benefits can elucidate why social policies may be a precondition or prerequi-
site for economic development (and hence sustainable growth).

Morel et al. (2012) note that “while the social investment perspective rests 
on a number of  common themes, both at the ideational level and in terms of  the 
policy instruments put forward, different aspects are given different emphasis by 
different thinkers and policymakers” (p. 17). The result is that it “covers under 
the same umbrella a ‘social democratic’ approach, inspired by the example of  the 
Nordic welfare states, and a ‘Third Way’ approach which represents an ‘Anglo-
liberal’ view of  social policy” (p. 19). This paper delineates the policy logic of  the 
former, distinguishing its political economic roots by fusing insights associated 
with developmental ideas and welfare state concepts to clarify the productive con-
sequences of  social policy.8

Failure to address this ambiguity may reinforce the tendency to perceive the 
social investment approach as a new and discontinuous paradigm where one 
mistakenly identifies specific or discrete social policies as singularly productive, 
fostering their instrumentalization as either active or passive (Nolan, 2013). This 
disembedded approach overlooks the need to explain why the social policies of  
some countries have worked as successfully as they have for as long as they have. 
It is only by working out a political-economic explanation for the investment 
function of  welfare states that social investment can be understood as fundamen-
tally more than a new approach or “pallid Third Way version of  social policy” 
(Esping- Andersen, 2002). There is a distinct need to move beyond acknowledging 
the possibility of  limited market failures and vague calls for narrow government 

8I situate what I refer to broadly as developmentalist policy in an older, classical political eco-
nomic tradition that is partly distinct from standard economics. This older political economic 
tradition emphasizes the implausibility of  thinking about distribution and production separately. 
This tradition reminds us that the welfare state should not simply be seen as a compensatory 
response to the social costs of  19th century capitalism, but also as a contributor—indeed pre-
requisite—to economic development and sustainable growth. Unfortunately, little effort has been 
exerted to consider social policy from the perspective of  the classical political economic tradition. 
The most extensive attempts to understand the relationship between economic and social policy 
in the developed world, and contest the efficiency–equality tradeoff, have occurred in the Nordic 
or social democratic context, which has been limited. The social development perspective can be 
redefined to inform a Nordic-inspired political economy that has largely reflected vague principles 
or values but not spoken to specific social policies or their economic consequences. See Johnson 
(2024a) for more discussion about the absence of  a detailed social democratic political economy 
and the relationships among Keynesianism, the Third Way, developmentalism and productivism.
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intervention and to return to affirmative engagement with both the productive 
possibilities of  traditional social policy and the inherent limits of  the market.9

A political economic tradition that allows decisions about distribution to have 
net positive effects on production implies the occurrence of  market failures on a 
comparatively extensive scale, which supports the provision of  merit goods based 
on wide-ranging information failures. In the standard economic view, market fail-
ures remain limited and second-best policy prescriptions tightly circumscribed by 
information limitations and the likelihood of  economic distortions (Lipsey, 2007). 
Arguments for intervention due to limited market failure do not clearly indicate 
which types of  social policies are likely to function as social investments (Greve, 
2007) but rather are limited to those selective interventions that justify a residual 
welfare state. While the standard framework offers suggestions for human capital- 
enhancing initiatives directly related, for example, to education, it has little to 
say about classic social insurance or generous universal and in-kind benefits. 
Recognizing the role of  distribution in production, contrary to the standard view, 
is necessary to resist the erosion of  traditional social provision and its replacement 
by more circumscribed and narrowly targeted Third Way–style social policies. 

Developmentalist insights from the Global South support a political economic 
rationale for productive social policy that is otherwise absent in the Global North. 
Examining policy-level heterogeneity using a developmentalist-inspired theoret-
ical framework, it makes sense to search for developmentalist policy clusters as 
opposed to a productivist world (Holliday, 2000; Lee, & Ku, 2007; Room, 2002), 
social investment state (Giddens, 1998; Lister, 2004), or single policies that are 
exclusively productivist (Hudson & Kühner, 2009). While recent conceptual 
progress has been made in fleshing out how compensatory and capacitating pol-
icies are complementary, interdependent, and have outcomes beyond redistribu-
tion (Hemerijck & Huguenot-Noël, 2022, Hemerijck, Ronchi, & Plavgo, 2023) 
social investment policies are still seen largely as distinct, that is, some types of  
social spending do not generate a return (Leoni, 2016), and ignore developmen-
tal contributions.10 Appreciating the deeper productive dimensions of  what is still 
broadly seen as “compensatory” policy is where the contribution of  social devel-
opmentalist ideas lies.

The remainder of  this paper addresses the conceptual ambiguity in develop-
mentalist ideas, synthesizing developmentalist principles from various strands 

9The prevailing, largely ambiguous economic position on the role of  government can be thought 
of  as the second-best position (Lipsey, 2007), which has subsumed older theoretical traditions 
that preceded much formal economic theory. This notion will be discussed briefly below. See 
 Johnson (2010, 2014, 2024b) for more detailed discussion.
10While Hemerijck and Plavgo (2021) correctly point out a widespread misconception that 
SI scholars regard compensatory and capacitating policies as alternatives rather than comple-
ments, with capacitating policies as somehow superior, Hemerijck’s other work, cited here, makes 
no mention of  developmentalist ideas, nor does the recent typological work of  Garritzmann, 
 Häusermann, & Palier (2023).
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of  social development thought (e.g., Midgley, 1995), which I apply to a welfare 
state literature that has inadequately conceptualized how productive social poli-
cies may work. Cross-national comparative research lacks a theoretically coher-
ent productive rationale for the welfare state, while social development theory has 
not been fully integrated into social policy thinking in the developed world; the 
latter needs focus, refinement, and application, and former requires theoretical 
guidance and policy relevance.11 I use social development ideas to decipher the 
developmental aspects of  existing social policies in the Global North by reexam-
ining the inherent link between social and economic processes. A more cohesive 
and critical notion of  welfare developmentalism can help identify the productive 
aspects of  existing social policies in developed welfare states, which may already in 
part harmonize social and economic development and function as social invest-
ments. The following section translates developmental insights into the welfare 
state context, providing a framework to derive expectations about potentially pro-
ductive social policies.12

Overcoming Conceptual Ambiguity in Developmentalist Thought

Social development, one aspect of  the construct I refer to broadly as develop-
mentalism, arises from a variety of  disparate perspectives (Midgley, 2003a, 
2003b; Mkandawire, 2001) that have not coalesced into a cohesive, viable 
alternative to traditional economic logic. Social development is not a theory 
(Midgley, 1995) in that it is not composed of  “a set of  hypotheses or proposi-
tions, linked by logical arguments, and advanced to explain an area of  empir-
ical reality or type of  phenomenon” (Jary & Jary, 1991, p. 519). The absence 
of  a clear definition prevents its rigorous theoretical and practical application 

11Owing to the distance between development studies and the study of  welfare policies in the 
developed countries (Mkandawire, 2007), the application of  social developmentalism has tended 
to be relegated to the poor and inactive; invoked almost exclusively on behalf  of  grassroots, non-
governmental, or private sector solutions. While it may acquire currency in minimalist welfare 
states or in the aid to third world context, its contribution to informing larger policy debates in 
the developed world has remained negligible (Midgley 2013; Plagerson & Patel, 2017). Indeed, 
it may owe its current rather marginal status to its distance from these larger welfare state social 
policy literatures and the population on which it is focused (i.e., poor welfare clients). This study 
attempts to translate some of  its basic ideas, many of  which are implicit in northern European 
welfare states, to these larger literatures. Recent attention to the link between social policy, devel-
opment and growth is promising (e.g., Devine, Kühner, & Nakray, 2015).
12Formulating developmentalist policy principles and identifying DWSPs requires that the 
insights of  social development theory, political economic ideas of  scholars like Myrdal and wel-
fare state categorizations be synthesized. A developmentalist-inspired framework proposes a 
set of  policy-relevant principles with which to analyze existing policies in terms of  rethinking 
the consumption-investment dichotomy and that offers a theoretical rationale for, and enables 
predictions about, the productive effects of  existing social policies. For more on how I apply the 
policy-relevant set of  developmentalist principles inferred in this paper to existing welfare state 
policies, see Johnson (2024a).
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to understanding social policy. At present, it offers “no clear theory of  how 
social policy acts on development-enhancing social factors to induce growth, 
nor agreement on patterns of  growth that are most appropriate to meeting 
the spectrum of  social goals that are now on both national and international 
agendas” (Mkandawire, 2001, p. 22). However, I believe it can be redefined and 
combined with other perspectives to illuminate how “social policies can (and 
often do) produce the favorable initial conditions that support economic devel-
opment” (Mkandawire, 2009, p. 3).

Below are several characteristics of  social development, according to the clas-
sic work by James Midgley (1995, pp. 25–28):

1. The process of  social development is inextricably linked to economic 
development.

2. Social development has an interdisciplinary focus that draws on the insights 
of  the various social sciences, especially political economy.

3. Social development invokes a sense of  process; it is a dynamic concept in 
which the notion of  growth and change is explicit.

4. The process of  change is progressive in nature and reflects faith in the pros-
pects of  human betterment and social improvement.

5. Social development is interventionist in that rather than believing that social 
improvements occur naturally as a result of  the economic market or inev-
itable historical forces, organized efforts will bring about improvements in 
social welfare.

6. Social development goals are fostered through various strategies to link 
social interventions with economic development efforts; these strategies 
reflect different beliefs or ideologies and a pragmatic viewpoint is required 
to synthesize them.

7. Social development is inclusive or universalistic in scope and not focused pri-
marily on needy individuals.

8. The goal of  social development is the promotion of  social welfare, where 
social problems are satisfactorily managed, social needs are met, and social 
opportunities are created.

Social development can be formally defined as “a process of  planned social change 
designed to promote the well-being of  the population as a whole in conjunction 
with a dynamic process of  economic development” (Midgley, 1995, p. 25). The 
basic requirements for attaining a condition of  social well-being are “the manage-
ment of  social problems, the meeting of  needs, and the enhancement of  opportu-
nities” (Midgley, 1995, p. 13).13 Midgley, perhaps its leading theorist, differentiates 

13Midgley notes that there are several definitions of  social development in current use, including 
in psychology, sociology, social work, and development studies. The definition used by Midgley 
originated with Hobhouse (1924), which unlike Marxist and Social Darwinist theories “stressed 
the role of  human agency in bringing about progressive social change” (Midgley, 2006, p. 1236). 
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it from three institutionalized approaches for promoting social welfare: social 
philanthropy, social work, and social administration (i.e., social service or social 
policy, which is inextricably linked to the contemporary welfare state).

In Midgley’s (1995, p. 16) words, the key difference between the social devel-
opment approach, which he acknowledges has not been widely adopted, and the 
other approaches, which have been widely adopted, is the attempt to “link social 
policies and programmes directly to a comprehensive process of  economic devel-
opment.” However, social development, which traces its roots to a fragmented 
literature, remains theoretically underdeveloped and largely undefined in pro-
grammatic terms (Midgley, 1995, 2003a, 2006). Despite relatively widespread 
agreement on the interdependence of  social and economic development efforts, 
social development is a viewpoint that arises from a variety of  disparate perspec-
tives that have not yet coalesced into a uniform outlook.

In light of  these concerns, this section focuses on clarifying what is meant by 
social development and seeks to forge a more cohesive and critical vision of  wel-
fare developmentalism and productive social policy. I follow the social develop-
mentalists in “challenging the neoliberal claim that social expenditures harm the 
economy” (Midgley & Tang, 2001, p. 244). However, I use social development not 
to formulate new approaches to harmonizing social and economic development, 
which has historically been its central focus, but rather to understand how exist-
ing social policies in developed welfare states may already do so. This approach 
marks a stark departure from how social development has been used to date.

Social development scholars have noted the importance of  systematically 
developing propositions about the conditions under which investments in human 
development have important returns (Beverly & Sherraden, 1997). Along these 
lines, other scholars have called for a comprehensive formulation of  what criti-
cal social development practice involves in terms of  social policy intervention 
(Midgley, 2001). I developed a critical perspective on social development that is 
somewhat distinct from social development theorists. I reconsidered the relation-
ship between development studies and welfare state studies, synthesizing ideas 
from both and elaborating on what has been termed the inclusive strand of  wel-
fare developmentalism (Kwon, 2007; UNDESA, 1971). I redefine this perspective 
within the context of  developed welfare states as the attempt to understand exist-
ing social policy interventions, the effects of  at least some of  which, in the Nordic 
case, appear to be at odds with neoliberal explanations. Combining developmental 
ideas with policy-oriented insights from welfare state research yields a coherent 
explanatory framework for understanding the productive (reproductive) effects of  
social policy in industrial countries.14

Social development ideas influenced both the expansion of  government social provisions (and 
evolution of  Western welfare statism following World War II) and the emergence of  social devel-
opment in the Global South.
14The critical perspective in social development pertains to “a vision of  what an alternative, just 
society would consist of  and implies a criticism of  existing arrangements” (Midgley, 2001, p. 47). 
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I can only very briefly summarize the history, evolution, and extensions of  
social development before discussing its limitations vis-à-vis existing social policy 
and the need for a theoretical synthesis (see Johnson, 2010, 2014 for detailed dis-
cussion). Social development emerged in the Global South around colonialism.15 
Under Gunnar Myrdal, the UN Economic and Social Council articulated the first 
and only international statement of  principles of  social policy underlying what 
came to be known as the inclusive strand of  welfare developmentalism in 1971. 
It reflected, for the first time, a unified socioeconomic approach to planning in 
developing countries, which transcended the narrow focus on economic growth 
in favor of  integrating economic and social planning. Midgley suggests that this 
conception was explicitly based on a state-directed development process and was 
compatible with the ideals of  modernization that prevailed in development think-
ing at the time. This criticism of  the tendency in economics to draw a distinct line 
between economic and social phenomena, separating social development from 
economic development, was groundbreaking. Unfortunately, it failed to have a 
substantial impact on policy in developing countries due to adverse macroeco-
nomic conditions and the ascendancy of  neoliberalism.16

While the renewed focus of  UN activity in the social development area has 
been on translating lessons from developed countries to developing countries, the 
focus of  social some development writers has been on trying to develop it into a 
more comprehensive notion.17 Specifically, Midgley (1995) attempts to synthesize 

However, it does not speak in programmatic terms to societies in which poverty and inequality 
are not (or rather are no longer) so pervasive, and therefore to the types of  policies that may serve 
to prevent poverty. The sense in which the term critical was applied in my original dissertation on 
which this paper is based pertains to reframing the normative challenge that social development 
implicitly poses to mainstream economics as an explicit effort to develop alternative hypotheses to 
those of  the mainstream and examine the productive potential of  redistribution. The same eco-
nomic orthodoxy that has led to distorted development in the Global South promises to lead to 
retrenchment in the Global North if  the connections between production and distribution are not 
better understood (Myrdal, 1974). An important part of  this project involves revisiting, recover-
ing, and reinfusing contemporary development thinking with old political and economic insights. 
Arguing for new social policies that may be able to reconcile the economic and social is not equiv-
alent to contending that some existing policies already reconcile the two because at some funda-
mental level, they cannot be fully separated.
15As Midgley and Tang (2001, p. 244) note, “events in Europe provided an intellectual framework 
for developmental welfare.” However, “it was in the British colonial territories that social devel-
opment ideas were first translated into practical programmes.” While “its ideational roots in the 
West are well-known” (Midgley, 1995, p. 62), its applicability to the West is only now beginning 
to be reconstructed (see Mkandawire, 2006a for further discussion). Very little is known about its 
expression in Western social policy, and developing this idea was a central task of  the dissertation.
16Some suggest that recently there has been a global movement toward inclusive growth as part 
of  a broadened social investment agenda (Mahon, 2019).
17The UN has renewed its focus on welfare developmentalism through the UN Development 
Program’s (UNDP) issuance of  its first (1990) and subsequent Human Development Reports 
(1995, 1996), the Copenhagen World Summit on Social Development (1995), and the UN 
Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD) project of  Social Policy in a Development  
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a wide-ranging development-related literature into a universal model that can be 
applied at local, regional, and national levels in both industrialized and developing 
nations. Arguing that welfare state policies have generally foundered in the Global 
South (Midgley, 2003a), he advocates an approach that relies less on direct gov-
ernment services and transfer payments. Instead, Midgley argues for harmonizing 
individual enterprise, the market, community participation, and governmental 
activities, where the state would help guide the process through investments in 
education, health, job training, and infrastructure.

Importantly, the focus on pluralism and pragmatism reflected in Midgley’s per-
spective contrasts with standard approaches in industrialized nations in which 
economic and social policy are largely bifurcated, and is a response to the neolib-
erals who argue that nearly all types of  state intervention will lead to economic 
failures. However, this perspective uncritically, if  implicitly, accepts economists’ 
characterization of  existing social policy as largely unproductive. Both UN and 
academic contributions have focused on developing countries and the problems 
of  underdevelopment and widespread poverty (Midgley, 1997) rather than under-
standing whether and how current social policies in Western nations serve to 
foster economic development.18 To be useful in helping identify developmental 
policies in Western industrial nations, the social development approach must be 
augmented with insights from welfare state research. I suggest that a two-track 
approach to social development, rather than a singular global model, be pursued; 
one that emphasizes the same productive logic of  social policy but that recognizes 
the different sociopolitical contexts in which it is expressed (e.g., Dahl, Drøpping, 
& Lødemel, 2001).

Social development has begun to find currency with western welfare state 
researchers. This has been reflected in the increased application of  conceptual 
tools—devised for the study of  Western welfare states—to emerging welfare states 
(Gough & Wood, 2004; Holliday, 2000; Hort & Kuhnle, 2000; Kwon, 2005a). It 
has also been reflected to a lesser degree in the increased recognition of  develop-
mental elements within the industrialized welfare states, especially late industri-
alizers (Dahl, Drøpping, & Lødemel, 2001; Kangas & Palme, 2005; Kurien, 2006; 
Kwon, Mkandawire, & Palme 2009; Ornston & Vail, 2016; Vartiainen, 2002). 
Exploration of  developmental ideas has been slowed by a major divide between the 

Context (2000, 2005). These initiatives have helped to reemphasize social development policies 
in developing nations and to reestablish the prominence of  social development ideas among 
developed nations. The Division for Inclusive Social (DISD) of  the United Nations Department of  
Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA) launched the United Nations Social Development Net-
work (UNSDN) in August 2012. UNSDN provides a global platform for sharing knowledge, expe-
riences, and best practices in social development from around the world.
18This is understandable but has constrained its perceived relevance to the Third or developing 
world context and has impeded its application to understanding the role of  social policy in pro-
moting economic development in the developed world. I argue that the inextricability of  the eco-
nomic and social is a condition shared by the Global South and North, even if  their social policies 
and institutions differ.
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study of  welfare states in developed countries and descriptive work on social pol-
icies in developing countries (Mkandawire, 2001, 2006b, 2009, 2011), though 
dialog is increasing (Devine, Kühner, & Nakray, 2015). A linear theory of  develop-
ment has historically contributed to a one-sided emphasis on economic growth as 
compared to social development in the Global South (Mkandawire, 2001, 2006a, 
2006b, 2009). In the Global North, it has meant that the importance of  social 
policy to economic development, in both history and current context of  developed 
nations, has not yet been systematically explored. The result has been a neglect 
of  the importance of  social policy to economic development as an ongoing repro-
ductive process (Midgley, 2019).19 The tendency to see the welfare state as an end 
state (Therborn, 1987) has contributed to obscuring its role in development.20

The application of  social development to social policy, especially as it is conceived 
of  in the welfare state, has been quite limited, largely because the model originated 
in the Global South (Midgley, 1997). Its extension to the Global North has largely 
occurred through the notion of  welfare developmentalism. There are two major 
strands of  thinking in welfare developmentalism, selective and inclusive (Kwon, 
2005b). The selective view focuses on social policy mainly as an instrument for 
achieving economic development; this vision predominates in developmental state 

19Among other things, the linear approach implies that democratic demands for equity cannot 
be a part of  the development process (Mkandawire, 2006a). There is a tendency to equate devel-
opmental ideas with authoritarian states. The popular notion of  the developmental state implies 
that development occurs first, then politics arise, and the welfare state emerges later. This view 
tends to marginalize the role of  politics and the state (and social policy in particular) in fostering 
development, limiting the extent to which developmental ideas are applied to thinking about pol-
icies that are not just productive but also protective. Most developmental states seem to be poorly 
developed welfare states where social policy serves developmental (economic) goals (Gu, 2006; 
Kwon & Holliday, 2007). The tendency to equate development with entire states (as opposed 
to policies) or to isolate it from politics (democracy) and the welfare state, greatly constrains its 
applicability for thinking about social policies across countries.
20As Mkandawire (2009, p. 9) notes, “the academic literature has misrepresented [welfare 
regimes] by making a conceptual choice that privileged protection and has missed something 
crucial in the ‘catch-up’ efforts and the sustainability of  their welfare efforts—the augmentation 
of  their productive capacity.” Developmentalist elements in developed countries have grown less 
visible owing in part to both the development of  a special discipline of  development economics 
and the growing importance of  neoclassical economics (Mkandawire, 2006a). All of  the com-
monly recognized characteristics associated with developmentalism were eventually off-loaded 
to the developing world context leaving the impression that developmentalism is associated 
mainly with developing nations (see Kwon, 2005a). This trend was further aided by a view that 
in industrial countries, social policy is not intended to promote economic development but rather 
maintain income and provide support to those in need (e.g., Hall & Midgley, 2004). It is reason-
able to assume that in addition to the perceived bifurcation of  economic and social policy that is 
attributed to welfare statism by Midgley, the focus on “planned,” “purposeful,” and “deliberately” 
linked economic and social policies has led the developmental perspective to overlook policies that 
may implicitly have such effects (e.g., Midgley, 1995, pp. 51, 63, 151, 157, 170; Midgley & Tang, 
2001, pp. 250–251). However, Kwon (2005a) notes that this is not the case if  we look back on 
the history of  industrialization. Indeed, welfare developmentalism has a long-standing history in 
Europe.
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analysis focusing on Asia (e.g., Gu, 2006; Haggard, 1990; Johnson, 1982; Stiglitz 
& Uy, 1996; Wade, 1992) where state-led growth and intervention were focused 
on correcting conventionally understood market failures. The inclusive view of  
welfare developmentalism, which places equal emphasis on social and economic 
objectives, has been more at odds with conventional economic theory (in that 
equality was pursued alongside efficiency, often for political reasons) as in the case 
of  Scandinavia (Esping-Andersen, 1992; Kuhnle & Hort, 2004; Vartiainen, 2002).

There have been several vague attempts to categorize the features associ-
ated with the inclusive strand of  welfare developmentalism. From the neo- 
institutionalist perspective, Midgley (2003a) has identified three key programmatic 
features: an organizational framework at the national level to harmonize eco-
nomic and social policies, the promotion of  well-being through economic develop-
ment (i.e., macroeconomic policies), and the promotion of  economic development 
through productivist and social investment programs. Broadening the productivist 
theme, others associate productive welfare with characteristics such as a stron-
ger state commitment to welfare; the view that all citizens should be covered by 
government welfare schemes; the equalization of  life chances, social integration, 
democratic participation, emphasis on public investment in education, health, and 
institutions to promote labor market participation along with income and social 
safety nets for low-income families; comprehensive social insurance schemes; and 
development of  active labor market programs (Kuhnle, 2002). Still others have 
summarized the key principles of  inclusive welfare developmentalism as including 
productivism, social investment, and universalism (Kwon, 2005a, 2007).21

Critically, however, inclusive developmentalist principles (i.e., productivism, 
social investment, and universalism) are programmatically vague and not clearly 
linked to social policies that could result in protective-productive outcomes. 
Alone, they are unable to identify the developmental roots of  existing social poli-
cies in modern welfare states and lack sufficient specificity to analyze the effects of  
existing social policies. In other words, these broad programmatic themes, which 
imply the productive potential of  social policy and the possibility of  harmonizing 
social policy with economic development, remain generalities and contain sev-
eral important ambiguities. However, it is possible to infuse abstract principles of  
inclusive developmentalism with a more coherent, cohesive, and policy-relevant 

21Kwon (2007) identified the key principles of  the selective strand of  welfare developmentalism 
as productivism, selective social investment, and authoritarianism, as opposed to inclusive wel-
fare developmentalism, which is based on productivism, universal social investment, and demo-
cratic governance. Productivism is used interchangeably in both strands of  developmentalism in 
Kwon‘s definition. Productivism, as applied in the selective version, implies the subordination of  
social policy to economic policy, whereas applied in the inclusive version, it suggests the integra-
tion (i.e., interdependence) of  economic and social policies insofar as social policy and equality 
are necessary preconditions for economic efficiency. The notion of  productivism, as applied in the 
inclusive developmental approach, shares roots with Myrdal’s (1968) view of  redistribution as 
a prerequisite for growth, as opposed to the treatments of  productivism from the perspective of  
subordination (e.g., Fitzpatrick, 2004, 2005).
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set of  principles to identify and explain the investment-oriented effects of  existing 
social policies.

A more thorough exploration of  Midgley’s perspective illustrates the ambigu-
ity of  social development with respect to social policy. Specifically, Midgley’s work 
serves both to clarify the limits of  social development and illuminate its explana-
tory potential when combined with broader developmentalist insights and ideas 
from comparative research. Midgley’s neo-institutionalism, which is firmly in 
the inclusive welfare developmentalism tradition, has been overly ambitious as a 
“third model of  social welfare” (Midgley, 1995, p. 25) that transcends the residual- 
institutional approaches that have dominated social welfare thinking (i.e., welfare 
statism and social administration). While Midgley relates social development to 
aspects of  institutionalism, he is generally critical of  institutionalism insofar as 
he accepts that it rests on a tradition that bifurcates economic and social policy.22 
As a result of  this tendency to throw out the baby with the bathwater and general 
skepticism about the comparative approach to social policy in the Global North, 
there has been little interest in revisiting and reexamining existing institutionalist 
social policies to discern whether or not they have a developmental orientation or 
function (e.g., Midgley, 2004). The focus has been on advocating a variety of  rel-
atively new and innovative policies ranging from asset accumulation to develop-
ing microenterprises (Midgley, 1995, 1997, 1999) rather than creating a robust 
theoretical framework for thinking systematically about the types of  social poli-
cies that may contribute to economic development across countries. A challenge 
for social development is to decipher and theoretically recover the developmental 
aspects of  social policy in the Global North using the policy language and descrip-
tive categories that prevail in the welfare state literature.

Taking Midgley as a leading exponent of  the social development approach 
(and inclusive strand of  welfare developmentalism), one can identify three cen-
tral limitations vis-à-vis existing social policy that have inhibited the application 
of  developmentalist ideas to the welfare state. The first, related to productivism, 
deals with the way in which social and economic policy is integrated. The second, 
related to social investment, deals with the extent to which all social expenditures 
have potential benefits. The third, related to universalism, pertains to the way 
that policies interact. Drawing on central insights from the unified socioeconomic 
planning approach of  Myrdal (i.e., how welfare systems provide reproductive 

22Midgley (2003a) characterizes institutionalism as the dominant approach to social policy 
during the golden age of  the welfare state based on national Keynesian economic policies, redis-
tributive social policy, and moral and altruistic appeals for a just and caring society (Titmuss, 
1958, 1968, 1971, 1974). Arguably, expressions of  social development ideas have been pres-
ent in developed countries throughout the institutional period. In other words, it is not so much 
that social welfare and economic development have not been linked (as emphasized in inclusive 
welfare developmentalism) but that their implicit link has not been recognized or understood. 
Moreover, it is unclear how the developmentalist “macro- perspective on social policy” (Midgley, 
2003a, p. 8) would translate into actual existing welfare state policies.
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factors) and the welfare statist perspective (i.e., offering a lexicon for classifying 
comparative social policy), we can address these limitations and clarify thinking 
on the types of  social policy in the Global North that may be both productive and 
protective.

There is a desire in social development to integrate economic and social policy 
considerations or to promote the overall well-being of  society in conjunction with 
an ongoing process of  economic development (Midgley, 1995). However, this view 
implies that the economic and social can exist separately from one another, the 
social needs to be integrated within the economic and economic development is 
possible without social policy. As Midgley and Tang (2001, p. 247) write, “devel-
opmental welfare requires a strong role for the state, not only in social welfare 
but in promoting economic development as well.” This type of  language reflects 
ambiguity regarding the precise relationship between social welfare and eco-
nomic development and suggests an inherent separation between the two. While 
social development seems to imply a more integral role for social policy, it only 
asserts explicitly that social development cannot take place without economic 
development and “that economic development is meaningless if  it fails to bring 
about improvements in well-being” (Midgley & Tang, 2001, p. 246). It clearly sug-
gests that “retrenchment in social welfare will impede economic development” 
(Midgley & Tang, 2001, p. 246), primarily because social welfare includes invest-
ments that make economic development possible. However, it does not explain 
in detail which social expenditure policies constitute social investments or are 
indispensable to economic performance. This view moves beyond bifurcation yet 
implies that it is possible to have strictly nonproductive maintenance-based social 
programs that have an unrecoverable depleting effect on finite resources (Midgley, 
1997) in contrast to the possibility that existing policies may simultaneously have 
positive economic and social implications.

Social development supports the notion that social expenditures in the form 
of  social investments contribute positively to economic development.23 However, 
there is an unclear, contradictory view of  the value of  social expenditures in gen-
eral. While social expenditures on “social service policies and programmes that 
are investment oriented and promote economic development” are emphasized 
(Midgley & Tang, 2001, p. 246), social development is sometimes juxtaposed with 
the “provision of  social services, the payment of  social benefits, and the inter-
vention of  professional personnel” (Midgley & Tang, 2001, p. 246). Some argue 
that welfare policies have focused excessively on the provision of  benefits and that 
“social development favors instead programs that are investment-oriented and 
contribute to economic growth” (Midgley & Tang, p. 247). The ambiguous view 
of  social benefits is confusing as it implies that social benefits are problematic in 

23More recent contributions to the connection of  social protection and social development (e.g., 
Midgley 2013, Plagerson & Patel, 2017) indicate that the former has moved from having a tan-
gential role to becoming more central in the social development sector.
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that they contradict the investment orientation of  social development and simul-
taneously are helpful in that they contribute to economic growth. While refer-
ence is made to the need for remedial and maintenance oriented social services 
(Midgley & Tang, 2001), universalism is also invoked (Midgley, 1999). Thus, there 
is no systematic identification of  appropriate social policies or attempt to apply 
existing benefit categories that correspond to the welfare state literature.

Finally, related to the preceding two points, social development tends to not 
see policies as cumulative and interactive, instead applying broad brush strokes 
when it comes to the institutional welfare model and terms such as entitlement 
rights (Midgley, 2000).24 For instance, social development places little emphasis 
on entitlement rights and seems to associate them with altruism (Midgley, 2003a; 
Midgley & Tang, 2001) rather than distinguishing the possible productive impor-
tance of  entitlements in certain areas and in combination with other types of  ben-
efits. Developmental policy effects may be the result of  different policy interactions 
(or contingent upon these interactions) as opposed to being associated exclusively 
with developmental state regimes or even individual policies.25 Rather than iden-
tifying how productivism and social investment may be present in current welfare 
state policy, the social development approach seems to assume that such policy 
does not exist but that it can be implemented through human capital, employ-
ment or self-employment programs, social capital, asset development, and remov-
ing barriers to economic participation (see Lennartz & Ronald, 2017 for more on 
the asset-based and social investment approaches in the welfare state).

Midgley’s notion of  social development, by itself, is limited in helping us under-
stand the potentially productive effects of  social policy in the Global North. It is 
difficult to move beyond the conclusion that consumption-based income transfers 
do not entail investments than can enhance capabilities (Midgley, 2003a) or that 
“redistributive social welfare expends scarce resources on unproductive social 
services, maintains needy people in dependency, and stifles economic growth” 
(Midgley, 1999, p. 3). The principles of  productivism, social investment, and uni-
versalism lack a clear theoretical exposition of  (1) how economic and social policy 
are interconnected, (2) the efficacy of  social benefits (and investment potential of  
consumption expenditures), and (3) the way in which social policies may be syn-
ergistically related. As a result, social development as currently conceptualized 

24This skeptical view of  the income-based welfare state with its often large-scale, consumption- 
oriented spending (especially for the nonpoor) appears to be broadly shared in the various capital 
or asset-holdings approaches (Haveman, 1988; Sawhill, 1989; Sherraden, 1991; Sherraden & 
Page-Adams, 1995).
25Midgley (1999, p. 9) notes that social development programs, while often discussed discretely, 
“can obviously be combined to create a comprehensive strategy for promoting social welfare.” 
However, there appears to be no accommodation in social development for the possibility that 
what would be considered merely consumption (when provided alone) would, when combined 
with other types of  provisions, reflect an investment. This possibility is of  course fundamental 
in Myrdal’s (1974) notion of  cumulative causation. For an example in the context of  the labor 
market, see Forges Davanzati (2013).
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cannot identify the developmentalist roots of  existing social policies in western 
welfare states.

Welfare developmentalism can make a more robust contribution to under-
standing protective–productive social policy if  social development is thought of  in 
less comprehensive terms. Rather than pursuing a global social policy approach 
that aspires to encompass both the developing and developed worlds, a two-track 
approach that recognizes the different sociopolitical contexts of  the Global North 
and the Global South—while challenging neoliberal orthodoxy in both cases—is 
preferable. The comprehensive approach tends to implicate research in the Global 
North as neglecting the Global South and holds traditional welfare state policies 
at arm’s length. This overlooks important differences in the feasibility of  state 
intervention and the value of  not only poverty reduction but also poverty prevention. 
There is nothing inherent in social development that links it to improvement of  
welfare for the poor in contexts in which poverty prevention may be as important 
as poverty reduction (ESCWA, 2003; Kuhnle & Hort, 2004). Further, it overlooks 
the central developmentalist premise shared by both developing and developed 
countries. This is the view articulated by Myrdal (1974, p. 732) and on which I 
argue that the new critical perspective of  social development should be based:

Well-planned redistributional reforms…can be productive by raising the 
quality of  the labor force and/or by saving individuals and society from 
future costs. This holds true for even those rich countries which already 
have raised substantially the level of  living of  their least affluent strata.26

A two-track approach to social development, based on this fundamental premise, 
can be used not only to inform development from the bottom up (i.e., contesting the 
mainstream orthodoxy imposed on developing countries) but also to understand 
how social policy may contribute to development from the top down (i.e., where 
there is likewise a role for challenging mainstream orthodoxy). This approach rec-
ognizes that while the theory associated with welfare state regime or typological 
thinking may not be sufficient for informing practical policy in developing nations 
(Midgley, 1997), social development can nevertheless be useful for understand-
ing how economic development and social policy is functionally harmonized in 
the Global North. In this sense, developmentalist ideas remain applicable to devel-
oped nations. This dualistic approach to thinking about social development opens 
the door to considering how the insights of  welfare state research can inform 
welfare developmentalism and contribute to more systematic expectations about 

26While this premise recognizes differences between developing and developed countries, it 
strongly implies that development is an ongoing process that must be reproduced, as opposed 
to being an end state. This premise has roots in the classical economic tradition of  Oskar Lange 
(1938, 1971) among others. Refer to Myrdal (1973, 1974) (see also Hort, 1993). Of  course, the 
limitations in Myrdal’s thought, and ethnocentric tendencies, should be recognized (Cherrier, 
2009).
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comparable types of  social policy. Building on Myrdal’s premise, it is possible to 
combine the insights of  social development with those of  welfare state research. 
Their complimentary insights enable us to move beyond generic developmentalist 
principles that are programmatically vague to more specific policy-relevant prin-
ciples for thinking about developmental welfare and social policies together.

Midgley (2003a) correctly asserts that Titmuss, Marshall, and other theorists 
using the representational approach, separated the economic and social domains. 
However, Midgley’s (1999, p. 9) critique of  the “compartmentalization of  social 
welfare and economic development” in welfare statism has led to the assump-
tion that welfare state conceptualizations of  effort are incapable of  accounting 
for the productive effects of  social policy. This conflates the theoretical neglect of  
productive social policy with the absence of  productive social policy. Discarding 
important aspects of  the representational approach, it is mistakenly concluded 
that social expenditures in the form of  consumption or maintenance are discrete 
from investment expenditures. Despite this limitation, the central contribution of  
developmentalism to welfare state thinking is the addition of  productive outcomes 
to the traditional preoccupation with protective outcomes.

The welfare statist approach, while offering a descriptive lexicon for consider-
ing the types of  policies that might constitute social investments, has not focused 
on productive outcomes, a point elaborated on in Johnson (2024a). Consider 
Briggs’ (1961) programmatic definition of  the welfare state. He suggests that wel-
fare states have three goals: (1) economic security (i.e., protecting citizens from 
common life risks by replacing lost income), (2) material sufficiency (i.e., provid-
ing a basic floor of  social protection), and (3) basic services (ensuring access to 
critical goods and services). These goals correspond to three policy categories: 
(1) social security (i.e., insurance), (2) public assistance, and (3) services. In 
the traditional welfare state view focused on redistribution, it is not clear what 
is meant by the term’s sufficiency or critical goods and services. What is the dif-
ference between minimal and adequate, and to what does the term critical refer? 
A similar point can be made for Esping-Andersen (2000b, pp. 161 &163), who 
distinguishes “minimal needs” from a “luxurious second-tier, universally inclu-
sive, earnings-related insurance scheme on top of  the flat-rate egalitarian one” 
geared to the “discriminating tastes of  the new middle classes.” It is not clear why 
or how, in policy terms, principles such as universalism and decommodification 
extended to the new middle classes “minimize social problems and maximize reve-
nue income” (Esping-Andersen, 2000b, p. 163).

Myrdal’s version of  welfare developmentalism emphasizes prevention and the 
internalization of  externalized social costs in the economy (Pigou, 1929), where 
social organization or coordination is a prerequisite to economic efficiency (Stiglitz, 
1996; Vartiainen, 2002). Social policy is a means of  economic efficiency insofar 
as inequality, insecurity, and social risk entail costs (Esping-Andersen, 1985) and 
underutilized resources. Welfare systems are seen as preconditions for economic 
development and growth, providing economic systems with the productive fac-
tors that they require (Tomassi, 2005). Growth depends on and translates into 
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human development, and human development depends on and translates into 
growth, ad infinitum (Ranis & Stewart, 2005). Implicit in this view is the idea that 
the individual citizen and household is not a self-contained source of  development 
but that individual ability is developed with assistance from outside.27 The idea of  
human development relates to the notions of  capability, endowments, opportuni-
ties, assets, and the like, and implies that well-being is multidimensional. It also 
emphasizes building human capabilities, not simply income or expenditures. As 
such, it holds potentially extensive implications for policies and programs, sug-
gesting that efforts to increase capabilities as well as efforts to improve opportuni-
ties are important (see De Munck & Lits, 2017 for discussion).

It supports a view that one cannot dichotomize social policies as either invest-
ments or costs in and of  themselves. Policies may simultaneously have invest-
ment and consumption aspects (Esping-Andersen, 2002, 2003) whose effects 
may vary in combination (i.e., cumulatively or interdependently) with other 
policies. Developmentalism suggests a need to take account of  the potentially 
synergistic nature of  policies and recognize that policies must be considered in 
terms of  the way they interact, not discretely. Economic performance and effi-
ciency do not come exclusively from cutting costs but rather expanding invest-
ments (Andersson, 2005). For instance, if  social risks entail associated costs and 
social investments are synergistic, perhaps this argues against selective assistance 
to those in need and in favor of  preventing need. Further, rather than arguing 
against entitlements on the basis that they simply reflect passive consumption, it 
may be that this short-term consumption also reflects a long-term investment. A 
policy-relevant interpretation of  welfare developmentalism suggests that the eco-
nomic and social are often fundamentally related in the same policy, expenditures 
on benefits of  various sorts are not inherently at odds with social investment, and 
developmentalist policy is interactive and synergistic. What does this view of  wel-
fare developmentalism suggest about the nature and beneficiaries of  developmen-
talist policies?

Midgley (1999) offers examples of  what productive social development pro-
grams should focus on, including cost effectiveness, human capital investments, 
social capital formation, individual and community assets, economic participa-
tion through productive employment and self-employment, removal of  barriers 
to economic participation, and the creation of  a social climate conducive to devel-
opment (Midgley, 2001, 2003a; Midgley & Tang, 2001). Related work is sugges-
tive of  when and for whom social policies should be focused. It may be especially 
important to target benefits to key groups of  people at critical periods of  time. 
For example, Esping-Andersen (2002, 2005) identifies three vulnerable groups: 
(1) children and their families, (2) those amid work life, who may experience ten-
sions between family life and paid work, and (3) the elderly. Relatedly, new and 

27Indeed, as Titmuss (1958, p. 44) observes, “as man becomes more individual and more special-
ized he becomes more socially dependent.”
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stochastic risks complicate traditional actuarial insurance (Esping-Andersen, 
2000a; Hacker, 2008; Newman, 2008; Taylor-Gooby, 2004; Vandecasteele, 
2011).28 Finally, concerning how investments should be made, Gough (2000, 
2001) suggests that there are tradeoffs and constraints involved in welfare state 
effort and effects, and contends, for example, that programs need to be directed 
at improving the supply of  capital and/or labor rather than merely providing 
resources to some in need.

Based on the revised view of  social development adapted from Midgley, the cen-
tral premise of  Myrdal’s unified socioeconomic planning approach, and insights 
from the welfare statist/social administration approach, I propose several policy- 
relevant developmentalist principles that are suggestive of  the type of  social poli-
cies that are likely to yield both productive and protective outcomes. While these 
principles remain nascent and provisional at this stage of  theoretical develop-
ment, their implications become more precise when applied to thinking about 
major social policy categories in developed welfare states. These principles include 
the following:

• Adequacy of  provision to ensure high quality
• Prevention of  future social costs as part of  a long-term perspective
• Activation that reduces disincentives and maximizes the ability to earn and 

incentives to earn
• Access to goods and services
• Maximization of  the utilization of  resources
• Guaranteed consumption of  developmentally beneficial goods and services
• Entitlement based on relationship to economic development (not solely need, 

contribution, or citizenship)
• Inclusiveness based on increasingly stochastic risk or instability

Drawing on commonly shared policy metrics from cross-national welfare state 
research, one can speculate about the types of  social policies that most closely 
express or embody these principles. One way to translate social developmentalist 
ideas into the welfare state policy lexicon is to conceive of  them in terms of  their 
qualitative aspects, including mode of  delivery (e.g., in-kind or cash), benefit eligi-
bility requirements (i.e., whether a program is means-tested or universal), quanti-
tative aspects (e.g., expenditure level, replacement rates), and focus (e.g., function 
and demographic constituency). While I focus on a test of  these ideas elsewhere 
(Johnson, 2024a), choosing for examination select aspects of  social expenditure 

28In particular, intergenerational risks (i.e., risks transmitted from parents to children) are diffi-
cult to deal with. Esping-Andersen (2000b, p.4) writes: “In conventional social policy thought, 
unpredictable and stochastic risks have been relegated to (often ad hoc) social assistance pro-
grammes. The sharp rise in social assistance caseloads almost everywhere in developed countries 
mirrors the declining efficacy of  the conventional insurance approach.” He adds that the risk 
view tends to individualize welfare issues as opposed to recognizing welfare interplays.



66 Social Development Issues, 46(2) 2024

in particular policy areas, a full complement of  DWSP dimensions might also 
include factors such as tax, financing and contributory structure, eligibility, cov-
erage and replacement rate, and other institutional, occupational or regulatory 
characteristics as might be classified by Titmuss (1958).29

The simple suggestion here is that existing policies that exhibit the afore-
mentioned principles are likely to be associated with low levels of  development- 
inhibiting poverty and high levels of  economic activity. As discussed in Johnson 
(2024a), examples of  policies that are believed to embody these policy- 
relevant principles are proposed to include relatively high expenditures on 
in-kind,  universal, family-focused, and active labor market benefits. Based on 
developmentalist- inspired theoretical expectations about the types of  policies 
likely to yield protective-productive outcomes, it should be possible to formulate 
expectations about the impact of  variations in different policy combinations, 
discern their magnitude, and the way that they interact. The notion that exist-
ing types of  social policy do more than transfer or redistribute income suggests 
that there is a need to pay closer theoretical attention in welfare state research to 
the productive aspects of  what social policy delivers and how it does so (Johnson, 
2024a). In light of  anomalous country outcomes, as reflected in the Nordic cases, 
questions can be raised in an abductive sense about the likely shortcomings of  tra-
ditional economic assumptions vis-à-vis social policy, strengthening the basis for 
thinking holistically about the productive role of  the entire social policy appara-
tus, not merely activating social investment policies (Johnson, 2024b). 

Conclusion

Developmental insights applied to traditional welfare state thinking enable a more 
profound appreciation of  the productive function of  common types of  social pol-
icy, which are not typically thought of  as having investment-type outcomes. The 
rewards of  its application in this context should be apparent as should its sharpened 
purpose resulting from being tasked with addressing the clear dilemmas arising 
from welfare state scholarship. The synthesis undertaken here is mutually benefi-
cial and has the potential to undergird both traditional welfare state policies against 
further diminution and support their establishment in developing countries. 

29My formulation is concerned with the benefit and not tax side. In any case, as Kanbur (2006) 
has suggested, attempts to distinguish social policy from economic policy objectives are not very 
successful nor is the effort to classify policy instruments into one or the other. While tax-based 
social welfare may interfere with incentives to work, which was not directly examined in my origi-
nal dissertation, universal benefits may turn out to blunt any distortionary effects associated with 
tax-financed social transfers because of  the way they impact incentives to work for those being 
taxed and those receiving benefits. Just as there may be positive synergistic effects to social policy, 
many distortions may cancel each other out. The dissertation was at best a very partial explora-
tion of  whether the efficiency grounds for social policies dominate the costs of  market distortions 
(e.g., Hausman, 2008; van der Ploeg, 2005).



  Karl E. Johnson 67

References

Abrahamson, P. (2010). European welfare states beyond neoliberalism: Toward 
the social investment state. Development and Society, 39(1), 61–95. http://
www.jstor.org/stable/deveandsoci.39.1.61 

Amenta, E. (2003). What we know about the development of  social policy: 
Comparative and historical research in comparative and historical perspec-
tive. In J. Mahoney & D. Rueschemeyer (Eds.), Comparative historical analysis in 
the social sciences (pp. 91–130). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Andersson, J. (2005). Investment or cost? The role of  the metaphor of  productive social  
policies in welfare state formation in Europe and the U.S. 1850–2000. Paper 
presented at the World Congress in Historical Sciences, Sydney, Australia. 
Retrieved from http://www.iisg.nl/ishc/index.html 

Andor, L., Arnaudova, A., Berès, P., Birkavs, V., Dhéret, C., Götz, G., … Zuleeg, F. 
(2011). CHALLENGE EUROPE Issue 21. Growth, well-being and social policy 
in Europe: Trade-off  or synergy? European Policy Centre.

Antonucci, L. (2010). Social investment in Europe: More than a third-way? Inequalities: 
Research and reflections from both sides of  the Atlantic. Retrieved from 
http://inequalitiesblog.wordpress.com/2010/11/26/social-investment- 
in-europe-more-than-a-third-way/ 

Arts, W., & Gelissen, J. (2002). Three worlds of  welfare capitalism or more? A 
state-of-the-art report. Journal of  European Social Policy, 12(2), 137–158. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0952872002012002114

Beverly, S.G., & Sherraden, M. (1997). Human capital and social work (CSD Working 
Paper No. 97–2). St. Louis, MO: Washington University, Center for Social 
Development.

Briggs, A. (1961). The welfare state in historical perspective. European Journal of  
Sociology, 2, 221–258. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003975600000412 

Cantillon, B., Van Mechelen, N., & Van den Bosch, K. (2004). Best practices, or, how 
to link policy inputs and well-being outcomes: The role of  policy input indicators. 
Paper presented at the ChangeQual Seminar, Paris, France.

Cherrier, B. (2009). Gunnar Myrdal and the scientific way to social democracy, 
1914–1968. Journal of  the History of  Economic Thought, 31(1), 33–55. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S105383720909004X 

Choi, Y.J., Fleckenstein, T., & Lee, S. (2021) (Eds.). Welfare reform and social invest-
ment policy in Europe and East Asia: International lessons and policy implications. 
Policy Press.

Choi, Y.J., Huber, E., Kim, W. S., Kwon, H. Y., & Shi, S.-J. (2020). Social investment 
in the knowledge-based economy: New politics and policies. Policy and Society, 
39(2), 147–170. https://doi.org/10.1080/14494035.2020.1782577 

Dahl, E., Drøpping, J. A., & Lødemel, I. (2001). Norway: Relevance of  the social 
development model for post-war welfare policy. International Journal of  Social 
Welfare, 10, 300–308. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2397.00187 

De Janvry, A., & Kanbur, R. (Eds.). (2006). Poverty, inequality and development: Essays 
in honor of  Erik Thornbecke. New York, NY: Springer Publishing Company.



68 Social Development Issues, 46(2) 2024

De Munck, J., & Lits, G., (2017). From human capital to human capabilities. A broader  
normative foundation for the social investment perspective in Europe (Re-InVEST 
Working Paper Series, D4.1). Lauvain-la-Neuve: UCL/Leuven: HIVA-KU 
Leuven.

Devine, J., Kühner, S., & Nakray, K. (2015). Meeting emerging global policy chal-
lenges: Positioning social policy between development and growth? Journal 
of  International and Comparative Social Policy, 31(2), 95–99. https://doi.org/
10.1080/21699763.2015.1052835 ESCWA. (2003). Report: Policymakers’ 
meeting on social policies in the ESCWA Region. Cairo, 10–12 December 2002.

Esping-Andersen, G. (1985). Power and distributional regimes. Politics and Society, 
14(2), 223–256. https://doi.org/10.1177/003232928501400204 

Esping-Andersen, G. (1992). The making of  a social democratic welfare state. In 
K. Misgeld, K. Molin, & K. Amark (Eds.), Creating social democracy: A century 
of  the Social Democratic Labor Party in Sweden (pp. 35–66). University Park, 
PA: State University of  Pennsylvania Press.

Esping-Andersen, G. (2000a). Social indicators and welfare monitoring (Social 
Policy and Development Programme Paper PP-SPD-2). Geneva, Switzerland: 
UNRISD.

Esping-Andersen, G. (2000b). Three worlds of  welfare capitalism. In C. Pierson & 
F. G. Castles (Eds.), The welfare state: A reader (pp.154–169). Cambridge, UK: 
Polity Press. 

Esping-Andersen, G. (2002). A child-centered social investment strategy. In G. 
Esping-Andersen, D. Gallie, A. Hemerijk, & J. Myers (Eds.), Why we need a new 
welfare state (pp. 26–67). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Esping-Andersen, G. (2003). Welfare and efficiency in the new economy. Report to 
the Progressive Conference, July, London, UK.

Esping-Andersen, G. (2004). Untying the Gordian knot of  social inheritance. 
Research in Social Stratification and Mobility, 21, 115–139. https://doi.
org/10.1016/S0276-5624(04)21007-1 

Esping-Andersen, G. (2005). Education and equal life-chances: Investing in chil-
dren. In O. Kangas & J. Palme (Eds.), Social policy and economic development in 
the Nordic countries (pp. 147–163). London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

Fitzpatrick, T. (2004). A post-productivist future for social democracy? Social pol-
icy and Society, 3(3), 213–222. https://doi.org/10.1017/S14747464040 
01721 

Fitzpatrick, T. (2005). New theories of  welfare. London, UK: Palgrave.
Forges Davanzati, G. (2013). Gunnar Myrdal on labour market regulation and 

economic Development. Œconomia, 3–1, 3–21. https://doi.org/10.4000/
oeconomia.573 

Garrett, G. (1998). Partisan politics in the global economy. Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press.

Garritzmann, J. L., Häusermann, S., & Palier, B. (2023). Social investments in 
the knowledge economy: The politics of  inclusive, stratified, and targeted 
reforms across the globe. Social Policy & Administration, 57, 87–101, https://
doi.org/10.1111/spol.12874. 



  Karl E. Johnson 69

Giddens, A. (Ed.). (1998). The social investment state. The third way: The renewal of  
social democracy (pp. 99–128). Cambridge, UK: Polity Press

Gough, I. (2000). Global capital, human needs and social policies. Basingstoke, UK: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Gough, I. (2001). Social assistance regimes: A cluster analysis. Journal of  
European Social Policy, 11(2), 165–170. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
095892870101100205 

Gough, I., & Wood, G. (2004). Insecurity and welfare regimes in Asia, Africa and 
Latin America: Social policy development contexts. New York, NY: Cambridge 
University Press.

Greve, B. (2007). What characterise the Nordic welfare state model? Journal of  
Social Sciences, 3(2), 43–51. http://www.scipub.org/fulltext/jss/jss3243-51.
pdf  

Gu, E. (2006). Developmental state. In T. Fitzpatrick, H-J. Kwon, N. Manning, 
J. Midgley, & G. Pascall (Eds.), International Encyclopedia of  Social Policy 
(pp. 300–302). London, UK: Routledge.

Hacker, J. (2008). The great risk shift: The new economic insecurity and the decline of  
the American Dream. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Haggard, S. (1990). Pathways from the periphery: The politics of  growth in the newly  
industrializing countries. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Hausman, D. M. (2008). Market failure, government failure, and the hard 
problems of  cooperation. Ethics and Economics, 6(1), 1–6. https://doi.
org/1866/3421 

Haveman, R. (1988). Starting even: An equal opportunity program to combat the 
nation’s new poverty. New York, NY: Simon and Schuster. 

Hemerijck, A., & Huguenot-Noël, R. (2022). Resilient welfare states in the European 
Union. New Castle: Agenda Publishing Limited.

Hemerijck, A., & Plavgo, I. (2021). Measuring returns on social investment beyond 
here-and-now redistribution: A commentary on Parolin and Van Lancker’s 
response article.” Journal of  European Social Policy, 31(3), 309–320. https://
doi.org/10.1177/09589287211018144 

Hemerijck, A., Ronchi, S., & Plavgo, I. (2023) Social investment as a conceptual 
framework for analysing well-being returns and reforms in 21st century wel-
fare states. Socio-Economic Review, 21(1), 479–500. https://doi.org/10.1093/
ser/mwac035 

Hobhouse, L. T. (1924). Social development: Its nature and conditions. London, UK: 
Allen and Unwin.

Holliday, I. (2000). Productivist welfare capitalism: Social policy in East 
Asia. Political Studies, 48(4), 706–723. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467- 
9248.00279 

Hort, S. (1993). Welfare policy in Sweden. In T. P. Boje & S. E. O. Hort (Eds.), Scandinavia 
in a new Europe (pp.71–86). Oslo, Norway: Scandinavian University Press.

Hort, S., & Kuhnle, S. (2000). The coming of  East and South-East Asian wel-
fare states. Journal of  European Social Policy, 10, 162–184. https://doi.
org/10.1177/a012488 



70 Social Development Issues, 46(2) 2024

Hudson, J., & Kühner, S. (2009). Towards productive welfare? A comparative anal-
ysis of  23 OECD countries. Journal of  European Social Policy, 19(1), 34–46. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928708098522 

Jary, D., & Jary, J. (1991). The Harper Collins dictionary of  sociology. New York, NY: 
Harper Collins.

Jenson, J. (2010). Diffusing ideas for after neoliberalism: The social investment 
perspective in Europe and Latin America. Global Social Policy, 10(1), pp.59–
84. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468018109354813 

Johnson, C. A. (Ed.). (1982). MITI and the Japanese miracle. Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press.

Johnson, K. E. (2010). The search for developmental welfare state policies [Unpublished  
doctoral dissertation]. University of  Wisconsin, Madison.

Johnson, K. (2014). Rediscovering social investment in developmental welfare 
state policies (DWSP): Back to the future (CSD Working Paper No. 14-02). St. 
Louis, MO: Washington University, Center for Social Development. https://
doi.org/10.7936/K7RB7435 

Johnson, K. E. (2024a). Cross-national welfare state research at a theoret-
ical impasse: Opportunity for a social developmentalist contribution? 
[Manuscript submitted for publication].

Johnson, K. E. (2024b). The economic logic of  developmental welfare state policy: 
Differences with the standard economic view. [Manuscript in preparation].

Kanbur, R. (2006). What’s social policy got to do with economic growth?
Kangas, O., & Palme, J. (2005). Does the most brilliant future of  the “Nordic 

model” have to be in the past? In O. Kangas & J. Palme (Eds.), Social policy 
and economic development in the Nordic countries (pp. 281–298). London, UK: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Kim, H. Y., & Choi, Y. J. (2020). Does social protection crowd out social invest-
ment? Policy and Society, 39(2), 208–225. https://doi.org/10.1332/
policypress/9781447352730.003.0001 

Kuhnle, S. (2002). Productive welfare in Korea: Moving towards a European welfare 
state type. Paper presented at ECPR Workshop: The Welfare State: Pros and 
Cons, Torino, Italy.

Kuhnle, S., & Hort, S. E. O. (2004). The developmental welfare state in Scandinavia: 
Lessons for the developing world (Social Policy and Development Program 
Paper No. 17). Retrieved from United Nations Research Institute for 
Social Development: http://www.unrisd.org/80256B3C005BCCF9/ 
(httpPublications)/9C6E3A3338E09652C1256D8100457272?OpenDocu-
ment 

Kuitto, K. (2016). From social security to social investment? Compensating 
and social investment welfare policies in a life-course perspective. Journal 
of  European Social Policy, 26(5), 442–459. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
0958928716664297 

Kurien, C. T. (2006). Question of  development. Frontline, 23(18). Retrieved from 
http://www.hindu.com/fline/fl2318/stories/20060922001507300.htm 



  Karl E. Johnson 71

Kwon, H.-J. (2005a). Review article: Social policy and development in global 
context. Social Policy and Society, 4(4), 467–473. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S1474746405002666

Kwon, H.-J. (2005b). Transforming the developmental welfare state in East Asia 
(Social Policy and Development Program Paper Number 22). Retrieved 
from United Nations Research Institute for Social Development web-
site: http://www.unrisd.org/80256B3C005BCCF9/ httpNetITFrame 
PDF?ReadForm&parentunid=E8832906B5937684C125708800308EB2& 
parentdoctype=paper&netitpath=80256B3C005BCCF9/(httpAuxPages)/
E8832906B5937684C125708800308EB2/$file/kwon-pp.pdf  

Kwon, H.-J. (2007). Transforming the developmental welfare states in East Asia 
(DESA Working Paper No. 40). Retrieved from http://www.un.org/esa/desa/
papers/2007/wp40_2007.pdf  

Kwon, S., & Holliday, I. (2007). The Korean welfare state: A paradox of  expan-
sion in an era of  globalisation and economic crisis. International Journal of  
Social Welfare, 16(3), 242–248. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2397. 
2006.00457.x 

Kwon H. -J., Mkandawire, T., & Palme, J. (2009). Introduction: Social policy and 
economic development in late industrializers. International Journal of  Social 
Welfare, 18(S1), S1–S11. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2397.2009. 
00635.x 

Lange, O. (1938). On the economic theory of  socialism. The Review of  Economic 
Studies, 4(2), 123–142.

Lange, O. (1971). Political economy (Vol. 2). Oxford, UK: Pergamon Press.
Lee, Y. -J., & Ku, Y. -W. (2007). East Asian welfare regimes: Testing the hypothe-

sis of  the developmental welfare state. Social Policy & Administration, 41(2), 
197–212. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9515.2007.00547.x 

Lennartz, C., & Ronald, R. (2017). Asset-based welfare and social investment: 
Competing, compatible, or complementary social policy strategies for the 
new welfare state? Housing, Theory and Society, 34(2), 201–220. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14036096.2016.1220422   

Leoni, T. (2016). Social investment as a perspective on welfare state transformation 
in Europe. Intereconomics: Review of  European Economic Policy, 51(4), 194–200.

Lipsey, R. G. (2007). Reflections on the general theory of  second best at its golden 
jubilee. International Tax and Public Finance, 14(4), 349–364. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10797-007-9036-x 

Lister, R. (2004). The Third Way’s social investment state. In L. Lewis & 
R. Surender (Eds.), Welfare state change: Towards a third way? (pp.157–181). 
Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Mahon, R. (2019). Broadening the social investment agenda: The OECD, the 
World Bank and inclusive growth. Global Social Policy, 19(1–2), 121–138. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468018119826404 

Midgley, J. (1995). Social development: The developmental perspective in social welfare.  
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.



72 Social Development Issues, 46(2) 2024

Midgley, J. (1997). Social welfare in a global context. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Midgley, J. (1999). Growth, redistribution, and welfare: Toward social investment. 

Social Service Review, 73(1), 3–21. https://doi.org/10.1086/515795
Midgley, J. (2000). The institutional approach to social policy. In J. Midgley, 

M. Tracy, & M. Livermore (Eds.), The handbook of  social policy. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage.

Midgley, J. (2001). The critical perspective in social development. Social 
Development Issues, 23(1), 42–50.

Midgley, J. (2003). Assets in the context of  welfare theory: A developmentalist inter-
pretation (CSD Working Paper No. 03-10). St. Louis, MO: Washington University, 
Center for Social Development. https://doi.org/10.7936/K7HQ3ZCS 

Midgley, J. (2003b). Social development: The intellectual heritage. Journal of  
International Development, 15(7), 831–844. https://doi.org/10.1002/
jid.1038 

Midgley, J. (2004). Social development and social welfare: Implications for social 
policy. In P. Kennett (Ed.), A handbook of  comparative social policy (pp. 217–
238). Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar.

Midgley, J. (2006). Social development. In T. Fitzpatrick, H-J. Kwon, N. Manning, 
J. Midgley, & G. Pascall (Eds.), International Encyclopedia of  Social Policy 
(pp.1236–1241). London, UK: Routledge.

Midgley, J. (2013). Social development and social protection: New opportunities and 
challenges. Development Southern Africa, 30(1), 2–12. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
0376835X.2012.755850 

Midgley, J. (2014). Social development: Theory and practice. Los Angeles, CA: Sage.
Midgley, J. (2017). “Social investment: concepts, uses and theoretical perspec-

tives.” In J. Midgley, E. Dahl, & A. Conley Wright (Eds.), Social investment and 
social welfare (pp. 13–32), Chapter 1. Cheltenham : Edward Elgar Publishing.

Midgley, J. (2019). Social policy and development: An overview. In Midgley, J., 
Surender, R., & Alfers, L. (Eds.), Handbook of  social policy and development 
(pp.14–34). Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Midgley, J., & Tang, K.-L. (2001). Social policy, economic growth and developmen-
tal welfare. International Journal of  Social Welfare, 10(4), 244–252. https://
doi.org/10.1111/1468-2397.00180 

Minnameier, G. (2010). The logicality of  abduction, deduction and induction. 
In M. Bergman, S. Paavola, A.-V. Pietarinen, & H. Rydenfelt (Eds.), Ideas in 
action: Proceedings of  the Applying Pierce Conference (pp. 239–251). Helsinki, 
Sweden: Nordic Pragmatism Network.

Mkandawire, T. (2001). Social policy in a development context (Social Policy and 
Development Programme Paper PP-SPD-7). Geneva, Switzerland: United 
Nations Research Institute for Social Development.

Mkandawire, T. (2006a). Social development policies: New challenges for the 
social sciences. International Social Science Journal, 58(189), 395–404. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2451.2007.00637.x



  Karl E. Johnson 73

Mkandawire, T. (2006b). Transformative social policy: Lessons from UNRISD research  
(UNRISD Research and Policy Brief  No.5). Geneva, Switzerland: United 
Nations Research Institute for Social Development.

Mkandawire, T. (2007). Targeting and universalism in poverty reduction. In 
J. A. Ocampo, K. S. Komo, & S. Khan (Eds.), Policy matters: Economic and social 
policies to sustain equitable development (pp. 305–333). London, UK: Zed Books.

Mkandawire, T. (2009). Social policy and human development. Paper presented at 
Overcoming Persistent Inequality and Poverty: A Conference in Honor of  
Frances Stewart. Oxford, UK.

Mkandawire, T. (2011). Welfare Regimes and Economic Development: Bridging 
the Conceptual Gap. In Fitzgerald, V., Heyer, J. and Thorp, R. (Eds.) Overcoming 
the persistence of  inequality and poverty (pp.149–171). Palgrave Macmillan.

Morel, N., Palier, B., & Palme, J. (Eds.). (2012). Towards a social investment welfare 
state? Ideas, policies and challenges. Bristol, UK: The Policy Press.

Myrdal, G. (1958). Beyond the welfare state. Economic planning in the welfare states 
and its international implications. London: Methuen.

Myrdal, G. (1968). Nation and family: The Swedish experiment in democratic family 
and population policy. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Myrdal, G. (1973). Against the stream: Critical essays on economics. London, UK: 
Panther Books.

Myrdal, G. (1974). What is development? Journal of  Economic Issues, 8(4), 729–
736. https://doi.org/10.1080/00213624.1974.11503225 

Newman, K. (2008). Laid off, laid low: Political and economic consequences of  
employment insecurity. West Sussex, UK: SSRC/Columbia University Press.

Nolan, B. (2013). What use is “social investment”? Journal of  European Social 
Policy, 23(5), 459–468. https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928713499177 

Ornston, D., & Vail, M. I. (2016). The developmental state in developed  societies: 
Power, partnership, and divergent patterns of  intervention in France and 
Finland. Comparative Politics, 49(1), 1–21. http://www.jstor.org/stable/ 
24886225 

Pigou, A. C. (1929). The economics of  welfare (Vol. 1). New York, NY: Cosimo, Inc.
Plagerson, S., & Patel, L. (2017). Social protection and social development. In 

Midgley, J. & Pawar, M, (Eds.), Future directions in social development (pp. 205–
226). New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Polanyi, K. (1944). The great transformation: The political and economic origins of  our 
time. New York, NY: Reinhart and Co.

Prandini, R., Orlandini, M., & Guerra, A. (2016). Social investment in times of  crisis: 
A quiet revolution or a shaken welfare capitalism (Overview Report). Bologna: 
INNOSI.

Ranis, G., & Stewart, F. (2005). Dynamic links between the economy and human 
development. Paper presented at the meetings of  the UN Economic & Social 
Council. Retrieved from: http://www.un.org/docs/ecosoc/meetings/2005/
docs/Ranis%20&%20Stewart.pdf  



74 Social Development Issues, 46(2) 2024

Ronchi, S. (2016), The Social Investment Welfare Expenditure data set (SIWE): A 
new methodology for measuring the progress of  social investment in EU wel-
fare state budgets, WP 17- 2016, GK SOCLIFE Working Paper Series.

Ronchi, S. (2018). Which roads (if  any) to social investment? The recalibration 
of  EU welfare states at the crisis crossroads (2000–2014). Journal of  Social 
Policy, 47(3), 459–478. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279417000782 

Room, G. J. (2002). Education and welfare: Recalibrating the European debate. 
Policy Studies, 23(1), 37–50. https://doi.org/10.1080/014428702200000
0073 

Sawhill, I. (1988). Poverty in the US: Why is it so persistent? Journal of  Economic 
Literature, 26, 1073–1119. https://www.jstor.org/stable/2726525 

Sherraden, M. (1991). Assets and the poor: A new American welfare policy. Armonk, 
NY: M. E. Sharpe.

Sherraden, M., & Page-Adams, D. (Eds.). (1995). Asset-based alternatives in social 
policy. In Increasing understanding of  public problems and issues: Proceedings 
of  the 1995 National Public Policy Education Conference (pp. 65–83). Oak 
Brook, IL: Farm Foundation. Retrieved from http://ageconsearch.umn.edu/ 
bitstream/17040/1/ar950065.pdf  

Stiglitz, J. E. (1996). Whither socialism? (Wicksell Lectures). Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press.

Stiglitz, J. E., & Uy, M. (1996). Financial markets, public policy, and the East Asian 
miracle. The World Bank Research Observer, 11(2), 249–276. https://doi.
org/10.1093/wbro/11.2.249 

Taylor-Gooby, P. (Ed.). (2004). New risks, new welfare: The transformation of  the 
European welfare state. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Therborn, G. (1987). Welfare states and capitalist markets. Acta Sociologica, 30(2), 
237–254. https://www.jstor.org/stable/4194686 

Titmuss, R. M. (1958). Essays on “the welfare state.” London, UK: Allen and Unwin.
Titmuss, R. M. (1968). Commitment to welfare. London, UK: Allen and Unwin.
Titmuss, R. M. (1971). The gift relationship. London, UK: Allen and Unwin. 
Titmuss, R. M. (1974). Social policy: An introduction. London, UK: Allen and 

Unwin.
Tomassi, F. (2005). When is social protection competitiveness enhancing? A model of  

costs and benefits on economic efficiency [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. 
University of  Rome La Sapienza.

United Nations Department of  Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA). (1971). 
Unified socio-economic development and planning: Some new horizons. New York: 
United Nations.

Vandecasteele, L. (2011). Life course risks or cumulative disadvantage? The struc-
turing effect of  social stratification determinants and life course events on 
poverty transitions in Europe. European Sociological Review, 27(2), 246–263. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcq005 



  Karl E. Johnson 75

VAN DER PLOEG, Frederick, Are the Welfare State and Distribution Really that 
Bad for the Economy? Effects of  Reciprocal Altruism, Consumer Rivalry 
and Second Best, CEPR Discussion Paper, 2005/4918 - https://hdl.handle.
net/1814/4452

Vartiainen, J. (2002). Social policy as a development tool? Risk, distributional 
conflict and the mobilisation of  resources. Retrieved from United Nations 
Research Institute for Social Development website: http://www.unrisd.org/
unrisd/website/document.nsf/(httpPublications)/37D43D097C1BF0E6C-
1256C77004C1353?OpenDocument 

Wade, R. (1992). Governing the market: Economic theory and the role of  government 
in East Asian industrialization. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.



76 Social Development Issues, 46(2) 2024

Appendix A 
Partial Conceptual Lineage of  the Social Development Lexicon

      
      

 
  

        
       

  

 
          

 
 

 
     

  

       
 

 
    

Unbalanced development implied a need to harmonize
economic and social interventions to promote economic
development (Midgley 1995) using state-directed 
redistribution to channel resources through “social
investments” (Midgley 1999, Midgley and Tang 2001)

 
 

 
 

      

 
 

 
          

 

Limited use of “social development” in social policy  
and welfare state studies in the Global North but  
improved living conditions were associated with  

     -  
 

deemphasized/compartmentalized (Midgley 2008) 

Subfield of Social Development    

Development Studies  

Midgley (1995, 2014) formulated a general definition of
“social development” (based on institutional pluralism)
that saw social and economic development as
inextricably connected but that also challenged the statist
prerogative and primacy of national level interventions

 
 

 
 

      
 
 

 
   

      

Developmental welfare expressed in the “statist” approach
exemplified by “unified socio-economic planning” (Myrdal
1971); later reflected in the Millennium Development Goals

, 
 

        

Taken up globally by the UN (late 1960s) where social
planning was used to support “developmental welfare”
programs in the Global South

 

                  

 
 

       

UK envisioned “developmental goals” of social welfare,
combining remedial social services and community
development in developing or Global South (colonial) 
countries, especially Africa in the 1940s and 1950s

     
 

 
      

welfare services (not economic development); the
social-policy economic development link was 

The non-Eurocentric view from the Global South views 
social investment, not as a new paradigm, but rather 
prescriptively calls for new practice strategies and 
discrete policies and programs that have an investment 
function rather than national-level policy frameworks 
(Midgley and Sherraden, 2005, Midgley and Conley, 
2010, Midgley et al. 2017)

According to Midgley (2014): The social development 
process is “productivist” in that practice interventions
function as investments that contribute positively to 
economic development. Because they are based on “social 
investments”, they generate rates of return to the 
individuals, households and communities that benefit from 
these investments as well as to the wider society

Social investment ideas in “social development” lack the clarity and coherence of the social 
policy approach (Midgley et al. 2017); social investment as taken up in the Global North 
continues to dichotomize protective and productive social policy; the provenance and political 
economic roots of social investment remain in  need of incisive analysis (Bonoli 2013)  

The Global North social policy context views social 
investment as a new and dynamic alternative in contrast 
to the traditional welfare state approach of social 
transfers as consumption (Gilbert and Gilbert, 1989, 
Sherraden, 1991, Giddens 1998, 2000)

Supporters of the traditional welfare state 
approach resist the instrumentalism of social 
investment (e.g., Cantillon 2011, Nolan 2013)

“Welfare developmentalism” remains poorly 
defined (Wah and Lee 2010) in part, because 
“productivism” and “social investment ” remain 
poorly defined and controversial (Midgley 2014)

Giddens (1998) “social investment state” promoted 
as qualitatively different from a traditional welfare state 

“Social development” was taken up in Asian social 
policy (e.g., “developmental welfare states,” 
“productive welfare states”); “welfare develop-
mentalism” characterizes these types of selective 
developmental states but also Myrdal’s inclusive 
(universal) welfare state (Kwon 2002, 2007)

Also taken up selectively in social policy around 
welfare state initiatives and among social policy 
writers in the notion of “welfare developmentalism”
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