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The focus of interest surrounding the welfare state
changed gradually but sustainably, given the chg#e

of economic globalization (Scharpf/Schmidt 2000k t
segmented Europeanization of national welfare state
(Lamping 2009) and the huge internal problems neatur
Western welfare states face (Ferrera/Hemerijck/lRhod
2004). Traditional normative premises have eroded
while new ideas, interpretations and ideologiesehav
entered the political agenda. But how to move the
welfare state as a bulky commodity and in which
direction? In the wake of increasing transformation
pressures, new protagonist constellations havegader
Facing new challenges and new uncertainties, veelfar
states seem to be less resilient to change thagctg

in the early “new politics of the welfare state’ba¢es.
The literature provides a plurality of conceptsonter

to explain both ground-breaking policy innovaticas
well as stepwise policy change — or indeed ine@iae

of the core findings of comparative welfare state
research is thapolitical institutions as independent
variables certainly matter (veto points or vetoypls,
bicameralism, federalism, party system, etc.) witen
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comes to reforming advanced Western welfare states.
But politics and “creative opportunism” (Offe 2001,
368) of governments also play an important roleisTh
includes, for example, the deliberate strategy of
“experimental law-making” in German pension policy
(Lamping/RUb 2006), the institutionalization of hde
reform commissions in German labor market and healt
policy reform in order to involve other players time
reform process, to circumvent veto points and to
increase the legitimacy of reform proposals (Largpin
2006), or the engagement of complex processes of
political exchange (such as in pension and longrter
care policy). Therefore, the politics of “defrogfin(cf.
Hering 2002; Palier 2000) the welfare state, i.aemw
governments push forward and successfully overcome
institutional rigidities and political resistancey b
opening up new windows of reform, appear to be more
contingent, surprising, disorderly, and “messy” f€Of
2001,: 368) than often presumed. The ‘new poligts
the welfare state’ literature, by contrast, tends t
underestimate politics and to overestimate thecefié
political institutions.

Conflicts of interest and electoral threats can be
‘tamed’ when governments choose a strategy which
helps to manage a bundle of political risks anddra
offs, because in the ‘new politics of the welfatates,
governments are simultaneously — and perhaps
predominantly — concerned with solving theswn
problems. In welfare-state restructuring or retrement
it is these pragmatic or ‘purposeful opportunistgio
are the most creative and effective ones: They naake
difference. We call that the purposegélf-enabling of
politics. With regard to Germany, the argument,
therefore, is that a highly horizontally and veatig
fragmented, veto-heavy political system could make
fundamental policy change less likely, but it madsoa
facilitate and promote it because it provides
governments with many opportunities to shift the
blame, to share the blame, to blur accountabilignd
thus to reduce electoral risks. The scope for polic



manoeuvre and reform success might be even larger
than in political systems where power is conceattat

Welfare state literature shows that there is aeckfft
logic between the old and new politics of the welfa
state! Whereas it is relatively easy to receive support
for the development of popular social policies, izl
leaders are generally afraid of negative reactitms
rollbacks of the welfare state (vested interestdfaxe-
state clientele, etc.). Electoral competition igsthiisky
for governing parties when it comes to adopting far
reaching reforms which are often painful for and
unpopular among voters. While thieente glorieuses
l.e. the post-war phase of expansion of the western
welfare states, seems to have been sufficiently
investigated, the contested politics of re-struntuthe
welfare state is still a challenging field of resda
retrenchment and recalibration politics put high
strategic and political demands on governments, as
many studies demonstrate, since the distributiocuts
and costs and there-adjustment of programs is a
sensitive and barely manageable issue in liberal
democracies.

Against this background, the overall approach of th
publication is in line with Green-Pedersen and
Haverland (2002, 49), who claim that the theorética
understanding of examples of ground-breaking re$orm
and major retrenchment policies continues to bééim
Existing literature still seems to be poorly eq@gpo
specifically account for far-reaching policy change
since it systematically underestimates the politica
capacities for initiating and pushing through pyplic
change. We therefore suggest taking into accoumt th
political dimension (interactions, strategies, part
politics, ideas, discourses, etc.) more systemitiaad
combining institutionalist concepts with ‘'actiorof
'situation-centred' concepts, be it in single csiselies
or comparative research (such as the study by

1 See Starke (2006) for a good literature reviewtlmn welfare state

retrenchmentlebate.



Natali/Rhodes 2004) in order to better explain both
policy change and refornprocesseswithin a given
institutional setting. Nevertheless, one shouldrbaa
mind that “bringing politics back in” does not ingpl
conceptualizing politics one-dimensionally as a
problem-solving activity, but as a political actyi
concerned with passions, struggles for power, fngmi
manipulation, and creative strategies for remainimg
office (Lamping/Rub 2006; Immergut/Anderson 2007).
Political science is still in need of a better urstiending

of “political competition” that is more overarchirtigan
“electoral” or “party” competition. The interacticemnd
interplay of politicians is contingent upon the diions

of political competition, concerning the formatiamd
change of political preferences, the power relation
between political agents, the strategies of parties
deliberate framing of reforms, the skillful usadgetize
media, and electoral campaigning (Immergut/Anderson
2007: 36-37).

Retrenchmentand the failure of governmentso
actually and effectively cut their welfare state
institutions and programs have been the cognitoietp
of reference of most of the studies on welfareestat
reform. We have argued so far that both perspextive
might be misleading. As far as the reform content i
concerned, empirical evidence should be approached
with caution: In all welfare states, cost-contaimtand
retrenchment go hand in hand with new reorganizing
and expansionary initiatives responding more
effectively to new socio-economic challenges (sash
in family policy, population ageing, or with respeo
new social risks) or to ‘old’ and persistent ddfigisuch
as in long-term care, labor market policy, andlike).
Two conclusions can be drawn from this: Firstiycsi
the welfare state is a ‘composed entity’, policgtees
make a difference. We can observe policy developsnen
in some policy fields which cut welfare benefitsdan
others which go in the opposite direction. Seconaihe
can assume that governments do not strive for
retrenchmenper se i.e. there is certainly no intrinsic



motivation for mere cost containment or any
dismantling of the welfare states such There are,
without any doubt, overall goals such as the praomnot
of financial stability or the increase in economic
competitiveness, but beyond these goals and soeetim
co-existing with them, governments often implement
new (re-)distributive programs and search for gneat
equity and equality. Frequently, cost containmanti
means of achieving greater effectiveness and effgy
of welfare programs. Similarly, welfare programe ar
often cut in one sector of the welfare state ineori
relocate these financial resources to new demamds i
another sector. These aspects are frequently played
down in the ‘new politics’ literature. In other wis, the
‘new politics’ is, in fact, often about cost comtaient
and the selective improvement of benefits/programs,
and about blame avoidance (for retrenchmearyl
credit claiming (for improvements or at least for
achieving financial stability) at the same time.

Welfare state research has been built up on two —
allegedly contradictory - argumentative pillars eTirst
of these is a strong emphasis on the “predictiocrisfs
and even downfall of the welfare state” (Hemerigid
van Kersbergen 1999, 168). The welfare state is
apparently jeopardized, under pressure to legigmiz
itself and under attack by governments eager tasadi
their welfare states in a phase of ‘permanent atste
The second line of argument, dominant in the welfar
state research of the 1990s, “documented empyicall
that welfare states have been remarkably resigtant
change notwithstanding the mounting challenges they
face” (Hemerijck and van Kersbergen 1999, 168), due
to electoral constraints, widespread resistana path-
dependent mechanisms. When reflecting on reform
processes, scholars tend to emphasise the dii@sudf
reform and the barriers to structural change, while
assuming reform attempts to be highly incrememal a
status-quo-oriented. In addition, a large number of
studies argue that despite serious external arnit
challenges, “the institutional landscape of the



contemporary welfare state has largely remaineatint

If the environment of the welfare state has chantes
welfare state itself has not” (Hemerijck and van
Kersbergen 1999, 170). We question this line of
argument which apparently backs Paul Pierson’s
popular main argument (1994; 1996), namely the
stability of the welfare state despite mountingsgrees
for retrenchment. Although the overall architectofe
the welfare state is still impressive, in some @pli
sectors major policy change has taken place behiad
scenes.

At first glance, Germany is widely regarded as an
example of strong path-dependency and resilience.
Indeed, with respect to constitutional arrangements$
institutional features, the German political systeam
be understood as an elaborate structure of instikait
checks and balances and numerous veto points dieng
chain of decision-making, which makes policy change
slow and incremental change much more likely than a
kind of dramatic break with established policy.
However, although we are witnessing the end of the
‘heroic welfare state’, we can observe that thenasity
of governing in welfare state matters has been
increasing in Germany over the last decade. A large
body of literature exists on the matter of why, hamd
to what extent welfare state reconfiguration isirtgk
place. In contrast to institutionalist and struatur
approaches, the debate on the relevance of digours
(Radaelli/Schmidt 2005) and ideas (Béland 2007) in
welfare state politics is still far from settledni® a
small number of studies are concerned with the oble
ideas or ideological factors for welfare state nef®.
The political construction and interested defimtiof
problems and the framing of policy programs can
certainly have an effect on reform trajectories amaly
be key factors for the success of political inities.
Furthermore, discourses and ideas can add to treale
on the new politics of the welfare state becausy th
may help to explainwhy policy change occurs, to
identify the motives of those involved, and to



understand whatneaninga policy change has. In this
respect it is poignant to ask whether the Germdfavee
state is still on the conservative path. Or, ashaee
recently claimed rather unspecifically (Lamping/Rib
2004), is it shifting towards an “uncertain somethi
else”? From a political perspective, the publicatet
hand draws attention to the ideas, paradigms,
opportunities, mechanisms and features of change
within the German welfare state. However, before th
world changes, the ideas about the world have to
change. Consequently, the publication begins vhth t
change of ideas of the tasks and functions of tbiéavne
state.

As Antonio Brettschneider outlines in his
contribution “On the way to a social investmentesta
the change in the German welfare state began Wwih t
change of basic paradigms. Although the idea ofthe
called social investment state was not extensively
pronounced in the German discourse, its basic
assumptions decisively shaped the German reforms
debates as well as social policy reforms. At thee ab
the institutional restructuring of the German wedfa
state lies a redefined idea of social justice. Adgal
shift from the “protective” to a “productive” sotia
insurance state on the ideological and institutiona
levels coincided with the basic assumptions ofsihaal
investment state outlined in the writings of A. Gats
(1998) and G. Esping-Andersen (2002; idem (ed.)
2002).

According to Brettschneider the social investment
state has two basic rationales. Firstly, #ga@nomic
rationale claims that the economic function of social
security should be to activate, educate, train@nahsel
the inactive labor force in order to integrate aangn
people as possible into the labor market. In timg laun
the argument goes, there will be economic retuams f
the society and for each activated individual. $eity
the social rationaleclaims that a reciprocal exchange
between individuals and the state or society irsggea



the legitimacy of social policies and contributesan
improved social cohesion.

The article convincingly describes how the idead an
paradigms of the social investment state spreaanl int
party programs, political statements, parliamentary
debates and other communicative actions. But while
these general ideas are now in a dominant position
the welfare state discourse, the policy responsems
incomplete. Due to the abstract nature, ambigaitg
overdetermination of the many political statements,
policy makers have a wide range of possibilities to
translate the paradigms into concrete policies. In
addition, German politics is confronted with cdalit
governments, various ideological streams within the
governing parties, and a wide range of veto powers
which all force decision-makers to bargain and
compromise. It is small wonder that the policy
responses are always incomplete, messy, half-baked
inconsistent. But once the course is set, be it as
inconsistent as it may, there is no turning back.
However, the concrete policy design and the
institutional architecture of the new German social
investment state is nevertheless on the way.

Martin Seeleib-Kaiserin his article on “Reframing
Social Policy”, argues from a somewhat different
perspective. LikeAntonio Brettschneider he observes
that the normative foundations and ideological
frameworks of social policy in Germany have changed
significantly since the 1980s, but in his view théras
been a gradual shift in the grammar of the German
welfare state towards what he calls “liberal
communitarism”. He alludes to the fact that in &ddi
to the implementation of liberal welfare state piels
(such as the introduction of market mechanisms, a
stronger emphasis on focusing public resourceshen t
“truly needy” and public support for private seHip),
family policy developments and justifications aoeted
in communitarian approaches, and are thus
conceptualized very differently from (former)
conservative approaches.



As discussed above, a prominent part of the “new
politics debate” is the focus on (strong) vestddrists,
electoral threats and blame avoidance, especidignw
it comes to pushing through unpopular reforms in
mature welfare states. One of the most interestimd)
most important issues in the corporatist welfaatest is
the transformation of structures of interest medmatls
the German welfare state losing its corporatistpeha
and if so, which new channels of interest mediation
coming into operation? Has the German
“Verhandlungsdemokratie” (Czada 2004) come to a
standstill?

In her contribution “Between corporatism and
lobbyism. German welfare associations in transition
Katrin Toensconcentrates on the transformation of the
German welfare associations. They do not only play
key role in providing social services, but are glaat of
the meso-corporatist arrangement which is typicdhe
German welfare state. The state provides them with
privileged legal rule in exchange for the productmf
many of the social services. The recent procestadé
transformation and the increasing Europeanizatibn o
social policies have contributed to a massive chang
from welfare corporatism to a more flexible and
situative arrangement of lobbyism. The case of the
welfare associations is part of a more general
development transforming the structured, secure and
moderating corporatism to a new arrangement. In
contrast to corporatism, lobbyism may be charazteri
by the following five elements. It faces (i) a stagon,
reduction or fragmentation of membership and thius o
interested influence. It then is confronted (ii)tlwia
growing specialization of interest representatiamolv
works against routinized alliances between interest
associations and the state. An increasing number of
business ventures opt (iii) for independent lobgyin
outside the traditional corporatist venues. In add)

(iv) increasing professionalization of interest
representation brings into the game private comsgpult
and lobbying firms which undermine the exchange
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relationships between the associations and the.stat
And (v) the new strength of NGOs and social
movements contributes to the rise of new partidgpan
who concentrate on punctual campaigns and media-
effective events. In the end, a moderate and reggaoti
transformation of the welfare state via “social tgac
(Rhodes 2001) seems to have become obsolete.
Besides interest groups, the electorate also séms
be a strong force resisting reform, forcing poiéitcs to
choose a strategy of “blame avoidance”. Recently, |
Schulze has labeled the resistance of elderly setgme
of the electorate as that of “veto voters” (Schi@87).
However, there is still a need to analyze the \ptin
motives of the elderly electorate in “ageing”
democracies. “Oldies with muscle” was the headtihe
an article in The Economist (April $62008) dealing
with Germany’s alleged “generation gap” and the
growing fears about the political power of pensisnét
is evident that demographic shifts and the elettora
dynamics of ageing democracies are part of the “new
politics” casting doubt that any effective reform i
social policy which runs against the (materialenests
of older people would be at all possible. Consetiyen
strong resistance against any substantial retreat the
status quo is likely to emerge among the “gray”
electorate, which is expected to react stronglpsses.
More bluntly: Do the older voters (more than half o
them will be 50 or older in the 2009 federal elea]i
actually make use of their political power in order
establish what former president Roman Herzog @alle
in April 2008 a “pensioners’ democracy”, in whicthé
old plunder the young’? Is the unwritten inter-
generational contract actually in danger? At fylsince,
great attention has been paid by the ruling Grand
Coalition government of the CDU and the SPD to the
elderly. Examples of this include the 2007 decision
extend unemployment pay for workers over 50 to 24
months, the 2008 reform of the long-term care
insurance which introduced selective improvemetits o
benefits, and not least the political decision &ise
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pensions in 2008 and 2009 (though pensioners’ iesom
will still fall in real terms, since inflation wilbe even
higher). Some of these policies explicitly rolledck
reforms enacted by the previous Social Democragfere
federal government in the wake of the so-calledniige
2010.

Though empirical evidence seems to be striking, the
political (and electoral) reality is much more
complicated: On the one hand, many of these recent
policies apparently enacted by the German goveriimen
in favor of older people can only be explained by
unpredictable self-dynamics, complex negotiation
processes and strategic package deals characteristi
the Grand Coalition which has been in power since
2005 (see the article bylerkel and Wessels On the
other hand, the German governments have gradually
increased the (financial) burden on the *“younger
generation” in pension policy by gradually decregsi
the public pension level, introducing a quasi-adiign
to take up additional private pension insurancebyr
raising the pension age stepwise from 65 to 67 from
2012 onwards. Finally, apart from deliberate pcditi
strategies pandering to the elderly, there is much
ignorance about the actual electoral interests ldéro
people. The article byAchim Goerresoffers a more
balanced perspective on this topic and challenges c
assumptions of a growing body of what he calls
“alarmist literature”. Goerres doubts the idea of a
generational war and argues that both the reasams f
electoral decisions as well as the interests okrold
people are more heterogeneous and less self-serving
than often assumed. Moreover, he emphasizes tleat ag
is not a political division line between young aoldl
voters — i.e. both groups are interested in a iceltael
of material security in old-ag&oerresconcludes that
the notion of an antagonism between young androld i
the electoral arena that could lead to the obstncif
welfare state reforms is a myth and lacks empirical
evidence, at least for the case of Germany.
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As mentioned in the introduction, the possibilities
and restrictions of successful policy change vengcim
depend both on the institutional/political opportyn
structures (fragmentation of the political system,
number of veto players, party system, etand the
ability of politicians to open up “windows of
opportunity”  (crisis scenarios, timing, political
entrepreneurship, blame avoidance, and the likbg T
construction of large reform coalitions might certa
increase governments’ capacity and capability to ac
The German Grand Coalition of CDU and SPD,
however, is a very specific political constellation
though ad-hoc, issue-specific, temporary coalitions
between Christian and Social Democrats have been a
well-known phenomenon in German welfare-state
politics (for example in pension or health policy),
CDU/SPD federal government is still an exceptioh. A
least theoretically, such a political constellatioould
make even unpopular and large-scale welfare state
restructuring feasible given its majority in both
legislative chambers. In a fragmented politicaltsys
such as the German one (bicameralism, federalism),
grand coalitions, at least theoretically, provide $ome
concentration of power at federal level which could
make it easier to both politically integrate and
circumvent veto players. However, it is plausibte t
assume that the famous politics of blame shifting o
blame diffusing between levels of government, parti
and office-seeking politicians do not really work &
grand coalition, which could make retrenchment less
likely because grand coalitions share the blame and
cannot pass it. Therefore, they could tend to shgya
from unpopular policies. On the other hand, althoug
dissatisfied voters know fairly well who they may
blame for cutbacks, it is difficult to punish CDUd
SPD in the electoral arena unless a convincingipalli
alternative emerges. The risk of electoral retrdyutis
thus relatively low.

The CDU/SPD Coalition which came into power in
2005 was a second-best solution for all partieslired.
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The coalition was marked from the very outset by a
climate of mistrust, numerous attempts to shifti@ao

the coalition partner, and a sort of “permanenttede
campaign” with regard to several state parliamentar
elections and the 2009 federal election. A longusege

of negotiated bargains and complex processes of
political exchange have been the consequence sf thi
uneasy political constellation. What was the effeot
welfare-state reforms? In their article “On the m®of

a Dilemma”, Wolfgang Merkeland Bernhard Welels
contribute to the debate on the impact of partytigsl
and partisan composition on the governments coafrse
action to welfare state reforms. In the coalition
agreement of 2005, the CDU and the SPD identified
five policy areas, in which reforms are urgent: iflgm
policy, federalism, public debt, labor market areglth
policy. One can observe only in family policy a
relatively large win set in programmatic items, vwdas

in all other fields the win set is medium to smadl.
partisan competition and vote seeking dominates
politics, and the upcoming elections enforce these
tendency, the grand coalition is trapped in a zeno-
game. If the coalition parties are unable to regist
temptation, effective cooperation will hardly be
possible. Then, welfare state reforms will be reduto

the lowest common dominator and will not open the
door for far ranging decisions.

The argument we put forward in this introduction -
namely that detailed studies are required bothhef t
political processes and the context in which thaket
place and of strategic activities of persons and
organizations engaged in politics in order to ustierd
the complex and challenging world of welfare state
reform - is incomplete. We also need detailed sti0if
the policy change which precisely analyze the measures
taken by governments. In a second volume to be
published in 2009, we address this dimension oicpol
change in more detail drawing on in-depth studres i
policy fields such as health policy, unemployment
policy, pension policy, and family policy. Some tbe
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articles provided in the volume at hand suggest tha
Germany is no longer moving along the “middle path”
(Schmidt 1996).
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