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PREFACE

Social policy influences the lives of individual Australians and the nature of our society. It affects whether
we can get a job, obtain housing and health care, pay for our everyday needs and have support when
needed. It influences the extent of poverty and inequality in our society. In this third edition of our social
policy book, we retain our original aim to give students, practitioners and researchers of social policy an
understanding of the potential of social policy to change society and how it can operate to achieve this.
The book is intended to help readers appreciate how the social policy context affects individual lives,
organisations, communities and societies. It also introduces the reader to social policy as a discipline
and an area of practice by presenting information and knowledge about how to analyse the impacts
of social policy and how to develop and advocate for better social policy. As such, the book generally
aims to provide information for understanding and action. It is intended to be helpful for people with a
general interest in appreciating the social policy context of their lives and work, and for those who may
be practitioners of social policy at different levels and in different ways, inside and outside of government.
To assist the reader, more general and theoretical information is complemented with case studies and
examples from practice, and much of this material has been updated to reflect the significant changes in
Australian society since earlier editions, including the elections of the Gillard and Abbott governments
and the emergence of new issues such as population growth and change, the impacts of the global
financial crisis and growing concern about climate change.

Part 1 of the book, Introduction to Social Policy, introduces readers to the idea of social policy, its
scope and terrain, how it can be analysed and influenced, and the institutional context for decisions and
actions in Australia. Chapter 1 covers the importance of social policy; its contested nature, purpose and
forms; and the broad scope of social policy and its relationship to other policy areas, including economic,
environmental and public policy, as well as with the welfare state. Ideas and values are critical influences on
policy, and Chapter 2 discusses important concepts such as need, rights, equity and efficiency, following
a presentation of the different ideologies and frameworks that are influential in how these concepts are
understood and utilised in policy analysis and development. A framework for understanding and action,
including key stages in the policy process, is introduced in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 covers the institutional
framework for decision-making, and the roles and relationships of the key players and institutions.

Part 2, The Historical, International and Changing Context for Action, deals with the historical
development of Australia’s social policy and welfare state, places Australia’s social policy in a comparative
context, and concludes with a chapter about its changing nature, including emerging issues and critical
debates. Without understanding our history, we cannot appreciate the nature of our unique social policy
arrangements, nor can we identify the choices that we are free to make. Chapter 5 therefore covers
some of the critical choices and developments over Australia’s early and later years, concluding that it is
important to understand how, in both the early years and the period following the Second World War,

social protection was combined with social investment in a way that allowed an integrated approach
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to economic and social policy. Other countries have made some similar and some different choices,
and Chapter 6 analyses the different understandings of the critical factors affecting these choices, the
development of welfare states, and how these have been translated into different welfare ‘regimes’. The
chapter goes beyond the traditional focus on European welfare states and extends our gaze to the social
policy arrangements that are developing in Asia, as well as challenging the distinction thus far between
studies of social development and comparative social policy. Chapter 7 identifies our future choices
and challenges in the context of globalisation and the emergence of concepts like the ‘social investment
state’ and ‘inclusive growth’ as markers of a new post-neoliberal order in global social policy. The chapter
focuses on the changing discourse around ideas such as social inclusion, risk and transitions as pointers
to the construction of a new social pelicy regime in Australia following the demise of the wage carners’
welfare state.

Part 3, Areas for Social Policy Action, contains an analysis of the key policy areas that contribute
to the welfare of different groups. We cover population policy in Australia, employment and wages,
income support, housing, health, education, community services, financing and taxation, and climate
change. Policies in these areas are central to the level and distribution of material well-being in Australia
and impact, either directly or indirectly, on people’s relationships, capacity to participate and quality
of life. Government action to influence the size and composition of our population in areas such as
immigration and family policies affects Australia’s social cohesion and economic development. Paid work
is the most important source of income for most Australians and its distribution is a critical influence
on inequality and poverty, and on well-being in a range of areas including health, personal relationships
and housing. Bur for those unable to obtain sufficient well-paid work—or for whom full-time work is
inappropriate due to age, disability or caring responsibilities—the payments by government through
Australia’s income support arrangements provide an alternative to either poverty or dependency on the
goodwill and charity of others. Next to employment, the cost, quality and accessibility of housing is the
most important determinant of living standards, while participation in education and the availability of
health care can contribute to future living standards (through their development of human capital) and
impact on current well-being (both material and quality of life). Community services can provide social
support, relieve suffering and develop capacity, while policies related to financing and taxation directly
affect the distribution of income. They also have an important indirect effect, as they can determine
whether certain social policies are adopted. Climate change has emerged as a critical issue with important
social and distributional impacts as has population growth and change. The links between these two
emerging issues and social policy are now increasingly being recognised. How we plan for both will have
implications for changing patterns of vulnerability into the future. This is a comprehensive book that
introduces readers to the meaning of social policy and how it operates in Australia, as well as providing
some guidance for social policy practice. It combines a general understanding of the meaning of social
policy and the relevant Australian institutional arrangements with specific information about the
particular areas relevant to social policy. It covers the past, the present, and emerging issues and debates.

It places Australian social policy arrangements in an international context. This is because we understand



PREFACE

ourselves more fully by comparing ourselves with others and because Australian social policy is influenced
by debates and events in other countries. The book also contains a framework for understanding and
intervening in the policy process in Australia. While this framework provides an aid to understanding
social policy as an exercise in rational analysis and understanding, it is accompanied by an understanding
of social policy as politics and power.

Social policy has been neglected in recent decades in Australia and has taken second place to economic
policy. Social policy needs to be given much greater prominence in decision-making about how our
society operates. We hope that this book will make a contribution to the improvement of social policy in
Australia by providing readers with the enthusiasm and knowledge to be competent and effective policy

actors.

Alison McClelland and Paul Smyth
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