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Israel as a Welfare State: A Visual Essay 

In recent decades, the “welfare state” concept has become popular among academics, journalists, 

policymakers, and the general public. It is used to explain efforts to address poverty, exclusion, and 

economic gaps, and is a term that has entered the public debate on many social issues in Israel.  

In an extensive literature review, Noam Tarshish explores the various types of welfare states and the 

characteristics of Israel’s welfare state throughout the country’s history. 

 

The types of welfare regimes 

To understand and evaluate Israel as a welfare state, we must first understand what defines a 

welfare state and what characteristics differentiate between the various types of welfare regimes. 

Prof. John Gal defines the major pillars of the welfare state: 
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According to the classic typology in this field of study (Esping-Anderson, 1990) there are three types 

of welfare states – social democratic, liberal, and conservative – that differ from one another on a 

number of key characteristics. The way that welfare services are distributed – whether universally or 

to targeted groups – and the purpose of government support – whether to promote equality, 

maintain distinct social classes, or provide the minimum needed to survive – are a few of the main 

distinguishing factors between these three frameworks. While the social democratic welfare state 

has taken hold in countries like Denmark and Sweden, the liberal model can be found in the U.S., 

Canada, and Australia and the conservative model in Germany and France.  

 

 

Israel throughout history 

During its short history, Israel underwent a transformation from a welfare regime that sought to 

reflect social democratic principles to one with an emphasis on neoliberal principles. However, 

Israel’s system today still contains elements from the social democratic welfare state of its past. 
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Mediterranean welfare regimes 

Israel’s characteristics allow it to be classified as part of the “extended family” of the Mediterranean 

welfare regimes. All of these states tend to have low levels of GDP per capita and social expenditure. 

In addition, there are three components common to the Mediterranean welfare regimes that Israel 

shares as well: clientelism-particularism, family, and religion. When these components are 

particularly prominent in a society, they have an impact on the way welfare services are allocated 

and implemented. 

 

In conclusion, Israel today is more like the liberal welfare states, but its welfare programs include a 

few conservative and social democratic elements that are rooted in the country’s past. The 

contradictory paths that Israel’s welfare system underwent, some of which are incompatible with 

the neo-liberal agenda, can be explained by Israel’s similar characteristics to the “extended family” 

of the Mediterranean welfare regimes and, in particular, the preference of certain population groups 

over others for the purpose of political support.

 


