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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:

The Welfare State

The welfare state is a state that addresses the basic human
needs of its residents, as an integral part of their social
rights. It offers social protection by assuring (at the very
least) a minimum income; provides access to food security,
healthcare, education, housing, employment, and social
welfare services to all of its inhabitants; and engages in
efforts to reduce social gaps. These goals are achieved
through cash payments, the direct provision of social
services, indirect benefits through the tax system, and
intervention policies.
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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.
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«According to Esping-Anderson, decommodification is the ability of individuals and families to maintain an acceptable standard of living even when they are not participating in the free
market. In essence, the degree of decommodification is the degree to which there is a lack of connection between one’s well-being and the free market.
«+Stratification refers to the degree to which there are differences between social classes.

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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Israel’ s Welfare State

A historical look into how Israel has evolved as a welfare state since its founding

1948-1954

British Model

with a Twist

The social welfare system was originally based on the British model and
influenced by the institutions and programs that were developed during the pre-
state period by the Mandatory Government, the Jewish community and the
Histadrut trade-union federation. A major focus during this period was
immigrant absorption.

1954-1960s

Universal

Programs

Bituach Leumi (the National Insurance Institute) was established in 1954
and was based primarily on the British Beveridge model. A number of
universal programs were implemented which enabled more equal
distribution of resources in the areas of aging, motherhood, and workplace
accidents. Existing systems were consolidated and legislation adopted.

NIl System

Expanded

In the context of economic prosperity in the 1960s and early 1970s, the NIl
system was expanded to make coverage more accessible to different
populations, child allowances were increased, and unemployment insurance,
general disability, and income support programs were introduced. Early child
education grew as did state social housing. Responsibility for cash
assistance moved from local social services to the state.

Late 1970s

A political shift brought the right-wing Likud to power. Likud objected to the
distributionist policies of the past and generally halted the expansion of the
welfare state. Though this shift was influenced by internal politics and an
economic crisis, neoliberalism was on the rise internationally as well,
including in Britain and the US.

Since 1980s

Neoliberalism

Takes Hold

There has been a reduction in the State’s direct involvement in providing for
the welfare of its citizens, though spending has not dropped considerably.
Nevertheless social spending in Israel is much smaller than in most other
welfare states. A dominant trend is the outsourcing of service provision and
a greater demand for citizen participation in acquiring services. There has
been growing pressure to introduce selectivity and cuts in cash benefits to
the poor. A consequence of this is a difficulty in addressing growing
inequality and poverty.

Today

The Hybrid

Welfare State

Today Israel is a hybrid welfare state that bears similarities to a liberal
state, but contains elements from the social democratic welfare state of
its past.



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.

Mediterranean Welfare States

Clientelism-Particularism
This describes the differential allocation of welfare resources among

clientelism_ different population groups on the grounds of ethnicity, nationality,

or citizenship. In Israel, clientelistic networks were created after the
Particularism establishment of the State in order to distribute resources to
specific groups in the areas of employment, housing, education, and
social services on the basis of loyalty to state values or to specific
political movements. These networks continue to exist today as do
categorical allowances that provide benefits to certain social groups

without requiring proof of need

Family

The family plays a central role in Mediterranean welfare states,
where the share of women in the labor market tends to be lower
than men and where an emphasis on institutionalized marriage
tends to result in a small share of single families. The centrality
of the family enables the state to transfer responsibility for

certain aspects of welfare, such as caring for children and for the

disabled elderly, from the state to families

Religion

The Mediterranean welfare states are characterized by the political and
social strength of religious-based community organizations dealing with
social welfare. This power is also related to the absence of a clear
separation between religion and state. In Israel there is no official separation
ious organizations play a key role in providing

of religion and state anc
welfare services in Israel to both religious and secular people in need. In

recent years, ultra-Orthodox parties have gained a larger presence in the

Knesset and have been important members in the coalition

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.



