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Abstract

Welfare reform in middle income countries, where formal institutions conventionally
have an exclusionary character and informal institutions are central to social welfare,
has been marked by a drastic rise of means-tested social assistance schemes. This
dissertation analyses, with an empirical focus on Turkey, the potential of these
schemes to expand social rights by creating new formal entitlements for previously
excluded groups. The number and the scope of social assistance schemes in Turkey
have shown a remarkable increase, especially after the 2001 economic crisis,
accompanied by significant institutionalisation. Yet, we argue that whilst social
assistance has grown distinctively and become an integral part of the emerging welfare
regime, certain characteristics of the previous regime were ultimately reproduced
within new institutions due to the content of current schemes and the institutional
structure of implementation. These include the association of mainstream welfare
institutions with social insurance, the ambiguous role of the state towards the excluded
parts of the society, the reliance on family relations and informal employment, and the
prevalence of paternalist or clientelist motivations. Consequently, the potential of
social assistance to extend formalised rights to the entire population was undermined,
and the outcome has been the consolidation of a semi-formal welfare regime.

To substantiate this argument, the dissertation develops a historical
institutionalist framework and examines the elements of institutional change and
continuity as well as the processes of change. Our three empirical chapters then focus
on the development of legal, organisational, ideational and political bases of social
assistance; trends in policy outcomes from the perspectives of decommaodification,
commodification, defamilialisation and declientelisation; and the functioning of social
assistance through semi-autonomous foundations at the local level. Empirically, we
build our argument on a comprehensive evidence base including a wide range of
policy documents and qualitative interviews. Theoretically, we discuss the
implications of our findings for the literatures on welfare regimes and institutionalism,
stressing the importance of implementation structures, the co-existence of institutional

change and continuity, and the suggestion of a semi-formal regime type.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Recent years have seen considerable welfare reforms in Turkey, as in many other parts
of the world. While most advanced industrialised countries tried to implement cuts in
their social spending and faced resistance from various social groups, the dynamics of
reform have been different in middle income countries, such as Turkey, that are still in
the process of building up comprehensive welfare institutions. In the latter group,
where the contributory systems are limited and exclusionary, universal safety nets are
absent and social welfare is heavily reliant on informal institutions, one of the most
significant transformations has been the rise of social assistance, which is non-
contributory but usually means-tested and targeted at the poor. Starting from the idea
that social assistance has a potential to make the existing welfare regimes more
inclusive in this context, this thesis seeks to assess the right-expanding capacity of
rising social assistance schemes in the Turkish case. In doing so, it also traces the
development of the Turkish welfare regime by focusing on the elements of
institutional change and continuity embodied by the expansion of social assistance.
The current global environment, where welfare reforms in both advanced
industrialised and middle income countries are unfolding, is characterised by growing
economic pressures on the states and, concomitantly, a broad trend of liberalisation.
Hence, the popularity of selective policies, such as social assistance, and the
increasing role of private actors in welfare provision, including the area of assistance,
are now common features of welfare policy in countries belonging to both groups.
However, the differences in their institutional backgrounds mean that these common
features do not necessarily have the same implications for the trajectory of their
overall welfare regimes. In the case of middle income countries, prevailing regimes
can be broadly categorised under ‘informal security regimes’ based on the centrality of

informal relations to social welfare in contrast to the rather formalised ‘welfare state
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regimes’ of the West (Gough, 2004; Wood and Gough, 2006). We therefore maintain
that the transformative potential of social assistance in the sense of furthering social
rights in such regimes comes from the possibility of extending formal welfare
institutions to the previously excluded groups. Moreover, cooperation with private
actors may play an enabling role if the state is not able to expand welfare provisions
otherwise.

It is important to note here that we follow a dynamic regime approach, which
focuses on the change of welfare institutions as a whole over time. It is a corollary of
this approach that, while the ideal of social rights may well be associated with
citizenship rights and universalism, policies which are not directly in line with these
ideals themselves, such as social assistance, can still move the overall regime towards
that direction. The existing literature on welfare policy and regimes, dominated by the
study of advanced industrialised countries, does not usually attach to social assistance
any quality of social rights. For instance, in the widely accepted classifications of
Western welfare regimes based on Esping Andersen’s original typology (1990),
means-tested schemes are conventionally associated with the liberal type, in which
they constitute a residual safety net for the poor who are encouraged to return to
market-based provision as soon as possible. However, in middle income countries, the
existence of a high degree of labour market informality and the limitation of
contributory social security to those in the formal labour market means that social
assistance becomes a much more integral part of the welfare regime and plays a
central role for social welfare rather being an exception to the norm. Similarly, the
increasing reliance on private actors in Western welfare regimes, as characteristic of
the liberal type, is considered as a limitation for social rights, but if this leads the state
to take on more responsibility towards new groups, their role in middle income
countries would be different.

In the comparative regime framework, middle income countries indeed bear
more resemblance to the Bismarkian/conservative type marked by the primacy of
work-related status differences in the system of social security and the role of family
as a welfare provider. Moreover, welfare regimes in middle income countries are
based on a fundamental distinction between those who have access to contributory
provisions and those who do not, which is increasingly echoed by advanced

industrialised countries in general and those from the Bismarkian type in particular.
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As the latter have experienced a rise in atypical and informal work due the process of
deindustrialisation, the appeal of social assistance as a policy measure has increased;
however, there is a key difference which lies in the direction of change. While
developments in established welfare states are mostly about the retrenchment of
already comprehensive social rights through the use of social assistance as a substitute
for more inclusive policies, in middle income countries the expansion of social
assistance occurs in a context where a significant part of the society has never been
included in formal welfare institutions nor had access to substantive social rights.

In addition to these differences in institutional configurations and trajectories,
the historical development of Western welfare states also indicates that drawing a link
between social assistance and social rights is not as counterintuitive as it may seem at
the first instance. Some significant examples from this historical process aptly
illustrate the use of selective policies or the involvement of private actors in ways that
ultimately enhance social rights. For instance, the consolidation of universal safety
nets in Southern Europe, especially in Spain and Italy, happened thanks to the
expansion of selective policies starting with 1980, as these helped to fill the gaps of
protection prevalent in the previous regimes through a process of ‘targeting in’
(Ferrera, 2000; 2005). On a different note, in Scandinavian countries such as Sweden
and Denmark, historical roots of social insurance were private and its functioning
relied on trade unions, with expanding legislation and state enactment as a universal
right in the later periods of welfare state development especially after the World War
I (Edebalk, 2000; Esping-Andersen and Korpi, 1986). Moreover, welfare policies can
always evolve in unexpected directions in the long run, such as the Bismarkian social
insurance that was originally intended as a limited measure to contain labour
movements but came to lay the foundations of a comprehensive right-based system
later. In a similar perspective, the emergence of social assistance as a limited poverty
alleviation tool does not necessarily prevent the expansion of their scope throughout
the following process.

There are indeed some examples in the literature that discuss social assistance
in middle income country contexts as a potentially progressive development. For
instance, based on a cross-country study, it has been demonstrated that low-income
targeting in developing countries is positively associated with the extent and

homogeneity of welfare provisions because existing benefits in these countries tended
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to favour high-income groups (Brady and Bostic, 2013). Social assistance has also
been discussed in terms of whether it can further social citizenship rights (Davis,
2001; Leisering and Barrientos, 2013) or be a gradual way of adopting basic income
(Lo Vuolo, 2013), and whether new policies in emerging economies can constitute
good examples for low income countries (UNRISD, 2014). At the same time, the
potential contribution of non-state providers to the enhancement of access to social
welfare has been examined (Cammett and MacLean, 2014a). What becomes clear in
view of this literature is that, alongside opportunities, the progressive use of social
assistance and cooperation with private actors in middle income countries is still
riddled with challenges, with their impact on the development of welfare regimes and
social rights ultimately depending on the specificities of their institutionalisation.
Therefore, just as there is now a large consensus about the need to look into the
‘content of welfare states’ in studies on advanced industrialised countries (Esping
Andersen, 1990 p.20), we also need to empirically analyse specific social assistance
schemes in different cases.

Research on social assistance in established Western welfare states indicates
that social assistance schemes differ from one another along complex and multiple
dimensions such as coverage, generosity, programme structure, degree of
categorisation and conditionality; and play distinct roles within national social
protection packages (Gough et al., 1997; Saraceno, 2002). Similar variation in terms
of both the design and implementation of schemes, and their integration with broader
objectives than immediate income transfers is also shown to be significant in newly
rising social assistance schemes in a range of developing countries from Latin
America to Asia (Barrientos, 2013; UNRISD, 2014). With regard to the role of private
actors, there are again important differences between different types of providers and
their relationships with the state (Cammett and MacLean, 2014b), and even NGOs
(non-governmental organisations) as a type of private provider take many different
forms according to the context, culture and institutions (Lewis, 2013). This variation
would naturally have implications for the right-expanding potential of developments
in this area.

This dissertation takes Turkey as a middle income country that has both
conventionally displayed the characteristics of informal security regimes and recently

experienced a drastic expansion in social assistance schemes, implemented through an
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organisational structure including public as well as private actors, and raises the
question about the right-expanding potential of social assistance in this particular
empirical case. Turkey provides a suitable case for addressing this question because
the rise of social assistance has largely occurred in the aftermath of a major economic
crisis in 2001, which allows us to specify a clear turning point. The following years
have seen the entrenchment of neoliberalism and increasing privatisation in the
country together with the continuing expansion of social assistance, and economic and
political stability in this period makes it possible to trace developments in welfare
policy by isolating some potentially confounding factors. While we are primarily
interested in assessing the extent to which social assistance schemes, in the way they
are institutionalised in Turkey, transform the existing informal security regime, we
also expect to generate relevant insights for similar countries. These include middle
income countries, especially in the upper-middle income group, such as Brazil,
Mexico, South Africa or Thailand, and also some countries which are currently in the
high income group but share a similar history of late development, such as Chile or
Korea.

Expanding social assistance schemes in these countries range from conditional
cash transfers attached to education and health conditionalities (Bolsa Familia in
Brazil, Oportunidades -now renamed Prospera- in Mexico), through public work
programmes (Expanded Public Works Programme in South Africa, National Rural
Employment Guarantee Scheme in India) to non-contributory pensions (Pension
Basica Solidario in Chile, Old Age Pension in Botswana) and child allowances
(Asignacion Universal por Hijo in Argentina). The implementation of such schemes
predominantly relies on government authorities at different levels and municipalities
but sometimes also involves different non-state actors and NGOs (For examples, see
Barrientos, 2013; Barrientos and Santibanez, 2009a). The NGOs are especially active
in contexts where overseas development assistance is used (Lewis, 2013). In Turkey,
there is a wide range of schemes in place, rather than one flagship programme, which
include not only conditional cash transfers, non-contributory pensions and
employment-oriented assistance but also regular schemes for other groups such as the
disabled, the widow and the orphan. These schemes are publicly funded, and their
implementation is carried out through a peculiar organisational structure that

comprises of semi-autonomous foundations which have a similar legal status to NGOs
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but still work under a specialised state ministry and with the involvement of public
officials at the local level.

The use of social assistance to improve access to social rights and to expand the
risk coverage is a common challenge for many middle income countries today, just as
the institutionalisation of social assistance, which can be defined as the consolidation
of the legal and administrative status of relevant schemes, transparent budgetary rules
and coordination mechanisms among different agencies and programmes (Barrientos,
2013 p.141). In Turkey, which is going through such a process, the number and scope
of social assistance schemes have grown significantly since 2001; however, it is
difficult to say that the emerging regime has yet come to embody formally
institutionalised rights of an encompassing and integrated nature. Hence, our research
question can be formulated as follows: Why did a significant expansion of formal
welfare institutions through social assistance in Turkey could not effectively transform
the previous informal security regime? More specifically, how do the general
challenges which are facing middle income countries play out in Turkey? Does the
current organisational structure create additional challenges for the development of
social rights? Finally, what are the implications on the trajectory of the Turkish
welfare regime?

By empirically analysing the process of development of social assistance, policy
outcomes and the on-the-ground functioning of current schemes, we will argue that
the association of mainstream welfare institutions with contributory social insurance,
the indirectness of the responsibility of the state in enacting rights for those who are
excluded from the contributory system, and the reliance of welfare on informal
institutions such as informal labour market and the role of family were reproduced
through the features of certain schemes and the general institutionalisation of social
assistance in Turkey. Consequently, the growth of the system of social assistance as a
formal welfare institution did not move the informal security regime in a more
formalised direction, but paradoxically came to incorporate aspects of informality
within new formal institutions, hence consolidating a semi-formal regime. We will
also show that the understanding of rights that underlies the Turkish welfare regime
and the logic of social assistance focused on helping the ‘deserving poor’ as well as
top-down ways of policy-making were largely sustained despite important changes at

the policy level.
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Before moving on to an overview of the dissertation, we should note here that
while we broadly refer to social assistance in Turkey, the empirical analysis offered in
this dissertation is based on a particular group of schemes, namely those which are
currently under the coordination of the Ministry of Family and Social Policy, and
implemented by the Social Assistance and Solidarity Foundations. As social assistance
remains quite diverse and fragmented despite increasing coordination, these schemes
are only part of the whole picture. For example, municipalities are among social
assistance providers in several places, but there is no legal responsibility for welfare
provision on their part; therefore, their role is extremely unsystematic and solely
depends on the discretion of each municipality. On the contrary, centrally coordinated
schemes are taken as the most likely ones to realise the transformative potential of
social assistance in Turkey because they constitute the widest source of assistance for
those in need, and more importantly, they embody the most significant attempt of
systematising social assistance and investing the state with an enacting role. In this
regard, they have been chosen as an accurate case study within Turkey and the
detailed empirical work has been carried on in relation to them, while broader
provisions in the area of social assistance are still referred to when relevant, especially
in the discussion of the historical background of welfare institutions in Turkey.

In this regard, Chapter 2 below reviews the literature on social rights and
welfare regimes in advanced industrialised and middle income countries with a view
to justifying the potentially transformative role attached to social assistance in the
latter as the starting point of this dissertation. To do so, it first conceptualises the aim
of social rights as inclusion in mainstream institutions, and then comparatively
analyses the development of welfare institutions in these two groups of countries. The
focus in terms of the historical processes is on distinct experiences of industrialisation
and democratisation while the examination of recent trends indicates the rise of
selective policies and private actors within different welfare mixes as commonalities.
Yet, as the chapter demonstrates, institutional characteristics of informal security
regimes in middle income countries mean that the implications of these trends cann