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ABSTRACT

Th e young and the elderly are among the most vulnerable groups in 
contemporary societies, especially in times of economic slowdown. Th e current 
retrenchment of the welfare states is buff ering the growing demographic and 
economic pressures in European countries at the expense of the young and the 
elderly, and particular subgroups with intersecting high-risk characteristics. 
However, both investing in the young, who determine a society’s future, and 
providing public support for the elderly, the most deserving needy group, are 
seen as musts. How well young people fare in their early stage of life is related to 
their success in the labour market and later well-being, which in turn impacts 
the sustainability of the welfare state. Challenges for the welfare state are as well 
that the elderly are being pushed and pulled too early into (pre-)retirement 
schemes and that many of them fi nd themselves in precarious situations despite 
their pension income.

Th is book refl ects on when and why the young and the elderly are at risk in 
European welfare states, as well as whether and how specifi c welfare policies 
respond to their needs. It also identifi es particularly vulnerable groups who 
cumulate being young or old with other risk characteristics, such as being a 
woman or having a migration background, and investigates how these 
disadvantages could be tackled.

Th e reader is presented with selective studies addressing policies and 
institutional settings, as well as individual outcomes and attitudes towards 
governmental responsibilities. Focusing on the young in its fi rst part, this book 
reveals the contribution of ethnic and social capital to educational outcomes, and 
the role of national and European policies in the transition from school to work, 
the duration of unemployment and the minimum income dependency of Europe’s 
youth. Th e second part of the book focuses on the elderly and discusses 
intersections with gender and ethnicity in old-age poverty, pension outcomes of 
mobile (cross-border) workers, the impact of the recent social security reforms 
and the possible outcomes of including fi nancial assets and housing wealth in old-
age income protection. Th e fi nal chapters address the potential erosion of the 
solidarity of and towards the young and the elderly, as a challenge for the 
European welfare states.
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PREFACE

Wim van Oorschot

While the welfare state, as a modern social institution taking responsibility for 
the fair re-distribution of life chances, as well as for creating an inclusive society, 
is regarded as a European invention, and while the existence of an encompassing 
welfare state has oft en been depicted as one of the defi ning criteria of Europe, the 
concept of the European welfare state and its concrete manifestations in specifi c 
social policies became substantially challenged in the past two decades. In this 
period European welfare states were, and at present still are, challenged by 
intensifi ed international economic competition threatening their redistributive 
capacity; by social developments as demographic aging and the rise of new 
family arrangements confronting them with a series of ‘new social risks’ 
associated with postindustrial society; by increasing labour market fl exibility 
and infl ow of cheap migrant labour having consequences for the structure of the 
wages and benefi ts system of countries; and by the European Union becoming a 
critical intervening level in domestic processes of welfare state change leading to 
an era of semi-sovereign welfare states. Th e combination of these challenges 
results in a precarious social-political context marked by intensifi ed discussions 
about the generosity, universalism and scope of European welfare states. As a 
result, substantial welfare reforms are visible in European countries, taking 
various forms (of retrenchment, recalibration, and partly extension as well), and 
leading to new perspectives on the welfare state goals and approaches 
governments should adopt. Clearly, welfare states are changing all over Europe, 
but in diff erent speeds and directions. However, the European welfare state is not 
only challenged by structural economic and social processes, increasingly it is 
subjected to more ideologically grounded accusations of undermining individual 
responsibility, of damaging traditional social ties and of weakening private 
forms of mutual solidarity and self-help. Ideas of collective, public responsibilities 
for the contingencies of modern life, which are at the base of the solidaristic 
welfare state ‘European style’, are giving in to a perspective that emphasizes the 
value of individual responsibility and, related to this, of private and informal 
welfare arrangements. All this contributes to rising concerns on the future 
sustainability of the European welfare state, in economic and political terms, as 
well as in terms of social legitimacy.
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xii Intersentia

It is in this context that, at the occasion of its tenth anniversary, IMPALLA, 
the International Master in Social Policy Analysis of Luxembourg, Leuven and 
Associated Institutes, organised an international conference on Building blocks 
for an inclusive society: empirical evidence from social policy research in 
cooperation with ESPAnet, the Network for European Social Policy Analysis. At 
this conference, hosted by LISER (Luxembourg Institute of Socio-Economic 
Research, formerly CEPS/INSTEAD) in Luxembourg, where the international 
student group of IMPALLA and the program’s alumni convened with European 
welfare state scholars and experts from various countries, disciplines and policy 
domains, the central focus was on the welfare state’s objective of contributing to 
an inclusive society. Fully in line with the overall character of the IMPALLA 
program, which combines the theoretical and empirical comparative study of 
social policies, the conference papers and lectures addressed research that can 
contribute to policy making that aims to integrate various social groups and 
their needs in a balanced approach, thereby fostering overall social cohesion and 
inclusion. Such balance is increasingly necessary, now that at the level of 
individual citizens new forms of social risk have grown out of increasingly 
precarious and insecure life-courses, and old balances and social contracts 
between social classes and groups are disturbed.

Th is book presents a selection of conference papers that address specifi cally 
the life chances of the younger and the older generations in European welfare 
states. Both groups are at risk, due to high unemployment rates among the 
young, and the retrenchment of pension provisions for the old. Due to fi scal 
constraints, in an ever more direct way the social protection of both groups is 
experienced as a zero sum game, in which welfare states have to balance between 
creating life opportunities for new generations on the one hand, and caring for 
those who contributed so much to society in the past on the other. When it 
comes to generations, an inclusive society assumes sustained levels of inter-
generational solidarity, that is, of a commonly supported social contract between 
the young and the old. Empirical research, as it is presented in this book’s 
contributions, can add much to our understanding of how this social contract, 
and by extension also others, like the social contracts between the active and 
inactive, the healthy and the sick, and the rich and the poor, can be sustained, 
economically, politically, as well as socially.

I thank the editors of this book for their eff orts, which have resulted in this 
important contribution to the on-going welfare state debate,

Wim van Oorschot
Professor of Social Policy at KU Leuven and Honorary President of ESPAnet
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