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This proposal addresses the first and sixth key questions: “Theoretical works on the concept 
of sustainability in its triple dimension and its relation with the structure of the national 
employment models” / “Works on the systems of social protection, their relation with 
economic policies and their impact on social sustainability”. 

 

Abstract: 

Our paper/communication will stem from the various definitions of the welfare state to 
question the notions and usages of economic and social sustainability (preserving the access 
to economic and social resources for future generations). In the present socio-economic 
context (ageing population, economic slowdown) the social sustainability of welfare 
(maintaining social rights and services) appears as challenged by global economic 
sustainability (aiming at not imposing the duty to pay for a costly system on future 
generations). In line with such a concern for economic sustainability and its reconciliation 
with social sustainability, many advocate a reshaping of social policies: a “social investment” 
strategy that gives the priority to investing in children and youth and to promoting “full 
employment” (Esping-Andersen, 2002) rather than to provide for extended income support 
and compensation for social risks. Our paper/communication will maintain that such a 
position must be reconsidered. By referring to a broader definition of the welfare state we 



show that the tensions between economic and social sustainability may be interpreted (and 
solved) otherwise. 

Following Esping-Andersen’s (1990) intuition to include employment as well as 
macroeconomic regulations within the very definition of welfare states, we will rely on a 
broad definition of the welfare state as based on four pillars: social protection, employment 
regulations, public services and economic policies (Ramaux 2007). This definition leads to 
question current typologies of welfare states regimes. Built mainly on the sole dimension of 
social protection/social services, these typologies turn out to be less relevant as soon as one 
considers the other dimensions, and especially the dimension of economic policies. For 
instance, the United States and the United Kingdom, whose social protection system are 
deemed residual and whose economy are described as a liberal market economy (Hall and 
Soskice 2001), tend to develop active economic policies and to witness important debates on 
public regulations, especially in the present context of economic crisis. On the other side, 
conservative or social-democratic welfare states in Europe, despite offering a quite 
“generous” social protection, may be much constrained and less active in their economic 
policies. Finally, social sustainability may be a case of economic policies as well as it is one 
of social policies and the burden of the reconciliation of social with economic sustainability 
does not necessarily bear solely on the reframing of social policies. 
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