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Comparative social policy can be approached from a number of directions, depending on how social policy and welfare states are understood and how comparisons are to be made.  Different approaches stress disciplinary perspectives (interpreting welfare in economic, political science, sociological or historical/developmental terms) or functionalist or actor frame of reference approaches.  More recently there have been attempts to combine approaches in more holistic regime or family of nations typologies.  This paper suggests that a key distinction is whether the main concern is to analyse how welfare states have developed in the past or with how they are likely to develop in the future.  It stresses the value of considering the ideas and discourse of policy actors in analysis.

