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The 1997 economic crisis promoted the debate on the welfare systems of East Asia. The policy prescriptions of international agencies, however, split between the one-size-fits-all approach and the country-specific approach. To overcome this shortcoming, we should develop a comparative framework of East Asian welfare states. This paper is a preliminary analysis for it. I would like to answer the following three questions.
1) Why have the social expenditures of East Asian countries been kept much lower than those of the advanced welfare states? Does it mean the welfare systems of East Asia are “embryonic”? It was because of its young population structure that East Asian countries have been able to save the cost of social welfare. Low expenditure does not mean that the welfare systems are embryonic. There have been various social security schemes in East Asian countries.

2) While we often talk about the “East Asian model” of economic development, can we also identify a single trajectory of welfare development which can be labelled as the “East Asian welfare model”? It is difficult to identify such a model common to all countries in the region. Taking Asian NIEs before 1980s for example, there was a wide difference in the development of social security schemes, according to whether inclusionary corporatism had been established or not.

3) Which direction(s) are the welfare systems of East Asian countries marching towards? How are they located in relation to the reform trajectories of the advanced welfare states? The welfare systems of East Asian countries are changing, stimulated by democratization and economic crisis. The magnitude and direction of the change, however, seem to vary considerably among countries, depending on the character of democratization and the legacy of inclusionary corporatism.

