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China's Social Assistance (1949-2019):
Policy Paradigm Changes and New Trends

Zhang Haomiao
(School of Public Administration, Sichuan University, Chengdu 610064, China)

Abstract: Since the founding of the People's Republic of China, its social assistance program has
been developing and playing an important role in helping the poor and vulnerable groups. Based on the
theoretical framework of policy paradigm, this paper examines the evolution of China's social assis-
tance policy and finds that it has roughly gone through four stages of paradigm shifts: serving as emer-
gent measures (1949-1956), being marginalized (1957-1992), providing basic social security guaran-
tees (1993-2013) and focusing people's livelihood (2014-). Each policy paradigm has significant
differences in policy issues, policy objectives and policy tools. The shifts of policy paradigm reflect
not only the adaptability of China's social assistance policy to the profound economic and social
changes, but also the change and deepening of the Party and the government's understanding of pover-
ty and vulnerable groups. In recent years, socialism with Chinese characteristics has entered a new era,
and social assistance policy started to turn to a paradigm focusing on people's livelihood. This para-
digm of livelihood-oriented social assistance policy has important implications. It takes the guarantee
of people's livelihood and the constant improvement of the lives of the poor and vulnerable groups as
its goal, and upgrades policy issues and objectives. To better implement the policy paradigm focusing
on people's livelihood, it is necessary to further improve the existing policy tools in terms of benefit
level, policy targets and implementation measures.

Key words: social assistance; policy paradigm; Minimum Living Standard Guarantee Scheme

(Dibao); people's livelihood-oriented paradigm
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