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The Decline of the East Asian Welfare Regime and the Construction
of a Progressively Universal Social Welfare System

Wan Guowel
(School of Social Development, East China Normal University, Shanghai 200241, China)

Abstract: China is facing a population challenge whose core lies in a growing "family caregiving
deficit," which poses a serious threat to the realisation of Chinese-style modernisation. This deficit is
linked, on the one hand, to China's distinctive path to modernisation and the simultaneous pressures
generated by two overlapping waves of modernity; on the other hand, it reflects the failure of the
existing social welfare system to align with the mainstream logic of welfare transformation in modern
societies. Drawing on the experience of already modernised countries, China needs to substantially
increase social welfare investment in the non-working population, and recalibrate an institutional
design that relies too heavily on social insurance as the primary financing modality, which leads to
inefficient redistribution. The state must recognise how "compressed modernity" has undermined
families' capacity to cope with structural social risks. Against this backdrop, a progressively universal
social welfare system should be established as the strategic direction for institutional reform. By
differentiating between population groups and advancing reform in phases, China can build a new
social welfare system that is universally shared, ensures baseline equity, has a balanced structure, and
is closely and coherently integrated across programmes.

Keywords: East Asian welfare regime; progressive welfare reform; social welfare; state—family wel-

fare linkage; family caregiving deficit
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