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Optimising Social Security to Support Labour Market Participation:

Youth—-Oriented Policy Practices in European Countries

Zhang Jun
(Institute of European Studies, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Beijing 100732, China)

Abstract: In the course of the transition from industrial to post-industrial society, European countries
have witnessed profound changes in their labour markets. New tensions have consequently emerged
between social security and labour market participation, while "welfare dependency" has come to be
regarded as an important factor hindering participation in the labour market. Emerging in the mid-to-
late 1990s, social investment theory redefined the functions of the welfare state and argued that
adequate social security can actively promote labour market participation. Although reforms inspired
by social investment have responded to increasingly diversified needs, their excessive emphasis on
individual responsibility and differentiated needs runs counter to the principles of mutual aid and
reciprocity that underpin social security systems. These reforms have also weakened concern for
poverty and social equity, and have stimulated debate over universal basic income as an alternative
policy option. Judging from youth-oriented policy practices in European countries, universal basic
income schemes can hardly reconcile the dual goals of eliminating poverty and social exclusion, on the
one hand, and promoting labour market participation, on the other; moreover, they may weaken
existing systems of social governance.
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