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Relative’s Responsibility and Means Tested in Social Assistance Policy:

An example of female headed families

Li-Chen Cheng

Abstract

Differing from society to society, social welfare sometimes is altruistically and benevolently
motivated, at other times social welfare is used as social control. Both caring and control
motives can serve a number of functions in the society. However, emphasis on relative’s
responsibility which is based on traditional paternalistic values of Chinese family relations,
social assistance policy in Taiwan is intended mainly to control and regulate the number and
behaviors of the poor through a well-designed set of means tested procedures. Families in
Taiwan have been through dramatic change for the past two decades. In the trend, the growth
of single parent families and its strong link to the feminization of poverty have raised much
public concern. Weak support from informal social network due to marital status change, the
social assistance become the most import resort for female headed families to buffer the
economic hardship.

In response to the poverty and poverty related problems in female headed families, current
social assistance policy holding relatives from their natural families responsible for mutual aid is
not justified and effective. Moreover, as a gatekeeper of public resources, how do public
workers who carry out the procedures of means tested mechanism balance and reconcile between
caring and control functions of current social assistance system? And what rationale do they
draw from when making decision about who is qualified for public aids? Using case record
data from a government social assistance office, the processed results of seven applications from
female heads are analyzed to determine what reasons are given for the decision making and how
they are influenced by relative responsibility value. In order to compare the difference between
decisions made by public workers, six families are paired, based on one accepted and one
rejected, into three sets with similar family situations, and two times application (also one
accepted and one rejected) of one family is compared.

Results indicate that reasons given in deciding who is qualified for public aids in effect vary
case by case as well as worker by worker. It seems that the protocol rule regulated in the Social
Assistance Act is not as clear and uniform as expected. The rationale of deciding family
boundary and working ability as key elements of means tested is subjective worker by worker.
As gatekeepers, public workers have full autonomy to draw from any protocol rule to make
decision. Most importantly, four rejections out of eight applications show that bureaucratic
priority and relative’s responsibility as control functions of social assistance play important roles
in denying public aids to these female headed families. Policy, service and training
implications are included in the paper.
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