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As the prevalence of social inequalities has become increasingly evident, the
implementation of social welfare policies in countries across the globe has faced
considerable obstacles and has not yielded the desired results. In spite of the fact
that social welfare policies are formulated to reduce inequalities in society, the
recent increase in inequalities has raised questions about whether or not welfare
implementation is appropriate to the social context where resource distributions are
dominated by economic structure. Inspired by this, the aim of this paper is to echo
contemporary perspectives on social inequality and challenges that have contributed
to its development under the economic system of market competition. The
contemporarymatters arising from social inequalities, which include intergenerational
inequality, gender-based inequality, health inequality, and education inequality, are
examined in accordance with the context of market competition. This would
hopefully enable academicians to timely recognize and address ideological and
paradoxical social inequalities and welfare development within their society.
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1. Introduction

Social inequality has become a fundamental issue of concern for countries across the globe
when attempting to secure the well-being of their society members. It has been shown to have
a detrimental effect on individuals, families, and communities, leading to lower life satisfaction,
increased stress, and poorer physical and mental wellbeing (Bui and Pal, 2022; Klinsrisuk and
Pechdin, 2022; Kumar et al., 2022; Pal et al., 2022). Furthermore, these disparities in privilege
have led to unequal access to healthcare, education, and economic resources, all of which can
negatively impact the quality of life (Jodhka et al., 2017).

Although many countries have initiated various social welfare policies as a key response
measure to mitigate the impacts of social inequalities, the effectiveness of those policies still
depends on the economic structure of a country, especially those economic structures which
promotes competition in the market (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Korpi and Palme, 1998). This is
because the market producers tend to minimize their production costs in order to boost their
market competitiveness. Therefore, social welfare policies adding costs to the production such
as working benefits, pensions, or other concepts related to the workers’ well-being might be
overlooked. As a result, some of the society members whose hardships are not mitigated for
might be left behind in poverty.
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This paper sets out to conduct a narrative review aimed at
reviving the understanding of four key social inequalities which
could contribute to a discussion on welfare development in the
context of an economic structure with market competition. The
focus of this research has been narrowed down to current issues
pertaining to intergenerational inequality, gender-based inequality,
health inequality, and educational inequality. These inequalities
were selected based on their significant impacts on other critical
socio-economic areas such as intergenerational inequality and the
addressing of poverty transmission among generations, educational
inequality and the addressing of wage and ability fairness, gender-
based inequality and the addressing of impacts of gender composition
on employment, and health inequality and the addressing of
wellbeing and healthcare issues among society.

This review is also expected to enhance the understanding of
the development of social welfare policies, particularly when it
is dominated by the economic structure of market competition.
Although research studies of social inequality and welfare policy exist,
the key findings still depend on referred research design, especially
regarding their theoretical considerations and lack a more diverse
range of perspectives. Therefore, a theoretical framework related
to the social actions provided as help under the circumstance of
market competition will be presented in this paper. The welfare
claims making process will be the central focus of this framework.
This discussion on welfare and social inequality will provide a way
to analyze how different groups within a society interact with each
other when applying for welfare and how some groups are more
likely to experience poverty or social exclusion. This could help
present a clear construction of welfare development and interactions
occurring among various key institutions under the circumstance of
market competition.

The main body of this paper is divided into 5 sections. To begin,
the theorical considerations associated with welfare development
will be offered. Subsequently, the research methodology section is
presented. The next section included the results, which selected
social inequalities are reviewed. This is followed by the discussion
section which discusses the relationship between economic structure
and inequality together with an investigation on the paradoxes of
implementing welfare policies. Some concluding remarks and some
key takeaways are included in the last section.

2. Theoretical consideration

Numerous difficulties, possibly related to the social context, the
involved actors, and the economic structure of a country, have
plagued theories of welfare development. This study highlights an
approach offered by Drover and Kerans (1993), whose development
is based on the concept of social action and focuses specifically
on claimsmaking. The intention of including this approach was to
contribute to a discussion on the sustainability of social welfare
development by examining the current conditions of welfare
development, in particular the claiming process which is considered
the first step of welfare development.

Claimsmaking or Claims-making refers the process through
which groups of people (such as advocacy or social movement
organizations, community groups, law makers, or reporters)
convince others (such as government officials, or the general
public) that special support should be given to a certain group of

people. Regarding the claimsmaking process, institutional order is
considerable. Although the only potential responses to claims are
explicit acceptance or rejection, in the majority of cases claims are
neither accepted as presented nor rejected outright (Drover and
Kerans, 1993). The responses are often influenced by the power of
dominant groups. As long as the hegemonic order is recognized, it
is rare for dominant group’s claims to be questioned or reframed
as counterarguments completely. In contrast, claims that are not
completely and satisfactorily met by the hegemonic order will be
marginalized. From this it can be inferred that institutional orders
could influence the response to the claimsproposal in society.

Looking into the claimsmaking process, Drover and Kerans
(1993) explained that the claimsmaking process should comprise of
three steps. Firstly, claimants have to make their claims publicly
for others helping them and arranging themselves into a group in
order to reveal and empower their needs. It might be accepted or
rejected by the hegemonic groups, but acknowledgment of their
needs from the hegemony is what is expected. The next step is for the
individuals to harmonize themselves with the group identity of the
group based on which they are making a claim and polish their own
identity centered on it. They tend to strategize or organize their mind
toward that community. For example, they attempt to share the same
psychological mind, thoughts, and social norms. This is to strengthen
their identity with that certain group. In the last step, concerted acts
constitute a social movement toward advocating their claims.

The claimsmaking process is an essential initial step for
individuals or groups to express their needs in order to protect their
interests and advance their well-being. By strategically engaging the
public in an effort to draw attention to their cause, those affected by
inequality are able to take proactive steps to address their grievances
and create meaningful change. Through this process, members of
society can leverage the power of collective action to advocate for
their rights, increase representation, and ultimately reduce inequality
they experience.

3. Method

3.1. Scope of work

The fundamental goal of this research study is to review social
inequalities within the economic system of market competition,
where a market producer will produce output through cost
minimization. Consequently, for this research, a narrative review
was constructed that focused on four thematic areas of social
inequalities, namely, intergeneration inequalities, educational
inequalities, gender-based inequalities, and health inequalities.
Although the narrative review only highlights four thematic areas
of social inequalities, researchers looking at other inequality issues
might be willing to adopt parts of this theorical discussion for
further consideration.

3.2. Data collection procedure

Data was collected from several major online databases including
Scopus, Web of Sciences, and Google Scholar. The period the
collection of research focused on was 2012–2022. The selected
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references had to have followed the original peer-review process. The
procedure of collecting the data comprised of the following 3 steps:

• Step 1 Identifying area of interest: This step is to find documents
which are in line with the main objective of the study. The
documents were looked for by searching for general keywords.
The contents of the abstracts were considered during the
selection process.

• Step 2 Narrowing down the document to cope with the
thematic areas: This step focused on narrowing down the
content of articles for review in accordance with the thematic
areas of the study, which in this study are the four major
inequalities. The content was prescreened based on the
thematic keywords.

• Step 3 Extending of relevant references/material: In this step
the selected references from Step 2 were reviewed and other
selected references/materials were examined to see if they
supported the thematic area in question which support the
selected references. Some references did not fall into the
2012–2022 time period. This process was followed to ensure
the correct interpretation and comprehensive communication
of information.

All three steps of the data collection procedure are summarized in
Table 1.

Moreover, the issue of the biased selection of references was taken
into consideration as a blind selection among the research team was
conducted. In step 2, each author was asked to individually read and
choose the ones of interest from the found references. Following
this, the selected references by the authors were compared. When
similar chosen references were found, they were checked extensively
in Step 3. On the other hand, unmatched references were brought
up for individual discussion and deeper examination prior to being
forwarded to Step 3. This was believed to have eliminated the author’s
bias when selecting the references.

3.3. Selected studies for review of literatures

From searching for a broad scope of keywords, 224 original
references were collected after deleting some of the duplicate pieces
of work. In the final stage when the contributions to the thematic area
of the research project were considered, 19 references were chosen for
full review. The process of selecting references was summarized and
presented in Figure 1.

Details of the selected references and their extensions are
summarized in Table 2.

4. Results

This section provides an overview of the emergence of
four key social inequalities in society. It also highlights the
emergent issues of social inequality mostly found among the
working class of an economy, which will pave the way to
discuss its relationship to economic structure in Section Discussion
on social welfare development: economic structure, paradox,
and sustainability.

4.1. Intergenerational inequality

Since it is likely that inequalities have been carried down from one
generation to the next, the number of intergenerational inequality
studies has increased as it has become a more essential research
area. Intergenerational inequality, which might be defined as the
inheritance of inequality (Erikson and Goldthorpe, 2002), could
be the outcome of low levels of intergenerational mobility. The
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
[Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development
(OECD), 2006] defined intergeneration mobilities as “the extent to
which some key characteristics and outcomes of individuals differ
from those of their parents”. This can be simplified as “the extent to
which differences in parental generation are passed on to the next
generation”. Therefore, it was hypothesized that intergenerational
inequality would decrease when the family background had a
significant impact on the adult outcomes of young people, and vice
versa when the family background had a less significant impact.

The impact of market competition and intergenerational
inequality has been widely studied. The literature suggests that
market competition can lead to an increase in this type of inequality,
as those with more resources are able to access better basic needs.
This can in turn lead to an intergenerational cycle of inequality, as
children of wealthier parents are more likely to succeed. This is not
only unfair, but can also lead to social and economic stagnation, as
those at the bottom are unable to move up (Durlauf and Seshadri,
2018). More importantly, a recent study found that when there is
more competition in the labor market, it rapidly leads to greater
inequality between generations (Saez and Zucman, 2016). This
was due to the fact that competition leads to higher wages for
the most skilled workers whose family’s endowment enables them,
while simultaneously leading to lower wages for the less skilled.
This, in turn, leads to greater inequality in earnings and wealth
between generations.

Other studies have also found that intergenerational inequality
has been on the rise in developed countries over the past few
decades as a result of increased market competition. The rich
have gotten richer while the poor have gotten poorer. This
trend has led to an increased inequality in opportunities and
decreased intergenerational mobility. Corak (2013) argues that
income inequality is a major contributor to these trends. He argues
that income inequality decreases intergenerational mobility because
it limits the ability of people to move up the income ladder. Moreover,
income inequality creates conditions for individuals in disadvantaged
positions, pressuring them to choose and act in ways that perpetuate
their classes’ status quo (Erikson and Goldthorpe, 2002). Especially,
this inequality constructs strong barriers to disadvantaged families
having opportunities in attaining a quality education (Torche, 2014),
which ultimately discourages them to pursue high skilled training.
This promotes a poverty circle since it motivates them to remain
status quo in society (Agupusi, 2019).

However, there is a suggestion to focus the discussion on
intergenerational transmission when looking at the contemporary
findings (Christophers, 2018). This is owing to the fact that
the fundamental relevance of generational relations to the
dynamics of intergenerational inequality tends to relate to economic
transfers rather than intergenerational differences. As suggested by
Christophers (2018), the ability of members of a family to transfer
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TABLE 1 Data collection procedure.

Step 1
Providing a broad scope through
major thematic keywords

Step 2
Narrowing down the content
through thematic keywords

Step 3
Checking references
extensively

Social inequalities Thematic keywords

Welfare, social inequalities, sustainable
development, national policies, market
competition, free market

Intergenerational Inequality Intergenerational inequality, wealth
inequality, intergenerational
transmission, life-discourse

Searching for other references
extensively in accordance with their
contributions to the selected references
from Step2

Educational Inequality Educational inequality, education
attainment, child welfare

Gender-Based Inequality Gender employment, gender gap, family
policies, parenthood penalties

Health Inequality health inequalities, health at work,
health barriers, health policies, health
promotion

Summarized by authors.

FIGURE 1

Process of selecting references for review.

their wealth from older to younger generations tends to cause
patterns of intra-generational inequality; therefore, it is preferable
to investigate how generations are interconnected as compared to
measuring the nominal distance they are apart. More particularly,
his findings suggested that differences between generations is less
important than the transfer of wealth between other generation when
identifying trends in generational inequality. This dynamic process is
unlikely to be effectively understood unless the transmission process
is emphasized.

In summary, the majority of scholars believe that
intergenerational inequality is a structural process from one
generation to the next, with particular emphasis on wealth
accumulation. Instead of focusing on the factors that set them
apart from other classes, current research suggests that policies
aimed at closing this gap should emphasize the reducing of the
transmission process.

4.2. Educational inequality

Education has been recognized as one of the human investments
in human capital. However, inequalities, which come in the form of
problems and causes, constrain and limit people to gain accessibility
to that. Long debates have pointed out that the educational
inequality could be a result of the family background and personal
characteristics, geographical accessibility, a household’s wealth status,
or financial obligations (Lathapipat, 2018). It might also extend
to race and socioeconomic classes across some parts of the globe
(Fusarelli, 2015).

In recent years, the relationship between economic structure and
educational inequality has come under increased scrutiny. A number
of studies have shown that an economic structure with market
competition can lead to increased educational inequality, with some
groups being left behind and others benefiting disproportionately.
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TABLE 2 Summary of selected references.

Social Inequalities Selected References Extended References/materials

Intergenerational inequality Corak, 2013; Torche, 2014; Saez and Zucman, 2016;
Christophers, 2018; Durlauf and Seshadri, 2018;
Agupusi, 2019

Erikson and Goldthorpe, 2002
Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development
(OECD), 2006

Educational inequality Fusarelli, 2015; Lathapipat, 2018; Herbaut and Geven,
2020; Tadesse and Muluye, 2020

Lanza, 2010,
Coleman, 2019,
Organisation for Economic Co-operation Development, 2019

Gender-based inequality Signorelli et al., 2012; Andreotti et al., 2013; Georgiadis
and Christopoulos, 2017; Brandts, 2021, Paweenawat
and Liao, 2022

Bettio, 2008,
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), 2020
World Economic Forum, 2020

Health inequality Mackenbach, 2012; Russell et al., 2013; Fujishiro et al.,
2021; Das, 2022

Carrillo et al., 2011
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), 2019

Summarized by authors.

A growing body of evidence supports that economic structure,
especially when it comes to capitalism, is a major driver of this
phenomenon. Altogether with the Organization for Economic Co-
operation Development (Organisation for Economic Co-operation
Development, 2019), the study found that, in countries with higher
levels of income inequality, students from low-income families are
more likely to be concentrated in lower-quality schools and to
have lower test scores. This is significantly contributed to by the
economic structure of the country. Additionally, some studies point
out that one of the key mechanisms through which an economic
structure can increase educational inequality is through the way
it structures opportunities for advancement (Lanza, 2010). In a
market competition system, those who are able to take advantage
of opportunities and climb the ladder of success are often the ones
who come from more privileged backgrounds. This can create a
situation where the children of the wealthy are more likely to access a
higher quality of education than the children of the poor (Coleman,
2019).

Furthermore, educational inequalities were more clearly revealed
during the COVID-19 pandemic. According to Tadesse and Muluye
(2020), educational inequalities existed massively in developing
countries as a result of the tremendously unequal access to
educational resources and technology. This was especially the
case with regard to remote learning during the closure of the
schools during the pandemic as there was a lack of parental
awareness, academic devices, and curriculum materials for students
to effectively study in this environment. Other than that, the
pandemic also attributed to disparities at higher educational level,
as such education was less likely to be participated in by a
student with a low socioeconomic background (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation Development, 2019). Herbaut and Geven
(2020) summarized that the key barriers during the pandemic
faced by disadvantaged students in higher education included
unmet financial needs, unsuitable academic preparation, lack of
information, and behavioral deficits. All these were caused by
inequalities in resource accessibilities due to economic inequality
resulting from the economic structure.

There are a number of reasons why an economic structure
with market competition, in particular capitalism, potentially
increases educational inequality. As addressed, market competition
is associated with a higher level of income inequality, which

can lead to increased segregation by income and social class.
When the economic structure comes to be capitalism, it is
seen that capitalist societies tend to have more unequal access
to resources, including education. This is because in capitalist
societies, resources are allocated according to market principles,
which means that those with more money are able to buy better
quality resources. Together, all referred references demonstrate the
complex ways in which the competition in the market contributes
to educational inequality. While there is no easy solution to
this problem, a better understanding of the root causes of this
inequality is a necessary for the completion of the first step of
social development.

4.3. Gender-based inequality

As researched by Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) [Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD), 2020], the difference between men’s and
women’s median earnings in 2018 varied from 3.4% in Luxembourg
to 34.1% in South Korea. This massive gap demonstrated global
concerns over gender-based inequalities for opportunities to seek a
valuable income. Indeed, it is undeniable that these disparities are
largely caused by the underlying market structure which are often
characterized by discriminatory occupational practices, perpetuated
by entrenched social norms and the prejudiced attitudes of employers
(Andreotti et al., 2013).

The literature on market competition and gender-based
inequality is abundant and growing. Despite this, there is still a
lack of consensus on how competition affects gender inequality.
Some scholars argue that competition between firms leads to a
“race to the bottom” in terms of wages and working conditions,
which disproportionately affects women (Bettio, 2008; Georgiadis
and Christopoulos, 2017). The debate over the impact of market
competition on gender inequality is unlikely to be resolved anytime
soon, but the existing literature provides some useful insights into
the mechanisms through which competition may affect gender
relations (Brandts, 2021). In particular, competition may affect
gender inequality through its impact on the firms’ hiring and
promotion practices, as well as its impact on wages and working
conditions. This is likely due to a number of reasons, such as women
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being paid comparable less for the same type of work, and women
mainly working in sectors that are more vulnerable to competition.
For example, women are more likely to work in the service sector,
which is often one of the first sectors to be affected by a recession
(Signorelli et al., 2012; Brandts, 2021). When economies contract,
people are less likely to spend money on non-essential services. This
means that service sector workers, in particular female laborers, are
more likely to lose their jobs or see their hours cut back.

Recently, some research on women’s earning stated that the
significant gap in earnings was a result of the difference in the
number of household jobs and care responsibilities that women had
compared to men. As evidenced by the World Economic Forum
(World Economic Forum, 2020), this disproportionate burden is an
underlying factor that contributes to the financial disparity between
women and men. There is no country in which men dedicate the
same amount of time to unpaid labor, such as domestic and volunteer
work, as women. In contrast, in many countries, women continue
to devote multiple times as much time as men to these activities.
Even in countries where he number was lower, such as Norway
and the United States, women spent almost twice as much time as
men on housework, which they did not receive a salary for. The
consequence is that this deprives their opportunities to learn, increase
their skills, or find competitive employment. In addition, when taking
parenthood penalty into consideration, several pieces of research
reveal that there is a significant gap in ages between females who
are parents and those who are not. This is supported by Paweenawat
and Liao (2022), whose key findings pointed out that the average
annual salary of a woman without children is higher than that of
a woman with children, regardless of whether or not the woman is
married. This shows that having children has a detrimental effect on
a woman’s earning potential, adding another layer of inequality to
gender differences.

By focusing on the correlation between gender and income
opportunities, in a nutshell, it is possible for gender-based issues
to generate an additional layer of inequality when a circumstance
or set of situations discourages opportunities for those who are
concerned by it. This is especially the case when it comes to issues
that are associated with the parenthood penalty, which can result
in an increased burden on childcare and household responsibilities
for women, which in turn leads to the widening of the wage gap
between men and women. As a result, several governments have
begun implementing a variety of social welfare policies in an effort
to close this gap. One such illustration of this is the encouragement
and facilitating of duties between men and women.

4.4. Health inequality

In recent years, there has been a growing body of evidence
that market competition can lead to increased health inequality
as well. A number of studies have shown that when markets
are more competitive, there is a greater gap between the health
outcomes of the rich and the poor. Health inequality could be
defined as “differences, variations, and disparities in the health
achievements of individuals and groups”, according to Kawachi
et al. (2002). However, thematic discussions on inequalities in health
fundamentally include disparities in access to primary care doctors,
hospitalization, and preventative services such as cancer screening,

influenza vaccination, or dental treatment. This inequality might
be caused by demographical conditions, such as where people are
born, grow up, live, work and get older. It is acknowledged that
a good health influences the chances of someone in the labor
market, educational achievements, and community engagements,
and increases the chances of people finding employment, being
more productive, and improving one’s livelihood, while rising health
disparities would diminish these chances. To significantly reduce
health inequalities, more focus should be put on the individual,
psychological, and cultural determinants of health as suggested by
academic contributions (Mackenbach, 2012).

Inequalities in health are increasing in all regions around
the world, even in developing nations and welfare states. The
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), 2019 reported evidence from EU countries that indicated
that unmet care requirements were mostly concentrated among
lower income groups, particularly in the lowest income quintile, and
that poor households had more difficulty affording care when they
accessed the system. According to their statistics, 26% of those with
the lowest incomes did not receive necessary treatment owing to
the high cost, compared to 8% of those with the greatest incomes
not receiving the necessary treatment Moreover, it can be said that
unmet financial demands are prevalent among lower income groups
in all nations, not only in the developing countries. This shows that
the lower income groups are more likely to incur expensive health
care costs.

It has been observed that recent research has put the mainstream
focus of health inequalities on healthcare accessibility, particularly
related to barriers to accessibility. Carrillo et al. (2011) introduced
the Health Care Access Barriers Model (HCAB), which offers
a taxonomy and a practical framework for the classification,
analysis, and reporting of barriers to healthcare that were connected
to differences in health care. This model was developed as a
result of the authors’ efforts to address the problem of health
care disparities. Under this model’s framework, it was evidenced
that barriers to healthcare accessibility consisted of three main
components: financial—cost of care and health insurance status
barriers; structural—including the transportation to the health care
facility, continuity of care, waiting time or operating hours at the
health care facility; and cognitive— awareness of prevention facts,
health literacy, understanding of treatment, and communication
barriers. Although this important HCAB conceptualization has
been referenced in various studies worldwide for its development
framework addressing social inequality, there are different views and
suggestion on its context. For example, in recognition of Russell,
Humphreys (Russell et al., 2013), the study highlighting issues in
health barriers in rural and remote areas suggested that healthcare
should first be available to people and in the correct geographical
t before other aspects of access could be considered. It could
ensure common accessibility whether there are differences in the
population’s characteristics and needs or not.

Due to the consideration of these cognitive barriers, the number
of research contributions aimed at generating knowledge to reduce
health inequalities keeps rising. According to Fujishiro, Ahonen
(Fujishiro et al., 2021) who studied work and health equity through
the lens of political economy, occupational health research would
organizational change to promote more health and health equity for
its workforce, by offering specific health information for increasing
awareness at work. Therefore, researchers play an important role in
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institutional change toward health equity. There is support on this
matter. Under a structure of market competition, Das (2022) echoed
that it is necessary not only to understand the social determinants of
health better, but also produce the knowledge among common people
to try and get a better health. This would decrease health inequality
in the workplace.

5. Discussion on social welfare
development: Economic structure,
paradox, and sustainability

5.1. Economic structure and social welfare
policy

The structure of the economic system strongly correlates with
social inequalities. This section discusses the social inequalities when
the economic system of a country shifts to market competition,
which has become a powerful economic structure this century.
As mentioned in previous sections, academicians have increasingly
focused on the role played by market competition in the exacerbating
of social inequalities. Competition among firms for market share and
profits has led to higher inequality as firms seek to maximize their
own returns rather than invest in the long-term well-being of their
employees or society. This can result in lower wages, fewer benefits,
and fewer opportunities for advancement, particularly for those at the
bottom of the income ladder.

The power of market producers i.e., private ownership has caused
challenges with regards to the claims making process. As noted,
increasing the welfare for laborers or wage earners will increase the
production costs of the private enterprises. Therefore, employers are
mostly discouraged to offer additional benefits to their employees.
As a result of this, it could be inferred from the contributions of
the selected references that most of the welfare benefits for laborers
tend to be introduced by the government rather the enterprises.
This is due to the fact that the government has difficulties forcing
the private sectors to issue welfare policies as it would impact the
employment structure in the labor markets. However, the success in
claims making for welfare by the working class could be achieved if
there is significant power to support their advocacy. As evidenced by
Scandinavian countries, the working class could be successful with
their claim-making with the backing of a national labor party whose
members are largely from the middle-to-lower classes in the labor
market (Esping-Andersen, 1990).

In addition, it could be also observed that promoting a welfare
state for the working-class encounters challenges in a number of
different areas in developing countries, especially when wanting to
enforce the private employer to provide welfare for their employees.
Pechprasert (2021) argued that the struggle in introducing welfare
for private employees in developing countries was due to lack of
representatives of the working class in institutional decision-making.
The reason for this is that in many developing countries, most of the
political representatives in national government are backed by the
private or upper class of society, and as a result, they compromise with
private enterprises, particularly when establishing pension regimes
or providing additional welfare through national employment laws
and regulations.

Obviously, it could be concluded that unfavored contributions
of market competition resulting in a lack of support toward wage
earners leads to extend inequalities between the classes in society,
in particular between the working class and middle-to-upper class
such as their employers. This lack of financial and benefit support
may lower intergenerational mobility which in turn could explain
intergenerational inequality. This coincides with the findings of
Erikson and Goldthorpe (2002) that inadequate conditions for those
in disadvantaged positions potentially drive them to remain status
quo within the class. This is observed when wage earners in a working
class receive fewer financial gains and welfare benefits in an industry
where they spend most of their time receiving an income. Children
subsequently inherit less capital to receive a future return or other
benefits. This is because most of their parental income will be spent
on covering their everyday expenses. This also attributes to fewer
educational opportunities offered by the parents to their children,
paving the way to educational inequality as pointed out by Torche
(2014) and Lathapipat (2018). As a result, they will likely find it
difficult to move across a societal class.

This problematic circumstance can also explain the difficulties in
promoting welfare to reduce the parenthood penalty in developing
countries where the welfare state has not taken off yet. Few true
working-class representatives in the national government yield the
power to persuade employers to offer benefits to parents in need,
so only standard benefits as defined by labor law are offered.
Consequently, a lack of progress is seen when promoting benefits,
such as parental leave to reduce gender inequality in a workplace in
developing countries, as mentioned by Paweenawat and Liao (2022).
With regards to health inequality, it can be clearly seen that it is also
caused by limited financial resources, according to the HCAB model
(Carrillo et al., 2011). In non-welfare states as well as developing
countries driven by a market competition structure, an employer
mostly compromises health assurance for their employees with the
national healthcare system. Heath welfare policies, as example by
Dorsey and Topol (2016) or Das (2022), are not in their favor as it
could create additional costs. As a result, those working-class workers
can access only basic health assurance provided by the state/nation
government, but most health services are facing several challenges
and there are barriers to health access.

In conclusion, it is foreseen based on previous studies that
the market competition system can lead to challenges, especially
with regards to providing equal welfare policies. In non-welfare
states including developing countries, welfare policies are normally
implemented by national governments rather than capitalist classes
or companies in the private sectors. The cost of production is the
main reason. Looking into historical welfare development, scholars
have proven that the success in welfare development is influenced
by the strength of the institutional setting. Representatives from the
working class in the government could be key players to advocate for
working-class welfare claims, and determine whether or not welfare
policies are successfully being implemented.

5.2. Paradox in resource redistribution

Nonetheless, it should be emphasized that whether or not based
on social justice fundamentalism or moral norms, there is a paradox
between the introduction of social welfare policies and inequality
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under the economic structure of market competition. Inequalities
in society may be exacerbated rather than diminished by social
welfare policies, particularly when these policies are influenced by
social structure, redistribution preferences, rules and regulations, and
a further ineffective recruitment process of disadvantaged people.
Then, there is also the fact that national social welfare policies
are executed by the country’s political system, so some social
privileges may be then only granted to a certain society, who have
a similar identity to the national identity. This can be observed in
some countries. For instance, the Bumiputera privilege in Malaysia
(Gomez, 2012), or citizen laws in Myanmar against some ethnicities
can be put forward as evidence.

In addition, Korpi and Palme (1998) indicated that the
institutions of the welfare state play a crucial role in generating the
redistribution paradox. This is as a result of conflicts of interest
among different groups in society because each group has its own
interests and coalitions, which in turn has consequences regarding
the size of budgets available for the distribution of benefits and the
level of equality achievement. Therefore, this limitation might lead
conflicts during the redistributive process of benefits.

Additionally, another concern is caused by distribution
preferences, also known as populism policies. This is because they
lead to social marginalization, while undermining social equality.
A populist policy is one of the factors that leads to social exclusion
among people who have different opinions or are different from
the dominant group (Babajanian and Hagen-Zanker, 2012). This
stipulates the inequality concept of “deservingness”, favoring
dominant groups over those in need. A country with more inequality
is likely vulnerable to populism (Pástor and Veronesi, 2021). In
particular, when people are on the margin of a certain group,
their claims might be overlooked. It can be observed globally that
populism is widening inequality in various aspects, such as former
president Trump’s policies toward Hispanics, Brexit and household
income earnings, acceptance of same sex marriage in some countries.

Both paradoxes showcase that a social welfare policy has the
power to create inequalities in society. When looking at the
perspective of well-being development, these paradoxes must be
recognized when executing these welfare policies.

5.3. Social welfare and sustainability

The level of social exploitation in the advanced capitalist world,
which poses a threat to sustainable development, may come as a
surprise to those who are not acquainted with the research on social
welfare and market competition. Since the post-war period, growth
in productivity and GDP has been associated with the achievement
of economies of scale, with the goal of increasing production and
consumption (Büchs and Koch, 2017). Products and services are
produced while reducing costs as much as possible in an effort to
increase market competitiveness. As a result, it is quite unlikely that
employees will be provided with attractive welfare regimes in addition
to the country’s existing labor laws by their employers. Consequently,
it is anticipated that this situation may lead to various forms of
social inequality.

Moreover, when considering the welfare and inequality
development, it is clear that the sustainability of the welfare society

has been challenged by an aging society. As discussed in Section 5.1
and 5.2, the government institution is expected to act as a major
driver of welfare developments and bear the brunt of the costs
associated with their issuance. Consequently, social inequalities
might be widened when fiscal budgets are reduced. In reaction to
these budget reductions, tax collections are seen as a major source
of government income. Especially progressive taxation policies are
expected to help equalize income inequalities in the capitalist world
(Duncan and Sabirianova Peter, 2016; Stephenson, 2018).

However, it is concurred among global experts that the rising
proportion of older persons in society has posed tax revenue
issues, hence raising grave worries about the longevity of welfare
benefits (Morel and Palme, 2018; Dundar Aravacik, 2019; Gal
and Bleikh, 2019; Ko, 2020). The aging population can pose a
significant structural challenge to fiscal sustainability in two primary
areas including (i) a declining working population, which includes
taxpayers; and (ii) rising government spending on aged-related
services especially healthcare ones (Yoshino et al., 2019). Therefore,
there are recommendations to pay greater attention to the concerns
of an aging society and to develop appropriate countermeasures
such as extending the tax collecting period by providing older
individuals with decent employment (Asavanirandorn et al., 2022).
This is in agreement with Yoshino et al. (2019) who stated
that efforts should made to create fiscal sustainability while the
growing population is aging by putting a central focus on three
reformation areas which are the quantity and quality of the
labor supply, public finances, and pensions. This is attributable
to the fact that a rising population that is becoming older
necessitates new forms of working conditions, a new taxation
system, and a different system for pensions. Consequently, all
of these reforms are necessary for macroeconomics and fiscal
sustainability in order to cope with the medium- and long-
term consequences.

Furthermore, tax regimes that promote green economy growth
and encourage the development of industries for environmental
and ecosystem conservation may be implemented. Environmental
challenges affect all people, particularly with regards to the increasing
health inequality among the poor, and have become increasingly
pressing since the Rio Summit in 1992 and the Kyoto Protocol in 1997
(Diniz, 2007). Existing studies have been devoted to documenting,
understanding, and inaugurating financial environmental measures,
such as pollution taxes, and carbon credit, in response to the
negative effects of environmental exploitation caused by inefficient
production and consumption in a competitive economy (Magnin,
2018; Suša, 2019; Long et al., 2020). Consequently, these measures
might lead to a potential initiative for collecting national revenue
for fiscal welfare management in compensation for the reduction
in individual income tax received from a growing aging society.
Other than that, it also ensures environmental sustainability by
establishing optimal consumption of environment resources from the
market producers.

Concisely, circumstances of population structure, which
impact national budget collection for implementing social
welfare regimes, and conditions of sustainable environment
resource, which affect the well-being and quality of life of
society members, exist for the sustainable development of social
welfare. National policymakers have to take these concerns
into consideration.
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6. Conclusion

Observations in this review on social welfare policies and
inequalities in society have echoed several positive and negative
perspectives caused by the competition structure. Positive
perspectives support that social welfare policies would reduce
disparities among disadvantaged and underprivileged people,
particularly when they have difficulties advocating and promoting
their rights and livelihoods. This inclusive social welfare could
be obviously seen in welfare states which entailed representatives
from the working class. In developing countries, a lack of national
resources, financial resources in particular, can lead to paradoxes
in redistribution preferences and exploit social inequality. This
attributes to negative perspectives that social welfare policies are
probably returned as a tool for political means, especially through
the issuing of populist policies that benefit only its supporters and its
beneficiaries. As a result, it worsens social inequalities.

Based on contributions looking at recent matters of social
inequality and debates on social welfare development under the
economic structure of competition, it can be concluded that social
welfare policies cannot succeed in the decreasing of social inequalities
in a concise manner until its paradoxes are properly recognized
and documented. This is because the issuing of welfare among the
working-class people is essentially influenced by dominant powers
of the economic structure, especially when political decisions have
to be made in a capitalist society. The reason for this is that the
issuing of welfare policies will lead to difficulties due to an increase
in production costs. This situation establishes critical challenges to
executing social welfare policies, and the equality development in
society. The policymakers are advised to bear this matter in mind.

Upon considering the trajectories of countries that have
successfully launched welfare states, one mechanism from the
government that would support advocacy in claiming welfare in
the workplace could be increasing the number of representatives of
the working class on the boards of companies/enterprises. Although
several countries have issued labor laws pushing companies to
establish a labor union in the workplace, they are mostly unsuccessful
as the low proportion of working-class representatives has no real

influence on the board when negotiating about welfare as evidenced
by Pechprasert (2021). With this in mind, it is recommended that
policymakers address this issue and seek effective mechanisms to
empower their advocacy.
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