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Economics, Social Policy and Social Administration:
The Interplay between Topics and Disciplines®

A.]. CULYERt

ABSTRACT

The article uses a distinction between topic and discipline to argue that
social administration, like economics, is characterized by both, but that social
administration has the special advantage, in treating the topic of social
Policy, of being multi-disciplinary. An account is presented of why
economics is underrepresented among the disciplines of social administra-
tion, and three important contributory roles are outlined for economics to
play in the development of social administration.

Social administration has long suffered from what (at least to an outsider
like myself) seems to be an identity problem. The role of economics in
social administration, and the relationships of economists with social
administrators, have also been plagued by tensions. This article explores
this problem and these tensions with a view to making some constructive
analysis of the future role of economics in social administration and, hope-
fully, to generate a discussion. Specifically, the article addresses the status
of social administration vis-a-vis the other two nouns in the title. However,
it does mot stop there, but proceeds to use the distinctions drawn as the
basis for a subsequent discussion of the role of economics in social adminis-

tration.

* This article grew out of an invitation to present a paper at the 1981 Social Administra-
tion Association’s conference on the role of economic theory in social administration. It
reflects an attempt to clear some preliminary ground before tackling in greater detail
the issues posed by this more specific topic. I have benefited greatly from the comments
of Brian Abel-Smith, Jonathan Bradshaw, Kay Jones, Ken Judge, Alan Maynard, Albert
Weale and Jack Wiseman on a draft. I did not expect them to agree with all I have said
but was delighted to find there was much with which they did agree and grateful to
be put right at several points. None, of course, can be held entirely responsible for the
final outcome.

+ Professor of Economics and Deputy Director, Institute of Social and Economic Research,
Universityiof York.

0047-2794/81/0000-0064 $02.00 © 1981 Cambridge University Press.
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TOPICS AND DISCIPLINES

set of phenomena to be studied, problems ‘out there’ to be comprehep, .‘
and resolved, policies to be investigated, issues to be explored. The idea
a mode of thinking connotes the conceptual apparatus — the theory — ghy
is to be brought to bear upon the phenomena, problems, policies, issues, et
This paper follows him in using the terms ‘topic” and “discipline’ as a shopg
hand to refer to these two. Each of the nouns in the title will be considereg
in terms of these two basic notions. :

Economics as a topic and a discipline
| Economics is, first of all, a topic in the sense that ‘the economy” is a set :
| phenomena which amounts to a reasonably well-defined area of studyf'
Unemployment, inflation, the public sector borrowing requirement, ¢ ‘
behaviour of firms, consumers, the efficiency of markets, and so on, are all
part of this area which has as its basic distinguishing feature a cash nexus;
a nexus that exists in markets but not only in markets, a nexus that may
involve the phenomenon of price but need not; a nexus that may involy,
profits but need not. ' What seems always to be involved is money or mone- '
tarily valued goods and services on at least one side of an exchange rela-
tion; The defining characteristics of economics viewed in this way asa
financial topic are essentially conventional in nature. They are not logical.
Nor are they immutable. It is suggested, however, that the features just
described correspond with what it is that people usually have in mind
when they talk about the topic, or area of study, called ‘the economy’. We ‘2\1
are therefore essentially identifying ‘economics’ as a topic with ‘the
economy’., ]
But economics is, of course, also a discipline that is characterized not at &
all by what economists study but by the way they study it. In the sense of
discipline, | economics is a mode of analyzing the allocation of scarce
resources. It has, of course, positive and normative variants. The hallmark
of a discipline is its theory, or theories. Most of us will agree that although
there are overlaps between economics and other disciplines, the lines of
' analytical demarkation are sufficiently clear for us not to be in much doubt
about the differences between the disciplines. For example, although both
political philosophers and economists, when they are being explicitly
normative, often use utilitarian theory, we do not really have much diffi-
culty distinguishing the two disciplines. Likewise, sociologists and econo-

R

1 Alan Williams, ‘One economist’s view of social medicine’, Epidemiology and Community
Health, 33 (1979), 3-7.
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.ot sometimes use Marxian theory, but again we do not‘ hav.e much

1 (fulty distinguishing the two disciplines. Lﬂfemserfeeielogtst—s and
dlﬂingmists sometimes use Marxian theory, but again-we do-not have much-
€co

diffieulty in-distinguishing—them. In neither case is this solely due to the

that they may be applying a shared set of fundarpfental precepts t(:
fa.ld ¢ topics — though historically the evolution of political ph110§op,}1ers
dlfferennomists’ uses of utilitarianism, and the evolution of sociologists’ and
- ecoists’ uses of Marxian analysis, has undoubtedly been influenced l.)y
economics they have chosen to focus upon. Independently of the differ.en'tla-
tye tOIf) topic, however, it is usually possible for us to make a clear distinc-
R (];ether’l the different disciplines’ uses of their common intellectu'al
uor}t es. We are not really very likely to confuse a Marxist ecqmnpst
he.ﬁ]af Marxist sociologist, nor a utilitarian economist with a utﬂltarl?}n
w;htical philosopher even when they are talking about the same t(;}ﬁlc.
IIiIowever, some political philosophers have turned themselfles. into rather
ood economists (and vice versa) and in such cases the two disciplines some-
i their separate identities.
tmg:alli)::d this diP;tinction between disciplines being ba'sed on tlllleory %Illld
topics based on convention, we can move on to an obvious corollary. . }c:
oint is, of course, that the topic economics is not the sole; toglc ;o w I1‘c
the discipline economics is capable of béng‘apphed,'nor is llfl e discip rr:?:
economics the sole discipline capable of being applied to t 3' tc?p{ic ecof
nomics. It may be that most economists us'ually apply thel.r‘ iscip neth
economics to the topic of economics. That is s'carcely surpngngB sm‘ctedoe:
discipline developed through being most}y applied to thatfop;lc. ut ; s
not follow that economics as a discipline cannot be'frmtfu y appl}ed ;
other topics, nor that other disciplines cannot fruitfully be a{)lp ie '(i
economics as a topic. What is true of economics is also true of other socia

sciences.

i icy as a topic e
'i"(;lc;agdi(;h?f) ‘fruitf?llness’ in the context of social policy applications oj
economics is returned to later. Now, however, let us tu%rn to t}Te sec;).n
noun in the title: social policy. In the light of tl}e foregomg, soqal polfcy
‘may be viewed as a topic. Like the topic economics, the top}c social p(l)1 icy
is defined conventionally. The conventions deﬁqmg most topics do }rllot ave
to be, and typically never are, mutual_ly exclu51.ve. For example,h the ;031:}:
“economic policy’ and ‘social policy” each contain elements not shared wi
the other as well as some shared elements. The corporate income tax ff1s a
topic in economic policy but not social policy; treatment of youlllg o el‘l:-
ders is a topic in social policy but not economic policy. Unemployment,
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health service financing, inflation, however, are examples of topics comp %
'to both social policy and economic policy. :
The conventionality of topic boundaries is emphasized because there ha,
been a lot of misconceived effort devoted to trying to pin them down cop
ceptually in a rigorous and mutually exclusive way. It seems wastefu]
intelligence so to try, for the definitions are entirely conventional, They
are also subject to mutation and expansion or contraction. They are e
\subject to change as societies evolve new institutions/ A good example of
such misconceived effort is Cahman and Schmitt* which contains a tanglég
muddling of topic and discipline, together with a well-meaning naiVetg"‘;:
about the role of value judgements in analysis and which, not surprisingly, 3
fails altogether in its objective — to provide a definition of the ‘concept’ of" i
social policy. E
Admittedly this is an extreme case. Less muddled attempts at a definition i
founder, however, for much the same reason (that is, failure to distinguish 5
between on the one hand the conventionality of a topic and on the other
the disciplines that may be applied to it).[Titmuss’s* attempt to distinguish
social policy by means of models of social welfare fails to distinguish social
from other kinds of policy. For example, the Residual Welfare model* need
not be a model only for social policy, but may be seen to underlie some
economists’ approach to, for example, anti-trust policy_i‘social Or govern-
mental institutions are (in such a model) to be brought into play only
when private markets are seen (or thought) to have broken down suffi-
ciently. Nor, moreover, is his range of possible models complete: there is,
for example, the ‘social choice’ model of social (and economic) policy in
which the choice of social institution for allocating and redistributing
resources, rights and entitlements, turns on the effectiveness of alternative
mechanisms, institutions and procedures in meeting conditions imposed by
a pre-specified ‘social welfare function’. Although Titmuss’ last major work,
The Gift Relationship,” grew out of an attempt to distinguish the ‘eco-
nomic’ from the ‘social’ in public policies it failed signally to do that. This
does not detract from the central importance of this seminal work but this
importance lies in its raising of some fundamental issues that are common
across topics and disciplines rather than in locating issues that differentiate
in any fundamental sense our topics and disciplines. For example, the
postulate of caring is an idea that all (or nearly all) the social sciences have

o — p—
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2 W. J. Cahnman and C. M. Schmitt, ‘The concept of social policy (Sozialpolitik)’, Journal
of Social Policy, 8 (1979), 47-59.

8 R. M. Titmuss, Social Policy: an Introduction, Allen and Unwin, London, 1974. \

4 Ibid. pp. 30-1. ;

5 R. M. Titmuss, The Gift Relationship: From Human Blood to Social Policy, Allen and
Unwin, London, 1970. s
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to come to terms with, and although Titmuss was broadly right to say
that, on entirely conventional grounds, the phenomenon of caring may
pe excluded from, say, economics as a topic, this is conventional — and a
convention that has never been entirely agreed by all economists® and is
increasingly being broken.” Moreover, it is too extreme to suppose that the
idea of caring pervades all social policy. I happen to take the view (though
[ suspect I am in a minority among economists) that one cannot give a
satisfactory account of the National Health Service, nor make relevant

olicy recommendations about it, without acknowledging that it reflects
the existence of altruism. But even if it did not and it were seen, say,
simply as the most efficient way of organizing health services for selfish
individuals, this would not remove the National Health Service from the
realm of social policy.l Conversely, there are other areas of policy, not
pormally regarded as social policy, where caring may be thought important:/

Economics, Social Policy and Social Administration

enerations about whom we may care; environmental policy impinges on
many about whom we may care; international relations, trade and aid
affect the welfare of others about whom we may care; even defence and
military policies can be seen to contain elements of caring, fellow-feeling
and moral commitment to others. The importance — arguably the key
importance — of the idea of caring for the wellbeing of others lies not in its
enabling us to distinguish social topics from other topics, or one discipline
from another, but in the fact that it is one of those central concepts (like
the idea of welfare in utilitarianism) that is — or at least should be — shared
by many disciplines and which can be found applicable in many topics —
including social policy. It is, thus, an integrating rather than a differenti-
ating concept and therein lies its importance in social science.? i
Lafitte escapes most of these difficulties but only at the cost of a rather
empty tautological notion: ‘in the main social policy is an attempt to steer
the life of society along channels it would not follow if left to itself’.’
T. H. Marshall was much nearer the truth about the conventional nature
of social policy in the preface to the second edition of his famous book: ‘it
is taken to refer to the policy of governments with regard to action having
a direct impact on the welfare of the citizens, by providing them with

““\current, private and public investment affects the welfare of as yet unborn

6 See F. Y. Edgeworth, Mathematical Psychics,.C. Kegan Paul, London, 1881.

7See F. G. Dickinson, Philanthropy and Public Policy, National Bureau of Economic
Research, New York, 1962; E. S. Phelps (ed.), Altruism, Morality and Economic Theory,
Russell Sage Foundation, New York, 1975; D. Collard, Altruism and Economics, Martin
Robertson, London, 1978.

8 In emphasizing the idea of caring as an integrating concept of social science I am not,
of course, implying it is not substantiively important in the analysis of actual policies.

o F. Lafitte, Social Policy in a Free Society, Birmingham University Press, Birmingham, 1962.
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services or income’° though this unnecessarily restricts the topic of sogis
policy to policies actually adopted by government, rather than includjy
also those that might be adopted but are not, and those developed by .f’
governmental agencies such as the voluntary social services.* His def e
tion also suffers from the introduction of a philosophical idea, viz. ‘welfay :
into an otherwise descriptive and pragmatic definition, as though othe
kinds of policy may not affect welfare. "
For a thoroughly pragmatic alternative approach to the definitiq
of social policy that is perfectly consistent with what is argued he
Donnison?? is exemplary.\What Donnison winds up with is a list: a list
topics that taken together constitute what he calls a research and teachi
agenda in social policy. The list comes from the things about contempora
society in the UK that he considers important to investigate and teach
people about. It is ad hoc, contemporary and dowbtless culture-bound, In
short, it is conventional. Most will agree that the topics on his list together 3
amount to the subject matter we commonly consider to add up to th
subject matter of social policy. What are they? The social services, of
course. The consequences for workers of various kinds of a changing indus
trial structure. The changing character of contracts of work. The distri-
bution of income and wealth. The distribution of public expenditure. The
consequences of changing patterns of urbanization. Consequences of
changing patterns in the family. Administrative, legal, economic and poli-
tical questions concerning all of these (these adjectives are used in their
topical rather than their disciplinary senses). Interactions between these

various patterns of change, and the social institutions evolved as society
attempts — or fails - to cope with them. '

f——

_——

L — ——

Social administration as a topic and a set of disciplines
Social administration, like economics, is to be characterized by topic and
discipline. The topic is, of course, social policy currently interpreted as the
list of matters cited above. As for discipline, social administration is clearly
multi-disciplinary. It centrally uses sociology, history, geography, psycho-
“logy, economics, statistics, ethics and political philosophy — all viewed as
disciplines rather than topics. Depending on what aspect of social policy is
being studied it may also draw on epidemiology (for health studies), organi-
zation theory (for administrative studies), accountancy (in studying finan-

10 T. H. Marshall, Social Policy, Hutchinson, London, 1967.

11 See the introduction in K. Jones (ed.), Yearbook of Social Policy in Britain 1973,
Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1973.

12 D. Donnison, ‘Social policy since Titmuss’, Journal of Social Policy, 8 (1979), 145-56.

T —————
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ia] accountability etc.), anthropology (in 'comparing social customs etc.),
& (in studying the legal framework of policy etc.) anq soon.
lalVz)(/’hile the multi-disciplinary character of social administration is a neces-
feature of teaching departments in universities it by no means fol-

r of course, ‘that individual social administrators themselves nee'd be
1o/wfa’rts in multiple disciplines. It is necessary for each to have a !IV?IY
E eness of, and interest in, the complementary aspects of dlsc1p¥1n'e
a“};arr than their own, and to be able to work with experts in other disci-
O;i ees There may even be a few souls with both the breadth apd depth of
miﬁd .to be able to become competent polymaths — or at .l(?a§t bimaths. Bl;t
his is not necessary — and for all to attempt the acqqlsltlon .of multiple
flisciplinary skills may even be undesirable if multiple skills c:in ll)z
acquired by the average person only at t}lfe cost of no great expﬁr :(e) -
any one of them. It is therefore not surprising — ?gd not necessar y to .
deplored — that most social administrators as 11.1d1v1dual.s have‘a p}fm;}f y
discipline in which they are expert.’ Of thf>se l}stgd soc1olo§y I;S the isc
pline most commonly found occupying this prlngp'al .rok. ' t.t ehseime
time, social administration has evolved tru(? multi-disciplinarians: lfc 0 l;uri
who have sufficient grasp of several disciphne;s to lfe able to use t eilm 1:
who know enough of their own technical limitations to know when to
collaborate with the specialist in sociology, econometrics, or .whatever,.as
the need arises. There should clearly be room both for thf)sg W.lth exftenswei
and those with intensive skills as these relate to the disciplines of socia
’adrllllﬁllilslsst(?nt:a(;imes said that the key to an understanding of the discipline oi
social administration is its empiricism — a fluency, grasp a.nd knovxfl?dge of
social policies. In particular it is argued that. the (.emplrfcal tradltlons’ o
social administration give its practitioners s.peaal insights into t‘he1 ileanllﬁg
of poverty, the experience of claiming social beneﬁts., \.avh:ilt it is like to be
a nurse on a back ward of a mental hospital, what it is hke‘to be stigma-
tized, and so on. It is hard to see how this could be .o.therwme.‘ Howilvier,
such insights into and understanding of the complexities f’f pohcg. an l.1ts
impact (or lack of it) upon clients cannot be held to constitute a 1s(c11p.1ne
of social administration — any more than economics, for example, erives
its disciplinary status from the fluency, grasp and {nSIghtf possessei1 b);r;:j
applied practitioners as they investigate the workings of, say, indus

i i x ide’: ion i iology teach-
13 n for this may lie on the ‘supply mdg : the vast expansion in socio
’ilrzgzil:atsgxiversities sincst,e the war and the limited employment p;ospectsﬂfort J:f (];);e}tltsz
graﬂuates may have led them to offer themselves relatively more 1ffequen. ynumber o
- including social administration graduates, who came later, were %w_er 1111\ bel-Smiti1 ek
had considerable employment potential elsewhere. (I am grateful to Brian

this point).
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policy or the balance of payments. These special understandings deriy
indeed from the empirical traditions of disciplines — '
to topics) Thus, while the empirical traditions of socia] adxhinistration, i
those of workers on any topic, grant them special expertise and insig
they do not bestow disciplinary status. This comes, as argued above, y
the theoretical basis used to approach empirical topics or, as argued again
above in the case of social administration, multiple theoretical bases.

THE CINDERELLA STATUS OF ECONOMICS AMONG THE
DISCIPLINES OF SOCIAL ADMINISTRATION
A claimed expertise in the discipli

organizing some thoughts.

Taking economics as a topic first, it seems that the traditional areas of

to exclude many of the areas we
think of as falling within the topic of social administration, This js not

application of economics have tended

true, of course, of unemployment nor, indeed, of much of the labour
market. But it was, until relatively recently, certainly true of the social
services. Since the inclusion of social policy within the sco
is merely a matter of conven
indications that, whatever was not generally regarded as falling within the
scope of economics fifteen or twenty years ago, today the scope is by conven-
tion generally regarded as much wider. There is as a result a greater overlap
than hitherto between the topics of economics and social administration,
However, one can well imagine the frustration of the not inconsiderable
number of older academic social administrators who began life as econo-
mists and, through frustration at the arbitrary restrictions imposed upon
them by the then conventions of economics as a topic, decided that their
interests could not be pursued along the channels provided by academic
economics departments. In so far, then, as some social administrators may
see themselves for this reason as fugitives from the topic of economics, that
may help account for cinderella status of that discipline among the disci-

pe of a discipline ;;'
tions about applicability, we can now see clear
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he risk of earning the resentment of those in other disapliine%v Vl"llsg
- tf el a property in their conventional topics to be threntenﬁ - s
one 2 ho contribute most to the theory of the
tached to those who . o had a power-
ably at ‘disciplinarians’* par excellence — one p
to speak, ‘disciplin : d-rat
— who are, sO Ay ired to drive out, or make second-rate
forces which/jointly conspire : : he major
ful set of lication of economic analysis was the )
itizens of, those for whom applic ; g : tin
szersl: and a fortiori those for whom its application was most interesting
intere . idivemition
1 topic of social administration. ) " indeed, have
s Klse ingicated, those days are rapidly fpassu(llg a.nd g;z;nil;lt(sieiould be
| judi academic €
assed. In part the prejudices o . ht
?he?f(ii {1 Eince for mgny years it was common for ec?nomlcs totie ti:lgled
.ustl f) separate compartments, one called ‘principles nnd t}llle 0 aesl‘ -
b tvlvied economics’ It was striking that the one thing that “fc ke y
aI;;II)ied in the applied parts of undergraduate cciurses nvaii ecoI;O;llti descrig:
ap ) .o be merely institutiona
‘ mics’ tended to be 2 _ :
Insteady aPPhed €CoLo . OIIOIniCS Apphed microecono-
: - ticularly true for microec . e ;
tive. This was par ical men of affairs, impatient
d themselves as practica
mists tended to regar , hich et way to be largely
: they believed anyway =
ith theoretical constructions whic ivigdl
Wl:h licable to any real world problems. It may even be that t.l;esggle)times
P;%Zions of this breed of economist were held by thern - ;I’S 11 e
gld today by social administrators — to define the ‘rea e f -
:onomics. Microeconomic theorists, on the othfar hanfly tefl(le il
e_l;"loso hical detachment from the real world Wlth. their minds o
1 1the geauty rigour and elegance of their abstracu;)nsf Econom.lst e
on L " her kind of economist:
ther the one or the other \ .
to see themselves as ei for the other, but the theoretical people having
i IeSII)eCt orl: B at a’chievement — arguably the greatest
f the prestige. It was the gre i ; ; e
misii\?ementp— of %he revolution in academic economics golngfby t'ltllfirliazﬁe
fl;ositive economics’ that it effectively ended thlsf arﬁlﬁazll lgv(t)rml and the
A ical interpretation of the re
line and placed theoretical in DI ; ba
(ei;slail;ical testilfg of theoretical propositions ::tbout it at ine Eﬁntzfi doefnitng
stape Positive economics was thus inevitably instrumental in the gt e
of gcnnomics as a topic and, hence, in making ngfi/emlc eiomilmlil iSCiPline
ments more comfortable places for those vwshmgT ﬁo a%) ¥ tgerole plgye d
. i ial administration. The widenin
of economics to the toplc.of social a Bl dtsbuifisotiliveinesos i}
by the positivist revolution — and herein
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ir discipli iscipline is identi-
14 ists, sociologists, etc. are identified by t.he.lr .dxsc.lphne._ 'Ii'lllle (zll(s)i;pt;ll; s .
Economlg d theory. Hence theoreticians are ‘disciplinarians 1 {1 bty .
ﬁed_dby ntfsusiofl rv?r’ith the more usual meaning of .the.wo’rd. A social a
;Z(: 'dci(s)ciplinarian' in this sense or a ‘multi-disciplinarian’.


















