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The Safety Net asa Network
Abstract

Thelack of acohaent undestanding of what is meant by the American safety net madeit difficult to
have a meaningful discourse onthe current condition. This pgpe proposes an aternaive formulation
of thesoda safety net based in network theory to overcome the shortcomingsof the previous
literature. Thefirst part of the pgper describes this approach, attempting to develop an alternaive
undestanding of the safety net groundel in the actionsof anti-povety actors. Next isalist of
propostionsfor measuring five dimensonsof a safety net: theframe, structure, postions influences,
and the context. Three policy implicationsare derived from this new paradigm. First, shifting the
level of andysisto network level allows policy makers to broaden the scopeof themoden soda
safety net. Second, quantifying theinteraction among actors reveals interdependency, which in turn
redefines the power and influence of each actor within the nework. Findly, the moden safety net
could demondrate a core-peipheay structure. It callsfor anew way of thinking aboutresource
distribution and decision making channds of such uniquestructure.

Keywords Safety net, soda policy, nework, sodal service, sodal service ddivery
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The Safety Net asa Network
I ntroduction

Thesoda safety net was formed by family andlocal communities in the early days of the
United States.Oln 1935, after the Great Depression, President Franklin Roosevelt@ New Deal had
established Sodal Security, and during theindugrialization period, President LyndonJohnson
expandal assistance programs such as Medicaid and Medicare. Since then, govanment ingitutions
and private entities have played increasingly essentia rolesinthesodal safety net. In definingthe
modean American sodal safety net, many questionsarise: Doesit consst only of public spendingon
sodal welfare programs and thear digibility requirements? Does it indudeschools and religious
organizations? Are for-profit sodal enterprisesinduded?Wha aboutthe activities of individud
volunteers?

For themoment, we are not concerned wha the sodal safety net oughtto look like, but
formulating an undestanding of what it is (or isn@. Withouta basis for undestanding what is meant
by the conaept of a safety net, it is difficult to ddiberate on pressing questions such as whether the
sodal safety net has been weakened following the passage of the welfare reform (time-limits and
work requirements) or strengthened following the implementation of the Bush administration®
Faith-Based and Community Initiatives. While this has not stopped professiond pamphleteers on
varioussides of the political struggle fromengaging in this debate, the lack of acoheaent

undestanding of wha is meant by this congrud has madeit difficult to have a meaningful discourse
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on the current condition of theAmerican safety net.

Theroots of the current undestanding of the sodal safety net stem from early ideas about
sodal provisonin moden sodeties (Wilenky and Lebeaux 1958) These early ideas were hdd
togdaher by an undestanding of the sodal safety net as a collection of modly public programs and
organizationsdesigned to hdp the poor. Some viewed this agglomeration as aresidud whereby it
would come into play only when thenarmal parts of thesodal structure, such asthefamily or the
market, break down. Thesodal safety net served to address inherent ingability and limitationsin
types of human organizations induding those with theresponsbility for raising and protecting
children and providing earningsfrom pad employment. In contrast, others viewed these programs
and organizationsas a manifestation of large-scale soda changerooted in indugrialization and
mass-urbanization, where the safety net was designed to address human needstha become a
legitimate claim ontheentire sodety. Within thisides, the safety net is an organized system of
services and organizations, designed to hdp indviduds attain satisfying standadsof living, health,
andwell-beang.Itisnotaresdud butaprimary and accepted inditutiond arrangament within
moden sodety.

Three conagptionsof thesoda safety net seem to dominate the current literature: public
spending, policy and program dligibility, and contractingout  The public spending safety net
demondrates a sodety® commitment to the poorand disadvantaged, and the degree to which these

sodal problems are or are not addressed by designaed inditutionsis best captured by the collective
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public finandal commitment to such problems and the degree to which this spendingimproves

oveall economnic and sodal well-being (Blank 1997). Spending can be compared on a year-to-year

basisin aggregate terms or it can be undestood as a percentage of overall public resources or

econonic activity. Theéeligibility safety net istypically conaeived as therules and procedures tha

establish eligibility to particular govanment bendits and programs as established by statutes,

regulations or guiddines that determinewho getswhat for how longand unde what conditions

(Mead 1986) The contracting out safety net suggests that the provision of soda servicesto aid the

pooris best undestood as a contracting regime or a series of relationships between princpds and

agents, between gove'nment and private organizationstha ddiver anti-poverty services (Smith and

Lipsky 1993;Brown and Potoski 2009.

Unfortunaely, our past and current idess of the safety net have not kept pace with changesin

American sodety and developmentsin theprovision of soda welfare. The notion of the safety net as

aresdud spheetha standsnext to family and the market seems daed, given the widespread

breakdown of traditiond families(Cherlin 2004)and the growing dependence on market-based

policy to hdp the poor (Howard 1997) Moreover, the proliferation of the new federalism, sometimes

causgng fragmentation of govanment pdicy at federal, state, andlocal levels, combined with the

widespread use of indegpendent nongovenmental organizationsmakes it difficult to accept

definitionstha regard this collection of services as a system or organized action (Gronbjerg 1993;

Smith and Lipsky 1993) Similarly, conceptionsof the safety net that rely on pubiic spending,
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eligibility criteria, or contracting regimes seem to overlook actud anti-povety activists and private

contribution tha are commonin amog every American community with a sizable poveaty

popuktion (Hasenfeld 1992)

Each of thethree current conceptionsof the soda safety net provides only alimited

perspective. Public spending literature emphasi zes aggregated moneary spending on sodal services,

while dligibility literature evaluates individud agendes or programs. Contracting out literature

focuses onfinanda transactionsbetween govaenmental and non-govenmental agendes. Each

stream of literature only has a sensory perception of the sodal safety net and can thuslead to

misinterpreted assessments of the safety net as awhole. Theinformation in these sourcesis often

incongstent and in conflict with the other viewpoints.

Moreover, theliterature mosly focuses on results withoutjudifying the mean. It measures

who gets what by when as away to validae whether agod of thesafety net designis achieved. This

isadstatic way of comprehending the safety net. There is often tengon between federal officialswho

set targesin hopes of largeimprovements within a short amountof time and local actors who mugt

implement theimprovements with limited cohesion and resources (Pressman and Wildavsky 1984)

Studying the sodal safety net requires theundestanding that simple sequences of decisonsand

events depend on complex chansof reciprocal interaction amongthe actors who opeate thesocal

safety net.

In order to updde our undestanding of the sodal safety net condruct and overcome the
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shortcomingsof the current literature, this pgper proposes an aternaive paadigm for undestanding
themoden sodal safety net based on network theory (DiMaggio and Powell 1983;Blau 1982;
Wellman 1983;Winship and Rosen 1988)and provides ways to assess the soda safety net through
this new paradigm. Thefirst pat of this pgper describes this approach, attempting to develop an
alternaive conaoeption of thesodal safety net tha is groundel in the activities and interactions
amonganti-povety actors. Next isalist of propostionsused to measure and describe a safety net
usng anetwork perspective. Five dimendonsof the sodal safety net are presented and discussed:
frame, structure, postions influences, and context. The pagper condudes with a discussion of
implicationsfor undestanding the soda safety net as aweb of sodal relations
The Sodal Safety Net asa Network

Thesafety net isbest undestood as a system of relationhipsamong sodal actorswho are
engaged in activities designed to hdp low-income segments of the popuktion. More specificaly, this
sodal safety net-work is boundby asodally condructed bounday and opeates at an organizationd
field level. It indudes a set of paticipaing actors (nodes) and a set of relationdhips(ties). This
section further describes the elements of amoden soda safety net in terms of the actors,
relationships and boundaies.

[Figure 1 here]

Sodal actors, actors who orient thar behavior towards others, frequently take theform of

organizations These organizations(or nodes) can occupy different parts of the sodal structure,
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induding the public, philanthropic, or the private sector. While forma organizationsare mos

commonly identified as components of the safety net, individud actors can also occupy sodal space

in the contemporary safety net, as undfiliated philanthropists, conaultants, or volunteers. Actors

indudethose tha fund ddiver, and designinterventions

While govanmental organizationsare within theboundsof themoden safety ne, itis

important to distinguish between those actors who opeate within it and those actors who set therules

tha goven thebehavior of safety net actors, typically thelegidative and judicial branches of

goveanment. Theregulatory fundion of these actorsis generally separate from the network of soaal

relationstha opeaate, implement, and comprise the anti-povety hdping sphee.

For our purposes, thesafety net indudes all sodal actors, regardless of form or fundion, who

are engaged in work designed to improve sodal welfare. This spheae of activity does not subdgitute

for traditiond family fundionsor exist indgpendently of the private market. As asodal inditution,

its absence of a cohaent authority structure makes it a particularly moden ingitution that isunable

to make any claims or righton behdf of itself or those it serves.

Theoretically, it may bepossible to identify asingle safety net; however, like all systems of

sodal relations the safety net is boundel. Typically, these boundaies are established by geography,

mission, and client popuktion. It isalso boundel by the presence and centrality of certain

anti-povety actors. These boundaies can be porous, sometimes spilling over into parts of thesoda

structure frequently perceived as far removed from soda welfare fundions
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Within asodally condructed bounday, interactionsamonganti-povety actors are better
captured ugng an organizationd field. An organizationd field is defined as the aggregation of formal
or informal organizationscondituting arecognized area of ingitutiond life that produces similar
services or produds (DiMaggio and Powell 1983) The mode'n American soda safety net, as an
organizationd field, is an aggregation of interactionsamong anti-povety actors, congructinga
boundad nework tha offers soda welfare to the poor.

While theidea of undestanding a set of nodes and ties boundel by asodally congructed
bounday seems simple, complicationssoon arise when onetries to comprehend theinteraction
among actors and understand the undellying mechanisms that cause different inter-dependencies
within themoden sodal safety net. Asillugrated in figure 1%, the aggregation of a set of actors and
relationshipscould reveal inter-dependency amongthem as indicated by the size of thenodes. The
larger thenodesize, the more actors depend onit. However, actors can vary in thar centrality to
other actors, and relationdhips can vary depending on fundion and strength. As awhole, safety nets
can vary in size and complexity depending onthenumber of actors and relationships

This perspective relaxes the previousassumption that theroles of actorsin thesoda safety
net are defined by law or designed by pdicy. Thetraditiond perspective isastatic view. It cannot
capture an opeaationd field in condant flux because policy andlaw is carried by a set of actors who
might have different gods and opeationd methods, yet depend on each other® resources or

knowledge This network paradigm allows for a more dynamic view of themodean sodal safety net
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by capturing interactionsamongsodal safety net actors as they naurally unfold. The postionsof

these actors are then generated by the inter-dependendes among agendes rather than by laws or

policies.

A postion defined by inter-dependency is arelative conaept. Inter-dependency is calculated

by quantifying frequency of actud interaction among actors, conditiond on all potential interactions

Centrality is also an indicator for measuring inter-dependency. Actors depended on by others are

more central than those who are not. Centrality of actorsis defined by sodal action, notby law or

policy. They are perceived as highly important or deeply depended upon.The postionsof central

actors are subject to changewhen interaction between agendes changes.

Beyondthe concept of asodal safety net as defined by laws and policies, the moden safety

net has no defined authority structure and is outside of manageria control. It isowned nethe by

democratic inditutionsnor soda safety net actors. It is not propaty and cannotbe privatized, nor

can it becollectivized by a democratic political power. Rather, themoden sodal safety netishdd

togdher by thebdiefs of thos in thehdpingfields. Ther ethical codeis grounded in a commitment

to service to tho in need. Theorigin of this ethical codeis unknown. Perhagpsit isa part of human

naure. Perhgpsit is an expression of bdief systemsrooted in organized religion,

naiondism/localism, or political ideology. Whatever its source, it can befoundin all modean

sodeties and gives rise to a set of actors who are dedicated to the provision of sodal welfare.

Togeher, they conditute asodal safety net designed to uphold expectationsof decency and qudity

10
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of lifefor individuds who seem unable to fundionin moden sodety.

Neverthdess, in amoden soda safety ne, actors who share common ethical codes form

more cohesive structures. There are powerful homophily processes in regardsto wha organizations

actors consder to berelevant within thar environment: those to whomthey compare themselves,

thoe whose opinionsthey attend to, and even those they mimic in order to survive. Undestanding

how centra actorsinteract with others, howthey make decisions or which sodal servicesthey

implement reveals essential dimensonsof themodern sodal safety nd.

Thethree essential elements of themoden sodal safety net as a network have now been

identified: actors, relationships and a bounday. Because of resource dependency and inditutiond

processes, actors interact with and depend on others. Dependency generates a uniquenework

structure. The structure, power, and ties within amodean soda safety net are therefore defined by

relative dependency among actors, rather than by static laws or policies.

In summary, thegod of this research is to develop a methodfor oberving the moden safety

net and utilizing this methodto identify (measure) thisinditution so tha we can begin to undestand

it and develop therequisite knowledgerequired to evaluae its overall effectiveness. Similar to the

discovery of thecell in biology, thefirst step in furthering this discovery processisto develop the

dimensonsneeded to oberve the unit unde investigaion. Withouta clear set of dimensonsfor

observation, it isdifficult to furthe owr undestandng of howto evaluae themoden soda safety

net. The next section of this pgper will further provide a set of propostionsto explain the major

11
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dimensonsof thesodal safety net: frame, structure, power, ties, and context.
Propostions
Unlike thetraditiond approaches tha focuson evaluaing individud programs, the

organizations or contractud schemes, network approach investigates interaction among actors who
conditute themodern sodal safety net. This approach examines themodean sodal safety fromfive
dimensons frame, structure, power, ties, and context. Theframe dimengon examines the scopeof
modean safety net. Thestructure, power, and ties dimendonsstudy the characteristics of the safety
net. The context dimenson investigaes how sodal safety net and themoden sodety interact.
Frame

Theforma definition of asodal safety net is undestood as a collection of services provided
by the state. In classical literature, Wilensky and Lebeaux (1958)definewelfare provision as
Gormally organized and sodially sponsred inditutions agendes and programs, exclusve of the
family and private enterprise, which fundion to maintain or improve theeconomic conditions health
or interpersond competence of some pats or al of a popubtion. OWhile thetraditiond
undestanding of sodal safety nets only emphasizes govenmenta agendes, this paper indudes
undfiliated philanthropists, conaultants, and volunteers. In the contemporary safety net, informal
organizationsand individuds can share soda space aslongasthey fund ddiver, and design
interventions

Althoughthis paper expandsthe scopeof themodern soda safety ne, it focuses onthe

12
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providersOperspective. However, if oneasked safety net users what thenet looked like, it would
likely differ from tha condructed by sodal service providers. For safety net users, family, friends
co-workers, or community groupsalso play an important role in providing sodal suppot. Often,
these users will seek work and family suppot before asking for hdp from agendes (Edin andLein
1997) As aconsquence, thedomainsof the safety net from which the clients seek hdp only
patially coinddewith the assistance offered by sodal safety net providers and we offer the
following propostion:

Thesodal safety net condructed by sodal service providers fully or partially overlapswith the

sodal safety net condructed by clients. Thelevel of overlap will determinethe extent to which

clients mug go outside the network to meet thar needs

Conventiondly, studies assessing the effectiveness of thesodal safety net look at

govenment spending or caseload numbers. Thisis problematic because the distribution of assistance
is endogaouson an individud & dligibility for assistance and persond characteristics. It is hard to
say whether the success of the sodal safety net system isrea or is an effect of tightening digibility
during peiodsof decreased public spending. Details regarding the consequences for users who are
turned away from agendes are lacking in theliterature. Have these users gained the ability to sugain
themselves and thar families after leaving govenmental assistance, or are they receiving relief
assistance from local charities or churches?

In fact, soda safety net userstypically develop a set of survival strategies tha hdp them

13
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close the ggp between income and expenses (Edin and Lein 1997). As budgés or programs are cut or

thesafety net userslose eligibility for programs, people will seek hdp from other agendes. They

seek assistance by asking existing agendes within ther communities for suppot (Edin andLein

1997;Reingold, Pirog, and Brady 2007) Usudly, those agendesin the community would refer those

clients to other agendes that they have worked with and have available resources to hdp. Asa

congequence, thelarge system and structure of thesodal safety net would alter the behavior and

available survival strategies of theusers.

Thesodal safety net structure thatis congituted by the sodal safety actors shapes the benavior

of clients seeking assistance and services.

Structure

Because sodal safety net actors choo® with whomthey interact, themodern sodal safety net

demondrates a uniquecore-periphey structure tha reflects its own formation. This core-periphey

network differs froma hierarchical or integrated network because of thetwo processes. Thefirst is

privatization. Milward and Provan (2000 use a hollow-state metaphorto arguetha theinareasing

use of third parties such as nonpiofits reduces therole of govanment in the provision of services and

decentralizes the structure of such provisions Asthis privatization drives themodean sodal safety

net towardsdecentralization, it prevents the formation of a hierarchical network led by asingle

govenment agency.

A modern soda safety net is not an integrated network because competition arises as a

14
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consequence of privatization. Since sodal service agendes need to build relationshipswith funding
agendesin order to gan more resources during privatization, onemight arguetha the moden socal
safety net would demondrate a more integrated network. However, thisis notthecase. A moden
sodal safety net is a core-peiphay structure because of variation in agendesOabilities to obtain
funding resources from the government and in managing thear interaction with others. Sodal service
actors bring different capecities to the organizationd field. Those who have received funding are
likely to generate more resources to build better connections  Building and maintaining
relationshipsrequires subgantial resources, time, and information. Limited resources and time
prohibit certain agendes from working with other agendes, preventing the network from becoming a
completely connected structure.

[Figure 2 here]

Figure 2 demondrates these three structures’. Figure 2A illustrates a hierarchical structure
with onecentral actor connected to three subordinaes tha are connected to sub-subordinaes. Figure
2B illudrates an integrated structure with no centra actor, where everyoneis connested with
everyone Since al actors are interchangeable, they should be equdly central and share the same
power. Figure 2C illudrates the core-periphey structure, a network tha cannotbe subdivided into
exclusve cohesive subgmoups althoughsome actors may be more connected than othe's (Borgatti
and Everett 199).

The core-periphey conacept refers to astructure congsting of core memberstha interact

15
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frequently with both other core members and periphery actors. However, the periphay actors are

only connected to the network throughthose core members, but notwith the others actorsin the

network. The core-periphery structure indicates which actors connect to thenetwork with a greater or

lesser degree of asoda safety net. In away, the degree of connection to themodean soda safety net

reflects the abilities of sodal service agendes to manage connectionswith other agendes.

Thesodal safety net is organized arounda core periphey structure.

Power

Theroles of thesodal safety net actors are usudly defined by ther sectors, services, or

programs. For ingance, Open Arms (OA) is areligiousnonpofit organization financed by

indgpendent Christian churches that provides family and youth services and opeaates a preschool.

Knowing how many people use their programs per year is ussful for assessing therole of OA in the

sodal safety net. If this actor were removed from the safety net, specific types of services would be

goneand many clients would need to bere-directed.

However, it is difficult to know howthe clogng of this agency would affect other actors with

which the organization had working relationships Other nonpofits, faith-based organizations or

govenment providers might depend on OA for handling ther client overflow. Local and smaller

churches might depend on OA for sub-contracting funds OA might play crudal rolesin the

decision-making structure of the modern safety net throughits boad members. No onecan truly

assess theimpact of asingle actor onthe sodal safety net withoutundestanding existing

16
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inter-dependencies amongthem.

This pgper argues tha themodean sodal safety net is structured arounda structure with
actors classified into two groups core and peipheay. Beingin the core indicates a certain prestigein
asodal safety net. Core actors might have more resources, an established reputationin thefield
throughpast performance, or more general services to which other actorsrefer clients. Therefore,
core members connect to each other aswell asto the peiphay actors. They are usudly thecentra
entitiesin themoden sodal safety net.

Larger, more established, organizationsproviding a rangeof services will be core actors.
Organizationsthat are smaller, less established, providing more specialized services will be
periphaal actors.

However, beingin a core postion because of one3 characteristics may not besignificant in
thelongrun. A more important mechanism defining which actors occupy the core postion arises
fromthe connectionsan actor chooss. Some research shows tha as oneearnsprestige, the
extengveness and heterogendty of theactor@ soda contact will increase (Burt 1992) These actors
can broker connectionsbetween otherwise disconnested segments and thereby secure ther core
postions(Burt 1992) Other research deemsthat essential actors are likely to connect with both other
core entities and peiphaal entities. Because actors are likely to connect with those in similar
postions a strongly interconnected cluger or cohesive groupis created tha generates yet more

connections(Coleman 1990) Both arguments explain why actors are more likely to inhabit the core

17
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postion according to their connections As a conequence, the following propostion was formed.
Controlling for resources, age pag performance, andtypes of services, actors who play a
brokering role or connect with other core adors are more likely to be core actors.

Ties

Thusfar, themoden soda safety net has been argueal to present a core-peripheay structure.
Actors are in the core notonly because of thar characteristics but also because of ther assodations
Thenext important questionis how they assodate with others and wha types of relationshipstie
them together. Actors choos with whomthey want to build relationships and thetime and resources
they are willing to invest in them. Certain relationshipstake less time and resources to maintain. For
ingance, the maintenance of aclient referral connection smply requires oneto know each entity's
current projects withoutrequiring thetwo agendes to work togeher. Relationshipstha require less
involvement between the actors are congdered weaker ties.

On the other hand, relationshipslike funding or board member sharing take timeto build and
reguire trus and resources to maintain. These timeintensve bondsare referred to as strongties.
Strongtiesindicate stronger trus between agendes and perhgpsindicates tha which holdsagendes
togdher during turbulent times. Also, building strong ties requires supeior reputations Actors who
have performed well and established their names are more likely to earn thetrug of others. Actorsin
core postionsare then more likely to build stronge ties with other actorsin core postions

Thecore actorsin themoden sodal safety net are hdd togeher by strongties.

18
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However, wha usudly forms the bridgebeween core and periphay actors are weak ties,
because they take less time and effort to maintain. Entities also do not need to be overly familiar with
each other in order to form weak ties. Literature on collaboration amongsodal service agendes
shows that the mos common reason for collaboration amongagendesis for information exchange
(Reisch and Sommerfeld 2003. If oneremoves all the strongties within a network, the weak ties
would stay and hold the network togeher. Therefore, we arguetha the moden soda safety net is
hdd togeher by thewesak ties, such asinformation sharing or client referrals relationships and such
weak ties bridgeove the core and periphey actors.

Themodean sodal safety net is congituted by weak ties between the core and periphey actors.
Context

A shift in public policy, which aters therules governing the provision of public bendfitsto
thepoor, aswell as other externd economnic or sodal events tha may shift the demand and type of
needsamongthe poor, will likely produce changes in the compostion and structure of relations
amonganti-povety actors. Tha is, rule changes goveaning who gets wha for how longand unde
wha conditionsare likely to have afeedback effect on thecompostion and structure of safety net
actors. However, the question remains how the characteristics or changes of theenvironment shgpe
and affect the structure of themoden soda safety net. Oneway to undestand such an impact isto
compare different sodal safety nets embedded in regionswith different characteristics.

Some research findstha local inter-organizationd fields present similarities from place to

19
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place, given awidedistribution, on a number of important demographic characteristics (Warren,

Rose, and Bergunde 1976) They arguetha thesimilarities persist because local contexts are

embodiments of an inditutiondized thoughtstructure characteristic of American sodety. This

inditutiondized thoughtstructure is a combination of ways of thinking aboutsodal problems and

ways of arranginglocal entities (Warren, Rose, and Bergunde 1976) However, other researchers

have foundtha the structures of networks in different regionsvary according to pditical and

econonic condition, demography, and uncertainty (Provan and Milward 1991,1995;Provan et al.

2005;Milward and Provan 1998;Galaskiewicz and Shatin 1981;Gronbjerg 1993) They arguetha

when local welfare agendes play an essentia role in implementing welfare services, the variations

across regionsin terms of political and economic conditionsare likely to affect the structures of the

sodal safety nets across different regions

Literature examining welfare state development shows tha environmental elements play

important roles in shgping the size and interactionsamongkey welfare service agendes. For indance,

in acounty with amore diverse popuktion, alibera political environment, and stronge econormic

conditions the core and periphay will beless distinct from each other, and the structure of the

network will bemore diffused. On the other hand, in a county with a more homogeneouspopuktion,

amore congervative political environment, and weaker econorric conditions the core and periphay

will be more distinct from each other, and the structure of the network is more centralized.

Sogal safety nes serving more honmogeneousclients and embedded in a political environment

20
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with a less compdtitive local econony, anda less dense popuktion will have a more distinct core
andperiphey structure thana network serving less heterogeneousclientsin a less partisan
political environmrent, with a more conpetitive local econorny, anda denser popuktion.

I mplications and Discussions

By mapping the nework of sodal relationshipsamonganti-poverty actors, it is possible to
describe a safety net tha recognizes individud actors and thar relationshipswithin the context of
public servingingitutions This article provides a point-of-view which is nathe govenment
focused (the spending safety net, the eligibility safety net, or the contracting-out safety net) nor
client-based (undestanding the safety net from the perspective of an individud personin need);
however, this perspective does indudepublic actors and provides a heuristic for undestanding the
chdlenges clients face when navigating inter-organizationd relationships It groundsthe
undestanding of sodal welfarein ahdping ethic. This ethic gives rise to human organizations
designal to fulfill obligaionsassodated with the value of hdping others. These organizationd forms
(informal and formal) interact in a spheae of activity best described as a safety nd.

Thecurrent literature has shortcomingsin capturing the complexity of opeationsand
implementationsof themoden sodal safety net. Thetraditiond pespective is censored and stétic.
This nework paradigm introduces an organizationd field asalevel of andysisin order to providea
more comprehensve perspective for undestanding the sodal safety net. Theinterdependency

between actorsisrevealed throughthar relationships which in turn redefine the postion and
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influence of each actor within thenetwork. In this paradigm, thestructure of thesodal safety net is

formed throughquantifying theformal and informal interactionsamong participaing actors. This

structure captures thedynamic of thesodal safety net at the opeationd and implementation levels.

This paper introduaes a perspective tha captures the essential dimensonsof themoden

sodal safety net and explainshow best to undestand these dimensons There are three policy

implicationsfrom adoping this new paradigm. First, shifting thelevel of andysisto an

organizationd field allows policy makers to broaden the scopeof themodean soda safety net andto

congder whether the changeof structures would impeact the safety net users. We have argual tha the

modean sodal safety net is nat awell-integrated network. The core-peaiphay structure demondrates

tha some diffuson and decentralization of the network creates specia chdlengesfor individuds

seeking assistance. How isit possible for individudsin need to navigate complex

inter-organizationd environments where there is no single actor who can conneet individuds with al

other actors?

Theshort answer istha individudsin need of hdp from this web of organizationd

affiliationsare faced with subgantial cogs to search and eventudly secure appropriate assistance.

While these navigaion coss may bediminished if an individud isfortunae enoughto seek

assistance from a central actor inthesodal safety net core, no single actor has access to theentire

network. To make matters more chalenging, the compostion and structure of the safety net appears

fluid over the short-term, making it even more difficult to track who is doingwha for whom Asa
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result, access to thesodal safety net and responsveness fromits actors for agiven individud client
likely dependson client-driven perseverance, ludk, and timing.

Second, quantifying the interaction amongthe actors within themoden safety net reveals a
set of actors who occupy core postions nat because of policy or laws, but because of ther prestige
and uniquerelationship paternsembedded in the network. Some of these central actors are likely to
beignored in traditiond literature. While much has been written aboutthe hollow-state (Milward and
Provan 2000) therisein third-party govenance, or however onerefers to the widespread
outsourcing of government fundionsto nongovenmental organizations government actors can still
occupy the core postion because other actors depend on them for funding.

Findly, themodean safety net reveals a core-periphery structure rather than a sector-based
structure. This callsfor anew designfor distribution channds or decision-making structures between
core actors and periphaal actors, rather than focusng on sector collaboration. Core actors are
connected by strongties butlinked with the periphery throughwesak ties. Strongties generaly have
more authority to pass policy or alter othersCbehaviors. The disconnection of strongrelationships
between the core and periphey creates adilemmarfor those tha fundsodal services and others with
an interest in managing and reforming the safety net. Since many organizationsremain isolated from
established funding relationships and shared govenance arrangements only reach a small segment of
safety net actors, it is difficult for any single actor or cliqueto establish authority and organize the

provision of sodal services. This could patentially explain why it isrelatively uncommon for
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organizationsto co-locate or establish other forms of subgantial service integration.

However, this nework paradigm does notintend to replace thetraditiond views that describe

sodal safety nets as policy designfor public spending, eligibility, or a contracting scheme. Previous

literature provides different information at different levels of andysis. In fact, much of wha can be

learned from the network is based on the context of public spending, shiftingin program dligibility,

and contractud relationships The network perspective is an aternaive way of looking at the sodal

safety net that aims to examinethe collective action of moden safety net actors.

Thenework paadigmillugrates a much more complex sphee of interaction amongmoden

safety actors and provides a more dynamic view for undestanding the opaationsof the safety nd.

However, the bend it of adoping anew paradigmis notjud to say tha themoden soda safety net

iscomplicated. Many studies on joint action of multiple agendes have demondrated the complexity

of implementation, and they madethe paint well (Pressman and Wildavsky 1984;Lipsy 1980) The

real meaning of adoping thenework perspective for undestanding themodean safety net isto sort

the complexity into a comparable and predictable structure. This pgper proposs that themodean

sodal safety net can be demondrated as a core-peiphay structure and further discusses the

implicationsof thepostions influences, and context of such astructure. The nework approach

opensthedoorfor thinking more systematically aboutthe complexities of the moden sodal safety

ne.
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Notes

1. To demonstrate the complexity of themoden socia safety net, we create a 32 by 32 actors

matrix tha simulates actors and relationshipsamong them. We then use Ucing6 to calculate

thein-degree of each actor and use thein-degree centralization measure for the size of the

nodes. Findly, we condruct the nework imagein Ucing6.

2. Toillugrate thedifference amongthree structures of neworks visudly, we generate three

different 13 by 13 actor matrices, representing a hieratical, integrated, and core/peiphay

structure. A network software, Ucinet6, was used to condrud the network images.
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Figure 1: The Elements of Network Paradigm: Bounday, Nodes, and Arcs
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Figure 2: Examples of Hierarchdcal, Integrated, and Core-periphey Structure
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Figure 2B: Integrated Structure

Figure 2C: Core-periphery Structure
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