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Celebrating the 25th birthday of C0sta Esping-Andersen's seminal book The Three Worlds 
of Welfare Capitalism (1990), this article looks back at the old 'liberal world' and examines 
the new. In so doing, it contributes to debates and the literature on liberal welfare state 
development in three main ways. First, it considers the concept of 'liberalism' and liberal 
ideas about welfare provision contained within Three Worlds. Here we are also interested 
in how liberal thought has conceptualised the (welfare) state, and the class-mobilisation 
theory of welfare-state development. Second, the article elaborates on 'neo-'liberal social 
reforms and current welfare arrangements in the English-speaking democracies and their 
welfare states. Finally, it considers the extent to which the English-speaking world of 
welfare capitalism is still meaningfully 'liberal' and coherent today. 

Key words: Welfare regimes, welfare state capitalism, liberalism, neoliberalism, 
comparative social policy . 

Introduction 

Esping-Andersen's The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism (Three Worlds hereafter) has 
transformed and inspired social research for a quarter of a century. Some contributions 
have confirmed or developed his typology, while others have challenged it from 
substantive and/or methodological perspectives. This article contributes to recent debates 
about Three Worlds by providing an analytical account of the 'liberal' conception of 
the role and function of the (welfare) state, including that portrayed by Esping-Andersen 
(1990) himself in Three Worlds, and the subsequent debates that have ensued over the 
liberal model of welfare capitalism and the classification and positionality of countries 
that might be said to resemble or form the liberal world (material not covered in the 25th 
year anniversary reviews, Emmenegger et al., 2015; Powell, 2015). 

The next section examines conceptions of 'liberalism' and liberal ideas about welfare 
provision contained in Three Worlds. The third section turns to challenges and critiques 
of Esping-Andersen's liberal model, particularly from specialists in Anglo-American 
countries and in light of intriguing results from the 'welfare modelling business' (Powell 
and Barrientos, 2011 ), which seeks to identify welfare state clusters, and with new and 
competing typologies being discovered all the time, business is booming and shows no 
signs of abating (Barrientos, 2015). In the forth section, we consider the development 
of twenty-first century 'neoliberal' reason, and post-welfare state transformations in the 
English-speaking democracies with the rise of regulatory labour market instruments and 
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