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approach argue that incrementalism is inevitable in practice but also is desirable in principle.
Moreover, in incremental planning, drastic changes are avoided. Lindblom has attributed the
popularity of incrementalism to the political climate in the United States, where sudden
changes in policy and administration are to be avoided and suspected. Most Americans’
political beliefs do not include drastic change in the political system. This is most relevant to
budgetary planning when political innovations are marginal.

On the other hand, incremental planning appears to be problematic and undesirable
to some policy analysts and theorists. A major problem in the use of an incremental decision-
making approach in public administration, which could lead to the continuation of existing
programs, is inertia and waste. Financial resources, which are scarce, are often wasted on
existing projects when the current demand for those projects has decreased. This is most
relevant nowadays when efficiency is the catchword of the day. Secondly, there is the problem
of “sunk costs.” This can be a powerful but irrational source of opposition to change. These
costs are incurred when many bureaucrats have already made some investments of time and
resources in an existing policy. Change suggests that the time, energy, skill or expertise these
civil servants have put in is no longer relevant or needed. In other words, change implies that
these existing policies are problematic and unwarranted. Finally, in other research, policy
analysts have complained that incrementalism is conservative since it overlooks the existence
and significance of choices and conflicts in public decision-making. Despite these criticisms,
incrementalism is still a significant approach in public decision-making process. Many
analysts consider it to be a useful concept to describe the policy-making process, in both

developed and developing societies.
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approach argue that incrementalism is inevitable in practice but also is desirable in principle.

Goodin'' has rightly pointed out that there are different variants of incremental
approaches in policy studies of developed countries. Likewise, in the context of developing
countries, scholars have collectively identified the following characteristics in social policy

decision-making:"

1. A built-in logic of gradualism

2. A more or less broad range of social services which are rudimentary or of low quality which
forms the base from which incremental changes are made

3. Small-step expansion of services

4. A modest budget for services with provisions for continual but small-scale tinkering

5. A rejection of drastic changes or social reforms

6. A reluctance to question or eliminate established programs

7. A lack of evaluation of existing social programs

INCREMENTALISM IN HONG KONG

There are three essential conditions for incrementalism to work.” Firstly, the results
of present policies must be, in the main, satisfactory so that marginal changes are sufficient
for achieving an acceptable rate of improvement in policy. Secondly, there must be a high
degree of continuity in the nature of the problems addressed by policy. Thirdly, there must be
a high degree of continuity in the available means for dealing with problems. These three

conditions are all found in Hong Kong. Essentially, a growth-oriented economy like Hong
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Kong is able to finance incremental improvements in existing social programmes and to
support some new but small-scale programmes.

There is much evidence to indicate that social policy development in Hong Kong is
incremental. A look at public spending will illuminate this. Table 1 shows the relationship
between the economic growth rate and government consumption spending. The latter includes
current expenditures on goods and services by those government departments which are not
engaged in trading activities. It can be seen that the means for both sets of statistics over the
past three decades are identical (i.e., 6.83 per cent) while their standard deviations are rather
different. This suggests that government spending increases are very much in line with
economic growth rates in the period under examination. From 1981 to 1995, the growth of
government consumption was less than 8 percent (maximum 7.7 percent, minimum 2.7
percent).

But there are other methods for measuring the government’s preference for
gradualism. In the 1991 White Paper on Social Welfare,'* the colonial government made the

following observations with regard to its stance toward social policy:

While there will always be room for greater
contribution from public funds, it is not
desirable to move towards providing a western-
style welfare state......... It is also accepted that
increased public contributions should allow for
expansion and improvement of services rather
than to justifying a reduction in Government’s
commitment of resources.

This remark reflects the central principle and values behind the Hong Kong’s
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Table 1: The Relationship Between Changes in Gross Domestic Product and Changes in
Government Consumption Spending 1966-1995

Year GDP Consumption Year GDP Consumption
(%) Spending (%) (%) Spending(%)

1966 1.7 11.2 1981 2.7 5.5

1967 1.7 10.6 1982 5.7 6.1

1968 33 5.7 1983 5.7 7.7

1969 11.3 8.6 1984 10.0 39

1970 9.2 5.8 1985 04 2,7

1971 7.1 24 1986 10.8 6.5

1972 10.3 6.2 1987 13.0 3.9

1973 12.4 10.1 1988 8.0 3.7

1974 2.3 9.2 1989 2.6 5.2

1975 0.3 6.3 1990 34 5.5

1976 16.2 6.8 1991 5.1 5.5

1977 11.7 9.3 1992 6.3 7.2

1978 8.5 10.0 1993 6.1 2.2

1979 10.1 7.6 1994 54 35

1980 9.2 21.9 1995 4.6 4.3

Mean (GDP) 6.83 (Government Consumption Spending) 6.83

Median (GDP) 6.20 (Government Consumption Spending) 6.15

Standard Deviation (GDP) 4.13 (Government Consumption Spending) 3.77

Source: Hong Kong Government (All Years). Estimates of Gross Domestic Product 1961-1996.
Hong Kong: Government Printer.

*Figures are percentage changes over the preceding year compiled based on constant price
estimates.
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government provision of social welfare. Besides acknowledging its financial potentials to
expand social policy, it clearly rejects the institutional policy model adopted by advanced
industrial nations. However, it also rejects the residual welfare model, given the impact of the
riots. Indeed, the government prides itself on having a social welfare system built on sound
and stable foundations.”” Therefore, gradualism has become the main driving force behind
the provision of social services. This gradualism is evidenced by a history of modest growth
in social spending (Table 2 ). Although there are fluctuations in the percentage changes for
social services spending (as a proportion of public spending), the actual percentages fall within
a narrow range: between 35 percent and 44 percent. Other indicators are also important: e.g.,
the changes in the annual growth rate of public spending and social services spending
(expenditures on education, health, housing, labor and social services). Looking at the period
under examination, the percentage changes range from zero to five percent. Such small
changes of less than 10 percent are considered as incremental.'®

Modest changes are also seen in the field of social security, where the increase of
spending continued at a slow pace. Table 3 shows the ratio of social security spending to GDP
from 1981 to 1990, which fluctuated between 0.44 percent and 0.59 percent. Further, a look
at the expenditure on social welfare from 1980 to 1990 revealed a trend of modest increase over
the previous year (Table 4).

In Hong Kong, such incremental policies engendered a relatively comprehensive range
of social services when compared with other third world countries. In the field of service for

the disabied, for example, there are all kinds of services: half-way houses, sheltered

workshops, day activity centers, hostels for moderately mentally handicapped, and long stay
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Table 2: Social Services Spending in Hong Kong 1966-1987

Year Amount HK % of Public Spending % Change Social Services
$ million on Social Services as % of GDP*
1966 628 s emee 4.79
1967 649 38 +3.3 4.79
1968 718 38 +10.6 4.71
1969 799 39 +11.2 4.49
1970 966 39 +20.9 4.45
1971 1134 39 +17.4 4.56
1972 1358 32 +19.8 4.10
1973 1820 35 +34.0 4.52
1974 2431 39 +33.6 5.85
1975 2638 49 +8.5 6.25
1976 2649 40 0.00 4.96
1977 3730 41 +40.8 5.45
1978 4754 43 +27.5 6.41
1979 5738 42 +20.6 6.13
1980 8368 35 +45.8 5.64
1981 10202 37 +21.9 6.59
1982 11107 34 +8.9 6.49
1983 11935 36 +7.5 6.70
1984 12682 35 +6.3 5.74
1985 15063 38 +18.8 6.27
1986 16795 42 +11.5 6.93
1987 18415 41 +9.6 6.15

*Author’s Estimates.

**Social services cover services such as health, education, labor, social welfare and housing in Hong
Kong, which is close to the concept of social weifare used in North America. Social welfare services
in Hong Kong are narrowly defined to inciude those services like social security and personal social
services.

Sources: Lo, C. S. S. Public Budgeting in Hong Kong -- An Incremental Decision-Making
Approach. Hong Kong: Writers’ and Publishers’ Cooperatives, 1990; Hong Kong Government.
Hong Kong Annual Reports (1966-1990). Hong Kong: Government Printer, All Years.
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Table 3: Social Security Spending As Proportion of Gross Domestic Product
1981-1990 (In Hong Kong Million Dollars)

Year GDP Social Security Spending Social Security
As % of GDP
1981 164762 730 0.44
1982 185728 1033 0.56
1983 206217 1199 0.58
1984 247933 1420 0.57
1985 261070 1540 0.59
1986 298555 1650 0.55
1987 367603 1734 047
1988 433657 2159 0.50
1989 496385 2633 0.53
1990 553243 3127 0.57

Source: Mok, H. Poverty in Hong Kong and Social Security. Hong Kong: Chung Wah Books, 1994,
p.74.
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Table 4: Social Welfare Spending As A Proportion of Total Public Spending in Hong Kong 1965-

1992
Year Social Welfare Social Welfare
(In HK $ Million) (% of Total Public Spending)
1965 19 1.07
1966 19 1.05
1967 21 1.19
1968 29 1.55
1969 34 1.67
1970 37 1.51
1971 55 1.89
1972 83 1.93
1973 144 2.78
1974 263 4.20
1975 352 5.83
1976 359 5.44
1977 393 4.37
1978 534 4.81
1979 682 4.92
1980 868 3.68
1981 1180 4.25
1982 1582 4.82
1983 1869 5.60
1984 2149 5.98
1985 2385 6.01
1986 2610 6.53
1987 2962 6.73
1988 3804 5.87
1989 4894 6.22
1990 5811 6.10
1991 6913 6.38
1992 8007 6.29

Source: Hong Kong Government. Hong Kong Annual Report (1965-1992)
Hong Kong: Government Printer, All Years.
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care homes. However, as seen from the recent Five Year Plan for Social Welfare
Development,”” most social services still show the problem of “perennial shortfall” which
suggests gaps still exist between demand and supply of resources. A case in point is the
rehabilitation services for the disabled (Table 5).

Generally, social welfare has had incremental increases (Table 4), beginning as 4
percent of total government spending in the 1970s, 5 percent in the 1980s and rising in the
1990s to an average of 6 percent. Another indication of gradualism is in the area of education
(14.2 percent to 17.1 percent) and medical and health (7.3 percent to 8.7 percent). Interestingly,
housing spending actually suffered a slight decline from 1980 onward since the government
increasingly relied on the Home Ownership Purchase Scheme to attract people to buy
government-constructed housing. However, as the government’s contribution to housing
continued to fall in the 1980s, it drew much sharp criticism from the public which crystallized
in social protest against this policy.

Nevertheless, by the standards of other developing countries, the relative expenditures
on education and health are good. In the developing countries, expenditures on education and
health as per cent of total budget expenditures were around 14.5 percent and 5.4 percent
respectively in 1980."* However, while many of these countries were experiencing low or
moderate economic growth, Hong Kong had much faster economic growth. Her GDP per

capita was the second highest (after Japan) in Asia, above US$13,000 in 1990."

THE CASE OF SOCIAL WELFARE

To understand the impact of incrementalism in social policy, however, one has to look
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Table 5: Planned Provision and Shortfall of Rehabilitation Services

Type of Service Provision as at 31 March 1993 1993-1994
Sheltered Workshop 4535 places 6630 5195 1435
Day Activity Centre 2153 places 3800 2593 1207
Half-Way House 809 places 1149 809 340
Hostel for moderately 946 places 1596 1146 450
mentally handicapped

adults

Hostel for severely 1040 places 2207 1340 867
mentally handicapped

adults

Hostel for physically 339 places 636 431 205

handicapped persons

Long Stay Care Home 200 places 474 200 274

Source: Hong Kong Government, Social Welfare Department. Five-Year Plan Review (1993).
Hong Kong: Government Printer, 1993.
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beyond economic figures, to actual programs. One good case study to show the effects of
incremental policy is the field of social welfare which, in the context of Hong Kong, covers
social security and personal social services. In dollar terms, the government’s contribution to
social welfare spending has fluctuated between 4.5 percent to 6.5 percent of the total
government spending budget since the early 1980s.2 The Department of Social Welfare is
responsible for carrying out government policies on social security and personal social services.
In the provision of welfare services, it maintains a close working relationship with the non-
profit organizations. Social welfare services in Hong Kong include: public assistance, disability
and old-age allowances, elderly care, family services, and services for children and young
people.

Among the different services included under social welfare, more than two-thirds of its
budget go to social security, which is mainly made up of the public assistance scheme and the
old age and disability allowances.” At the end of 1989, 65,684 households were receiving
public assistance with about 80 percent being single elderly-person households. The number
of persons receiving the old age and disability allowances at the end of 1989 were respectively
338,069 and 61,942. It is noteworthy that the expenditure on old age allowances alone
represents more than a third of the entire social welfare budget.

However, in spite of obvious need, the perennial shortage of trained social workers
since the mid-1980s has been a major obstacle to any attempt to improve the services. At the
end of March 1990, it was estimated that the entire social welfare sector was short 484 trained
social workers. Thus, the picture emerging from the supply side, both in terms of financial

resources and trained personnel, does not look very encouraging.



