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The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines social welfare as “organized public or private 

social services for the assistance of disadvantaged groups.” Traditionally, the state has 

played a key role in providing social services to citizens and the concept of the social 

welfare state has dominated since the emergence of the first modern welfare programs 

in the middle of the 19th century in Germany. Despite the fact that both the private 

and the third/philanthropic sector have played an important role in offering a variety 

of social services, in the collective unconscious it is the state that carries the main re-

sponsibility for the public’s welfare. However, over the last few decades, globalization 

and rapid technological advances are challenging the classical view of social welfare, 

emphasizing the need for new models to emerge. The Swedish economist, Anders Ås-

lund, has argued for an alternative model, one in which we move from a social welfare 

state to a social welfare society.  If in the classical form of social welfare, the main pro-

vider of social services is the state, in a social welfare society all principals – state, mar-

ket, and philanthropy – collaborate to pursue and offer pragmatic and effective public 

services. The second annual Stavros Niarchos Foundation International Conference on 

Philanthropy aims to discuss social welfare society as an alternative form of social wel-

fare governance, focusing on the role of philanthropy within this model.
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