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Ideas, Institutions, and Technology: Targeting in the Evolution of

China's Dibao Scheme
Qin Jia
(Henan Academy of Social Sciences, Zhengzhou 451464, China)

Abstract: Targeting is the first and most fundamental step in the effective operation of a social
assistance system. Existing research has largely examined targeting from the perspectives of
technological optimisation and institutional improvement. Yet targeting is not merely an operational
issue; it is also a complex field in which ideas, institutions, and technologies are intertwined.
Reviewing nearly three decades of institutional change in China's Minimum Living Standard
Guarantee (Dibao) scheme, this article takes the phased evolution of targeting as its central thread and
identifies three stages: coverage expansion, standardised development, and digital transformation. On
this basis, it analyses the interaction mechanisms among welfare ideas, welfare institutions, and
welfare technologies. As targeting methods have gradually shifted from manual verification to digital
targeting, the welfare issues addressed by targeting have broadened from labour and employment to
institutional fairness and then to developmental empowerment. In this process, welfare ideas and
institutions have become mutually constitutive. As welfare ideas become institutionalised, welfare
discourse exhibits three modes of interaction: competition, coordination, and migration. Welfare
technology plays a mediating role by providing support for the institutionalisation of ideas and shaping
its outcomes.
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