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• Comparative and historical development of 
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• Inequality reduction
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• Explanations for welfare state generosity 
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• Nature of attitudes towards welfare 

spending 















Functions of a welfare state

• Insurance and life-cycle smoothing: shift from family to 
state

• Redistribution: income highly unequal => median voter 
gains from equalization 

• NEXT FEW SLIDES LOOKS AT INEQUALITY AND 
EFFECTS OF REDISTRIBUTION ON REDUCTION OF 
INEQUALITY





Taxation of top incomes (Atkinson 2007)







Summary of trends

• Welfare states substantially reduce inequality in many, 
especially European, countries.

• UK and other Western welfare states reduced inequality 
much more in 1950s-1970s than since 1990s.

• Extent to which welfare states reduce inequality has been 
largely stable since 2000.

• So increases in market income inequality since 2000 have 
led to rises in inequality in disposable income.



How do welfare states achieve inequality 
reduction?

In different ways…



Three types of welfare state? (Esping-Andersen 1990)

• Method fails to replicate (Scruggs & Allan 2008)!

1. Liberal (e.g. U.K.) reducing poverty
• Beveridge report, 1942: ‘In establishing a national 

minimum, it should leave room and encouragement for 
voluntary action by each individual to provide more 
than that minimum for himself and his family’

2. Corporatist (e.g. France) maintaining stability

3. Social democratic (e.g. Sweden) achieving equality



Types of 
social 
insurance 
(Korpi & 
Palme 1998)

Continental 
Europe

Anglophone Scandinavian

Australia; 
future?Diamonds show:

-Rich at the top poor at the bottom
-Width relative to population size
-Welfare coverage lines:
Horizontal = universal
Vertical = private or conditional



Explaining variation

1. Economic development

2. Left-wing parties
• female legislators

3. Political institutions
• political input—representativeness

• state capacity—veto points
4. Social homogeneity, especially racial or ethnic

5. Distributions of income and unemployment risk

6. Beliefs
7. Endogenous: type of welfare state





Baldwin & Huber (APSR, 2010) 



Wlezien and Soroka (BJPS 2019) – Trends in welfare 
spending and attitudes to welfare spending in the USA

• Welfare spending has 
been going up in the 
USA as elsewhere

• But preferences for 
relative spending 
suggests US public 
always want same or 
less

• How to reconcile the 
two?

systematic over-time trend. This may be most clear in the bottom panel of the figure, which
shows a measure of ‘net support’ – the proportion of respondents saying they prefer ‘more’
minus the proportion saying they want ‘less’. Technically, there is a very slight positive trend
(see n. 4) even as spending has increased over time.

The absence of a systematic downward trend in preferences over the forty-year time period is
noteworthy because research shows that welfare spending preferences respond to policy change,
increasing in the wake of spending decreases and decreasing after spending increases.
What accounts for stationary preferences even as spending has increased substantially over

Figure 1. Relative preferences for welfare spending
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of these micro-level factors does help account for differences across individuals and may help
explain variation over time as well, to the extent that distributions of characteristics have changed
over time. (See for instance Appendix Figure A1, which examines the racial and ethnic compos-
ition of the GSS over time.)

For our purposes, the central result in the first column of Table 1 is the statistically significant
trend. The coefficient (0.011) reveals upward movement in absolute preferences (P*) that is only
implicit in Figure 1. It implies that the demand for welfare spending has increased in a fairly con-
sistent way over time, in line with previous research (Wlezien 1995; Soroka and Wlezien 2010).
The effect, while seemingly small, actually implies nearly half a point increase in the mean
response over the 1976–2016 period, which is one quarter of the theoretical range of the variable,
and is substantial in terms of spending, as the depictions that follow make clear. Note that we can
translate this over-time effect of trend into spending amounts based on the coefficient for per
capita spending (−0.055), which implies an increase in the underlying preferred level of about
$800 (2009) per capita, an amount that is larger than the mean level of spending during the per-
iod (roughly $675).17 Having statistically documented this trend in spending preferences, let us
see whether our economic variables account for it. The second column of Table 1 reports results
that include unemployment and per capita GDP in the model. This allows us to begin to directly
assess whether and to what extent macroeconomics account for the increasing demand for wel-
fare spending over time.

Table 1. Modeling relative preferences, across individuals and time

Relative preferences for spending: B (s.e.)

Column 1 Column 2 Column 3

Spending (100s, per capita)t −0.055*** (0.007) −0.068*** (0.007) −0.075*** (0.005)
Time trend 0.011*** (0.001) −0.026*** (0.006) −0.004 (0.005)
Unemploymentt 0.062*** (0.011) 0.044*** (0.007)
GDP (1,000s, per capita)t 0.069*** (0.011) 0.061*** (0.008)
Gini (*100)t −0.080*** (0.011)
Female 0.007 (0.009) 0.008 (0.009) 0.007 (0.009)
Age −0.003*** (0.000) −0.003*** (0.000) −0.003*** (0.000)
Education (HS) −0.091*** (0.013) −0.091*** (0.013) −0.090*** (0.013)
Education (HS + ) 0.012 (0.015) 0.012 (0.015) 0.014 (0.015)
Work: Unemployed 0.201*** (0.026) 0.199*** (0.026) 0.198*** (0.026)
Work: Student/home/retired 0.113*** (0.012) 0.113*** (0.012) 0.112*** (0.012)
Family income: 2nd Quartile −0.178*** (0.013) −0.178*** (0.013) −0.178*** (0.013)
Family income: 3rd Quartile −0.237*** (0.014) −0.238*** (0.014) −0.238*** (0.014)
Family income: 4th Quartile −0.258*** (0.015) −0.258*** (0.015) −0.260*** (0.015)
Race: Black 0.374*** (0.014) 0.374*** (0.014) 0.374*** (0.014)
Race: Hispanic/other 0.128*** (0.022) 0.127*** (0.022) 0.128*** (0.022)
Region: Mid Atlantic −0.077** (0.024) −0.079** (0.024) −0.077** (0.024)
Region: EN Central −0.054* (0.024) −0.056* (0.024) −0.055* (0.024)
Region: WN Central −0.055* (0.027) −0.056* (0.027) −0.056* (0.027)
Region: S Atlantic −0.093*** (0.024) −0.095*** (0.024) −0.094*** (0.024)
Region: ES Central −0.104*** (0.028) −0.105*** (0.028) −0.104*** (0.028)
Region: WE Central −0.101*** (0.026) −0.102*** (0.026) −0.100*** (0.026)
Region: Mountain −0.055* (0.028) −0.056* (0.028) −0.056* (0.028)
Region: Pacific −0.045 (0.025) −0.047 (0.024) −0.045 (0.024)
Constant 2.151*** (0.044) −0.056 (0.354) 3.467*** (0.539)
N 26,290 26,290 26,290
N (groups) 27 27 27

Cells contain coefficients and standard errors from an GLS regression estimated with random effects for years. Ordered logit models are
included in Appendix Table A2. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

17That is, the trend coefficient (0.011) implies an increase of 0.44 over the period (40 times 0.011) and the spending
required to equalize this increase equals 0.44 divided by the coefficient of feedback (0.055) multiplied by $100, as the spend-
ing units are in hundreds.
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“the [US] economy has powerful, pro-cyclical effects on preferences for redistribution [as a 
result of GDP growth]. That upward trend in preferences is partly offset by growing income 

inequality, which dampens support for redistribution… There also are counter-cyclical 
economic effects owing specifically to unemployment, which produce short-term ebbs and 

flows in support for welfare around the upward trend driven by long-term economic 
growth.” Wlezien and Soroka (BJPS 2019) 

real difference comes when we add the economic variables. Including per capita GDP and
unemployment produces estimates for P* that trend steadily upwards. Adding the Gini index
dampens that upward trend.29 The importance of macroeconomics and inequality in capturing
over-time variance in P* is made particularly clear when we estimate P* when we also include
the residuals from the model of R, that portion of welfare spending preferences for which our
model does not account. There clearly is some additional variation there, particularly in the
mid-1980s to mid-1990s, but the overall trend is not fundamentally different, usually indistin-
guishable. Indeed, the correlation between the two aggregate-level series is a 0.96. Most of the
over-time variation in P* clearly is accounted for by our economic variables.

Figure 3 shows the estimated P* series (without the residual component) alongside the survey
measure of R. Here we illustrate both relative and absolute preferences together, and we do so to
make clear how different the two series are. Relative preferences move up and down over time, in
response to the combination of P* and P. P*, on the other hand, trends upwards. The two series
are correlated at 0.62, which implies that only a little more than a third of their variance is com-
mon. It makes clear how using measures of R to capture P*, besides being theoretically tenuous,
would pose empirical problems, not just for our welfare spending question, but potentially for a
wide range of survey questions tapping ‘relative’ support for policy.

Estimating the ‘preferred’ level of spending
We know that the public’s underlying absolute preferences for welfare spending change and have
increased over time. But how much spending satisfies the public at each point in time? We cannot
say for sure based on our analyses, as we do not have a direct measure of P*, at least not in dollars.
We seemingly can infer it from our results, however – we can estimate the amount of spending
that would, holding other things constant, lead to the average respondent preferring the spending

Figure 2. Estimated absolute preferences for welfare spending

29We do not make predictions for years in which data are not available, though drawing lines through the available data in
Figure 3 (and in subsequent figures as well) effectively interpolates values for missing cases.
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Party politics and welfare spending, c. 1980
(Huber & Stephens 2001, table 4.1)
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(Alesina & Glaeser 2004, p. 86)

• estimate this accounts for half the difference between USA and Europe

Transfers as %
 of G

D
P

measure of % of average district’s 
vote needed to win seat

Political institutions



Political structure and welfare spending, c. 1980 
(Huber & Stephens 2001, table 4.1)
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Probability that two randomly chosen people will be from different groups

Between group 
inequality
(Baldwin & Huber 
2010): Gini 
coefficient with 
individuals given 
their group’s 
average income

Ethnic or Racial Homogeneity
Racial division (Alesina & Glaeser 2004)



R
eduction in G

ini due to 
taxes/transfers

Ratio of 90/50 differential to 50/10 differential

UK

Structure of income distribution (Lupu & Pontusson 2011)

• compressed upper half => middle-earners feel closer to rich => oppose
redistribution

• compressed lower half => middle-earners feel closer to poor => support
redistribution

• Compare with the, “we are the 99%” slogan. 

Income distribution and risk structure
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FIGURE 1. How the Relationship between Risk and Income Shapes Popular Cleavages

secure, whereas those higher up the income distribution
face greater risk.

Looking first at panel (a), where insecurity and dis-
advantage are reinforcing, we see two large groups:
insecure disadvantaged citizens and secure advantaged
citizens. Given the individual-level relationships just
discussed, the first group (insecure, disadvantaged) is
likely to be highly supportive of the welfare state. They
are the “doubly deprived”—citizens who benefit from
both the redistributive and insurance effects of social
programs. In contrast, the second group (secure, ad-
vantaged) is likely to be strongly opposed. They are
the “doubly advantaged.” Neither economically disad-
vantaged nor insecure, they have relatively little to gain
from supporting social programs and much to lose from
the taxes necessary to finance them.

The two groups lying off the diagonal are the “cross-
pressured”—the insecure advantaged and secure dis-
advantaged. These citizens have cause to support the
welfare state, but also cause to worry that they will
pay more in taxes (the main concern of economically
advantaged citizens) or receive less in benefits (the
main concern of economically secure citizens). In both
groups, however, risk exposure or limited income pro-
vides powerful motivation to support social programs.
Decades of research have shown that people are highly
sensitive to drops in economic standing; they are “loss
averse” (Fellner and Sutter 2009; Kahneman, Knetsch,
and Thaler 1991). For this reason, high-risk citizens
are likely to endorse social insurance that covers risks
affecting them even when they have higher incomes
and will bear much of the tax price for financing those
programs. This is particularly true for risks that cannot

be easily buffered through private insurance markets,
such as unemployment and long-term disability. Even
if private insurance markets are robust (a big if), these
private policies will generally be costlier than public
social insurance—and thus less attractive—for higher
risk citizens.

By contrast, support from secure but disadvantaged
citizens rests on a combination of loss aversion and
the low price of public insurance. With little wealth or
slack in family budgets, even relatively modest levels of
uncertainty may induce insecurity. At the same time,
because of progressive financing for social programs,
the tax burden on this group is relatively small. Thus,
low-income citizens have strong reason to support the
welfare state even when not at heightened risk—which
helps explain why surveys consistently show the eco-
nomically disadvantaged to be the welfare state’s most
reliable backers (Page and Jacobs 2009).

In panel (a), the cross-pressured groups are small,
reflecting the strong negative correlation of risk and
income. The result is a highly polarized opinion distri-
bution, as shown in the lower half of the figure. On one
side of the distribution, the doubly deprived strongly
support social protections. On the other side, the dou-
bly advantaged strongly oppose them. The small cross-
pressured groups do little to fill out the middle.

Panel (b) shows a diametrically opposed relationship
between income and risk. Here, disadvantage and in-
security are cross-cutting, creating two large groups of
cross-pressured citizens. The distribution in the lower
half of the panel is accordingly quite different. With
most citizens in the middle, there is much less polariza-
tion and much weaker opposition.

389

Rehm, Hacker and Schlesinger; APSR 2012 



Risk, Inequality, and Support for the Welfare State May 2012

FIGURE 2. Income-Risk Correlations and Opposition, Polarization, and Average Support
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All these countries have negative corr(market inc, 
unemp risk), so degrees of labour market 
polarisation.

Where the correlation most negative (left hand 
side of graph):

<- Bigger group strongly opposing generous 
unemployment benefits

<- More polarisation in attitudes to unemployment 
benefits

<- Less average support for unemployment 
benefits



Risk, Inequality, and Support for the Welfare State May 2012

FIGURE 3. Correlation between Average Support and Unemployment Replacement Rates
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Notes: Unemployment replacement rates are from the OECD (Benefits and Wages Database. Dataset: Going for Growth). These are
the averages of net replacement rates for unemployed persons who earned 67% and 100% of average worker earnings at the time of
losing their job.

insurance only; and systems that are mixed (Vro-
man 2007). We take into account these different
provisions—which may affect public support—with
dummy variables in Model 5. These variables turn
out to be statistically insignificant and, again, irrel-
evant for our main finding.

• Welfare-state regime type. Esping-Andersen’s
(1990) three types of welfare regimes—liberal, cor-
poratist, and social-democratic—are often singled
out as a possible determinants of varying support
for social policies (Arts and Gelissen 2001; Bean
and Papadakis 1998; Gelissen 2002; Jaeger 2009).
They could also be associated with different dis-
tributions of income and risk. Therefore, Model 6
includes regime-type dummies. Although the co-
efficients are insignificant, accounting for regime
type increases the estimated coefficient for our key
variable.21

The effect of the income-risk correlation on public
support is not only statistically significant but substan-
tial as well. According to the models, a two-standard

21 There are other control variables worth considering, but none
we included changed our conclusions in interesting ways. We ex-
perimented with exposure to international markets (Cameron 1978;
Katzenstein 1985; Rodrik 1998), the cumulative partisan center of
gravity, GDP levels or growth, ethnic or religious fractionalization
(Alesina, Glaeser, and Sacerdote 2001), and national identity (Shayo
2009).

deviation change (0.12) shifts average support for un-
employment benefits by about 0.08 (Model 2 in Table
3), or roughly from the American level of average sup-
port to the Danish level.

One way to judge the size of this effect is to consider
how it might influence the generosity of the welfare
state. This question takes us well beyond the analytic
scope of the article. For illustrative purposes, however,
Figure 3 shows the simple correlation between average
public support and unemployment replacement rates
(the share of pre-unemployment income replaced by
public benefits, net of taxes). We do not want to suggest
that demand for social policy is automatically trans-
lated into supply; our argument concerns underlying
public cleavages, not how they are activated. Never-
theless, the results from Figure 3 are striking: the 0.08-
point change just discussed implies a 14-point change
in unemployment replacement rates—in the ballpark
of the difference between the unemployment replace-
ment rate in the United States (56%) and Norway
(71%). Crude as this demonstration is, it suggests that
the differences in the income-risk correlation have po-
tentially very large effects.

In sum, the cross-national evidence strongly supports
our argument that the distribution of risk across the
income scale is an important determinant of the struc-
ture of popular support for social insurance. Countries
in which the risk of unemployment is more concen-
trated among lower income citizens also have greater

398

Consistent with general hypothesis: inequality reduces 
welfare support and that leads to less generous welfare



whose support reflects higher likelihood of becoming a beneficiary of welfare
provisions and progressive taxation.

Second, substantial scholarship on individual economic (mis)fortune and
support for redistribution and welfare states focuses on experiences that are rel-
ative—focused on between-group characteristics, but static (focused on a particular
moment in time). This conception is captured in the upper-left quadrant in Figure 1.
Such a focus has deep roots in socio-economic research (e.g., Veblen, 1909). This
includes sociological and psychological literature on “relative deprivation,” focused
on the lack of resources to sustain the lifestyle that is widely encouraged or ap-
proved in the group to which one counts oneself (Crosby, 1976; Runciman, 1966;
Walker & Pettigrew, 1984). While this focus sometimes highlights absolute or
dynamic conceptions of relative deprivation, more often the focus is on economic
suffering relative to others (Halleröd, 2006; Stewart, 2006; Yitzhaki, 1979). A quite
stable empiricalfinding in the literature on deprivation andwellbeing is that above a
particular income level general happiness and perceptions of wellbeing are as or
more strongly influenced by one’s position relative to one’s peers as by absolute
material-economic position (Clark & Oswald, 1996; Smith et al., 2012). With
respect to explicit study of support for redistribution, the focus on relative position is
also central to the seminal work ofMeltzer and Richard (1981), which focuses on a
voter’s income level (say the median voter) relative to a country’s mean income
level (cf. Kevins et al., 2018; Lupu & Pontusson, 2011).

Figure 1. The dynamic and relative dimensions of income.

Burgoon et al. 659

Burgoon et al (CPS, 2023) “those whose income growth is outpaced by the 
average and/or richest members of their country are more likely to support 
redistribution. We also find that the objective and subjective measures of 
positional deprivation are significantly correlated, and that positional 
deprivation’s fostering of support for redistribution holds above-and-beyond 
static and/or absolute measures of economic experience.”



objective economic position, our arguments should also be measurable by
looking explicitly at what respondents might judge to be their level of po-
sitional deprivation, hence subjective positional deprivation. To the best of our
knowledge, however, neither the ESS nor any other major multi-country
public opinion surveys include such a subjective measure.

However, one such measure can be found in an original dataset, the EURS
survey (Vandenbroucke et al., 2018), fielded in late 2018 among 19,500
respondents in 13 EU member states (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Estonia,
Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Poland, and
Spain). The survey includes questions about a respondent’s attitudes towards
redistribution and social policy, and also about a respondent’s socio-economic
position, including subjective and objective household income, employment
status and experience.

The EURS dataset also includes a question gauging subjective positional
deprivation. Respondents were asked: “Which of the following descriptions
comes closest to how your own household income has changed in the last
5 years, compared to how the average household income has changed in
[respondent’s Country]?” (emphasis added) Answers were recoded to create
Subjective Positional Deprivation, which ranges from 1 to 3, with 1 being the

Figure 3. Positional deprivation versus income/education and support for
government redistribution. (a) Positional deprivation (b) Subjective income (c)
Education. Note. Bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

Burgoon et al. 673



In the long run, hard work generally brings a better life versus
Hard work doesn’t generally bring success—it’s more a matter of luck and 

connections
WVS (Alesina & Glaeser 2004; also Fong, Bowles, Gintis 2005)

More 
Beliefs



Class divisions in government’s responsibility to “reduce differences 
in incomes between rich and poor” and “provide a job for everyone 

who wants one.” (Lindh & McCall, AnRevSoc 2020)
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Figure 1
Support for economic redistribution by class and country. The !gure shows an additive index with scale
0–100, where higher scores indicate more support. Data are from the 2016 Role of Government module of
the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP 2018). (Data for CA, IE, and NL are from 2006.)
Numbers are predicted values for each class segment based on country-speci!c ordinary least squares
regressions with controls for gender, age, geographical location (urban/rural), sector of employment
(private/public), and religiosity. The predicted values are for a middle-aged woman working in the private
sector who is nonreligious and lives in a small town. See Supplemental Appendixes A, B, and C for further
information. Abbreviations: AU, Australia; BE, Belgium; CA, Canada; CH, Switzerland; DE, Germany; DK,
Denmark; ES, Spain; FI, Finland; FR, France; GB, Great Britain; IE, Ireland; JP, Japan; KR, South Korea;
NL, Netherlands; NO, Norway; NZ, New Zealand; SE, Sweden; US, United States.

we separate manual workers (the old working class) from service workers (the new working class)
and managers and business professionals (the old middle class) from sociocultural professionals
(the new middle class).3 Because individuals in working-class occupations can obtain relatively
high incomes, and individuals in middle-class occupations can be !nancially insecure and/or un-
representative of the economic elites in contemporary societies with high levels of income in-
equality, at times we refer to the broad lower and middle parts of the income distribution as the
working and lower-middle classes.

Figure 1 shows support for redistribution by class and country.We constructed an index (scale
0–100) that adds together two separate items on whether it is the government’s responsibility to
reduce differences in incomes between rich and poor and to provide a job for everyone who wants
one (see Supplemental Appendix B for further information).The !gure displays predicted values
for each class segment, by country. Predicted values are based on country-speci!c ordinary least
squares regression models with controls for gender, age, sector of employment (private/public),
geographical location (urban/rural), and religiosity. In all 18 countries, manual workers express

occupation and/or income are typically stronger predictors of views on economic issues, whereas education
often performs better in accounting for sociocultural views (Evans & Tilley 2017, Manza & Crowley 2018).
3Examples of occupations in each group are (in parentheses): Managers and business professionals (managers,
accountants, administrators), sociocultural professionals (teachers, nurses, social workers), manual workers
(lorry drivers, machine operators, mechanics), and service workers (cleaners, health care assistants, shop as-
sistants). For further information, see Supplemental Appendix A, Hout et al. (1995), Kriesi (1998), Oesch
(2008), and Evans & Tilley (2017). Other researchers similarly examine horizontal distinctions but within
income and education groups (recent examples include Kitschelt & Rehm 2019, Piketty 2020).
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Class differences in government’s responsibility to “provide 
health care for the sick” and “provide a decent standard of 

living for the old.” (Lindh & McCall, AnRevSoc 2020)
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Figure 2
Support for universal social protection by class and country. The !gure shows an additive index with scale
0–100, where higher scores indicate more support. Data are from the 2016 Role of Government module of
the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP 2018). (Data for CA, IE, and NL are from 2006.)
Numbers are predicted values for each class segment based on country-speci!c ordinary least squares
regressions with controls for gender, age, geographical location (urban/rural), sector of employment
(private/public), and religiosity. The predicted values are for a middle-aged woman working in the private
sector who is nonreligious and lives in a small town. See Supplemental Appendixes A, B, and C for further
information. Abbreviations: AU, Australia; BE, Belgium; CA, Canada; CH, Switzerland; DE, Germany; DK,
Denmark; ES, Spain; FI, Finland; FR, France; GB, Great Britain; IE, Ireland; JP, Japan; KR, South Korea;
NL, Netherlands; NO, Norway; NZ, New Zealand; SE, Sweden; US, United States.

2009), as do employer-provided bene!ts and procedures to augment worker voice (Kochan et al.
2019). A majority of Americans also believes that major companies should cut executive pay and
raise unskilled worker pay, which exceeds the share of Americans that favors conventional gov-
ernment redistribution as shown in Figure 1 (McCall et al. 2017). Although these views decline
with income, Americans in quite large numbers distrust major companies, almost to the degree
that they distrust the government, which is substantial. As a whole, these !ndings are inconsistent
with key tenets of American free market ideology and point to the potential popularity of a market
equality agenda (Lindh & McCall 2020).

3. THE SOCIOCULTURAL DOMAIN
One of the reasons frequently given for political behavior that seems to deviate from narrow class
interests is that sociocultural issues have become more salient than economic issues in shaping
political decisions. Since electoral behavior is a function of both demand-side and supply-side
factors, sociocultural attitudes might not have consequences in the formal political sphere (i.e.,
on the demand side) if parties as supply-side actors compete on the nonsociocultural plane alone.
However, issues concerning gender relations, race and ethnicity, environmentalism, and sexuality
became more outwardly salient and partisan in the wake of the new social movements of the
1960s and 1970s, as did immigration with its expansion at roughly the same time (Inglehart 1990,
Kitschelt & McGann 1995). While the sociocultural and economic dimensions have long been
considered the core axes of a two-dimensional space of political ideology, it is only recently that
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Retrenchment?

• Crisis trope is enduring: 
• fiscal crisis of 1970s—OECD, Welfare States in 

Crisis (1981)
• ageing
• fiscal crisis of 2000s

• Changing public support



As % of GDP, public spending continues to increase
BUT
• Generosity stops growing 

c. 1980 (Castles 2004)
• Replacement falls

(Korpi & Palme 2003)
• esp UK



Baumol’s cost 
“disease”

• productivity grows 
rapidly in some 
sectors (e.g.
vehicles), slowly in 
others (education, 
health)

• output in stagnant 
sectors becomes 
relatively more 
costly over time

• government 
spending should 
increase as % of 
GDP



Different kinds of attitudes to welfare state 
spending in Britain



'JHVSF����1PWFSUZ�BOE�JOFRVBMJUZ�TUBUJTUJDT�����r�����	QPWFSUZ�NJMMJPOT


4PVSDF��*OTUJUVUF�GPS�'JTDBM�4UVEJFT�	����
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#FOFæUT�GPS�UIF�VOFNQMPZFE�r�EJTDPVSBHJOH�XPSL�
or causing hardship?
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Taylor-Gooby and Taylor, British Social Attitudes 32, 2014
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In Table 1 we show the proportion who say there should be “more 
spending” or “less spending” on six different groups of bene!t 
recipients. As the second half of the table shows, in most cases 
there is little support for cutting bene!ts. Fewer than 1 in 10 support 
cutting bene!ts for carers, the disabled, those on low incomes – 
and, indeed, the retired. Well under 2 in 10 support less government 
spending on bene!ts for single parents. The one instance where 
there is considerable, though still less than majority, support for 
reducing bene!ts is in respect of the unemployed.

Table 1 Attitudes to government spending on different benefits, 1998–2015

1998 2002 2004 2006 2008 2011 2013 2015

% would like to see more 
government spending on 

benefits for…
% % % % % % % %

…people who care for 
those who are sick or 

disabled
82 82 81 82 83 74 73 75

…parents who work on 
very low incomes 68 69 62 66 67 58 59 61

…disabled people who 
cannot work 72 69 63 62 61 53 54 61

…retired people 71 73 73 72 72 57 48 49

…single parents 34 39 35 38 37 29 31 36

…unemployed people 22 21 15 16 14 15 15 17

1998 2002 2004 2006 2008 2011 2013 2015

% would like to see less 
government spending on 

benefits for…
% % % % % % % %

…people who care for 
those who are sick or 

disabled
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2

…parents who work on 
very low incomes 3 4 4 4 4 5 5 5

…disabled people who 
cannot work 2 2 3 3 4 5 4 3

…retired people 2 2 2 2 2 3 7 7

…single parents 21 18 18 19 17 21 19 16

…unemployed people 35 36 44 45 54 51 49 45

Unweighted base 3146 3435 3199 3240 3358 3311 3244 3266

Moreover, there is some, albeit limited, evidence that views may have 
shifted somewhat in response to the cuts to spending on bene!ts 
undertaken to date. Support for reducing spending on bene!ts for 
unemployed people has fallen by six percentage points since 2011, 
and by nine points since 2008, despite the fact that unemployment 
has fallen in the interim. Meanwhile, after falling between 2008 and 
2011, the level of support for increasing expenditure on those with a 
disability and on single parents has now returned to its pre-Coalition 
level. However, a similar drop between 2008 and 2011 in support for 

BSA, Clery 
(2016)
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Figure 3 Proportion who agree that “ordinary working people do not get their fair share of 
the nation’s wealth”, 1986-2021

Source: British Social Attitudes apart from additional data points in 2020 and 2021 from NatCen 
Panel

The data on which Figure 3 is based can be found in Table A.3 in the appendix to this chapter 

Yet there are signs here too that during the pandemic people were 
rather more likely to agree with the proposition. On average our four 
surveys recorded a !gure of 65%, and it stood as high as 67% in our 
most recent survey, a !gure that matches the previous record high  
(in 1995). Here, perhaps, is rather !rmer evidence that, in the wake of 
the pandemic, people in Britain are somewhat more likely to regard 
the country as unequal – and thus may be more sensitive to the 
potentially adverse impact of the ‘cost of living crisis’ on the less  
well off in particular.

But if that is the case, does it mean that people are now more likely 
to favour government action to reduce inequality? Figure 4 presents 
the pattern of responses since 1986 to the proposition that 
“government should redistribute income from the better-off to those 
who are less well off”. The level of agreement with this statement has 
always been lower than with our two statements on the existence of 
inequality – it has only twice reached a half or more. Evidently not 
everyone who thinks Britain is unequal necessarily backs action that 
might remedy it. Yet the trend over time has been one with which we 
are becoming familiar. Until 1998 the level of agreement never fell 
below 40%, while from then until 2012 at least it was rarely above it. 
At 41%, the average !gure between 2017 and 2019 was in line with 
the readings that had been obtained since 2012. 
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Figure 4 Proportion who agree that “Government should redistribute income from the 
better-off to those who are less well off”, 1986-2021 

Source: British Social Attitudes apart from additional data points in 2020 and 2021 from NatCen 
Panel

The data on which Figure 4 is based can be found in Table A.4 in the appendix to this chapter 

There is some evidence that the level of agreement that the 
government should take action on inequality is now higher. On 
average, in the four surveys we conducted during the pandemic, it 
has stood at an average of 44%, while in our most recent survey it 
has reached 49%, the highest level since 1994. That said, there is 
some inconsistency between the !ndings of the two most recent BSA 
surveys and those of the two additional surveys that we undertook 
during the pandemic via the NatCen Panel. So, some caution may be 
in order in concluding that support for redistribution has increased – 
but it would seem that, at a minimum, Britain approaches the ‘cost of 
living crisis’ with the rather higher level of support for such action that 
has been in evidence during the last ten or so years still in place.1

1  We can also combine the answers to the three questions presented in Tables 3-5 with those to 
another two items on the theme of inequality that all together can be used to form a left-right 
scale. Further information about this scale is to be found in the Technical Details. On this scale, 
the lower the score, the more people gave a ‘left-wing’ response that indicates recognition of 
inequality and a wish to do something about it. On our latest survey, the average scale score was 
2.35. This compares with scores of 2.42 on the two additional surveys, 2.44 in 2020 and 2.54 in 
2019, 2.49 in 2018 and 2.52 in 2017. Thus, our left-right scale as a whole does suggest there was 
some movement to the ‘left’ during the course of the pandemic.
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Drop from 1994 maybe due to Blair’s influence on Labour 
supporters, shifting them to the right (O’Grady, Tom. 2022. The 
Transformation of British Welfare Policy)
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Figure 6 Proportion who agree/disagree that “many people who get social security don’t 
really deserve any help”, 1987-2021

Source: British Social Attitudes apart from additional data points in 2020 and 2021 from NatCen 
Panel

The data on which Figure 6 is based can be found in Table A.6 in the appendix to this chapter 

Responses to a third item that again expresses a negative sentiment 
about welfare, that is, that “most people on the dole are !ddling in 
one way or another” exhibit much the same picture (Figure 7).  
Until the late 1990s slightly more people disagreed than agreed with 
the statement, but thereafter, through to 2014, the opposite was the 
case. But by 2017 to 2019, only just over one in !ve (22%) were in 
agreement, while nearly two in !ve (39%) disagreed. Those !gures 
did not change much during the pandemic; on average 24% agreed 
and 40% disagreed. The relatively new mood on welfare prevailed, 
but did not become any stronger.2 

2  We should though note that in response to a further item that was not included on our two 
additional pandemic surveys, but which were asked on the 2020 and 2021 BSA surveys,  
there was some easing of the new more pro-welfare outlook. Respondents were asked whether 
they agreed or disagreed that “the government should spend more on welfare bene!ts for the 
poor, even if it leads to higher taxes”. Between 2017 and 2019 on average 42% disagreed with 
this statement, and only 26% agreed. On the 2020 and 2021 surveys combined the !gures are 
37% and 33% respectively. While these !gures indicate a somewhat higher level of support for 
spending more on welfare than was evident between 2009 and 2011, in the immediate wake of 
the !nancial crash, they are not otherwise very different from the !gures that were in evidence 
between 2004 and 2016. Of course, it may be that respondents’ answers were in"uenced by the 
fact that Universal Credit had been increased during the pandemic.
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Figure 5 Proportion who agree/disagree that “if welfare benefits weren’t so generous, 
people would learn to stand on their own two feet”, 1987-2021

Source: British Social Attitudes apart from additional data points in 2020 and 2021 from NatCen 
Panel

The data on which Figure 5 is based can be found in Table A.5 in the appendix to this chapter

A similar result can be observed when people were presented with 
another statement expressing a similar negative sentiment about 
welfare, that is, that “many people who get social security don’t really 
deserve any help” (see Figure 6). Here the balance of opinion was 
tipped in favour of disagreeing until 2001, but thereafter, until 2014, 
apart from one year, more people agreed than disagreed. By the time 
the pandemic was approaching, the pattern of response was again 
very different. Between 2017 and 2019, on average, slightly less than 
one in !ve (19%) agreed while over two in !ve (42%) took the opposite 
view.

The pattern of responses to this question obtained during the 
pandemic again suggests that while the new more pro-welfare mood 
was sustained, it did not become any stronger. On average,  
the proportion who agreed was again 19%, while 44% disagreed,  
!gures that are little different from the averages for the BSA surveys 
conducted between 2017 and 2019. Moreover, in this instance the 
balance of opinion is even more supportive of welfare than it was 
between 1987 and 1996. While during that period the average level of 
disagreement with the statement was, at 46%, slightly higher than in 
our pandemic surveys, the proportion who agreed (28%) was much 
higher too.
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Taxation, welfare  
and inequality
The shape of post-COVID public attitudes 

The COVID-19 pandemic witnessed unprecedented levels of government spending and much 
discussion of the impact of inequality on health. Now the country is facing a ‘cost of living crisis’ 
that seems set to have most impact on the less well-off and is resulting in calls on the government 
to spend large amounts of money mitigating the consequences. This chapter examines the public 
mood on tax and spend, welfare, and inequality in the wake of the pandemic and assesses the 
implications for how the public might wish the government to react now to the ‘cost of living crisis’.  

Attitudes towards taxation and spending on health, education and social benefits,  
1983-2021

Source: British Social Attitudes apart from additional data points in 2020 and 2021 from NatCen Panel
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social issues, while the right-wing view is
the most popular for all three ‘nationalist’
issues.

Now, many Labour enthusiasts will find
this hard to accept. These findings simply
don’t square with the way they discuss poli-
tics. The trouble is, they are simply not typi-
cal. Take the issue of redistribution. Among
those who identify ‘very strongly’ with
Labour, 46 per cent want the government to

do more to help the poor, while 14 per cent
think the poor should take more responsibil-
ity for their own plight. But among those
with no party allegiance, just 9 per cent back
redistribution, while 29 per cent want lower
benefits. With this group, the valence option
is by far the most popular. Of these respon-
dents, 48 per cent think that what matters
most is not the size of the benefits bill but
whether money goes to the right people.

Table 7: Positional versus valence views

% support for. . . The valence option

‘Left’
view

Status
quo

‘Right’
view

‘Valence’
view

Economic and social agenda
Overall level of tax and spend 8 4 24 54 ‘What matters most is not

the overall level of spending
and taxes, but whether the
government of the day
taxes fairly and spends
efficiently.’

(‘Left’ view: higher taxes, more
spending; ‘right’ view:
lower taxes, less spending)

Redistribution 13 6 29 43 ‘What matters is not
whether taxes and benefits
go up or down, but
whether the government
distributes welfare benefits
fairly and sensibly.’

(Higher taxes, higher benefits
for poor/lower taxes,
reduced benefits)

Health service reform 28 10 7 47 ‘I don’t mind what the mix
of private and public
provision is, providing that
the people who run NHS
services act in the interests
of patients and the
general public.’

(End private provision/
more private provision)

Nationalist agenda
Relations with EU 10 6 46 27 ‘What matters most is not

the balance of national and
EU powers, but the way
those powers are used.’

(Closer relations with EU/
EU should hand more
powers back to UK)
Immigration 1 6 54 33 ‘What matters most is not

the number of immigrants
entering this country, but
whether the government
has a policy that is good for
Britain’s economy and
society.’

(More immigrants good for UK/
end or sharply
reduce immigration)

Punishing criminals 24 2 42 23 ‘I don’t mind whether more
or fewer people are sent
to prison, as long as the
government, courts and
prisons take practical
measures to keep crime to
a minimum.’

(Tackle social causes, use prison
less/more
prisoners, longer sentences)

8 P E T E R K E L L N E R

The Political Quarterly © The Author 2017. The Political Quarterly © The Political Quarterly Publishing Co. Ltd. 2017

Kellner (PQ, 2017), 
data from 2012

• Most people take 
“valence” view on 
welfare 

• But different people 
have different views on 
fairness, efficiency and 
what is sensible.

• but on the right for EU, 
immigration and crime



Conclusion

• Enduring variation in welfare states, from ‘social-democratic’
Scandinavia to ‘liberal’ U.S.

• Variation explained by:
• left parties in power

• openness of political institutions, centralization of power

• social homogeneity

• endogenous: welfare institutions 

• Social expenditure typically continues to increase as % of 
GDP, but …
• lags increase in need (ageing, unemployment)

• inequality has increased markedly, esp. in anglophone societies

• Issues are complex; public sometimes specific about who is 
deserving but generally care about fair and competent 
administration more than level of redistribution
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