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EQUITY, EQUALITY OR NEED? 

 

Explaining Preferences towards Welfare Redistribution  

Principles across 23 European Countries 

 

 

 

Abstract: 

Although the welfare state receives high levels of public support across European countries, 

insights into what kind of welfare state individuals prefer, i.e. one based on equity, equality or need, 

is scarce and fragmented. Using the 2008 wave of the European Social Survey, we analyze 

individual preferences of welfare redistribution departing from three assumptions. First, these 

preferences can only be properly understood in reference to specific welfare programs. Second, 

information of the national context is refined to see how these preferences relate to institutional, 

structural and cultural national information. Third, multilevel multinomial modeling is applied to 

assess the simultaneous association between individual and country-level determinants with these 
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preferences. The results suggest that, when accounting for respondent characteristics, individuals 

prefer an equal redistribution of welfare, while preferences for alternatives of equity or need are 

mainly inspired by self-interest. Also, citizens of generous welfare states refrain from a preference 

for equity, while additional context associations are mixed. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Due to far-reaching demographic (e.g. migration and ageing of society) and economic 

transformations (e.g. the worldwide financial crisis), welfare state retrenchment has become of 

paramount interest of political agendas across Europe. Nevertheless, broad sections of the 

European public give support for their national welfare state (Svallfors, 2013). Even though welfare 

legitimacy is high, less is known about what kind of welfare state Europeans prefer. Do they favor a 

system that rewards those who contributed most or do they support a system that primarily 

redistributes to the neediest? An alternative option is that all citizens, apart from their contributions 

or level of need, are entitled to equal services and benefits. These three dominant welfare 

redistribution mechanisms have been referred to as the principles of respectively equity, need and 

equality. While many social science disciplines (e.g. social theory (Miller, 1999; Rawls, 1971), 

economy (Fehr & Schmidt, 1999; Frohlich et al., 1987) and psychology (Feather, 1999), among 

others) have touched upon questions of redistribution, sociological insights explaining the 

distribution of and determinants of individual preferences towards welfare redistribution remain 

scarce and fragmented (Arts & Gelissen, 2001; Aalberg, 2003). 

 

The aim of this paper is to broaden the understanding of individual preferences towards welfare 

redistribution. In order to increase the knowledge, three innovations are proposed. First of all, 

while previous research (Arts & Gelissen, 2001; Aalberg, 2003) have analyzed preferences towards 

redistribution in general and abstract terms, we address them in relation to detailed welfare 

programs that address different social risks, namely unemployment benefits and old-age pension 

schemes. Second, in contrast with earlier studies that mainly aimed at finding congruence between 

these preferences and the corresponding welfare regime types, we will consider additional relevant 

structural and cultural contexts (Deutsch, 1975), as there is an academic demand to uncover the 

context that determines redistribution preferences (Konow, 2003; Fehr & Schmidt, 2006). Third, by 

performing multilevel analysis, we can simultaneously discover the association between individual 

and contextual-level factors with these redistribution preferences. This integrative approach allows 

for providing answers to complex questions concerning what kind of welfare European citizens 

lend support for. 

 

To address questions about individual preferences towards welfare redistribution, the 2008 wave of 

the European Social Survey will be analyzed. In this survey, individuals of several countries are 

questioned whether they think that high or low earners should get higher social benefits and 

services, or all an equal amount. Before turning to the empirics, the second section of this paper 

briefly reviews the existing literature on preferences for welfare redistribution. In the third section, 

the data and methodology are introduced. The results of the analysis are presented in the fourth 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 5 of 44 

section. In the fifth and final section, the findings are critically reviewed and policy implications are 

discussed. 

 

2. Literature Review 

 

2.1. Equity, Equality, Need 

 

The question what type of welfare state Europeans prefer must depart from mechanisms that 

define how welfare can be redistributed, which in social theory are referred to as social justice 

principles (Rawls, 1971; Miller, 1999; Konow, 2003; Sandel, 2009), which “provide a way of 

assigning rights and duties in the basic institutions of society and [they] define the appropriate 

distribution of the benefits and burdens of social cooperation” (Rawls, 1971, p. 4). Although social 

theorists continuously bring up new ways for redistributing social goods and bads,1 basically three 

models for welfare redistribution have been unfolded (Deutsch, 1975), namely equity, need and 

equality. As Arts & Gelissen explain (2001, p. 43), each of these principles “are clustered into three 

highly diverse regime-types, each organized around its own discrete logic of organization.” 

Interestingly, these principles are not only present at the abstract theoretical or institutional level; 

also across public opinion, these preferences exist. 

 

First, according to the principle of equity, when individuals make significant contributions to the 

welfare state, e.g. by high taxed incomes, being employed or having a complete labor-market 

trajectory, they should be rewarded accordingly in the case of a social risk. Institutionally, equity 

characterizes redistribution in conservative welfare states, which resembles a “corporative status 

equity” (Arts & Gelissen, 2001, p. 286) that keeps status differentials, as it redistributes following 

these segments, favoring the higher social classes. In public opinion, people seem to outweigh the 

principle of equity over other principles of redistribution (Arts & Gelissen, 2001; Aalberg, 2003).2 

 

Second, the need principle departs from the understanding that the neediest, e.g. low income 

groups or those with an inconsistent labor market trajectory, should be entitled to higher social 

benefits to prevent an accumulation of social risks. Although Arts and Gelissen (2001) classify the 

liberal Anglo-Saxon regime as mixed, namely a minimal welfare state of equal opportunity and 

individualistic equity, one can nevertheless argue that redistribution in these minimal welfare states 

                                                           
1 For an extensive review of justice theories, see Konow (2003). 
2 As we will see later, laboratory experiments have nuanced this hierarchy that is based on cross-national 
evidence. Nevertheless, as our study will analyze cross-national public opinion data, we hold on to the 
proposed hierarchy. 
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targets the underclass and therefore corresponds with „need‟. Public opinion research has shown 

that people are concerned about their fellow compatriots, and are willing to redistribute to them, 

making that it is the second preferred principle (Arts & Gelissen, 2001; Aalberg, 2003). 

 

Third, redistribution based on equality suggests that everybody should be entitled to the same 

welfare provision, disregarding the level of need or the significance of one‟s welfare state 

contributions. The Nordic social-democratic model corresponds to redistribution based on equality, 

as it guarantees an equal and minimal standard of living to everybody (Arts & Gelissen, 2001). 

Interestingly, both Arts and Gelissen (2001) and Aalberg (2003) find congruence in the finding that 

equality is the least preferred principle. 

 

Although sociological research suggests that individual preferences towards redistribution reflect 

the equity-need-equality hierarchy (Arts & Gelissen, 2001; Aalberg, 2003), many social theorists 

would argue that the principle of equality is, in contemporary liberal nation-states, regarded as 

normatively superior to the two other discussed models, and this for several reasons,3 as for 

instance that alternative principles tend to differentiate first from second-class citizens (Miller, 1999; 

Rawls, 1971). While the is/ought-problem is persistent in validating social theory, there is 

nevertheless a lot of room to qualify the existing empirical research into individual preferences for 

welfare redistribution. 

 

 

2.2. Qualifying Preferences for Welfare Redistribution 

 

The equity-need-equality hierarchy in individual preferences for welfare redistribution (Arts & 

Gelissen, 2001; Aalberg, 2003) might be more complicated as presented above, as knowledge about 

the formation of these redistribution preferences can be qualified in three respects, namely by 

differentiating the social risks covered by the welfare state (variation in the dependent variable), by 

evaluating the impact of individual positions in society and how society is interpreted (variation in 

respondent-level independent variables), and third by defining the societal contexts that determine 

individual preferences for redistribution (variation in society-level independent variables). 

 

 

                                                           
3 As is evident, normative theorists are in a perpetual conflict about how just societies should redistribute its 
welfare (see Konow, 2003). For instance, by referring to „entitlement theory‟, Nozick (1974) argues that it is 
unjust that states intervene in taxing incomes of the hard workers to redistribute with those in need. 
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2.2.1. Different Welfare Programs, Different Principles? 

 

The sociological finding that individuals prefer equity over equality or need (Arts & Gelissen, 2001; 

Aalberg, 2003) conflicts with several insights from economics or psychology namely that altruism 

drives individual behavior too (Sen, 1995; Fehr & Schmidt, 2006). Nevertheless, social scientists 

have also argued that social solidarity is not unconditionally directed to just everybody in every 

occasion, but depend on various criteria (van Oorschot, 2000; Feather, 1999; Feather & Dawson, 

1998). Alesina and Angeletos (2005, p. 965) give weight to this ambiguity by arguing that “people 

(…) appear to desire equality relative to some reference point, namely what they consider to be 

„fair‟ payoffs.” Although a detailed elaboration of “fair payoffs” or “reference points” is absent, 

theoretical as well as empirical insights can shed another light on the conditions to which 

individuals show solidarity. 

Theoretically, Rawls (1971) has argued that when people are placed behind a “veil of ignorance”, 

abstained of any knowledge about their position in society, people would first of all prefer an equal 

distribution of „liberties‟, and secondly that welfare redistribution should benefit those who are 

worst off. The “veil of ignorance” should avoid a “biased choice of principles” (Buchanan, 1980, 

p. 19) dominated by self-interest and ideological dispositions.  This normative standpoint, that 

gained widespread access in social science, posits that in contemporary societies, equality 

seems to be a basic proposition, while in reality, uncovered from the “veil of ignorance”, 

individual preferences are essentially biased. Nevertheless, as Mitchell and colleagues wrote 

(1993), empirically verifications of the normative claims Rawls’ Theory of Justice are limited, 

with precisely contextual claims that are missing (Konow, 2003) 

 

Empirically, individuals adjust their level of solidarity according to various criteria (van 

Oorschot, 2000, 2002; Feather, 1999). In this respect, attribution theory suggests that “the 

more [environmental factors] are felt to influence the action, the less the person is held 

responsible” (Heider, 1958, p. 113 in Feather, 1999). In the case of the old-age pensions and 

unemployment benefits, as falling without a job is often caused beyond the ‘individual locus of 

control’ while retirement is a biological process, people might be aware that an individual is 

not to blame because of his unemployment, tend to consider it as something that can happen 

to just anybody, and therefore go for an equal redistribution. On the contrary, as growing old 

is a biological process for which the financial consequences can be assessed at a longer period 

in time, people might be more of the opinion that it should be redistributed on the basis of 

equity, namely “you should get what you deserve”. Additional experimental evidence confirms 

this thesis, as those involved in experiments are not averse towards inequality when their 

experimental role depended upon previous performances in contrast when their role was 
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assigned on a random basis (Hoffman & Spitzer, 1985; Alesina & Angeletos, 2005). Thus, as 

unemployment is a social risk beyond the ‘individual locus of control’,4 the expectation is 

that people will be more in favor of 

equality; in contrast, for old-age 

pensions, the expectation runs that 

equity will be preferred.  

 

 

2.2.2. The Social Structuring of Redistributive Justice Principles 

 

A second qualification in understanding preferences towards welfare redistribution regards 

the social structuring of these preferences. Studies continuously show that both structural and 

cultural respondent characteristics determine welfare state attitudes (Kangas, 1997; 

Blekesaune & Quadagno, 2003). Regarding structural features, as aforementioned, self-

interest is perpetually seen as an important explanation for variation in welfare state 

preferences (Kangas, 1997), since “individuals who objectively benefit from the stratification 

system in comparison with others are more likely to judge its inequalities to be just. 

Conversely, people who are objectively less well off are more likely to judge equality to be fair, 

since *this+ (…) would result in their receiving more societal goods” (Robinson & Bell, 1978, p. 

128, in d’Anjou et al., 1995, p. 357). Regarding cultural features, foremost the classic left-right 

political positions are still able to explain preferences in welfare redistribution (Jaeger, 2006b), 

as “liberals act in accordance with the idea that individuals should be protected from bad luck, 

while conservatives act in accordance with the idea that bad luck is something to be suffered 

and good luck something to be enjoyed” (Esarey et al., 2009). Departing from these main 

theoretical notions, which are supplemented with additional relevant theories, the following 

hypotheses can be proposed. 

 

First, hypothesizing equity preferences, we expect that men are more in favor of equity (Kahn 

et al., 1980), as they tend to score higher on social-dominance orientations and are less 

altruistic. Also young people, who just entered the labor market and are thus increasingly 

confronted with financial transfers, are expected to favor equity more easily. From a self-

interest perspective, equity should be related to high socioeconomic status, meaning that the 

                                                           
4 While authors would argue that certain social classes are more prone to become unemployed (e.g. Heath et 
al., 2008), individual control over these social risks is nevertheless limited. 
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highly educated, the employed, those with a consistent labor-market trajectory, top earners 

and those not on welfare are considered to be in favor of equity. From a cultural perspective, 

we expect that a conservative right-wing orientation relates to equity. Also, having no religious 

denomination would not give an intrinsic motivation for altruism (Chau et al., 1990). 

Additionally, when people perceive that welfare claimants have a good standard of living, they 

probably opt for less redistribution with them (Petersen et al., 2011). 

 

Second, for equality preferences, we expect that it is more endorsed by women, as they tend to give 

expression to the „ethics of care‟ (Jaffee & Hyde, 2000). For socioeconomic status, we expect that 

middle-class citizens are, out of self-interest, not keen on redistributing with the poor, but also do 

not want that the highest socioeconomic groups receives the most significant benefits and services. 

Thus, those with a secondary level of education and a middle income should be more in favor of 

equality. With regard to the cultural perspective, the expectation is that politically neutral persons, 

i.e. not at the extremes of the left-right spectrum, are most in favor of equality. 

 

Third, with regard to need preferences, the expectation is that the elderly endorse this principle, as 

they have accumulated social risks, making them more likely to believe that those in need should 

receive higher benefits. Socioeconomically, especially underclass citizens, i.e. the lower educated, 

the unemployed, those that have long-term unemployed, have a low income or are welfare-state 

dependent, would favor redistribution that targets the neediest groups. The preference for need 

should also be more prevalent among left-wing respondents and among those who think that the 

standard of living of welfare claimants is low. Religious respondents should also have the intrinsic 

motivation to be compassionate with those that are most in need. 

 

 

2.2.3. The Contextual Structuring of Redistributive Justice Principles 

 

A third qualification in the insights into redistribution preferences is obtained by refining the social 

context. Departing from an institutional perspective, various authors argue that welfare attitudes 

ought to be an imprint of the welfare regimes (Jaeger, 2006a; Svallfors, 1997; Arts & Gelissen, 

2001). Conservative welfare states, characterized by class segmentation mainly redistribute on the 

basis of equity. Social-democratic welfare states, then, strive for equality as they redistribute on the 

basis of universalism. Additionally, although Arts and Gelissen (2001) classify the liberal regime as a 

mixture of equality and equity, redistribution is nevertheless directed at those most in need. 

Theoretically, the authors expected that institution serve as socialization agent and as reference 
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frame that influence individual preference towards redistribution, but empirically they failed to 

discover a pronounced overlap between the principles of the specific regime, and individual 

preferences among respondents of these regimes.  

 

This lack of convergence might be explained by the crude country classification. Esping-Andersen‟s 

“Worlds of Welfare” (1990) was originally based on the level of decommodification and might not 

have been able to capture institutional nuances appropriately. An alternative approach would 

therefore be to consider specific policies of which it can be expected that they are related to 

individual redistribution preferences. More precisely, the distinction between universal or selective 

programs becomes prominent in this respect. If benefits are selective, it can be expected that the 

general population endorses equity. On the other hand, if universalism is the leading mechanism for 

redistribution, the expectation is that public opinion favors equality. Some experimental studies 

point to this thesis, as private retirement schemes seem to hinder the support for intergenerational 

solidarity (van der Heijden et al., 1997). 

 

Second, as opposed to the institutional features, Deutsch (1975) has argued that preferences 

towards redistribution are dependent upon the societal structure and culture.5 First of all, Deutsch 

argued that the principle of equity will be dominant in societies where economic productivity is 

emphasized. From this perspective, Deutsch (1975, p. 149) even argues that in present Western 

societies where economic growth and the acculturation of wealth have become leading paradigm of 

policy makers, equity might be the dominant principle among these productive societies. Second, as 

explanations for the endorsement of the principle of equality, Deutsch (1975, p. 143) proposes a 

context where “fostering or maintenance of enjoyable social relations is the common goal.” 

According to Deutsch, the quality and not the density of social relations determines the preference 

for equality. Although it is not straightforward to think in conceptual terms about these 

characteristics, we can nevertheless expect that, from a structural perspective, economically equal 

and trusting societies are better able to foster the redistributive principle of equality. Third, from 

Deutsch (1975) we also know that need is more pronounced in societies of personal welfare and 

development. Living in a context where the “natural duty” (Rawls, 1971, in Deutsch, 1975, p. 146) 

is to help persons in need, would lead to the endorsement of the need principle. From a structural 

perspective, we can think of welfare state generosity as invoker of the need principle, while a 

culture of solidarity is also considered. 

 

                                                           
5 This approach fits his definition of redistributive justice principles, namely as “values which foster effective 
social cooperation to promote individual well-being” (Deutsch, 1975, p. 140). He argues that the way social 
cooperation affects well-being depends upon the “external circumstances confronting the group and upon 
the specific characterics of the group composing it” (Deutsch, 1975, p. 140). 
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3. Data and Methods 

 

In order to respond to several proposed questions concerning individual preferences towards 

welfare redistribution, we will analyze the 2008 wave of the European Social Survey. This 

comparative biennial survey project has been carried out in more than 25 countries, of which we 

include about 40.000 respondents of 23 countries in our analysis. The countries studied are Belgium 

(BE), Bulgaria (BG), Cyprus (CY), Czech Republic (CZ), Denmark (DK), Finland (FI), France 

(FR), Germany (DE), Greece (GR), Hungary (HU), Ireland (IE), Latvia (LV), Netherlands (NL), 

Norway (NO), Poland (PL), Portugal (PT), Romania (RO), Slovakia (SK), Slovenia (SI), Spain (ES), 

Sweden (SE), Switzerland (CH), and United Kingdom (GB). 

 

Dependent variables 

Two questions are analyzed that address preferences towards different welfare programs covering 

different social risks, namely old-age pensions and unemployment. The respective questions are: 

“Some people say that higher earners should get larger „old age pensions‟/„more benefit when they 

are temporarily unemployed‟ because they have paid more. Others say that lower earners should get 

larger „old age pensions‟/„more benefit‟ because they are more in greater need. Which of the three 

statements on this card comes closest to your view?” The answering categories were (1) higher 

earners should get more, (2) high and low earners should get the same amount, and (3) lower 

earners should get more. The first response category responds to the equity-principle, the second 

one to the equality-principle, and the third and last on to need.6 These proposed dependent 

variables differs strongly from the indicators and response categories that previous cross-national 

research on redistribution preferences have analyzed (Arts & Gelissen, 2001; Aalberg, 2003),7 which 

might yield different results. 

Individual-level independent variables 

                                                           
6 A fourth response category was also offered, namely “none of these”. However, because of the lack of 
substantial information, and because this item was only rarely selected, namely on the pension schemes and 
unemployment benefits respectively by 3.1 and 2.6 percent of the respondents, this category was left out of 
the analysis. 
7 In Arts & Gelissen (2001), three distinct questions have been analyzed separately, namely “In order to be 
considered just, a society should provide in (a) eliminating large inequality in income among citizens 
(„equality‟), (b) guaranteeing that basic needs are met for all, in terms of food, housing, clothing, education, 
health („need‟), and (c) recognizing people on their merits („equity‟). To measure equity, Aalberg (2003) 
analyzed “People are entitled to keep what they have earned – even if this means some people will be 
wealthier than others”, to measure equality “The fairest way of distributing wealth and income would be to 
give everyone equal shares”, and to measure need “The most important thing is that people get what they 
need even if this means transferring money from those who have earned more then they need.”  
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Derived from the hypotheses, a number of independent individual level variables are introduced. 

Regarding gender, we distinguish men (reference) from women. Age has been categorized in four 

cohorts, namely younger than 36 years old (reference), 36 to 50, 51 to 65, and older than 65. Levels 

of education are measured by four categories, namely none or primary education (reference), lower 

secondary, higher secondary and tertiary education. Work statuses relate to having paid work 

(reference), being unemployed, being retired, being a student or another status. We also include 

whether one has been long-term unemployed („no‟ as reference). Subjective income is used as a 

proxy for objective income (which suffers from high levels of item-nonresponse) and measures the 

extent one feels one can have a comfortable life with one‟s present income.8 Welfare state 

dependence is captured by one‟s main source of income is benefits („not from benefits‟ as 

reference). The ideology-thesis is tested by estimating the effect of first of all political left-right 

stances, categorized in four categories to cope with the high item-nonresponse on the original 10-

point scale, namely left (reference), middle and right position, and a category for missing 

information. We include a 0-10 scale that measures whether one perceives the living conditions of 

respectively the pensioners and the unemployed as extremely bad or good. We also include the 

basic church attendance measurement to capture religiosity. For information regarding the 

individual-level independent variables, check Appendix Tables A1-A2. 

 

Country-level variables 

In order to test whether individual welfare redistribution preferences correspond to institutional 

regimes, countries are classified in five worlds of welfare,9 namely the social-democratic type as 

reference (Denmark, Finland, Netherlands, Norway and Sweden), the conservative type (Belgium, 

Germany, France and Switzerland), the liberal type, (Great-Britain and Ireland), the familiaristic 

type (Cyprus, Greece, Portugal and Spain) and the Central and Eastern European countries 

(Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Hungary, Latvia, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia). Alternatively, 

we propose pension schemes and unemployment benefits legislation, as we distinguish in the first 

place whether countries have flat-rate, earnings-related, means-tested, universal, occupational and 

individual retirement schemes (Social Security Administration, 2008). As the data in Appendix 

show, some countries have multiple schemes in effect. Also, for certain programs, cross-national 

variation is limited. With regard to unemployment benefits, then, we look at the waiting period in 

days and the maximum duration of employment insurance, which has been categorized in three 

substantial categories, namely less or equal to 12 months (reference), from 13 to 24 months, and 24 

months or longer, and one dummy for missing values.  

 

                                                           
8 This subjective indicator is used, because the objective income measure suffers from a high level of 
itemnonresponse. In the literature, the subjective and objective measures are used as two proxies for the same 
concept „economic vulnerability‟ (Whelan & Maître, 2005). 
9 As is well-known in empirical research on welfare state regimes, authors have warned about the hybridity of 
the countries when classifying countries to specific clusters (Arts & Gelissen, 2002). 
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Operationalizing Deutsch‟ (1975) proposed heuristic scheme, to operationalize „productive 

societies‟ (cf. equity), the impact of gdp per capita growth and work ethos are considered as 

respectively structural and cultural characteristic. „Enjoyable social relations‟ (cf. equality) is 

operationalized by the structural indicator of the S80/S20 quintile ratio for income inequality, 

whereas generalized trust serves as a cultural indicator. Finally, contexts of „welfare and 

development‟ (cf. need) are operationalized by social expenditure for the respective program (old-

age pensions and unemployment benefits) as structural variable, and expressions of social solidarity 

as cultural variable. While the structural information has been obtained from Eurostat, in order to 

increase coherence, all cultural variables have been obtained from the 2008 wave of the European 

Values Study and have been aggregated at the national level. For information regarding the 

variables, check Appendix Tables A3-A6. 

 

Methodology 

The assumption that the individual perceptions are explained simultaneously by individual and 

country level covariates requires the use of multilevel regression models (Hox, 2010; Gelman & 

Hill, 2006). This technique accounts for the clustered nature of the ESS data – individuals within 

countries – and enables estimating national-level effects on individual outcomes. Given the 

drawback of the technique regarding statistical power in case of a limited number of countries 

involved (Maas & Hox, 2005), as in our case, the national level covariates are dealt with in a 

parsimonious manner. Since our dependent variable is of the nominal measurement level, multilevel 

multinomial analysis is applied, using the SAS Glimmix-procedure (Schabenberger, 2005). The 

reference category of the multinomial model will be „need‟ (lower earners should get a higher 

benefit) against which the effects of preferring equity (higher earners should get a higher benefit) 

and equality (all should get the same amount) will be modeled.10 

 

In the analysis section, we will proceed as follows. First of all, we will introduce the dependent 

variables in a descriptive section to detect differences between preferences towards redistribution of 

old-age pensions and unemployment benefits. In the second step, we will introduce the individual-

level information in a multilevel multinomial regression analysis. In the third step, the effects of the 

country context on preferred principles of welfare redistribution are surveyed. 

 

 

                                                           
10 There is no theoretical argument that for selecting the reference category. However, as we will see, as the 
need category deviates most strongly from previous studies, we have opted to present the results of the 
analysis with need as reference in order to detect more firmly discrimination with the other substantial 
categories. 
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4. Results 

 

4.1. Descriptive Results  

 

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics regarding old-age pension and unemployment benefits 

redistribution preferences. In the case of pensions, the European public outweighs equity (46 

percent), while almost half of the sample thinks that everybody should be treated equally and 12 

percent who thinks that those in need should receive more. A different pattern emerges for 

unemployment benefits, where the lion‟s share (54 percent) endorses the equality principle, while 

about one third thinks that those who put in more should also be entitled to more, and slightly 

more than 10 percent favors the need principle. These crude figures already hint that people tend to 

be more in favor of equality for welfare programs that cover social risks that fall outside the 

individual locus of control. 

 

[ TABLE 1 ] 

 

An additional question that derives from the descriptives is to what extent respondents switch their 

preferences according to the surveyed welfare state program. While the descriptives of Table 1 

indicate that a similar share of the public (about 12 percent) prefers the need principle, the 

composition of this group differs according to the program: about half of those who prefer need 

for unemployment benefits redistribution also prefers need for pensions redistribution while about 

30 percent shifts to equality and about 20 percent to equity. On the contrary, of the 35 percent who 

favors equity for unemployment benefits redistribution, 80 percent endorses equity also for pension 

redistribution, while a marginal number switches to need. Of the 54 percent of respondents who 

prefer equality for unemployment benefits falls in between the distribution of equity and need: 

about 60 percent remains in favor of equality while about 30 and 9 percent is in favor of 

respectively equity and need for pension benefits. Thus, in relative figures, respondents in favor of 

equity are most persistent while the small group those who favor the need principle tend to adjust 

their opinion in the light of the surveyed welfare program. 

 

[ TABLE 2 ] 

 

The aggregate distribution of these preferences gives, however, no insights into variation across 

European countries. Figure 1 shows a considerable cross-national variation. With regard to pension 
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schemes, the British, Irish, Danish and Dutch are mostly endorsing the opinion that everybody 

should have the same benefit, while the Bulgarian, German, Portuguese and Polish respondents are 

less in favor of equality. It can be diagnosed that equality and equity are at the national level 

negatively correlated (-0.97): in countries where a high share favors equity, there is only a small 

fraction endorsing equality. Although need is least preferred, Denmark, Israel (high on equality), 

Finland (in the middle) and Slovenia (more equity oriented) outweigh other countries in endorsing 

the principle of need, while the Polish and Bulgarian (high on equity), and the Estonian 

respondents (in the middle regarding equality) in general refute the principle of need. There appear 

remarkable differences for unemployment benefits redistribution. The Danish, British and Irish 

respondents remain quite strongly in favor of equality, but they are surpassed by the Hungarian 

public. While the Dutch are quite in favor of equality regarding pension schemes, they can be found 

in the middle regarding unemployment benefits. Also Israel is less in favor of equality when it 

comes to redistributing unemployment benefits. On the other hand, Portugal, Germany and Spain 

are at the lowest end of the continuum, having a citizenry that is less in favor of equality and being 

mostly endorsing the principle of equity. Also with regard to the need-principle, there are 

discrepancies for the welfare program that is at target. The Danish population is, for instance, less 

in favor of need in the domain of unemployment benefits redistribution. Especially the Greece and 

Slovenian respondents are, compared to other respondents, more in favor of need while the Slovak, 

Bulgarian and Polish respondents are least in favor of need. 

 

[ FIGURE 1 ] 

 

In sum, individuals seem to have concrete ideas about how welfare should be redistributed, as 

people switch their preference according to the surveyed welfare program. Second, for welfare 

programs that cover controllable risks, equity prevails while equality is dominant for social risks that 

are beyond the individual locus of control. Third, despite these general trends, not in every society 

equity prevails in the case of old-age pension redistribution, nor does equality in unemployment 

benefits redistribution prevails across European countries. Therefore, in the next steps, we will 

attempt to explain individuals and cross-national variation in these preferences for redistribution. 

 

 

4.2. Individual-Level Effects 

 

Before the individual-level effects are discussed, three general trends can be diagnosed. First of all, 

controlling for respondent characteristics, the intercepts clarify that equality is the most 

redistribution principle. Second, despite noteworthy exceptions, the determination structure is 
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rather alike for the two dependent variables. Third, seemingly, the structural covariates have a 

stronger impact on the preference for redistribution of unemployment benefits, while preferences 

towards pension schemes are more opinionated compared to unemployment benefits. 

 

Departing the discussion with the structural covariates, age largely corroborates self-interest, as 

there is a linear trend in favor of need in the case of old-age pensions; for unemployment benefits, 

respondents aged 36-50, i.e. the active population, endorse the opinion that those who contribute 

most should also be entitled to higher provisions. Gender is unrelated to welfare redistribution 

preferences. Holding constant for related covariates, education shows a strong pattern in favor of 

equity. An explanation might be that education is considered as an investment that one wants to see 

rewarded ultimately. Surprisingly, work status is, except for students who are most in favor for 

need, hardly related to the surveyed preferences. A potential explanation is that unemployment, 

controlling for other socioeconomic factors, cuts across social groups, making discrimination in 

preferences less likely. In contrast, having been long-term unemployed relates to the principle of 

need concerning old-age pensions but is unrelated to unemployment benefits preferences, which 

might be explained by the long-term consequences of an incomplete labor market trajectory over 

the short-term drawbacks. Subjective income shows a positive effect: a better income explains a 

preference of equality and especially equity over need, confirming self-interest. Contrary to 

expectations, being on benefit relates only weakly to redistribution preferences, as it slightly turns 

into the direction of need.  

 

[ TABLE 3 ] 

 

Turning then to the effects of related ideational stances, it first of all seems that political left-right 

orientation shows the expected association: a middle and rightist orientation leads to preferences in 

favor of equality and especially equity, while leftist respondents are more in favor of need. 

Respondents who perceive that the standard of living of the respective welfare claimants, i.e. 

pensioners or the unemployed, is unfavorable are supportive of the need principle, which also 

confirms the hypothesis. Last but not least, frequent church attendance confirms the theory, as it is 

associated with compassion to those in need. 

 

 

4.3. Country-Level Effects 
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In Table 4, the bivariate results are given, referring to the separate test of the country-level covariate 

under control of the individual-level variables of Table 3. Table 4 shows that no national-level 

characteristics are related to individual preferences for equality over need in the case of 

unemployment benefits, whereas only social expenditure per capita spent on unemployment 

benefits shows a statistically significant negative parameter on preferring equity over need. In 

welfare states that spend a lot on unemployment benefits, the individual preference is detached 

from the equity principle. Thus, the theoretical informed factors show meager results in explaining 

cross-national differences in preferences for unemployment benefits. 

 

The patterns are remarkable different for old-age pensions, where there is a high number of 

significant parameters explaining individual redistribution preferences. First of all, individual 

preferences for pension redistribution correspond to welfare regimes, as residents of Central and 

Eastern European welfare states are most in favor of equity, followed by the citizens of familiaristic 

and conservative welfare states. For the former two types, an explanation is that because these 

welfare states are underdeveloped people tend to favor the mechanism of getting out of what they 

have contributed. As redistribution is selective in conservative welfare states this translates in a 

population that endorses the preference for equity. Contrary to expectations, there is no significant 

difference between respondents of the social-democratic and liberal welfare states, which has 

implications for the interpretation of the „need‟-category. While the institutional mechanism is that 

welfare targets the deserving poor, and a higher frequency of need was expected, the general 

opinion does not react accordingly.  

 

Also in the case of other institutional parameters of old-age pension redistribution, individual 

preferences reflect enacted policies. In countries with a flat-rate system, individuals are more in 

favor of equality over need while in countries with an earnings-related pension system, individuals 

prefer equity over need. Also, in countries with universalist policies, individuals refute the idea that 

higher earners should get higher old-age pensions, while in countries with individual retirement 

schemes, individuals are more in favor of equity and equality over the need principle.11 Means-

tested and occupational pension schemes are, however, unrelated with individual opinions. In 

general, the trend is that as policies are more selective, people opt for equity while people opt for 

equality when programs reflect universalism. 

 

[ TABLE 4 ] 

                                                           
11 We need to be aware of the fact that variation in certain of these categories is small. Universalist old-age 
pensions redistribution is only present in Denmark, while the only countries without a earnings-related 
schemes are Ireland and the Netherlands (see Appendix Table A5). 
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As alternative explanations for institutional effects, we have proposed hypothesis proposed by 

Deutsch (1975). As Table 4 shows, most hypotheses are confirmed in the case of old-age pensions. 

Equity is slightly more pronounced in economic growth countries and countries that have a 

stronger work ethic. While we expected that equality would be more endorsed in equal and trusting 

societies, equity is significantly more endorsed in unequal societies and societies where trust is low, 

while there is no differentiation between equality and need. In final, we expected strong effects of 

contexts of welfare and development on the preference for need. From a structural perspective, 

social expenditure on old-age pensions goes together with refraining from the principle of equity, 

while the cultural indicator of social solidarity is unrelated to welfare redistribution preferences.12 

 

[ TABLE 5 ] 

 

The bivariate relations – each country characteristic is tested once at a time under control of the 

individual level variables – reported above do, however, not give insights into unique national 

effects in a multivariate design, thus, holding constant for other relevant national-level factors. By 

performing model selection13, the following mechanisms have been discovered. Preferences for old-

age pension redistribution seem to reflect the institutional context. First of all, it seems that the size 

of the welfare state has a negative effect on the preference for equity: the more generous the 

welfare state, the less one is of the opinion that the highest incomes should get more pension 

benefits. Second, there is an association between preferences and pension schemes: flat-rate 

schemes correspond with the opinion that everybody should get the same amount of benefit, while 

individuals in countries with universal schemes refute the idea that higher earners should get more. 

On the other hand, in countries where individual schemes are widespread, the principles of equity 

as well as equality prevail over the principle that the neediest groups should get more. The picture is 

once again less clear for the preferences towards unemployment benefits redistribution where no 

multivariate effects could be discovered, means that the only significant bivariate parameter, namely 

social expenditure, stays intact: in more generous welfare states, individuals once again refrain from 

equity. 

 

                                                           
12 One reason why solidarity is unrelated to these welfare redistribution principles might have to do with the 
geographical spread of this variable, which is most pronounced in Eastern European societies, as well in 
countries with a Catholic inspiration. 
13 As there are no automatized model selection techniques for multilevel models available at this moment, we 
have proceeded in an iterative manner: first each of the variables in one block have been tested against each 
other (i.e. all institutional characteristics have been added simultaneously to the individual-level model); in a 
second step, the significant effects of each of the three blocks have been introduced in one global model; in 
the third step, the non-significant effects have been removed; in a fourth step, different combinations have 
been tested to check the robustness of the retained model. 
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The fact that welfare state generosity relates to individual preferences for both old-age pensions and 

unemployment benefits redistribution is interesting and theoretically relevant, as welfare state 

generosity reflects a context of welfare and development and social cohesion.14 Thus, although 

other factors are indecisive for unemployment benefits preferences, it nevertheless seems the case 

that in societies that emphasize individual welfare, the preference for equity is inhibited and equality 

and need seem to be stimulated. 

 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

As Europeans are interwoven with and supportive for the welfare state, the aim of this paper was 

to provide an answer to the question what model of redistribution Europeans prefer, namely one 

based on equity, equality or need. By bringing together various theoretical angles, our sociological 

approach departed from the insight that preferences towards welfare redistribution cannot be 

properly understood without discriminating between specific welfare programs, and without the 

ways these preferences are firstly structured across individual positions in society and the 

interpretation of social reality, and secondly reflected by the context people live in. 

 

A first major finding is that people do not have abstract ideas about redistribution but instead base 

their judgment in reference to the evaluated social risk. Equity prevails when the consequences of a 

risk can be assessed and managed, while equality is mostly preferred in the case of a risk that falls 

beyond the individual locus of control. What is more is that after accounting for factors of self-

interest and ideology that lead upper-class respondents to equity and under-class respondents to a 

redistribution based on need, we see that there is a strong preference for equality. This finding 

relates to the social theory of Raphael (1980, in Konow, 2003), who argues that “justice, then, is 

thought to require a basic minimum of equal satisfactions … Above that line, room is left for 

individuals to do as they think fit.” As such, our study did qualify certain studies on preferences for 

redistribution, as Arts and Gelissen (2001) as well as Aalberg (2003) discovered that equality is the 

least preferred principle. The question wording and forced choice response categories in this study 

might have caused these significant deviances. 

 

Second, the specific analyzed preferences have, as the forced choice response categories led to 

strong response discrimination, contributed to the psychology of survey response related to welfare 

                                                           
14 Additional evidence for this interpretation can be found in the fact that welfare state generosity and 
aggregated generalized trust, both dimensions of social cohesion (Kearns & Forrest, 2000), correlate about 
.80. 
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opinions. One of the critiques on for instance Rawls‟ Theory of Justice (1971) was that his difference 

principle assumed that people have an idea about their position in society. Our study shows that, in 

fact, they do. Preferences for redistribution correspond to one‟s level of resources, as the higher 

SES groups favor equity and the lower SES groups opt for need. Of related interest is that those 

groups that in fact are least in favor of redistribution, i.e. the higher social classes and those with 

conservative opinions (van Oorschot & Meuleman, 2010), are, when they are questioned about 

their preferred welfare state, in favor of a system of redistribution that flows back the money to 

those that have contributed most. 

 

A third finding is that next to self-interest, these preferences are also strongly opinionated, 

especially in the case of old-age pensions. This finding has far-reaching conclusions. First of all as 

welfare state is mostly aimed at covering risks that fall beyond the individual locus of control, as 

there is unemployment, sickness, and the like, the general finding that equality should prevail is less 

influenced by political ideologies. Second, nevertheless, the fact that preferences towards old-age 

pensions are largely in favor of equity, but also to a large extent politicized might explain why 

public policy faces major opposition from public opinion and civil society when politicians want to 

implement pension reforms.15 Because people think that at the end of their career, but also because 

of related ideologies, individuals do think that should get what they deserve. 

 

The fourth and probably most important finding is that these preferences reflect the national 

context. While we did discover that welfare generosity, i.e. a context of welfare and cohesion, curbs 

the preference for equity, additional context effects differ according to the social risk that is 

evaluated. While we were unable to find additional explanations for cross-national variability in 

unemployment benefits redistribution, old-age pension preferences on the other hand reflect the 

institutional design of pension redistribution. The finding that cross-national differences in 

unemployment benefits redistribution preferences cannot be easily explained by national-level 

information poses a lot of theoretical challenges, as it is highly plausible that, as unemployment falls 

beyond the individual locus of control, national contexts have a different impact than established 

theories would predict. Further research is nevertheless necessary. 

 

The finding that individual preferences towards old-age pensions reflect institutional mechanisms 

also challenges a number of established insights. First of all, although we do not discard the fact 

that structural and cultural context features, as proposed by Deutsch (1975), determine preferences 

for redistribution, their influence is nevertheless overruled by the congruence between institutional 

features and public opinion. Second, despite the lack of a consistent overlap the “Three Worlds of 

                                                           
15 A recent example regards the Slovenian proposal to raise the retirement age to 65 years, which was rejected 
by almost 75 percent the referendum on June 5, 2011. 
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Welfare Capitalism” and principles of redistributive justice principles in earlier research (Arts & 

Gelissen, 2001), our study adds nuance by arguing that legislation and not country clustering on the 

basis of the Esping-Andersen typology might provide in a sound representation of the institutional 

features. 

 

The main implication of our findings relate to linking public opinion to public policy. As Esping-

Andersen declared (in Mau, 2004), public policy should be more concerned about finding 

convergence in policies of welfare redistribution and public opinion regarding horizontal solidarity. 

On the basis of our findings, as the European public follows self-interest after everybody enjoys 

basic social protection, a general policy recommendation would therefore be that policy attempts to 

reconcile the principle of equity with the principle of equality. What this means for policies is that 

there should be a balance between universalist policies supplemented with social insurance 

programs. Present debates on welfare retrenchment take nevertheless distance from extensive 

welfare schemes, leading to debates on the privatization of social risks protection as well of making 

policies more selective. Such policy initiatives might reflect the equity principle without considering 

the desired equality perspective. 

 

We need, however to raise some additional points of care about our findings as well. The first side-

mark is the perennial issue of causality. Especially at the national level, the causal nexus that is 

implied by our multilevel research design is immanent. Critics would argue that our causal design of 

the national level design is misleading, as for instance Alesina and Angeletos (2005) see institutional 

features as the result of popular preferences of what they refer to as the „median voter‟. This leads 

to the interpretation that earnings-related old-age pension schemes are created because public 

opinion was already in favor of a redistribution based on equity. Further research should therefore 

touch upon the causal ordering. A second remark concerns the interpretation of the analyzed 

survey items. A basic qualification in welfare state research is that redistribution principles might 

refer to justice in terms of opportunities and justice in terms of outcomes (Freeman, 2007; 

Fleurbaey, 1995). The data in our research didn‟t account for this distinction that in fact might exist 

among public opinion. Third, we need to be aware that our results might be an expression of the 

zeitgeist, as the 2008 European Social Survey was fielded in the middle of the global financial crisis. 

Even though related studies using the ESS have not found a temporal bias (Svallfors, 2013), we 

nevertheless cannot parcel out this explanation completely. 
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of the Dependent Variables 

 Pension schemes Unemployment benefits 

Preferred redistribution principle N Pct N Pct 

Equity (Higher more) 17,699 45.95 13,129 34.54 

Equality (Both equal) 16,237 42.15 20,560 54.09 

Need (Lower more) 4,582 11.90 4,324 11.38 

Total 38,518 100.00 38,013 100.01 

Note: Entries represent the column frequencies and percentages of the preference of each of the respective 

welfare redistribution principle. 
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Table 2. Cross-Tabulation of Preferences of Redistribution of Pension Schemes and 

Unemployment Benefits, Column Percentages 

 Unemployment Benefits 

Pension Schemes Equity Equality Need 

Equity (Higher more) 79.25% 29.55% 17.66% 

Equality (Both equal) 17.57% 61.70% 28.31% 

Need (Lower more) 3.18% 8.74% 54.03% 

Total 100.00% 99.99% 99.99% 

N 12,831 19,855 4,111 

Chisq = 1,5942.43; df = 4; p < 0.001. Note: Entries represent the column percentages of preferred principles 

in the field of old-age pensions crossed with the preferred principles in the field of unemployment benefits. 
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Table 3. Parameter Estimates of Multilevel Multinomial Regression Analyses for 

Explaining Preferences for Equity and Equality over Need 

 Pension Schemes Unemployment Benefits 

Equity Equality Equity Equality 

Intercept 0.58* 1.42*** 0.49* 1.81*** 

Age (Ref: 35 and younger) 

- 36-50 years old 

- 51-65 years old 

- 66 and older 

 

0.02 

-0.18** 

-0.23** 

 

-0.08 

-0.26*** 

-0.34*** 

 

0.25*** 

-0.01 

-0.20* 

 

0.13* 

-0.03 

-0.20* 

Gender -0.02 0.04 -0.07 0.03 

Education (Ref: Primary) 

- Lower secondary 

- Higher secondary 

- Tertiary 

 

0.12 

0.36*** 

0.85*** 

 

0.03 

0.13* 

0.20** 

 

0.24*** 

0.41*** 

1.03*** 

 

0.02 

0.14* 

0.43*** 

Work status (Ref: Employed) 

- Unemployed 

- Student 

- Retired 

- Other 

 

0.06 

-0.22** 

0.02 

-0.04 

 

0.13 

-0.11 

0.10 

-0.01 

 

0.07 

-0.40*** 

0.16* 

-0.04 

 

-0.01 

-0.11 

0.13 

0.03 

Unemployed for three months -0.16*** -0.10* -0.05 -0.08* 

Subjective income 0.28*** 0.08*** 0.24*** 0.07** 

Benefits main source of income -0.02 -0.13* -0.14* -0.14* 

Political ideology (Ref: Left) 

- Middle 

- Right 

- Missing 

 

0.27*** 

0.54*** 

0.12 

 

0.16*** 

0.16** 

-0.02 

 

0.13* 

0.39*** 

-0.05 

 

0.02 

0.08 

-0.20** 

Standard of living claimants -0.08*** -0.07*** -0.08*** -0.07*** 

Religiosity -0.06*** -0.01 -0.08*** -0.04*** 

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. Note: Entries are obtained from two separate multinomial multilevel 

models. For corresponding t-values for significance test, check Appendix Tables A7-A8. 
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Table 4. Parameter Estimates of Multilevel Multinomial Regression Analyses of Bivariate 

National-Level Covariates Explaining Preferences for Equity and Equality over Need 

Worlds of Welfare 

Pension Schemes Unemployment Benefits 

Equity Equality Equity Equality 

Worlds of welfare (Ref: Univers) 

- Conservative 

- Liberal 

- Familiaristic 

- CEUS 

 

1.24* 

-0.02 

1.83* 

2.26*** 

 

0.07 

0.23 

0.15 

0.36 

 

0.62 

-0.83 

0.40 

0.84° 

 

-0.15 

-0.07 

-0.32 

0.22 

Institutional Variables Equity Equality Equity Equality 

Flat-rate schemes -0.30 0.48*   

Earnings related schemes 1.03 0.18   

Means tested schemes -0.63° -0.04   

Universal schemes -3.77*** -0.33   

Occupational schemes -0.02 -0.15   

Individual schemes 0.94** 0.40*   

Waiting period   -0.10 -0.01 

Maximum Duration (ref: < 12m) 

- 13-24 months 

- Longer than 24 months 

- Missing 

   

0.04 

-0.61 

0.12 

 

-0.28 

-0.06 

-0.10 

Structural Variables Equity Equality Equity Equality 

GDP per capita growth 0.18* 0.01 0.09 0.04 

Inequality (S80/S20) 0.45* 0.12° 0.23 0.06 

Program expenditure/capita (1,000s) -0.87*** -0.18* -0.14* -0.05 

Cultural Variables Equity Equality Equity Equality 

Agg work ethic 2.60** 0.14 1.01 0.11 

Agg generalized trust -3.89*** -0.33 -1.08 0.12 

Agg solidarity -0.48 -0.54 -0.29 -0.25 

° p < 0.10; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. Note: Results are obtained from numerous different 

multilevel multinomial regression models. Each national level variable is tested bivariately under control of 

the individual-level variables of Table 3. For corresponding t-values as significance test, as well as the 

explanatory models where the ideational positions are added to the structural information, check Appendix 

Tables A9 and A11. 
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Table 5. Parameter Estimates of Multilevel Multinomial Regression Models of Multivariate 

National-Level Covariates Explaining Preferences for Equity and Equality over Need 

National-Level Variables 

Pension Schemes Unemployment Benefits 

Equity Equality Equity Equality 

Social expenditure/capita (1,000s) -0.49** -0.11 -0.14* -0.05 

Flat-rate schemes 0.05 0.49*   

Earnings related schemes 1.53** 0.19   

Universal schemes -2.81*** -0.18   

Individual schemes 0.60° 0.33°   

° p < 0.10; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01. Note: Entries represent the result of two separate multilevel multinomial 

regression models, under control of the individual variables of Table 3. The listed country variables have been 

retained after various model selections. For corresponding t-values as significance test, as well as the 

explanatory models where the ideational positions are added to the structural information, check Appendix 

Tables A10 and A12. 
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Figure 1. Distribution of Preferences towards Redistribution of Old-Age Pensions and 

Unemployment Benefits across Countries 

 

 

Note: The upper pane of Figure 1 represents the aggregate share of individuals that prefers equity, equality or 

need in the redistribution of old-age pensions while the lower pane represents the share of individuals 
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preferring these principles regarding the redistribution of unemployment benefits. Countries ranked 

according to the preference for equality. 
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Appendix 

 

Table A1. Descriptive Statistics of the Individual-Level Categorical Variables 

Variable Category N Pct 

Higher or lower earners 
should get larger old 
age pensions 

Higher earners should get a larger old age pension than 
lower earners 

17,699 45.95 

High and low earners should get the same amount of old 
age pension 

16,237 42.15 

Lower earners should get a larger old age  
pension than higher earners 

4,582 11.90 

Higher or lower earners 
should get larger 
unemployment benefits 

Higher earners who become unemployed temporarily 
should get more in benefit 

13,120 34.54 

High and low earners should get the same amount of 
benefit 

20,560 54.09 

Lower earners who become unemployed temporarily 
should get more in benefit 

4,324 11.38 

Age categorized Younger than 36 10,894 28.28 

36-50 years old 10,264 26.65 

51-65 years old 9,647 25.05 

Older than 65 7.713 20.02 

Gender Man 18,003 46.74 

Woman 20,515 53.26 

Level of education Primary 5,033 13.07 

Lower secondary 7,562 19.63 

Higher secondary 15,758 40.91 

Tertiary 10,165 25.39 

Work status Paid work 20,213 52.48 

Unemployed 1,436 3.73 

Student 2,713 7.04 

Retired 9,385 24.37 

Other 4,771 12.39 

Unemployed longer 
than 3 months 

No 28,746 74.63 

Yes 9,772 25.37 

Benefits main source of 
income 

No 26,832 69.66 

Yes 11,686 30.34 

Political ideology Left 7,531 19.55 

Middle 17.818 46.26 

Right 8,880 23.05 

Missing information 4,289 11.14 

Source: European Social Survey (2008) 
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Table A2. Descriptive Statistics of the Individual-Level Continuous Variables 

Variable Min Max Mean StdDv 

Subjective income 1 4 2.90 0.88 

Standard of living of pensioners 0 1 5.56 2.34 

Standard of living of the unemployed 0 1 6.28 2.05 

Attendance religious services 0 6 1.61 1.52 

Source: European Social Survey (2008) 
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Table A3. Information about Old-Age Pension Policies 

Policy Description 

Flat-rate pension A pension of uniform amount or one based on years of service or residence but 
independent of earnings. It is financed by payroll tax contributions from employees, 
employers, or both. 

Earnings-related 
pension 

A pension based on earnings. It is financed by payroll tax contributions from 
employees, employers, or both. 

Means-tested 
pension 

A pension paid to eligible persons whose own or family income, assets, or both fall 
below designated levels. It is generally financed through government contributions, 
with no contributions from employers or employees. 

Flat-rate universal 
pension 

A pension of uniform amount normally based on residence but independent of 
earnings. It is generally financed through government contributions, with no 
contributions from employers or employees. 

Occupational 
retirement 
schemes 

Employers are required by law to provide private occupational retirement schemes 
financed by employer and, in some cases, employee contributions. Benefits are paid 
as a lump sum, annuity, or pension. 

Individual 
retirement 
schemes 

Employees and, in some cases, employers must contribute a certain percentage of 
earnings to an individual account managed by a public or private fund manager 
chosen by the employee. The accumulated capital in the individual account is used to 
purchase an annuity, make programmed withdrawals, or a combination of the two 
and may be paid as a lump sum. 

Source: Social Security Agency (2008) 
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Table A4. Information regarding the EVS-Aggregated Cultural Variables 

Variable Items 

Aggregated work ethic - To fully develop your talents, you need to have a job (1-5) 

- It is humiliating to receive money without having worked for it (1-5) 

- People who don‟t work turn lazy (1-5) 

- Work is a duty towards society (1-5) 

- Work should always come first, even if it means less spare time (1-5) 

Aggregated generalized 
trust 

- Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you 
can‟t be too careful in dealing with people? (0-1) 

Aggregated social 
solidarity 

To what extent do you feel concerned about the living conditions of: 

- Elderly people in [country] (1-5) 

- Unemployed in [country] (1-5) 

- Sick and disabled people in [country] (1-5) 

- Children in poor families in [country] (1-5) 

Source: European Values Study, 2008 
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Table A5. Descriptives of the National-Level Institutional Variables 

Ctry Regime Flat Earn Means Univ Occup Indiv Wait Durat 

BE Conserv No Yes Yes No No No 0 > 24m 

BG CEUS No Yes Yes No No Yes 0 N/A 

CH Conserv Yes Yes Yes No Yes No 5 12<m≥24 

CY Familiar No Yes Yes No No No 3 N/A 

CZ CEUS Yes Yes No No No No 0 ≤ 12m 

DE Conserv No Yes No No No No 0 ≤ 12m 

DK Soc-dem No Yes No Yes No No 0 > 24m 

ES Familiar No Yes No No No No 0 12<m≥24 

FI Soc-dem No Yes Yes No No No 7 12<m≥24 

FR Conserv No Yes Yes No Yes No 8 12<m≥24 

GB Liberal Yes Yes Yes No No No 3 ≤ 12m 

GR Familiar No Yes Yes No No No 6 ≤ 12m 

HU CEUS No Yes No No No Yes 0 ≤ 12m 

IE Liberal Yes No Yes No No No 3 12<m≥24 

LV CEUS No Yes Yes No No Yes 0 N/A 

NL Soc-dem Yes No Yes No No No 0 > 24m 

NO Soc-dem Yes Yes No No No No 3 12<m≥24 

PL CEUS Yes Yes No No No Yes 7 ≤ 12m 

PT Familiar No Yes Yes No No Yes 0 12<m≥24 

RO CEUS No Yes No No No Yes 0 N/A 

SE Soc-dem No Yes Yes No No Yes 5 12<m≥24 

SI CEUS No Yes Yes No No No 0 N/A 

SK CEUS No Yes No No No Yes 0 ≤ 12m 

Note: Social Security Agency (2008) 
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Table A6. Descriptives of the National-Level Structural and Cultural Variables 

Country 
GDP 
Growa S80/S20a 

Expend 
Pensiona 

Expend 
Unempa 

Work 
Ethosb 

General 
Trustb Solidarb 

BE 0.2 4.1 2.515 7.685 3.32 0.35 3.43 

BG 6.7 6.5 0.722 1.604 4.09 0.18 3.84 

CH 0.6 4.6 4.040 8.788 3.46 0.55 3.72 

CY 2.4 4.1 1.708 4.345 3.98 0.08 3.78 

CZ 1.4 3.4 1.523 3.653 3.6 0.30 3.33 

DE 1.2 4.8 2.721 7.683 3.73 0.39 3.92 

DK -1.7 3.6 3.339 8.700 3.54 0.76 3.83 

ES -0.7 5.4 1.754 5.713 3.56 0.34 3.68 

FI 0.5 3.8 2.591 7.587 3.25 0.65 3.74 

FR -0.3 4.3 3.117 7.913 3.49 0.27 3.69 

GB -0.7 5.6 2.568 6.609 3.33 0.38 3.75 

GR 0.6 5.9 2.482 5.851 3.79 0.21 3.85 

HU 1.0 3.6 1.426 3.623 3.85 0.21 3.33 

IE -5.2 4.4 1.541 7.033 3.49 0.39 3.63 

LV -3.8 7.3 0.772 1.768 3.48 0.26 3.03 

NL 1.5 4.0 3.197 9.023 3.16 0.62 3.31 

NO -0.6 3.7 N/A 10.397 3.58 0.75 3.72 

PL 5.1 5.1 1.257 2.580 3.48 0.28 3.42 

PT -0.1 6.1 2.017 4.559 3.89 0.17 4.00 

RO 7.5 7.0 0.782 1.693 3.87 0.18 3.81 

SE -1.4 3.5 3.529 8.850 3.25 0.71 3.78 

SI 3.6 3.4 1.847 4.805 3.66 0.24 3.64 

SK 5.6 3.4 1.043 2.807 3.84 0.13 N/A 

Note: a Data obtained from Eurostat (2011); b Data obtained from the European Values Study. 
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Table A7. Multilevel Multinomial Regression Model for Explaining Preferences in the 

Redistribution of Old-Age Pensions by Structural and Ideational Covariates 

 Equity Equality 

Param T-Value Param T-Value 

Intercept 0.58* 1.97 1.42*** 9.22 

Age (Ref: 35 and younger) 

- 36-50 years old 

- 51-65 years old 

- 66 and older 

 

0.02 

-0.18** 

-0.23** 

 

0.33 

-3.18 

-2.85 

 

-0.08 

-0.26*** 

-0.34*** 

 

-1.55 

-4.74 

-4.20 

Gender -0.02 -0.62 0.04 1.24 

Education (Ref: Primary) 

- Lower secondary 

- Higher secondary 

- Tertiary 

 

0.12 

0.36*** 

0.85*** 

 

1.85 

5.81 

12.72 

 

0.03 

0.13* 

0.20** 

 

0.58 

2.13 

3.19 

Work status (Ref: Employed) 

- Unemployed 

- Student 

- Retired 

- Other 

 

0.06 

-0.22** 

0.02 

-0.04 

 

0.60 

-2.82 

0.22 

-0.72 

 

0.13 

-0.11 

0.10 

-0.01 

 

1.30 

-1.37 

1.35 

-0.24 

Unemployed for three months -0.16*** -4.09 -0.10* -2.45 

Subjective income 0.28*** 11.27 0.08*** 3.35 

Benefits main source of income -0.02 -0.39 -0.13* -2.27 

Political ideology (Ref: Left) 

- Middle 

- Right 

- Missing 

 

0.27*** 

0.54*** 

0.12 

 

5.92 

9.87 

1.92 

 

0.16*** 

0.16** 

-0.02 

 

3.59 

3.01 

-0.25 

Standard of living claimants -0.08*** -8.67 -0.07*** -7.67 

Religiosity -0.06*** -4.44 -0.01 -1.13 

° p < 0.10; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. N = 38,518 
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Table A8. Multilevel Multinomial Regression Model for Explaining Preferences in the 

Redistribution of Unemployment Benefits by Structural and Ideational Covariates 

 Equity Equality 

Param T-Value Param T-Value 

Intercept 0.49* 2.01 1.81*** 11.55 

Age (Ref: 35 and younger) 

- 36-50 years old 

- 51-65 years old 

- 66 and older 

 

0.25*** 

-0.01 

-0.20* 

 

4.52 

-0.11 

-2.36 

 

0.13* 

-0.03 

-0.20* 

 

2.55 

-0.63 

-2.56 

Gender -0.07 -1.85 0.03 0.74 

Education (Ref: Primary) 

- Lower secondary 

- Higher secondary 

- Tertiary 

 

0.24*** 

0.41*** 

1.03*** 

 

3.60 

6.18 

14.28 

 

0.02 

0.14* 

0.43*** 

 

0.26 

2.33 

6.72 

Work status (Ref: Employed) 

- Unemployed 

- Student 

- Retired 

- Other 

 

0.07 

-0.40*** 

0.16* 

-0.04 

 

0.65 

-5.01 

1.98 

-0.61 

 

-0.01 

-0.11 

0.13 

0.03 

 

-0.11 

-1.55 

1.80 

0.45 

Unemployed for three months -0.05 -1.13 -0.08* -1.99 

Subjective income 0.24*** 9.53 0.07** 2.97 

Benefits main source of income -0.14* -2.16 -0.14* -2.40 

Political ideology (Ref: Left) 

- Middle 

- Right 

- Missing 

 

0.13* 

0.39*** 

-0.05 

 

2.56 

6.69 

-0.77 

 

0.02 

0.08 

-0.20** 

 

0.40 

1.55 

-3.26 

Standard of living claimants -0.08*** -7.87 -0.07*** -7.43 

Religiosity -0.08*** -5.96 -0.04*** -3.54 

° p < 0.10; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. N = 38,013. 
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Table A9. Parameter Estimates of Multilevel Multinomial Regression Models of Bivariate 

National-Level Covariates Explaining Preferences for Equity over Need and Equality over 

Need in the Redistribution of Old-Age Pensions  

Worlds of welfare 

Equity Equality 

Param T-Value Param T-Value 

Worlds of welfare (Ref: Univers) 

- Conservative 

- Liberal 

- Familiaristic 

- CES 

 

1.24* 

-0.02 

1.83* 

2.26*** 

 

2.12 

-0.02 

3.12 

4.53 

 

0.07 

0.23 

0.15 

0.36 

 

0.26 

0.67 

0.54 

1.51 

Institutional variables Param T-Value Param T-Value 

Flat-rate schemes -0.30 -0.73 0.48* 2.44 

Earnings related schemes 1.03 1.55 0.18 0.58 

Means tested schemes -0.63° -1.72 -0.04 -0.21 

Universal schemes -3.77*** -4.64 -0.33 -0.88 

Occupational schemes -0.02 -0.03 -0.15 -0.56 

Individual schemes 0.94** 2.64 0.40* 2.36 

Structural variables Param T-Value Param T-Value 

GDP per capita growth 0.18* 2.29 0.01 0.41 

Inequality (S80/S20) 0.45* 2.23 0.12° 1.80 

Pension expenditure/capita (1,000s) -0.87*** -3.90 -0.18* -2.04 

Cultural variables Param T-Value Param T-Value 

Agg work ethic 2.60** 2.83 0.14 0.41 

Agg generalized trust -3.89*** -3.90 -0.33 -0.79 

Agg solidarity -0.48 -0.41 -0.54 -1.50 

° p < 0.10; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. Note: Results are obtained from numerous 

different multilevel multinomial regression models. Each national level variable is tested bivariately 

under control of the individual-level variables of Table 3. 
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Table A10. Multilevel Multinomial Regression Models of Multivariate National-Level 

Covariates Explaining Preferences for Equity over Need and Equality over Need in the 

Redistribution of Old-Age Pensions and Unemployment Benefits 

 Equity Equality 

Param T-Value Param T-Value 

Pension expenditure/capita (1,000s) -0.49** -2.69 -0.11 -1.15 

Flat-rate schemes 0.05 0.13 0.49* 2.51 

Earnings related schemes 1.53** 2.66 0.19 0.64 

Universal schemes -2.81*** -3.90 -0.18 -0.50 

Individual schemes 0.60° 1.68 0.33° 1.82 

° p < 0.10; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. Note: The listed country variables have been 

retained after various model selections. National level variables are controlled for the individual-

level variables of Table 3. 
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Table A11. Parameter Estimates of Multilevel Multinomial Regression Models of Bivariate 

National-Level Covariates Explaining Preferences for Equity over Need and Equality over 

Need in the Redistribution of Unemployment Benefits  

Worlds of welfare 

Equity Equality 

Param T-Value Param T-Value 

Worlds of welfare (Ref: Univers) 

- Conservative 

- Liberal 

- Familiaristic 

- CES 

 

0.62 

-0.83 

0.40 

0.84° 

 

1.08 

-1.15 

0.69 

1.71 

 

-0.15 

-0.07 

-0.32 

0.22 

 

-0.57 

-0.20 

-1.18 

0.97 

Institutional variables Param T-Value Param T-Value 

Waiting period -0.10 -1.48 -0.01 -0.45 

Maximum Duration (ref: < 12m) 

- 13-24 months 

- Longer than 24 months 

- Missing 

 

0.04 

-0.61 

0.12 

 

0.07 

-0.92 

0.22 

 

-0.28 

-0.06 

-0.10 

 

-1.29 

-0.22 

-0.39 

Structural variables Param T-Value Param T-Value 

GDP per capita growth 0.09 1.39 0.04 1.26 

Inequality (S80/S20) 0.23 1.45 0.06 0.77 

Unemp expenditure/capita (1,000s) -0.14* -2.05 -0.05 -1.55 

Cultural variables Param T-Value Param T-Value 

Agg work ethic 1.01 1.30 0.11 0.32 

Agg generalized trust -1.08 -1.14 0.12 0.27 

Agg solidarity -0.29 -0.34 -0.25 -0.66 

° p < 0.10; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. Note: Results are obtained from numerous 

different multilevel multinomial regression models. Each national level variable is tested bivariately 

under control of the individual-level variables of Table 3. 
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Table A12. Multilevel Multinomial Regression Models of Multivariate National-Level 

Covariates Explaining Preferences for Equity over Need and Equality over Need in the 

Redistribution of Unemployment Benefits 

 Equity Equality 

Param T-Value Param T-Value 

Unemp expenditure/capita (1,000s) -0.14* -2.05 -0.05 -1.55 

° p < 0.10; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. Note: The listed country variables have been 

retained after various model selections. National level variables are controlled for the individual-

level variables of Table 3. 
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