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Abstract 
The aim of this research is to analyse whether young people – socialized mainly in a globalized 
market economy – have different views concerning the role of the state in the welfare system 
than the older generations in Eastern and Western Europe. Specifically, we investigate whether 
there is a convergence between Eastern and Western Europeans’ attitudes towards the role of 
the state in the sense of a less pronounced difference between young Eastern and Western 
Europeans than between older Eastern and Western Europeans. This paper presents first results 
of a Latent Class Analysis using data from the fourth round of the European Social Survey. The 
results suggest that there are no pronounced differences between the younger and older 
generations regarding attitudes towards the welfare state. While social support is seen mainly 
as government’s responsibility across Europe, perceived social and economic effects of the 
welfare state vary among countries. 

Keywords 
Eastern Europe, Attitudes towards Welfare Provision, Generational Differences 
 

Introduction 
Population ageing and shifts in family patterns increase needs for welfare provision, while the 
pressures of globalization on national competitiveness restrict the capacity to finance expansive 
welfare policies. Europe has been facing this problem of the contradiction between economic 
efficiency and social support for some decades now, at least since the transformation of the 
socialist countries to a market economy that increased globalization and economic pressures on 
the welfare state (see e.g. Bengtsson & Scott, 2011; Kumlin & Stadelmann-Steffen, 2014; 
Reeskens & van Oorschot, 2015; Taylor-Gooby, 2011). 

More than two decades after this transformation, a new generation emerged that has been 
brought up in a globalized world led by economic principles whereas the older generation has 
been socialized in (more or less) comprehensive welfare states. This is especially evident in the 
post-socialist countries where the older generation was socialised in a regime where the state 
ensured a workplace for all its citizens and a younger generation has made completely different 
experiences on the labour market and with the state than their parents’ generation (see e.g. 
Kluegel, Mason & Wegener, 1999; Mishler & Rose, 2007). 

The interaction of a generational shift and the economic pressures of globalization (and 
modernization) are often seen as endangering solidarity between generations and leading to a 
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higher spending on old age provision than on child-care and family issues (see e.g., Lee, 1986; 
Popenoe, 1988; Preston, 1984). Empirical studies, however, show scarce evidence for a “war 
between generations” (Lee, 1986, p. xi), especially for Western Europe (see e.g. Esping-
Andersen & Sarasa, 2002; Hamil-Luker, 2001; Pampel, 1994; Reeskens & van Oorschot, 
2015). 

However, welfare policy consists not only of the amount of money that is distributed to different 
groups of the society. Welfare policy can take on different forms (see e.g. Bonoli, 2005; Esping-
Andersen, 1990; Morel, Palier & Palme, 2012) and attitudes to welfare services are 
multidimensional (Roosma, Gelissen & van Oorschot, 2013). If we want to understand the role 
that people would like the government to take in welfare state matters, we should not only focus 
at the opinions on the ideal welfare state (how much money is granted to which groups) but 
also look at the perceived effects of the welfare services. 

The aim of this research is to analyse whether young people1 – socialized mainly in a globalized 
market economy – have different views concerning the role of the state in the welfare system 
than the older generations in Eastern and Western Europe. Specifically, we investigate whether 
there is a convergence between Eastern and Western Europeans’ attitudes towards the role of 
the state in the sense of a less pronounced difference between young Eastern and Western 
Europeans than between older Eastern and Western Europeans. Is there a cohort effect on 
attitudes (Inglehart, 1997) or do people adapt to institutional settings (Demartini, 1985)? 

Data and methods 
We use the fourth wave of the European Social Survey (ESS) for the analysis, which contains 
data for 27 European countries (European Social Survey Round 4 Data, 2008). It was 
administered between autumn 2008 and spring 2009 and contains a rotating module that focuses 
on attitudes towards the welfare state. We use Latent Class Analysis (see e.g. Aragasti, 2002; 
Hagenaars & McCutcheon, 2002) to identify clusters of attitudes towards the role of the state 
in welfare provision, differentiating between the ideal welfare state (what role the state should 
take in resolving some social issues) and the effects of the welfare state (perceived economic 
and social consequences of the welfare state in the respondents’ countries). We run separate 
models for the younger generation (18 or less years old in 1990, the time of regime change in 
Eastern Europe, or 36 or younger at the time of the survey) and the older generation (19 years 
or older in 1990). 

The attitudes towards the ideal welfare state, or what role the state should take in resolving 
some social issues, are measured using the following five variables: How much responsibility 
do you think governments should have to…: a) ensure a job for everyone who wants one, b) 
ensure a reasonable standard of living for the unemployed, c) ensure adequate health care for 
the sick, d) ensure a reasonable standard of living for the old, e) ensure sufficient child care 
services for a working parents, and f) provide paid leave from work for people who temporarily 
have to care for sick family members2. 

The attitudes towards the effects of the welfare state, i.e. the perceived economic, moral and 
social consequences of it, are measured using eight variables: To what extent do you agree or 
disagree that social benefits and services in [your country]…: a) place too great a strain on the 
economy, b) cost businesses too much in taxes and charges, c) make people lazy, d) make 
people less willing to care for one another, and e) make people less willing to look after 

                                                        
1 In this research, we cannot differentiate between age and cohort. We therefore refer to the commonly 
used term “generation” that can have both connotations. 
2 We changed the order of the variables to group them thematically. The variables have the following 
names/order in the questionnaire: d15, d18, d16, d17, d19, d20. 
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themselves and their family, f) prevent widespread poverty, g) lead to a more equal society, h) 
make it easier for people to combine work and family life3. 

In order to arrive at comparable and easy to interpret measures for the two groups of attitudes4, 
we recoded the 11-scale items for the ideal welfare state and the 5-scale items of the economic 
and social consequences into a categorical variable with 3 values, pro-government, neutral, pro-
market (i.e., not governments responsibility) on the one hand and negative, neutral and positive 
on the other hand. 

To calculate the latent classes we used gender, whether the respondent is on the labour market, 
and whether the respondent has a tertiary education as active covariates (influencing the class 
membership). We used the poLCA package in R (Linzer & Lewis, 2014) to run our analyses. 

Results 
Regarding the ideal welfare state, we extracted four classes. The first class is characterised by 
pro-government attitudes. The members of this class think it is the government’s responsibility 
to provide services for the disadvantaged. The second class thinks that providing health care 
and a reasonable standard of living for the old is the government’s responsibility while the other 
items score in the middle or slightly pro-government. The third class scores in the middle for 
all items. The fourth class is more economy-oriented but score in the middle for the health care 
and old-age provisions. 

If we look at how many people belong to which class, we can see that there is not much 
difference between the two age groups. Class 1 (government-oriented) makes up 40% of the 
sample for the older group whereas it sums up to 44% for the younger group. Class 2 (neutral-
government) sums up to 40% and 38%, Class 3 (neutral) to 18% and 15% and Class 4 (market-
oriented) to 2% and 3%, respectively. 

The class-memberships, i.e. the preferences for the role of government in welfare provision, 
can vary across countries. This is indeed the case. While in Greece, Lithuania and Ukraine more 
than 60% of the respondents belong to Class 1 (government-oriented), less than 20% belong to 
this class in Switzerland and The Netherlands for both age groups. Figure 1 schematically 
shows the preferences for the organisation of welfare provision in countries for both age groups 
(the size of the bubble represents the size of the country’s population). There are three groups 
of countries: In the countries of the first cluster, both the younger and the older generation prefer 
a welfare model in the responsibility of the government. It comprises Eastern Southern 
European countries. In the second group, both old and young are neutral but see the old age 
provision and health care in the responsibility of the government. The Western European 
countries and Slovakia and Czech Republic are in this group. The third group consists of the 
Northern European countries plus Poland, Slovenia, and Estonia, where the older generation is 
predominantly in the government-neutral class and the younger generation sees welfare 
provision as a responsibility of the government. 

                                                        
3 Also here, we changed the order of the variables to group them thematically. The variables have the 
following names/order in the questionnaire: d21, d25, d27, d28, d29, d22, d23, d26. Also, we harmonised 
the scale of the items so that higher ratings indicate positive effects of the welfare state for all the items. 
4 Roosma, Gelissen & van Oorschot (2013) examine the dimensionality of welfare attitudes in detail. They 
find measurement invariance across a range of 22 countries using the same ESS data as in this paper (they 
name the dimensions differently: “Range” for ideal, “Outcomes goals” and “Outcomes unintended” for 
effects). Roosma, van Oorschot & Gelissen (2014) use the first dimension in a Latent Class Analysis and call 
it “should”-dimension (as opposed to the “is”-dimension, not used in this paper). Van Oorschot, Reeskens 
& Meulemann (2012) test the measurement invariance of the three components of the effects dimension 
successfully in 25 countries using the ESS data and call them social, moral and economic consequences of 
the welfare state. 
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Figure 1. Groups of countries regarding the ideal welfare state by generation 

 
 

Regarding the perceived consequences of the welfare state, the Latent Class Analysis suggests 
six classes. Unsurprisingly, the classes differentiate attitudes towards effects on the economy 
and moral behaviour (items a to e), representing a market-oriented ideology of welfare 
distribution, from attitudes towards effects on social policy goals (items f to h), representing a 
government-oriented ideology of welfare (see also van Oorschot et al., 2012; Roosma et al., 
2013). Class 1 is characterised by market-oriented attitudes (they perceive negative effects for 
all items). Class 2 members see negative effects concerning the economy and moral behaviour 
but positive effects concerning social policy goals (e.g. welfare services are a strain to economy 
and make people lazy but reduce poverty). Class 3 includes the respondents who see no positive 
consequences regarding social policy goals but do not see negative consequences for the 
economy and moral behaviour. Class 4 is neutral regarding all items, Class 5 is neutral 
regarding effects on the economy and moral behaviour but sees positive effects regarding social 
policy goals and Class 6 is characterised by being in favour of welfare provision thus seeing no 
negative consequences on the economy and moral behaviour but positive effects on social 
policy goals. Also regarding the perceived consequences of the welfare state, the differences 
between the age groups across all countries are small. Class 1 sums up 12% of the older 
generation and 13% of the younger generation. Class 2 combines 17% and 17%, Class 3 16% 
and 15%, Class 4 14% and 12%, Class 5 13% and 12% and Class 6 28% and 26%, respectively. 
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Figure 2. Groups of countries regarding the perceived consequences of the welfare state by generation: 
Economy and moral behaviour 

 

Figure 2. Groups of countries regarding the perceived consequences of the welfare state by generation: 
Social policy goals 
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There is again considerable variance across countries. Figure 2 and 3 provide the schematic 
illustration of countries regarding attitudes towards the effects of the welfare state by 
generation. Combining the classes for the old and young generation, we find eight groups of 
countries. The first group is characterised by predominantly seeing no negative effects 
regarding social policy issues (label “Social” in the legend) but negative economic and moral 
effects (label “Eco” in the legend), the second group mainly sees negative effects concerning 
social policy but no negative economic and moral effects, the third mostly sees no negative 
effects, the fourth predominantly sees negative effects on the economy and moral behaviour as 
well as social policy issues, the fifth is undecided for both economic and moral as well as social 
policy issues. In groups one to five, there is no difference between the older and the younger 
generation. Group 6 predominantly sees no negative effects on social policy issues and the older 
generation mainly sees no negative economic and moral effects, while the younger generation 
sees some negative economic and moral effects. In group 7, the older generation predominantly 
sees negative effects on social policy issues while the younger generation sees no such effects, 
both generations mostly see negative economic and moral effects. Finally, in group 8, the older 
generation is undecided whether there are negative effects on social policy or economic and 
moral issues while the younger generation mainly sees no negative effects for neither economic, 
moral nor social policy issues. For ease of interpretation, we separate the figures for the effects 
on the economy and individual behaviour and the social policy goals, interlinking the two with 
colouring according to the country groups, which are constructed along the two issues. Figure 
2 shows the results regarding the economy and moral behaviour and figure 3 shows the results 
regarding the social policy goals. 

Conclusion/Discussion 
The results suggest that the European population generally expects a socially supportive welfare 
state (see also van Oorschot et al., 2012; Roosma et al., 2013; Roosma et al., 2014). It is seen 
as the government’s responsibility to provide some basic support for the needy. Especially 
strong are the expectations for the provision of a reasonable standard of living for the old and 
an adequate health care for the sick. Eastern and Northern European countries are slightly 
more welfare oriented (i.e. expect the government to provide welfare services), but the Czech 
Republic and Slovakia are similar to the Western European countries. Interestingly, there are 
no considerable differences between the older and the younger generation regarding the ideal 
welfare state. Both generations prefer a governmental solution of welfare provision. 

More differences between countries are revealed when it comes to the societal as well as 
economic and moral consequences of welfare provision. While in Germany, France, Great 
Britain, Poland and Hungary the respondents see some negative economic and moral 
consequences, most countries do not see such issues. In Belgium, Switzerland, Portugal, Ireland 
and Slovenia, however, the older generation does not see negative economic and moral 
consequences, but the younger generation does. Looking at the possible consequences of 
welfare provision regarding social policy goals, Russia, Bulgaria, Latvia, Ukraine, Hungary 
and Bulgaria do not see positive effects, while in most countries, people see positive effects 
regarding social policy goals. In Poland, however, the older generation observes no positive 
effects on social policy while the younger generation does.  

We can conclude that differences in the attitudes towards the welfare state between the older 
and younger generation are rare. Only Poland, Belgium, Switzerland, Portugal, Ireland and 
Slovenia show big differences between the generations, yet only regarding one of the three 
dimensions examined here. Thus, we cannot support Inglehart’s (1997) thesis of a cohort effect 
in this subject. It is more likely that the attitudes towards the welfare state are guided by 
institutional experience. This is especially true for the evaluation of perceived consequences of 
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the welfare state. The question of whether there are such consequences is linked to the actual 
policy in the countries. Therefore, we find more country differences with regard to these issues. 
Here, Demartini’s (1985) thesis of the influence of institutional settings might be an important 
driver. 

This paper presents preliminary results of our study. Therefore, there are some limitations. First, 
we will delve deeper into the influence of the covariates we used for the classification procedure 
on the classification results (gender, education, labour market status). Second, we have used 
complete case analysis. Since there are more than 5% missing values in the data, we will take 
the information we have from all individuals into account using Full Information Maximum 
Likelihood. Third, we will take the multilevel structure of the data into account and check 
whether a Multilevel Latent Class Analysis will yield different results. 
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