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CHAPTER 1 
AUTHORS: ACHIM GOERRES AND PIETER VANHUYSSE 
 
MAPPING THE FIELD: COMPARATIVE GENERATIONAL POLITICS AND 
POLICIES IN AGING DEMOCRACIES1 

 
‘The [policy] decisions that we make over the next few decades will matter greatly for the living standards of 

our children and grandchildren. If we don’t begin soon to provide for the coming demographic transition, the 

relative burden on future generations may be significantly greater than it otherwise could have been.’  

Ben S. Bernanke, president of the U.S. Federal Reserve (Bernanke 2006) 

 
For at least 2,500 years, scholars have written about the relationship between generations and its 

implications for the political arena. As Feuer (1976) has noted, already during Greek times, the 

potential for conflict between generations within the same family was acknowledged by the great 

early masters of political science, Plato and Aristotle, to have the potential for causing major 

political conflict as these conflicts were brought to the public realm. To Plato, generational 

struggle constituted virtually the basic mechanism in political change, the always disequilibrating 

factor in systems of government, the prime agent in the alternation of political forms. Aristotle, 

in turn, noted that political revolutions were caused not only by the conflict of the rich and the 

poor, but by the struggle between fathers and sons (Feuer 1976: 123-6). Much later, in the first 

decade of the 21st century, Ben Bernanke, chairman of the U.S. Federal Reserve, warned against 

the negligence of the consequences of today’s public policy decisions for future cohorts. 

 

While there has been a permanent interest in the phenomenon of generational politics among 

thinkers and social scientists, important early clarion calls notwithstanding (Cutler 1977; Heclo 

1988), political science as a discipline has lagged behind in developing an integrated body of 

knowledge to answer the question of which generations get what, when and how. This volume 

aims to be a building block for such a body of research. The contributions presented here paint a 

richer and more complex picture of the manifold dynamics of generational politics than popular 

stereotypes of the ‘war of generations’ suggest. Although generations and population aging are 
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important political phenomena in many types of societies, this volume concentrates on advanced 

industrial democracies that at the beginning on the 21st century are characterized by an advanced 

state of population aging (a proportion of citizens aged 60 and older typically above 15 %), an 

extensive welfare state (average social spending of 21 % of GDP in 2005 (Adema and Ladaique 

2009) and a liberal-democratic institutional framework in which the feedback of what people do 

and think influences the political process. 

 
DEFINING ‘GENERATIONS’ IN POLITICS 
 
One reason for the lack of a coherent research agenda about generational politics may be the 

ambivalence of the term ‘generation’ and the interdependence of its connotations. There are 

three definitions of generations that are of importance in this discussion. (1) Cohort: this is a 

group of people who were born around the same time. Its members shared certain social and 

political experiences and were socialized into a certain set of values. This early experience shapes 

them as a group and separates them from cohorts born at other points in time. The importance 

of this concept for politics was described first by Karl Mannheim (1997 [1928]) who postulated 

that societal change can at least be explained by the replacement of different cohorts. For 

example, those born between the two World Wars were shown to be more inclined to vote for 

the conservative parties in West Germany and Britain because they came of political age during 

the time of conservative reigns (Goerres 2008). Another important political cohort change is the 

spread of postmaterialism that has, for instance, lead to the rise of Green parties (Müller-Rommel 

1989). (2) Family generation: within a family, lineage defines the position of its members in 

consecutive family generations. A child is inadvertently positioned within this tree of lineage. If 

lineage continues, the child can become a member of the parent generation and, furthermore, the 

grand-parent generation. This position in the family tree creates social experiences, such as being 

raised by someone’s parents, but also creates exchanges systems of giving and taking in which the 

state often plays a major role (Bengtson and Roberts 1991; Daatland 2001; Daatland and 

Lowenstein 2005). For example, in some countries, such as the UK without Scotland, children 
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are required to pay at least partially for the social care costs of their parents. Thus, lineage 

position, experiences and preferences are politically important issues. (3) Age group: age is an 

approximation of the physical and social stage an individual finds him or herself in within the life 

cycle. For example, children between the ages of 6 and 16 are typically in school education; 

people above the age of 65 tend to be retired in present day and age industrial democracies. The 

stage in the life cycle is politically relevant because the welfare state institutionalizes the life 

course, and proscribes and inhibits certain behaviors (Kohli 1985; Mayer and Müller 1989). The 

experience of the welfare state is therefore immensely contingent on the stage of the life course 

someone is at. 

 

Although these three concepts can be separated in theoretical terms, each citizen can always be 

classified in categories of each one of three versions of ‘generations’. For instance, a 68-year-old 

man in West Germany in 2011 belongs to the cohort that was born in 1943. With other members 

of his cohort, he shares the political exposure to the Wirtschaftswunder in the 1950s as an 

adolescent and the dominance of the Christian-democratic party under Adenauer and Erhard 

when he came of political age. He is also the son of his parents who are likely to be dead, the 

parent to his own children, step children or ‘social children’ - often nieces and nephews - that he 

is involved with to some degree and maybe also grand-father. He thus shares the experience of 

policy regimes for middle-aged people like his children with other people who are in the same 

position of lineage as he is. Finally, he is also likely to be a pensioner or near-pensioner. Thus, he 

shares the experience of being dependent on public and/or private pensions with other people 

and of being outside of the labor market. Thus, politics and policies impact on this man 

differently than on other individuals because he is simultaneously the member of a cohort, of a 

family generation and an age group. 

 
GENERATIONAL POLITICS AND POPULATION AGING 
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Studying generations is clearly important in a context of population aging. Today’s societal aging 

means that the median age of the population increases, that the proportion of older people 

increases and that the relative size of younger people decreases. Most vivid in the minds of many 

people is the change of the demographic make-up of a society from a pyramid at the turn from 

the nineteenth to the twentieth centuries, with many young and very few old people, to a nose-

shaped figure, with few young, many middle-aged and an increasing number of older people. 

Despite the fact that all advanced industrial democracies age, the pace, current and projected, of 

this process differs immensely across countries. For example in 1980, Japan and Poland had 

respectively 9.1 and 10.1 % of their populations aged 60 and older and were thus very similar. 

However, Japan’s aged population increased to 20.8 % by 2006 and is projected to increase 

further to 36.5 % by 2040. Poland, in contrast, only had 13.3 % older people in 2006 and will 

have an estimated 25.0 % by 2040 (see table 1.1). 

 

Population aging has two immediate causes that are in turn embedded in a plethora of further 

causes. Societies age because life expectancy increases, i.e. the expected years that a person is 

expected to live at birth goes up. This is largely due to medical progress and the expanding scope 

and intensity of health care in advanced industrial democracies. Societies also age because fertility 

is low, i.e. too few young people are born to keep up with the numerical increase in the group of 

older people. This low fertility is partially a function of increasing female labor force 

participation, changing family norms and changing patterns of residential mobility (Kohler et al. 

2002). For instance, throughout Europe, a historic behavioral transformation of childbearing in 

the form of significant postponements of first-time parenthood has been taking place in recent 

decades. As a result, no fewer than three quarters of Europe's entire population today lives in 

countries with fertility considerably below replacement (Frejka and Sobotka 2008).  
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Population aging is of importance to the study of generational politics because it implies that 

more recently born cohorts are less numerous than cohorts born earlier. Also, population aging 

correlates and is partially caused by a change in the living arrangements of families. Fewer 

children per couple who have children and fewer couples who have any children at all affect the 

position of lineage of many people. Furthermore, population aging is associated with a growing 

group of elderly people who are dependent on pensions and are eligible to many other welfare 

state programs. The time is ripe for a rigorous approach to the study of generations and politics 

because the development of population aging has by now reached critical thresholds in many 

industrial democracies from a political point of view. Population aging as such is not a new 

phenomenon. In most advanced industrial democracies, populations have been aging 

continuously since World War II. However, at the beginning of the 21st century, population aging 

has increased the group of older people to such proportions that their numerical weight is likely 

to lead to significant changes in the policies of the societies affected. This increase in their 

proportion is not only due to a decrease in more recent birth cohorts, but also to an immense 

increase in life expectancy at pension age, even though data on earlier times are more difficult to 

obtain than more recent ones. When the public pension system was introduced in the German 

Empire by Bismarck in 1891, the official retirement age for men was 70, and the life expectancy 

at birth was 45 (Börsch-Supan and Wilke 2003). The life expectancy at 65 in England/Wales 

around 1917, which is likely to be comparable to Germany at the time, is estimated to have been 

around 76.0 years (Tomassini 2005: 17).  In 2010, the official retirement age in Germany was still 

65 for those currently retiring, but the life expectancy at birth was 79.8 and those who reached 60 

could on average expect to become 82.6 years (see table 1.1). One key assumption of the modern 

welfare state, a short time of drawing an old age pension, is no longer warranted today. Even if all 

structures of the welfare state worked perfectly, the system could not be maintained because of 

this gap between assumptions and reality. 
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In addition, in many advanced industrial democracies, older people have a higher likelihood of 

voting than younger people. Even though there is little evidence for older people acting as a 

homogenous voting bloc, many policy decisions that are economically unreasonable seem to be 

motivated by the fear of the grey vote. Given the high level of older voters combined with their 

high voting participation has by now created a situation in which a majority of voters is at higher 

age in the second half of life. For example, in the 2009 Bundestag elections, more than half of all 

voters were estimated to have been 50 and older already in 2007 (Goerres 2007).  

 

THE STRUCTURAL CHARACTERISTICS OF ADVANCED INDUSTRIAL 
DEMOCRACIES 
 
Table 1.1 lists a number of vital demographic and welfare state indicators that are of relevance in 

the discussions about generational politics. The table contains two summary statistics, the mean 

and the standard deviation, for 30 OECD countries, i.e. economically strong countries that have 

been democracies at least since 1990 and that have comparatively high levels of welfare state 

activities, and data for selected eight countries covering the whole geographical range and 

democratic trajectories. 

 
 

[Table 1.1 about here]
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For generational politics, the relative proportion of each age group is an important indicator. 

Since democracies are open to input from voters, electoral-numerical clout matters. The average 

proportion of the 65+ population rose from 11.6 % in 1980 to 14.5 % in 2006 and is projected to 

rise further to 25.5 % in 2040. Among the old, there is an important shift in numerical balance. 

The old-old as they are sometimes called, those who are 80 and older, rose in their proportion of 

the whole population from 2.1 % to 3.6 % and are projected to rise to 7.9 %. This means that the 

ratio from the old-old (80+) to the old in general (65+) is likely to rise from 0.18 to 0.31. As the 

selected country data demonstrate, there is a huge variance in the pace of aging across countries. 

Across time, the dispersion of older people’s shares also increased (see standard deviation). Thus, 

even though all OECD countries are getting a higher share of older people, the development 

makes them get further apart from each other. 

 

In contrast, the two indicators describing the world of young people show a decline in dispersion, 

i.e. OECD countries get more similar with regard to the proportion of those aged 0-15 and 

fertility. The decline in this proportion from 24.5 % in 1980 to 18.2 % is not only universal in its 

direction across the OECD world, but leads also to a convergence of countries at lower shares of 

younger people of the whole population. This is also reflected in the average decline of fertility 

from 2.14 in 1980 to 1.65 in 2006 and a reduction of the standard deviation from 0.83 to 0.32 

during the same time period. Despite this convergence, there remains a sizeable range with regard 

to both the share of younger people and fertility rates. In 2005/6, the USA still had a proportion 

of 20.5 % of 0-15 year olds and a fertility rate of 2.1 in juxtaposition with Japan that had a 

proportion of 13.8 % and a rate of 1.32.  

 

As a reflection of rising quality of medical provisions and healthier life styles, the average life 

expectancy at birth rose from 72.1 years in 1975-80 to 78.9 years in 2006. This indicator captures 

the average numbers of years a person can be expected to live who was born during that period. 
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Another indicator, life expectancy at 60, approximates the average number of years a person is 

expected to live after 60. This variable is particularly relevant because it gives an indication of the 

years in retirement the average pensioner will survive. Life expectancy at 60 rose from 18.7 years 

in 1980 to 22.3 years in 2005. Again, the tendency across time is the same in all OECD countries. 

 

The demographic indicators presented here are a reflection of large-scale societal processes that 

are, of course, indirectly influenced by political processes and decisions. There are, however, also 

other indicators which can be directly influenced by political decisions. Such indicators are more 

likely to mirror the impact of the welfare state and its structures on generations than just that of 

social processes.  Table 1.1 lists the data of labor market participation of the 55-65 year olds for 

men and women. This indicator is so important as it shows the unused potential of older workers 

across many countries. For men, the average labor market participation declined from 64.7 % in 

1985 to 61.2 % in 2005. The standard deviations, however, shows that there is huge variance 

across countries. Even among the few selected countries here, the change varies between 61.8 % 

to 54.5 % in Germany and 83.0 % to 83.2 % in Japan.  Among women, we see an increase in 

labor market participation from a low mean of 31.8 % in 1985 to 40.5 % in 2005. Most 

remarkable is the high value of the dispersion measure. This reflects a wide spectrum of macro-

trajectories of working older women, ranging from an increase from 19.4 to 43.8 % in Australia 

to a decline from 43.7 to 24.1 % in Poland. 

 

Perhaps the single most important indicator for the financial demands on aging welfare states is 

the old age dependency ratio. That is the ratio of those who are economically inactive and above 

65 years of age (those who are unable to earn money through work) divided by the number of 

those 16 to 64 years old (those who are of ‘working age’). On average, this ratio is projected to 

rise from 29.4 in 2005 to 59.7 by 2040. In 2040, the expected range of projected old age 

dependency ratios is worthwhile noting, reaching from 49.8-49.9 in Australia, Sweden, and the 
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U.S.A. to 83.1 in Japan. This means that in the former countries 10 people of working age will be 

likely to pay for 5 elderly people, whereas in Japan 10 people of working age will be paired with as 

many as 8 elderly people. These are certainly worrying figures. Yet one can also re-measure old 

age dependency ratios by aggregating people’s residual or prospective life expectancies (that is, how 

many birthdays they will still have), rather than their chronological ages (how many birthdays they 

have already had) (Sanderson and Scherbov 2010).2 After all, as a result of better health 

technologies and healthier behavior and lifestyles, in terms of physical fitness or dependency a 

chronological age of, say, 70 today simply does not mean the same thing as it did three or four 

decades ago. Now, using these alternative (prospective) old age dependency rates actually tends to 

produce less dramatic trends in current and projected levels of population aging for most OECD 

countries -- with the notable exception of new Central European democracies.3 In other words, 

the increase in mean age is often accompanied by an increase in residual life expectancy that 

essentially makes the social meaning of chronological age change. 

 

Lastly, one of the newest tasks of the modern welfare state is the provision of social care services 

and cash benefits. The public expenditure for elderly care costs, the biggest share in overall care 

costs, increased on average from 0.36 to 0.58 % of GDP. Among the eight selected countries, the 

share in 2005 varied from near zero in the USA or Poland to 2.5 % in Sweden. While these 

proportions may seem to be small in terms of GDP, the mean increase by 0.22 percentage points 

within 25 years actually means an increase of 61 % from the 1980 base just within 25 years. Given 

the projected further rise in life expectancy, this type of social policy expenditure is likely to 

continue rising steeply, due among other factors, to the increasing costs that come with medical 

progress and to increases in morbidity at higher ages (Breyer and Felder 2006).  

 

Overall, these data suggest three things. First, the demographic trends discussed above are 

universal across the OECD world. Second, some trends show divergence, others convergence. 
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Thus, there is no one single simple trend with regard to the pace of demographic change in the 

world’s rich democracies. Lastly, the heterogeneity of countries is most pronounced when it 

comes to their welfare state indicators. Here, trends can go in different directions as they are 

much more directly influenced by political trajectories of the welfare state and political and policy 

decisions in general. This indicates the importance of a political science approach to study 

generational politics.  

 

A COMPARATIVE POLITICAL SCIENCE APPROACH TO GENERATIONAL 
POLITICS AND POLICIES 
 
Population aging in advanced OECD democracies clearly does not take place in a political 

vacuum. Rather, in liberal democratic settings, political variables such as electoral-numerical clout 

(voting power), political institutions, ideological and party politics and interest group 

organization, to name just a few variables, all affect the decisions and motives of vote-seeking 

politicians that make policies in a context of demographic change. If there were no electoral 

resistance, vested organizational interests or institutional inertia involved, policymakers would 

indeed face few problems in simply following the best expert advice and reforming or adjusting 

public policies to new socio-demographic trends. Similarly, if there were no issues of political 

framing and perception involved on the part of politicians or voters, just technocratic and matter-

of-factual policy problems, the supply side and demand side of politics might more easily agree 

on the particular policy (reform) paths to follow. But such a-political lenses are not very helpful. 

The particular ways in which political-electoral attitudes and preferences are translated into public 

policies are mediated by multiple dimensions of political context such as the landscape and 

dynamics of interest representation, social movements and political participation, electoral 

models, intra-party and inter-party politics, collective action problems, institutional constraints 

and legacies.  
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Politics and institutions thus matter crucially. And the ways in which they matter are likely to 

differ significantly across different nations and welfare state regimes. Causal black boxes need to 

be opened further, especially at the level of individual programs across different institutional 

regime contexts, for instance as regards for instance as regards the role of parties, interest 

representation, and institutions,4 and political power, elite agency, and collective action 

problems.5 The contributions to this volume, all of which adopt an explicitly comparative-

political lens, aim to pry open these causal black boxes by asking a number of central questions. 

How does aging change political processes such as, for instance, the political attitudes of different 

voting groups, the policies and strategies of established parties, and the emergence and 

persistence of pensioners’ parties? Why do generational policies affecting specific age groups such 

as pensioners and elderly workers change the way they do? Does population aging lead to a 

higher salience of generational issues on the political agenda, and if so, why and how? How do 

governments balance the electoral pressures of growing elderly populations with the 

concomitantly growing need to contain macro-fiscal pressures? And how do political institutions 

such as, for instance, the number of veto players or the nature of the country’s larger welfare 

regime model mediate these various processes? 

 
Welfare support and intergenerational solidarity 
 
One core issue tackled in this volume regards the differential effects of population aging on 

various attitudes towards social policy programs and the norms of justice and fairness they 

embody (see also Blome et al. 2009; Gosseries and Meyer 2009; Lynch and Myrskylä 2009; 

Saraceno 2008; Schokkaert and Van Parijs 2003). For instance, studying intergenerational justice 

perceptions among undergraduate students across eight aging democracies, Sabbagh and 

Vanhuysse (2010) find that theoretical support (in principle) of young-to-old transfers is higher in 

social-democratic and conservative than in liberal and radical welfare regimes. But when it comes 

to actual contributions to and rewards from society (in practice), there appears to be a distinct 

perception of intergenerational injustice. Young citizens believe that the young and even more the 
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adults contribute more than the elderly, whereas the elderly and even more the adults receive 

more than the young. In the continental European welfare regime type, which houses many of 

the most pro-elderly biased OECD welfare states (Lynch 2006; Tepe and Vanhuysse 2010a), 

young people’s perceptions of intergenerational injustice are more marked still: students ranked 

the youngest age-group ranked lowest in perceived rewards and highest in perceived 

contributions to society. Busemeyer, Goerres and Weschle (2009) find that the differences 

between younger and older people in support for social policy spending differs widely across 

policy areas and between countries. Also, life cycle stage is an important predictor of spending 

support. Finally, some countries, like the United States, show a strong difference between young 

and old across many policy areas. With regard to older people’s preferences towards public 

childcare, a policy area with no direct relevance to them, more involvement with younger family 

generations that could benefit from such policy increases support in tendency. But the existence 

and size of this relationship is highly contingent on cultural, political and economic contexts 

(Goerres and Tepe 2010). This shows that there is intergenerational solidarity among older 

people in aging democracies, but that it depends on characteristics of society and the welfare 

state. 

 

Achim Goerres and Markus Tepe (in this volume) analyze the determinants of support for public 

childcare across 21 industrial democracies among those who are younger than 45, i.e. those 

citizens who are of child-bearing age. They find that the demand for public childcare by younger 

people is embedded both in welfare state institutions, personal family structures and the socially 

constructed nexus between the family and the welfare state (see also Blome et al. 2009). More 

explicitly, their results demonstrate that citizens below 45 are cognitively constrained in their 

expectations for policies that benefit their own age group. In welfare states that do little to 

support families, the individual involvement with the family does not impact on what young 

citizens expect - perhaps because citizens have learned that the welfare state is not very active in 
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this area and are likely to turn toward the market or their family in search of support. This is 

particularly clear for policy regimes in which the market is the main source of provision of 

services as compared with all others family policy regimes that support home-makers or double-

earner families (see for the regime typology Boye 2011; Ferrarini 2006; Korpi 2000). Once welfare 

states are active in providing support for families, for example through generous maternity 

allowances or direct spending on pre-school children, the solidarity with their family measured by 

the relationships with their own parent generation, does have an influence. This can be explained 

by a reciprocal model of the family: those young individuals who have learned that the state is 

traditionally active in this area want the state to be even more active when they normatively 

believe in familial obligations. They do so because they want alternatives to drawing on their own 

families, for which they would need to ‘pay back’ within the family in a different form and at a 

different time.  

 

Jonas Edlund and Stefan Svallfors (in this volume) investigate continuities and changes of 

attitudes on income redistribution and unemployment support by comparing differences between 

social class and cohorts. First, they identify a general declining trend of welfare state support 

across 13 countries between 1996 and 2006 as well as convergence between countries. Second, 

they note that two liberal welfare states (Great Britain and the USA) that supposedly are similar in 

their dynamics between institutions and public opinion actually show very different temporal 

dynamics. Britain shows a steep decline in support whereas the USA reveals a steep increase (on 

the US case, see also Hudson in this volume). These trends can be explained with reference to the 

different recent social policy histories of these two liberal countries. Third, these trends cannot be 

explained by new cohorts entering adulthood that could have different preferences from earlier 

ones. Rather, there are some class groups, such as the American middle classes in fear of 

becoming unemployed and British workers, may change their support levels because they lose 

interest in the less broad benefits of their welfare state. Finally, there is no evidence that age 
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differences are superseding class differences, putting another nail in the coffin of a generational 

war vis-à-vis the welfare state. 

 
Social spending patterns 
 
Another key question regards the effect of demand side factors such as population aging on 

actual social policy expenditures. Recent studies show that, by and large, population aging does 

tend to increase not just the overall size of pension program spending but also the overall pro-

elderly spending bias of welfare states (Castles 2009; Tepe and Vanhuysse 2010a). However, on 

their own, such findings do not suffice as evidence for elderly power. Alternative ‘benevolent 

dictator’ or ‘technocratic policymaker’ assumptions would similarly predict that more elderly 

people in society will drive up spending on those programs catering specifically for their needs. 

Political economy models in the tradition of Browning (1975) have put forward two more 

specific generic hypotheses about the effect of population aging on individual pension benefits. 

The 'elderly power' hypothesis suggests that a larger share of elderly people in society will increase 

individual pension benefits as the larger electoral size of elderly voters feeds back into favorable 

policy outcomes.6 The ‘fiscal leakage’ hypothesis argues that low fertility rates and longer life 

expectancies, decreases the expected profitability of pay-as-you-go systems to currently working 

voters, thereby inducing them to favor smaller current pensions.7 Awareness of population aging 

may lead current workers to expect smaller future pension benefits than those they currently pay 

to the currently old, leading workers to vote for smaller pension benefits.  

 

Testing both sets of theories with panel data from 1980-2002, Tepe and Vanhuysse (2009) find 

that distinguishing between the effects of population aging on program size and on benefit 

generosity leads to very different conclusions. They argue that population aging leads to ‘the 

cutting of smaller slices out of larger cakes’: it increases overall pension spending as a percentage 

of GDP, but at the same time decreases the generosity of individual pension benefits. In the same 

vein, Juan Fernandez's chapter (in this volume) argues that the effect of population aging on 
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pension benefit generosity is opposite for standard and for minimum pensions. Fernandez finds 

that larger elderly populations lead to more generous pensions for average workers but to less 

generous pensions for those who had not contributed to the social security system, thereby 

increasing the benefit gap between the contributors and non-contributors. Fernandez argues that 

when acting as an interest group, elderly voters are in favor of minimum pension programs that 

award reduced benefits. He argues that this may be a way of better ensuring the existence of 

complementary public earnings-related tiers that provide more generous pension benefits to 

seniors of all classes. 

 
Regime types and pro-elderly spending bias 
 
Among the manifold political-institutional effects that mediate the translation of votes and 

preferences into political outcomes, the effect of welfare regime type stands out. In one 

particularly innovative historical-institutional study, Lynch (2006) argues that population aging as 

such matters little in explaining cross-variation in the pro-elderly biases of social spending. 

Instead, these biases are better explained by the historical choices of welfare design and electoral 

competition at two critical junctures. First, in the early twentieth century, welfare programs were 

designed along either narrow occupational or more universal citizenship-based lines. This led to 

the progressively more pro-elderly bias of social policies in occupational regimes, which focused 

on protecting a core of powerful labor market insiders, who are today an aging subpopulation. 

After World War II, a second bifurcation occurred as some programmatic electoral models (e.g. 

the Netherlands) switched towards more citizenship-based rather than occupational forms of 

welfare design. These institutional constellations, according to Lynch, interacted over the course 

of the twentieth century to shape the electoral incentives of policymakers and crystallized into 

distinct and relatively stable age orientations of social policy. Occupational/particularistic 

constellations, most prominently visible in Southern Europe, Japan, and the USA, fostered 

clientelistic and targeted policies that gave politicians electoral incentives to favor selective groups 

such as retired former labor market insiders. In contrast, citizenship-based/programmatic 
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constellations, as in Nordic Europe and the rest of the Anglo-Saxon world, gave rise to much 

more broadly cast safety nets, where the relative absence of clientelistic votes-for-benefits 

exchanges did not force politicians to increase pro-elderly spending biases to the same degree (see 

also Gamiel-Yehoshua and Vanhuysse 2010).  

 

Statistical expenditure studies similarly unravel important regime type effects. Tepe and 

Vanhuysse (2009) find that social-democratic welfare regimes are positively and significantly 

associated with both real pension benefits per elderly and with pension generosity scores, whereas 

the opposite is true for liberal regimes. By contrast, occupational welfare regimes (such as 

Belgium, Germany, Austria, and Italy), which are among the oldest in the OECD, seem to be 

much less able to cut program size or pension generosity, perhaps as a result of the institutional 

ways in which these regimes create a strong perception of pensions as acquired rights among 

voters, in addition to their highly patronage-based modes of political competition. Similarly, 

Fernandez (in this volume) finds that while countries with more constitutional veto points (as 

well as better entrenched rightwing parties – a political-ideological variable) tend to award less 

generous standard pensions, the substantial impact of elderly voters’ political clout is much larger 

than for constitutional veto points. Tepe and Vanhuysse (2010a) find that welfare regime 

affiliation still matters crucially in accounting for cross-country differences in individual program 

spending and in the general pro-elderly bias of welfare states. In fact, once one controls for 

welfare regime type, population aging no longer has a significant independent effect on either 

pension spending or the general pro-elderly bias of welfare states in between-country models. 

This corroborates Lynch's (2006) claim that demographic variables matter less than institutional 

ones in accounting for cross-sectional variance in pro-elderly spending bias.  

 

It follows that institutional differences, and changes therein, affect policies. Using cluster analysis, 

Mehmet Aysan's chapter (in this volume) further supports a ‘four worlds of pensions’ typology 
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for 21 OECD countries, as comprised of liberal, Southern European, social democratic, and 

continental European regimes (for a more intricate typology, see Weaver 2010). Whereas the 

latter two regimes have important similarities on the various pension policy dimensions, the 

Southern European counties have a generous pension replacement rates, higher public old-age 

spending, pension level, and pension wealth. However, the most important distinction is between 

the liberal welfare regime group and other welfare regimes, a divide also relevant for generational 

welfare attitudes (Goerres and Tepe in this volume). The liberal group has lower public old-age 

spending, pension level, and pension wealth; but higher official retirement age and labor force 

participation and comparatively low pension benefits.  

 
Family formation and fertility behavior 
 
No less than 83 % of Europeans are involved in the consumption of benefits authorized by 

legislation and funded by taxation (Rose 2007; see also Goerres 2010: Ch. 1). Policies thus 

crucially affect the behavior of ordinary citizens, something Richard Rose calls ‘policy behavior’. 

Andrej Kokkonen (in this volume) deals with the impact of family policies on fertility via the 

dynamics of domestic unions (see also Frejka and Sobotka 2008). Analyzing 22 European 

countries, Kokkonen argues that states differ in the intensity with which they support dual earner 

families, a central feature of family policy regimes (see also Goerres and Tepe in this volume). 

Higher support enhances fertility among women, not only directly by allowing them to better 

combine job and family, but also indirectly through union building. Higher dual-earner support 

gives incentives for two partners to cohabit, even though women have increased opportunities at 

the labor market that decrease their need to live with a man for financial reasons. This increasing 

likelihood of domestic unions positively enhances the willingness to have children. Kokkonen 

also unveils the interrelatedness of dual-earner policies with egalitarian gender norms. Thus, 

culturally embedded policy trajectories in a generationally relevant area impacts on individual 

reproduction behavior. 
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Political timing and political logics of cutbacks  
 
This volume also discusses the macro-fiscal requirements that militate for, and the political-

electoral obstacles that militate against, painful policy reforms in the face of population aging. 

How stringent are these conflicting ‘double electoral-fiscal straitjackets’ in different welfare 

regimes? And how and when are these obstacles overcome by ruling parties in government? Take 

the case of pension spending cutbacks. At least among EU member states, the adoption of the 

Maastricht criteria in 1991 has served as an independent additional source of pressure on social 

budgets, over and above the pressures caused by aging populations. The worldwide economic 

crisis of 2008-2009 has further added to these pressures. As Robert Hudson puts it (in this 

volume), public pension spending has shifted over the past three decades from a ’distributive 

politics’ to a ’redistributive politics’ mode, as the perceived stakes of action on behalf of 

pensioners have moved from positive-sum to zero-sum or even negative-sum perceptions. Yet 

governments in aging democracies that contemplate cutbacks in old-age oriented social programs 

in an effort to restore macro-fiscal balance face a range of formidable political obstacles. Such 

cutbacks tend to be concentrated and/or to hurt well-organized program stakeholders, most 

notoriously elderly voters (Pierson 1994, 1996, 2001; Rhodebeck 1993). The numerical clout of 

elderly people is, almost by definition, enhanced with population aging, as the latter process 

increases the number of theoretically eligible voters. But in addition, the higher actual voting 

turnout rates of elderly people may further add to their political-electoral clout and policy 

influence.8 Moreover, the perception of costs and benefits is often asymmetric, with losses 

leading to disproportionate subjective welfare losses but also to more risk-taking behavior among 

voters such as, possibly, anti-incumbency voting (Kahneman and Tversky 2000).  

 

In this context, one might expect cutbacks in pro-elderly programs to be generally limited or 

postponed, and, when implemented, to be accompanied by blame avoidance tactics to make 

cutbacks less transparent or to share political responsibility among many actors (Pierson 1994, 
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1996, 2001; Pal and Weaver 2003). Yet the electoral pressures that accompany population aging 

need not always lead to policy status quo even in the fastest-aging democracies. Sometimes a 

sense of mounting macro-fiscal crisis is so high that change just has to happen. When the status 

quo is simply untenable, the urgency of costly reforms, even when these hurt major sub-strands 

of the electorate, is often such that the cost of delay may be higher than the cost of cutbacks. 

Macro-fiscal and budgetary crises of the kind caused by population aging may thus spur 

governments into necessary but painful policy reforms. Certainly, numerous non-trivial pensions 

reforms have been implemented across the OECD in recent years.9 And incumbent parties have 

not always paid a heavy electoral price for implementing such reforms (Giger 2011). Politicians, 

like voters, may not just be loss-averse; they may also be ready to take greater risks precisely in 

contexts perceived, or framed, as losing (Kahneman and Tversky 2000; Vis 2010).  

 

Political economy considerations are likely to play a major role in determining the incidence and 

timing of painful policy reforms. Using event history analysis to investigate the political timing of 

general social expenditure cutbacks, Tepe and Vanhuysse (2010b) find that macro-economic 

determinants such as worker productivity, economic growth and unemployment, though not 

population aging, are most important in accounting for the timing of cutbacks. But politics 

matter, too: leftwing governments and welfare states with more institutional veto players or a 

larger degree of contribution financing tend to delay welfare cutbacks longer, while cabinets that 

have recently changed their party composition implement cutbacks earlier (see also Hicks and 

Zorn 2005; Korpi and Palme 2003).  

 

In the same vein, Markus Tepe and Pieter Vanhuysse (in this volume) investigate the politics of 

delays in pension generosity cutbacks specifically. Studying 18 OECD democracies between 1981 

and 1999, they find that neither electioneering nor political-institutional rigidities have any 

significant effect on the timing of pension generosity cutbacks. But partisanship does: more 
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rightwing governments tend to implement pension generosity cutbacks significantly earlier. This 

chapter also points to the double-faced effects of unemployment and population aging on 

medium-size versus large-size cutbacks: both socio-demographic variables appear to delay large-

size cutbacks, but to anticipate medium-size cutbacks. Tepe and Vanhuysse argue that this may 

be because these crisis-type variables are salient ‘alarm bell signals,’ urging policymakers to take 

incremental action through ‘muddling-through type’ retrenchment sooner rather than later, 

perhaps in order to delay more radical and politically highly risky retrenchment. This argument 

complements and qualifies the recent thesis by Vis (2010) that deteriorating socio-economic 

situations (loss frames) may induce politicians to implement unpopular welfare reforms. It 

suggests that in such loss frames, politicians may indeed jump to bite relatively small cutback 

bullets, but perhaps only in order to be better able to delay biting large bullets. 

 
Welfare reform-ability 
 
The chapters by Martin Hering and Jennifer Sciubba in this volume provide insightful new 

evidence that questions and qualifies the often-documented political myopia or reform-resistance 

regarding early retirement and pensions policies on the part of governments wide across Europe 

(e.g. Ebbinghaus 2006; Vanhuysse 2006). Hering studies the successful pension reforms in the 

UK and Germany in 2006 and 2007, which led to increases of the retirement age in public 

pension programs from 65 to 67 and 68 years - significant and risky departures from long-

standing pension politics. He argues that generational politics played only a secondary role in the 

agenda setting and coalition building processes in these reforms: the main reason for their 

implementation was the goal to ensure an adequate level of pension benefits and limit tax 

increases. Interestingly, even though retirement age increases were key measures for achieving 

intergenerational fairness in public pension programs, they reached the governmental agenda 

mostly because policymakers sought to reduce public spending and prevent poverty in old age. 

Similarly, Sciubba's chapter compares the role of political parties and party systems as 

intermediary mechanisms for translating interests into policies in Germany, Italy, and Japan - 
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three of the demographically oldest OECD societies (see Table 1.1). In recent years, governments 

in all three cases have, seemingly paradoxically, managed to impose policy reforms, including the 

Hartz unemployment reforms in Germany and the Biagi laws in Italy, that directly hurt the 

interests of older workers. Sciubba argues that important recent labor reforms in each of three 

cases have either tried to increase the labor force participation of older workers, shortened the 

length of time unemployment benefits for older workers, or aimed at bringing youth into the 

labor market.   

 
Emergence and persistence of pensioner parties 
 
A relatively new and quintessentially political topic tackled in this volume is that of the emergence 

of grey parties. Whereas Sciubba’s chapter analyzes the platforms of well-established mainstream 

parties in three aging democracies, Sean Hanley's chapter comprehensively maps, for the first 

time, the emergence and success of specific pensioners’ parties in a large number of Western 

democracies since 1980 and in the new post-communist democracies of Central and Eastern 

Europe since 1989. Using Qualitative Comparative Analysis, Hanley finds that at a Europe-wide 

level, adequate levels of self-organization of older people combined with higher relative levels of 

pension spending are a necessary condition for grey parties’ successful emergence. In addition, in 

Western Europe, these factors must be further combined with a high incidence of new parties in 

general, while in Eastern Europe, they must be combined with large populations of retired 

people. Otherwise said, the main obstacle to the emergence of grey-interest parties in Western 

Europe appears to be the stability of established parties and party systems and their continued 

success in attracting older voters, while in Eastern Europe the obstacle is a weak civic 

infrastructure for older people and a changing but steady supply of catch-all populist protest 

parties. West European pensioners’ parties are thus likely to succeed by pursuing strategies that 

link anti-establishment protest with the specific sectional demands for elderly voters, while in 

Eastern Europe successful pensioner parties emerge in the niche provided by less stable party 

systems. 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
Whereas the call for a political science based study of older people and ageing is not new (Cutler 

1977; Heclo 1988), relatively little unified progress has been made so far. There has been much 

research in recent years on the consequences of population aging within the fields of sociology,10 

social gerontology,11 or social program studies, especially on pension policies.12 This volume, we 

believe, is among the first to adopt an explicitly comparative political science approach, in an 

attempt to take systematic steps into little known territory. They indicate that the generational 

dimensions of politics and policies are very salient and will influence democratic processes and 

deliberation in the decades ahead, as OECD welfare states undergo further re-structuring in order 

to remain fiscally sustainable while addressing the changing needs of aging populations.  
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ENDNOTES 
 

 

1 Equal authors listed in the order defined by the toss of a coin. For valuable research assistance, 

we would like to thank Evelyn Funk, and for comments, Stefan Svallfors and Andrej Kokkonen. 

2 Sanderson and Scherbov’s (2010) prospective old age dependency ratio is defined as the number of 
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CHAPTER 2 
AUTHOR: SEÁN HANLEY  
 
EXPLAINING THE SUCCESS OF PENSIONERS’ PARTIES: A QUALITATIVE 
COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF 31 POLITIES1  
 

Over the past two decades small pensioners’ and retirees’ parties have emerged at the margins of 

political systems both in Western Europe and in the new democracies of Central and Eastern 

Europe. Such ‘grey interest’ parties appear, at first examination, a fringe phenomenon of little 

interest and have usually been passed over as inconsequential by most writers on the politics of 

old ageing societies because they lack the potential to attract mass electoral support or sharply 

realign political competition on age- or generational lines (Walker 1998; Goerres 2009: 71-2; 

Goerres 2011 ).  

 

However, like many minor political groupings, grey interest parties merit comparative political 

science examination. Grey interest parties are more widespread and persistent than other 

localized, ephemeral minor party phenomena and, in a small number of European states have 

enjoyed sufficient success to exercise real electoral and political leverage.  Most typically, this has 

taken the form of forcing larger parties to address demands of politicians or constituencies on 

discontented older and retired people, which they might otherwise ignore. In rarer cases grey 

interest parties have gained parliamentary and governmental influence in their own right. 

Moreover, ongoing population ageing in Europe suggests that, all other things being equal, grey 

interest parties should have some growth potential simply because they can draw on a growing 

reservoir of elderly target voters.  

 

This chapter maps the emergence and success of pensioners’ parties in both established Western 

European democracies and in the newer post-communist democracies of Central and Eastern 

Europe. It then considers potential reasons for the emergence and, in some cases, the relative 

success of this type of party, examining both the ‘demand’ for pensioners’ parties that might be 
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generated by demographic change and patterns of welfare spending and the regulation of their 

‘supply’ by national political opportunity structures.  It then compares the fortunes of grey 

interest parties in contemporary Europe using an application Charles Ragin’s Qualitative 

Comparative Analysis technique to see if any patterns of systematic variation can be identified. 

The chapter concludes by discussing these results and suggesting further avenues for research.  

 

THE EMERGENCE OF PENSIONERS’ PARTIES 
 
In Western Europe pensioners parties emerged as a fringe phenomenon in late 1980s and early 

1990s. Following Goerres (2009: 71), I take a pensioners’ or ‘grey interest’ party to be any 

organization contesting (or planning to contest) elections which signals through its name and/or 

founding documentation that it seeks mainly to represent the interests of pensioners and older 

voters. With the exception of Luxembourg’s Alternative Democratic Reform (ADR) party, 

discussed later in the chapter, this enables the relatively unproblematic identification of such 

parties. As online table 1 shows, the first pensioners’ party to emerge in a Western democracy for 

which firm evidence is available was founded in Israel in 1981 (Iecovich 2002). The first grey 

party to emerge in Western Europe proper was Italy’s Partito dei Pensionati (PP) founded in 1987. 

Shortly afterwards pensioners’ parties were formed in Germany, Scandinavia and the Benelux 

countries. More recently, pensioners’ parties have also emerged in the United Kingdom. It 

appears that only three West European countries in the old (pre-2004) EU saw no pensioners’ 

parties form: France, Ireland and Iceland.  Grey interest groupings also formed widely in post-

communist democracies in CEE, the earliest emerging in the early-mid 1990s with others more 

recently forming in Russia, Ukraine and South East European states such Bosnia, Croatia, Serbia 

and Bulgaria. In post-communist Europe pensioners’ parties seem to have been wholly absent 

only in Albania, Lithuania and Moldova. 
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In both Western and Eastern Europe, pensioners’ parties have generally been peripheral and, very 

often, ephemeral phenomenon. Many, especially in Western Europe, have gained almost no 

electoral support at national level. Others, especially in certain East European cases (Czech 

Republic 1992, 1996, 1998; Estonia 1993; Poland 1997) have performed more credibly as niche 

groupings, gaining 1-3 per cent of the vote in national elections. In a small number of countries 

including the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Israel, Slovenia and Croatia, however, grey interest 

parties have exceeded this level of support and gained national parliamentary representation. 

Several of these have entered government as junior coalition partners: Israel’s GIL party, which 

entered the Knesset in 2006, was a junior partner in the Kadima-led  government before exiting 

parliament in 2009; the Democratic Party of Pensioners of Slovenia (DeSUS) has been a partner 

in governments of left and right for more than a decade, while the United Party of Pensioners of 

Serbia (PUPS) entered parliament in 2007 on a joint electoral list with the Socialist Party and 

became a junior partner of the pro-European administration of Prime Minister Mirko Ćetković 

(Hanley 2010).  

 

In this chapter I compare the relative success of grey interest parties in 31 European democracies: 

the  15 established (pre-2004) West European members of the European Union; Switzerland, 

Norway and Iceland; the ten new Central and East Europe members states, which joined the EU 

in 2004-7 and Croatia, an advanced EU candidate state likely to join the Union in 2010-11. I 

additionally include the cases of Israel and Scotland as polities comparable to full EU member 

states which have seen the development of important grey interest parties.2 As grey interest 

parties in Western Europe are essentially a phenomenon of the last two decades and to enhance 

comparability with Central and Eastern Europe where democratic systems have existed since the 

fall of communism, I examine relevant parties in the period 1990-2008, focusing on elections to 

lower houses of national legislatures, which are usually key to the exercise of national political 

power.3 
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To examine the relative success of pensioners’ parties, I employ a form of Qualitative 

Comparative Analysis (QCA), a comparative technique, which seeks to formalize the logic of 

qualitative case-based comparison by identifying relevant configurations of causes (conditions) 

and effects (outcomes) using the logic of Boolean algebra and set theory (Ragin 1987, 2000; 

Rihoux and Ragin 2009). Although the comparative analysis of sometimes transient minor party 

phenomena poses many challenges, QCA is among the best suited approaches to such a task. As 

well as avoiding the problems of high collinarity sometimes encountered by conventional 

multivariate analysis, QCA allows the identification of different configurations of factors (causal 

pathways), which produce similar outcomes and enables the researcher to revisit empirical 

judgments used to code cases. QCA is thus particularly well suited to an analysis of the 

emergence of group of minor parties across a diverse range of cases (Redding and Viterna 1999; 

Veuglers and Magnan 2005). 

 

I initially use the Fuzzy Set form of QCA (fsQCA) which defines cases in terms of degrees of 

membership in outcomes of interest and causal variables (conditions), using the program 

developed by Ragin, Drass and Davey (2006). Degrees of membership are expressed as a score 

ranging from 1.0 (full membership) to 0.0 (full non-membership) with a ‘crossover value’ of 

maximum ambiguity set at 0.5. Such scoring of fuzzy set memberships is based on the 

researcher’s theoretically-driven understanding of concepts and categories and empirical 

knowledge of cases. Later in the chapter, an additional form of analysis, I also make use of the 

original Crisp Set version of QCA (csQCA), which sees causes and outcomes simply as 

dichotomously present or absent. The process QCA analysis using both forms of the technique is 

explained more fully in the final part of the chapter 
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DEFINING A ‘SUCCESSFUL’ GREY INTEREST PARTY: CONDITION GREYP 
 
There are strong reasons to expect that grey interest parties will not emerge as major political 

actors and a fortiori, that they will not bring about any realignment of party systems on age-based 

lines. In European contexts age and retirement status have never been strong or salient political 

identities. Like other groups, older and retired voters are, moreover, also differentiated by cross-

cutting divisions of class, education, ethnicity or region and their retirement and pension status 

can differ markedly in consequence of previous employment status. Additionally, older voters 

may already have established strong political identities and identifications, developed over the 

greater part of a lifetime.4 They also retain social and family ties to members other age groups, 

which will impede the politicization of (supposed) conflicts between the interests of different 

generations. Emergent grey interest parties are also likely to meet with forceful competition from 

established parties and, if they begin to win support, powerful directly targeted counter-

responses.  The large number of seniors in European electorates gives established parties a strong 

motivation to target policies at older voters (Goerres 2009: 72) and the (erroneous) notion of a 

powerful dormant ‘grey vote’ is already established in the discourse of many European 

democracies and assimilated by many established politicians (Goerres 2008, 2009; Tepe and 

Vanhuysse 2009).  

 

The political science literature contains few criteria for defining what success might mean for a 

minor party.5  Minor party ‘success’ has variously been defined in terms of crossing electoral 

thresholds or polling a certain (mean) vote over a certain period. Drawing on this work (Harmel 

and Robertson 1985: 511-3; Kitschelt 1989; Redding and Viterna 1999), I therefore take as full 

members of the set of ‘successful’ grey interest parties groupings such as Luxembourg’s ADR or 

Slovenia’s DeSUS, which have had sustained minor party success by polling 4 per cent of the national 

vote in two or more parliamentary elections (coded as 1.0). However, as interest parties’ 

emergence and success is often episodic I also categorize ‘flash’ parties, such as GIL or Holland’s 

Kommentiert [AG1]: PRINTER: This word must be in Capitals 
as it stems from the logical language used in the text. 
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AOV, which enjoyed some minor party success by polling more than 4 per cent on at least one 

occasion as almost entirely in the set of successful grey interest parties. I code these parties 0.8 or 

0.9 depending on whether they substantially exceed 4 per cent. Conversely, cases where 

pensioners’ parties have either never formed or never independently contested any national parliamentary 

elections were deemed fully or almost fully out of the set and were coded respectively 0 or 0.1 

Pensioners’ parties, which have contested parliamentary elections but always received negligible 

electoral support (less than 1 per cent) are coded 0.25 where they had had repeatedly contested 

elections (Sweden, Norway, Germany, Finland) and 0.2 where they had not (Belgium). The 

crossover value (0.5) of ambiguous minor party success was set at 2 per cent, although empirically all 

but cases fell clearly either side of this value.  Cases where grey interest parties had come close to 

success by polling close to 4 per cent on one occasion (Estonia, Holland, Poland) were coded 0.6. 

There was one distinct case (the Czech Republic) where a grey interest party had polled 3 per cent 

over three successive parliamentary elections. This I coded 0.8. Of the cases falling somewhat 

below the crossover point, the Scottish Senior Citizens’ Unity Party which polled low electoral 

support 1.4  per cent in successive Scottish election had short-lived parliamentary representation, 

was coded 0.40 Where rival pensioners’ groupings contested an election, I take the combined 

score for such grey interest groupings. In QCA notation, I term the degree of success of a 

pensioners’ party or parties GREYP. 

 

EXPLAINING THE EMERGENCE OF PENSIONERS’ PARTIES 
 
Why have pensioners’ parties emerged?  And why have some been relatively successful as minor 

parties while others have remained insignificant fringe groupings? There is a large academic 

literature on the emergence of new parties in Europe largely inspired by the rise of the Greens 

and the radical right in Western European party systems in 1970s and 1980s and, more recently, 

by the emergence of new parties in the more unstable party systems of Central and Eastern 

Europe (Sikk 2005; Tavits 2007).  
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Explanations rooted in the experience of Western Europe have generally taken a sociological 

approach emphasizing the emergence of voter demands for new policies, which result from long-

term changes in socio-economic, demographic and family structures Perhaps the best known 

examples of such sociologically based explanations of new party development was the hypothesis  

that a growing left-libertarian constituency of voters with ‘post-material’ values brought into 

existence by changes in production, employment and welfare patterns and rising living standards 

and educational levels had driven the rise of Green parties in Western Europe (Kitschelt 1989; 

Müller-Rommel 1989). 

 

More recent work informed by the experience of Central and East Europe, however, stresses 

conjunctural and institutional factors such as electoral systems, party system formats, the broader 

progress of reform or public dissatisfaction with conventional parties as more important drivers 

of new party development (Sikk 2005, 2006; Tavits 2006, 2007; Pop-Eleches 2010). In this 

perspective, even when they may appear otherwise, new parties are less expressions of long-term 

social trends creating new party families, than exercises in successful political entrepreneurship 

backed by a favourable conjuncture of unrelated interests.6 

 

Both literatures broadly agree, however, that three sets of causes and/or conditions are relevant 

for new party emergence: 1) new or unmet social and electoral demands for representation, 

stemming from deeply rooted ‘social strains’; 2) a favourable set of ‘political opportunity 

structures’ presented by patterns of political competition and political institutions (Kitschelt 1989; 

Redding and Viterna 1999); and 3) the mobilization and effective co-ordination of adequate 

resources.  Given the marked regional split between the historical and political experiences of 

Western and Eastern Europe – also evident in the preoccupations of the different strands of the 

literature on new party development - I add an additional regional condition to allow for 
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differences between West European and East European contexts not covered in the general 

explanatory conditions discussed. The following sections elaborate how these three broad 

explanations might be applied to the development of pensioners’ parties in contemporary 

European democracies and operationalized for QCA analysis. 

 

Growing electoral constituencies of inactive 50-plussers: condition RETIRPOP  
 
The most simple socio-structural factor that might explain the emergence of pensioners’ parties is 

the growing number of older and retired people in all European societies, both absolutely and as 

a proportion of the overall population (see Goerres and Vanhuysse in this volume).  A higher 

number of older and/or retired citizens might generate both greater resource demands and 

greater demands for participation by older people leading to a more radical ‘politics of old age’ 

(Walker 1998). However, it is not always clear to what extent such growing ‘grey’ constituencies 

are defined by age, by work (retirement) status and/or by receipt of pension benefits. Much 

research on ‘grey’ politics or the ‘greying’ of democracy takes the proportion of older citizens 

aged over 60 or 65 as roughly equivalent to levels of retirement. However, in some social 

contexts, there is only a very slight correlation between demographic ageing and the proportion 

of retired people in the population. This is markedly the case with post-1989 Eastern Europe, 

where communist welfare systems set comparatively low formal retirement ages and generous 

early retirement policies after 1989, intended to facilitate industrial restructuring and pre-empt 

social discontent, led to an artificial ‘pensioner boom’ in some states in the early and mid-1990s 

(Vanhuysse 2006, 2009). Even in many West European states there is considerable divergence 

between numbers of older people and numbers of retired people (Tepe and Vanhuysse 2009). It 

therefore seems best to use an indicator of the size of potential’ grey’ constituency based on 

numbers of retirees, rather than numbers of people aged over 60 or 65. This arguably captures 

processes of demographic ageing as filtered through varying political and social context(s) or the 

specificities of national pension policies.  
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Systematic comparative cross-national data on numbers of (old age) pensioners in Europe in the 

past two decades are difficult to obtain. Moreover, the strategic use of sickness and invalidity 

benefit as a form of compensation for unemployment in many East European countries may 

mean that, even when formally comparable, figures have very different meanings. To address this 

issue, I use EU Labour Force Survey data to calculate average percentages of economically 

inactive citizens aged over 50 in the adult populations of EU member states and Croatia in the 

period 1990 – 2007. Although this category does not precisely coincide with that of pensioners – 

as some pensioners will continue to be economically active, while some economically inactive 

older people may lack pension entitlements - this figure can be taken as a reasonable 

approximation of relative numbers of retirees and pre-retirees and broadly coincides with the 

patterns suggested available cross-national data for numbers of retired people in the EU27 (in 

2001) compiled by Eurostat (Kubitza 2004).7 This measure also makes the hypothetical 

assumption that (some) pre-retirees will behave in politically similar way to retired people – that is  

to say that, anticipating retired status,  some will  be attracted to grey interest parties in similar 

numbers and for similar reasons to those already retired.8 Obtaining fully comparable data for 

Israel is problematic. However, available evidence suggests that proportions of retired people, 

pension beneficiaries and older people in Israel are all low relative to European cases analyzed 

(Gamliel-Yehoshua and Vanhuysse 2010).  

 

At what level might such differences be consequential for the fortunes of grey interest parties? 

Available case-based evidence suggests that a well led grey interest party, which has solved 

resource mobilization and collective action problems, can in practice garner the votes of 10-15 

per cent of its target constituency.9 For the purpose of this chapter I therefore assume that grey 

interest parties can realistically obtain voters of one in eight of their target constituency.10 To be 

confident of gaining 4 per cent of the national vote needed to establish itself as a successful 
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minor party, a grey interest party relying essentially on the support of retired voters would 

therefore need a total retired population forming around a third of the adult population. 

Conversely, if pensioners and retirees formed too small a proportion of the adult population, 

even the best led grey interest party would have little prospect of gaining sufficient support to 

move beyond fringe party status. For fsQCA purposes I therefore coded states where inactive 

citizens aged 50 or above were estimated to form at least 35 per cent of the adult population as 

fully in the set of states with a politically consequential electoral constituency for grey parties (1.0) and states 

where this group formed less than 10 per cent as fully out of this set (0, full non-membership).  

The latter proportion of pensioners would equate to a vote of less than one per cent even for the 

most effectively organized grey interest party. I set the crossover point between full membership 

and full non-membership in the set of states with a politically consequential constituency for grey 

parties at 22.5 per cent of economically inactive 50-plussers in the adult population. In QCA 

notation I term this condition RETIRPOP. 

 

Greying welfare states and insider interests: condition PENEXP 
 
In industrial and post-industrial societies, the welfare state is a key mechanism shaping socio-

political interests and identities (Campbell 2003). In Western Europe from the 1980s, the focus of 

welfare politics shifted from claims for increased resources and representation in an extensive and 

expanding welfare state to a ‘new politics of welfare’ centring on retrenchment programmes in a 

context of reduced public spending and pressures for structural welfare and pension reforms 

(Pierson 1996; Tepe and Vanhuysse in this volume; for reviews see Vanhuysse 2001 and Green-

Pedersen and Haverland 2002).  

 

This new politics of welfare in West European states been hypothesized as generating anti-(neo-

)liberal distributional demands for the retention of post-war social democratic or social market 

status quo (Kitschelt 2004)11 and as creating - or adding to - generational and sectoral divisions, 
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which crosscut and fragment traditional class groupings. Generationally-based conflicts are said 

to emerged through the interaction and mutual reinforcement of established welfare and health 

institutions and a powerful ‘grey lobby’ able to outcompete other  groups (for example, families 

with children or the working poor) facing so-called New Social Risks stemming from deregulated 

labour markets, more intermittent employment and greater labour market participation of 

women.  In this perspective, current pensioners’ interests in maintaining existing levels and forms 

of pension and welfare provision might be seen as opposing them to younger groups impacted by 

New Social Risks who have an interest in reformed welfare states (Bonoli 2004; Tepe and 

Vanhuysse 2010).12 

 

Integrating post-communist welfare states in Central and East Europe into the broader European 

picture poses significant problems of comparability. Post-communist era welfare states are very 

distinct institutions shaped by contradictory impulses and crosscut by multiple legacies (Chandler 

2004; Bazant and Schubert 2009; Cerami and Vanhuysse 2009; Inglot 2009). Both communist and 

post-communist welfare policies varied significantly from those in Western Europe. However, as 

in Western Europe, post-communist CEE welfare states faced retrenchment and reform in the 

context of market-oriented liberal reforms (Pop and Vanhuysse 2004; Cerami and Vanhuysse 

2009), including debates on restructuring mature pay-as-you-go (PAYG) systems schemes. 

 

The processes (potentially) generating a socio-political constituency of grey ‘insiders’ in (some) 

West European states also find certain parallels in post-communist Central and East Europe. As 

a group with low fixed, state-provided incomes who used public health and welfare services more 

intensively, pensioners in the region were - or might perceive themselves as - one of the groups 

potentially most heavily impacted by budgetary pressures and scaling back of public and welfare 

services. In an echo of sectoral and generational interest conflicts in Western Europe, they thus 

had an interest in competing for scarce welfare resources against newly emergent constituencies 
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of ‘losers’ in the process of market reform such as the unemployed, poorer families. As in 

Western Europe, CEE politicians were aware of population ageing particularly and fearful an 

electoral backlash from older voters, if their living standards deteriorated. Such dynamics were 

exaggerated in CEE states, such as Hungary and Poland, which experienced artificial ‘pensioner 

booms’ in early-mid 1990s, which reinforced the status of pensioners as an insider group by 

rapidly making them a sizeable and electorally influential constituency (Vanhuysse 2006).  

 

Despite this, it seems clear that the argument regarding the potential for age-based conflicts of 

interests rooted in the welfare state rests on the notion of current cohorts of older people and 

retirees as an ‘insider’ group defending current entitlements against challenge by policy-makers, 

current workers and other welfare state client groups, rather than an outsider group making new 

demands (see also Sciubba, and Hering in this volume).  Some broad measure of the age-bias or 

pensioner-bias of current welfare state provision would therefore seem the best means of 

capturing this condition.13 As crude measure of such bias,14 I therefore take the mean proportion 

of pension spending in total spending on social protection in the period as measure in available 

Eurostat data.15 Taking Italy as a paradigmatic case of an elderly-biased welfare state (Lynch 

2006), I take states with mean pension spending of 60 per cent of social spending as fully in the 

set of European welfare states with a strong bias towards older age groups and current retirees (1.0). 

Conversely, I take states where mean pension spending was 25 per cent or less of social spending 

as fully out of the set (0.0). In the absence of a compelling theoretical argument or a natural break 

point, the crossover value was set at 42.5 per cent, the mid-point between full membership and 

non-membership. I then coded cases continuously and termed this condition in QCA notation 

PENEXP.16 

 

Permissiveness of electoral systems: condition THRESH 
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Research on new party emergence suggests that the most significant formal institutional factor 

influencing new party success is the electoral system (Tavits 2006; Veuglers and Magnan 2005). 

Electoral systems affect emergent parties both directly by determining the effective threshold of 

electoral support needed to gain parliamentary representation and indirectly by signalling to 

supporters the level of risk they are running that their votes may go unrepresented. There is less 

agreement as to how to measure and operationalize where such thresholds lie. Where formal 

national electoral thresholds for representation exist, as in much of Eastern Europe, these can 

straightforwardly be taken as the practical threshold faced small emergent parties. Where, as in 

many West European cases, no formal thresholds exist, I calculate the permissiveness of an 

electoral system using Taagepera's  (2002) formula to estimate the effective national threshold of 

support an emergent party must approach to be credible.17 For the purposes of fsQCA I take 

electoral systems with a practical threshold of 0.5 per cent or less as fully in the set of highly 

permissive electoral systems and those with a practical threshold of 6 per cent or above as fully 

out of the set. The crossover value was set a 3.25 per cent. In QCA notation I termed this 

condition THRESH.18   

 

Party system fluidity: condition NEWP 
 
Less formalized political institutions such as patterns of party competition and party system 

format also constitute an important facet of the opportunity structures facing emergent new 

minor parties. Some researchers on Western Europe have, for example, argued that new small 

parties find it easier to enter party systems where small parties are routinely required as a coalition 

partners by larger, established parties (Smith 1991; Mair 1991). More broadly, high levels of party 

system fragmentation and electoral volatility (lack of party loyalty and identification among 

voters) should offer a more permissive environment of party competition. However, any attempt to assess 

this on a Europe-wide basis faces a significant difficulty rooted in differences between established 

West European party systems and those in newer democracies in Central and Eastern Europe. 
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Conventional benchmarks of party system instability and openness or electoral volatility such as 

the Pedersen index are problematic to apply to the CEE region, where parties have been subject 

to frequent splits and mergers, changes of name and shifts in political position. Apparent 

volatility may thus be as much an elite-driven process as the product of changes in a fluid 

electorate (Birch 2001; Sikk 2005). In some CEE democracies. 

 

Moreover, such measures of volatility and fragmentation do little to distinguish between large 

voter shifts between established parties and a more open, unstable electorate willing and able to 

turn to new challengers. Sikk (2005) therefore argues for using support for ‘genuinely new parties’ 

is as an alternative measure of party system openness and underlying electoral volatility.19 This 

measure is also highly suitable as an approximate measure for gauging the opportunities facing of 

newly emergent party types which may draw on anti-establishment protest votes in both Western 

and Eastern. I therefore use levels of new party success as a measure of the openness of party 

competition in the cases under review. Although in instances pensioners’ parties have themselves 

been new parties contributing to the NEWP scoring,  they contribution is too negligible to pose 

problems of tautology:  the vote shares of new grey interest parties make up a mere 2.8 per cent 

of the combined vote shares for new parties in the relevant period. 

 

I gauge new party success by calculating mean level of electoral support gained at parliamentary 

elections between 1990 and 2007 by new parties using Tavits’ (2007) definitions and calculations 

data, updated to included parliamentary elections after 2005, which she does not include in her 

data set (Tavits 2007.).20 I additionally make calculations or estimations for West European cases 

and Croatia. I code cases with mean support of 12 per cent or more for new parties as fully in the 

set of cases with a high demand for new parties (1.0). Although there are instances of new parties 

emerging ex nihilo as major electoral actors (Israel 2006, Italy 1994, several recent elections in the 

Baltic states) most successful new entrants emerge as minor parties. Mean new party support of 
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12 per cent, suggesting scope for the emergence of two or three new parties, could therefore be 

taken as highly favourable for the initial emergence of a small interest based grouping such as a 

pensioners’ party (although, as with other parties, such a fluid political environment might 

militate against consolidating any initial success). On logical grounds I take (hypothetical) cases 

with 0 per cent support for new parties as wholly out of the set.  I place the crossover point at 6 

per cent, a figure which - if voter demand is focused by other factors – could a sufficient general 

level of new party success to be a make a rising new political contender credible in the eyes of 

potential voters. In QCA notation I term this condition NEWP. 

 

Resource mobilization and co-ordination: condition SELF 
 
Social demand and institutional opportunities are, however, in themselves insufficient to explain 

new party emergence without a considering the micro-foundations of party emergence. A 

political party can be viewed as an organizational solution to a collective action problem, in which 

participants contribute and exchange a variety of resources (financial, material, technical skills, 

time, publicity and electoral support) in order to generate political outcomes (public goods) that 

would not otherwise be achievable acting on an individual or ad hoc basis (Aldrich 1995; Hopkin 

1996, 1999). This presupposes not only that a new party has access to sufficient money, media 

and human resources, but also that it can offer policies for which there is electoral demand , a 

‘relevant political project’ as Lucardie (2000) terms it. 

Available case study evidence suggests that there were two broad patterns of grey interest party 

formation. In the first pensioners’ parties were often founded by ‘political entrepreneurs’ in the 

purest sense of the term: individuals, often businesspeople or retired professionals, not previously 

active in party politics using their accumulated skills and financial resources to start up a small 

political organization. This pattern is illustrated by the foundation of SSCUP in Scotland or the 

Dutch AOV (van Stipdonk and van Holsteyn 1995; Vincent 2003).  However, there is little 

indication as to how or why the supply of skilled, politically entrepreneurial individuals might vary 
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cross-nationally or how one might conceptualize and measure this, making this a redundant 

factor for comparative analysis. 

 

In a second pattern, pensioners’ parties were formed on the basis of established interest or 

campaign groups. Such an infrastructure of interest groups provides a potential resource base for 

pensioner party formation and lowers the costs of collective action and organizational formation. 

Such interest groups also act as a training ground for individual political entrepreneurs with 

backgrounds in social activism who can act as the founders of grey interest parties. This pattern 

seems to be exemplified in the formation of early West European grey interest parties such as 

Germany’s Die Grauen, but also underlay the formation of Slovenia’s DeSUS in 1990. We might 

therefore hypothesize that where pensioners’ or seniors’ associations are well organized and well 

resourced, successful pensioners’ parties will tend to form. At the same time, we should note that 

although they might represent a potential resource base or sponsor for a grey interest party, strong 

elderly interest groups may also inhibit grey party success, as they may be sufficiently successful in 

conventional and group politics as to eliminate demands for a ‘grey’ voice in the political arena. 

There is no fully adequate way of cross nationally measuring the organizational and civic 

resources of civil and public organizations representing and organizing pensioners and older 

people. For this reason, as an approximate measurement of the scope and strength of such 

organization, I therefore take the percentage of those over 50 recorded by the 1999 World Values 

Survey as saying they belonged to an organization providing a social welfare service for elderly 

people.21  

 

The start-up costs and critical mass of organizers required to form an effective new minor party 

are relatively low. In considering what level of older people’s civic self-organization might 

significantly contribute to the solution of the resource mobilization and collective action 

problems of a small emergent grey party, I therefore took a relatively low threshold. Let us 
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assume that a minor party in a medium sized European country with a total population of 10 

million and a population around of 3.5 million citizens aged over 50 would need 2000 members 

to function effectively and that one in a hundred older members of elderly support organizations 

might join or actively support such a party. This being the case, a membership of 6 per cent in 

elderly support organizations among over 50s might be consequential for the development of an 

emergent grey interest party. Working on these assumptions, I therefore coded countries where 

over 6 per cent of citizens aged over 50 reported that they were members of elderly support 

organizations as fully in the set of countries with strong self-organization of older and retired people. I 

took (hypothetical) cases with no such membership as fully out of the set and set the crossover 

point as 3 per cent. I additionally coded one case (Israel) and re-coded two others (Slovenia, 

Croatia) on the basis of direct case evidence about memberships of older people’s interest and 

welfare organizations in these states (Hinchcliff and Priestly 2001; Helpage International 2007). 22 

 

Legacies of post-communist transition: condition TRANS 
 
This chapter seeks to undertake broad pan-European comparison encompassing both pre-2004 

EU member states and newer democracies of Central and Eastern Europe. To some extent the 

conditions identified distinguish these two groups of countries: CEE cases are, for example, 

clearly distinguished from the states of the ‘old’ West European EU by higher levels of new party 

success (party system fluidity) and higher effective national electoral thresholds (stemming from 

the widespread use of formal thresholds for representation in the region) (Birch 2001; Sikk 2005). 

The QCA method’s ability to distinguish different configurations of causes should, in principle, 

allow us to pick out patterns of causation distinct particular to each half of the once divided 

continent, if these exist. 

 

There are, however, a number of additional potentially relevant factors linked to the specific 

legacies of communism and the transition from communism that may distinguish the CEE and 
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West European cases. Pensioners and older people in the region may form a somewhat more 

homogenous group in terms of income and lifestyle than those in established Western 

democracies, reflecting lower levels of differentiation of incomes and pension provision under 

state socialism and the role of the state as the main pension provider and income maintenance 

after the fall of communism (Večerník 2006; Vanhuysse 2006). The relative poverty of CEE may 

produce sharper distributional conflicts between groups and sectors, aggravated by the upheavals 

of political and economic transformation. Finally, we should note that the importance and 

specificity of the temporal process of democratic transition from communism in CEE. Not only 

did the initial formation of party systems see an initial mushrooming of parties, but the 

distinction between party and interest organization was often initially blurred, legitimizing and 

encouraging political interventions by economic interest organizations (Lewis 2000). To take 

account of these factors, I therefore create an additional condition concerning whether a state has 

or has not undergone a recent transition from communism.23 As European states clearly are or 

are not post-communist polities, this is a dichotomous condition coded either 1.0 or 0.  In QCA 

notation I term this condition TRANS. On balance, this bundle of post-communist specificities 

should favour the emergence of grey interest parties.  

 

[TABLE 2.1 ABOUT HERE] 

 

 

QCA ANALYSIS 
 
In line with recommended QCA practice, for each set of configurations I carry out three analyses.  

These vary according to the extent to which they incorporate logically possible but empirically 

non-observed configurations of conditions (‘logical remainders’) alongside those found in real 

world cases: 1) a first analysis which excludes all non-observed cases and thus generates a 

complex QCA solution; 2) a second analysis which includes all logical remainders alongside 
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empirically observed combinations and thus generates the most parsimonious solution; and 3) an 

‘intermediate solution’ which include some logical remainders are selected by the researcher as 

‘easy counterfactuals’ close to empirically observed cases on the basis of ‘simplifying assumptions’ 

(Ragin and Sonnett 2004). The inclusion in QCA minimization processes of logically possible but 

empirically non-observed configurations (cases) has been considered problematic by some critics 

of the method. However, the use of such ‘logical remainders’ is a self-consciously artificial device 

intended to produce logically consistent, parsimonious shorthand descriptions of configurations 

and cases, whose plausibility as explanation requires assessment by the researcher.  No QCA 

solution, whatever its level of parsimony or complexity, in itself qualifies as a superior explanation 

and none should be regarded as a fully worked-out argument about causation (Rihoux and Ragin 

2009: 152-5).24  All QCA solutions must, moreover, be assessed in terms of both their 

consistency and case coverage. 

 

Having scored cases in terms of their degree of membership in the set of states with successful 

grey interest parties (GREYP) and relevant causal conditions (summarized in table 2.1), I began 

with an initial analysis that made no explicit difference between West and East European cases, 

excluding the TRANS condition, but including all other relevant factors: relative size of 

electorally relevant retired population (RETIRPOP), age-bias of welfare spending (PENEXP), 

practical national electoral threshold (THRESH), demand for new parties (NEWP) and levels of 

self-organization of older people (SELF). However, initial analysis with logical remainders 

excluded, produced an essentially unsatisfactory solution in which none of the causal 

configurations had a consistency level above 0.7, the minimum consistency level normally 

recommended as acceptable (Rihoux and Ragin 2009). Two configurations, however, had 

consistency levels of 0.68 and 0.69. If the consistency cut-off was lowered to 0.68, these implied a 

single solution set.  Stated in the Boolean algebra used to express QCA this solutions reads 
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SELF*NEWP*THRESH*PENEXP → GREYP 

 

Expressed in more natural language, the solution suggests that a combination of higher elderly 

self-organization; higher demand for new parties; a permissive electoral threshold and elderly-

oriented welfare spending was required for successful grey interest parties to emerge. In terms of 

fit to cases, this had coverage of 0.53 and explained only two of eight cases of successful grey 

party emergence (membership in GREYP > 0.5). Only the Netherlands and Israel had strong (0.5 

or above) membership in the solution.25   

 

Given the limitations of this solution, I therefore moved to an analysis, which included the 

TRANS condition distinguishing established democracies from transitional post-communist 

democracies alongside other relevant factors. A first, ‘complex’ analysis  on this basis – that is one 

excluding logical remainders - generated 13 causal configurations of which three were acceptably 

consistent (>0.7) with the set of successful grey interest parties (GREYP). Using Boolean logic 

these could be reduced to the following two causal paths: 

 

SELF*NEWP*THRESH*PENEXP*trans + 

SELF*RETIRPOP*newp*THRESH*PENEXP*TRANS → GREYP 

 

That is to say, grey interest parties have success in non-transitional (that is, West European) 

states, which combine sufficient levels of elderly self-organization (which all West European cases 

possess); permissive electoral thresholds; high demand for new parties; and elderly-oriented 

welfare state spending. In transitional (TRANS) Central and East European states, the solution 

implies, adequate self-organization and an elderly-oriented welfare state must be combined with a 

general lack of demand for new parties and a high, politically relevant proportion of retired 

people. This solution implies that across Europe a combination of permissive electoral 
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thresholds, adequate civic self-organization of older people combined with an elderly-oriented 

welfare state to defend is a necessary (but not sufficient) condition for the emergence of success 

grey interest parties, as can be seen when the solution is factorized and re-expressed:  

 

SELF*PENEXP *THRESH (trans*NEWP + TRANS*RETIRPOP*newp) → GREYP 

 

The solution suggests that in Western Europe pensioners’ parties, when they have a degree of 

success, are linked to the phenomenon of voters’ seeking new anti-establishment protest parties. 

In Central and Eastern Europe, where retired people currently form a more socially homogenous 

constituency than in Western Europe, the solution suggests, pensioners’ parties represent a purer 

form of interest party. This is an interesting finding given the generally high level of new party 

occurrence, which in some cases is so high as to imply major restructuring of the party system 

with each election. 

 

However, the pattern of coverage with this solution is again problematic. The first part of the 

unreduced solution (SELF*NEWP*THRESH*PENEXP*trans) provides a satisfactory solution 

for established Western democracies: two of the three cases of relatively successful pensioners’ 

parties (Israel, Netherlands) have high memberships (0.71, 0.6), while all cases with low (<0.5) 

pensioner party success have low membership in this configuration. In almost all West European 

cases, low membership in this causal configuration stems from low demand for new parties (low 

membership in NEWP), suggesting that in most West European cases the potential emergence of 

grey interest parties is blocked by voters’ tendency to stick with  established parties.26 The only 

major incongruity is the case of Luxembourg, whose stable party system gives a very low (0.12) 

membership in the (SELF*NEWP*THRESH*PENEXP *trans configuration, but which is 

categorized as having a highly successful grey interest party, the Alternative Democratic Reform 

(ADR) party. The Luxembourg case, however, may need to be excluded because of the specificity 
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of both the ADR and the Grand Duchy itself. The ADR’s origins as a Committee For Pensioners 

Justice seeking to secure better pension provision for private sector workers seem to qualify it, in 

part ,a sectoral movement of small businesspeople and the self-employed, rather than grey 

interest party seeking to represent all older and retired people. The ADR has, moreover, 

subsequently developed into a right-wing populist party. This appears linked with Luxembourg’s 

unusual status as a wealthy micro-state without strong nationalist traditions, factors which may 

have stabilized its party system and blocked the channels for the formation of a conventional 

radical right party, allowing the ADR to assume this role (Fehlen 2000). 

 

The second part of the above configuration concerning transitional democracies in Central and 

Eastern Europe (TRANS cases) is, however, much less satisfactory. The configuration 

SELF*RETIRPOP*newp*THRESH*PENEXP*TRANS covers only one East European case 

with a relatively successful grey interest party, Croatia (which has a membership of 0.66 in the 

configuration), while other cases of relatively successful grey interest party in Slovenia, the Czech 

Republic, Estonia and Poland are wholly or largely. The parsimonious solution based on the 

inclusion of all logical remainders served to highlight key aspects of the complex solution, but did 

not resolve problems of coverage. The parsimonious solution generated was: 

 

NEWP * trans + TRANS*PENEXP*newp → GREYP 

 

The term NEWP*trans which covers Israel and the Netherlands confirms that successful grey 

interest parties emerge in West European states with high general incidence of new parties,  

suggesting the importance of the stability and appeal of established parties in explaining West 

European cases.  
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The second term (TRANS*PENEXP*newp implies) again suggests that in Eastern Europe high 

pension expenditure relative to other welfare spending and an absence  of new parties creates a 

favourable environment for a relatively successful grey interest party to emerge.  This could be 

interpreted as suggesting that in fluid party systems in CEE with very high demand for new 

parties, broad populist formations rather than minor parties will tend to benefit draw the support 

of voters seeking a vehicle for anti-establishment parties voters or because that older and retired 

voters seeking to express their sectional interests at the ballot box may gravitate towards a broad 

protest party, rather than an interest party. Case knowledge suggests this explanation is intuitively 

plausible: several CEE cases with strong membership in GREYP (Czech Republic, Slovenia) have 

party systems which are relatively stable compared to other post-communist cases, although they 

are relatively fluid and open when viewed in pan-European perspective (Sikk 2005; Mainwaring et 

al. 2009). However, in both complex and parsimonious fsQCA solutions only Croatia has strong 

(> 0.5) membership in the second term, leaving most East European cases unexplained. Efforts 

to formulate a distinct intermediate solution, including some but not all logical, remainders did 

not resolve these issues.27 

 

Do thresholds matter for grey interest parties?  
 
The low membership of some East European states with relatively successful grey interest parties 

in the solution stems very largely from their low membership in the THRESH condition: put 

more simply, some relatively successful pensioners’ parties emerged in East European states with 

relatively impermissive formal electoral thresholds of 5 per cent (Estonia, Czech Republic 

Poland). The relative success of pensioners’ parties in some East European states with 

impermissive formal electoral thresholds raises the possibility that electoral thresholds many not, 

in fact, be important for the emergence of  successful grey interest parties. This, we might 

hypothesize, is because even a comparatively high formal electoral thresholds of five per cent did 

not pose a psychological barrier to supporters of minor interest parties, who may be more 
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interested in registering a protest and/or highlighting a neglected interest to exercise leverage on 

larger parties than gaining representation. Available case study evidence (van Stipdonk and van 

Holsteyn 1995; Vincent 2003; Hanley 2010) broadly supports this interpretation.  

 

To address this, I deploy two further strategies: 1) analysis of the data without the inclusion of the 

THRESH condition; and 2) a Crisp Set QCA analysis (csQCA) of the data dichotomizing 

outcomes and conditions, rather than using Fuzzy Set memberships. Re-analysing without the 

THRESH and generates the following complex solution excluding logical remainders: 

 

SELF*RETIRPOP*newp*PENEXP*TRANS + 

SELF*retirpop*NEWP*PENEXP*trans → GREYP 

 

which can be factorized to  

 

SELF*PENEXP* (RETIRPOP*TRANS + retirpop*NEWP*trans) → GREYP 

 

This suggests again that the configuration SELF*PENEXP is a necessary but not sufficient causal 

condition for the emergence of successful grey interest parties. However, the solution suggests, 

this necessary configuration must be combined with a high incidence of voting for new parties 

and a low proportion of retired people in Western Europe, and with a high proportion of retired 

people in Eastern Europe. However, this solution set is less satisfactory than the previous one. 

The absence of the THRESH condition excludes the Netherlands which is a weak member of the 

solution set (membership 0.25), thus producing a solution for established Western democracies, 

which covers only the Israeli case. This explains the otherwise puzzling presence of the retirpop 

condition (lack of a high proportion of retirees) in this term.28 However, the solution provides no 

additional coverage of East European cases: again only Croatia has strong (>0.5) membership.  
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Relaxing the set membership consistency criteria used to define positive outcomes when 

generating the truth table, a middle stage in fsQCA analysis (Rihoux and Ragin 2009), from 0.7 to 

0.69 did produce a solution, which fitted the East European cases better. The complex solution 

thus produced was: 

 

SELF*PENEXP*(TRANS*RETIRPOP + trans*retirpop*NEWP) → GREYP 

 

As table 2.2 shows, this solution covered not only Israel (solution set membership of 0.71) and 

Croatia (0.66), but also Poland (0.68) the Czech Republic (0.57), and Slovenia (0.57), achieving 

overall coverage of 0.56 with an overall consistency as 0.7.The solution suggests that successful 

pensioners’ parties emerge in East European states, which combine adequate elderly self-

organization with higher levels of elderly-oriented social spending, but also that they can emerge 

in either stable or fluid East European party systems (as assessed by the general success of new 

parties, NEWP). Once again, the combination of adequate self-organization with high elderly-

oriented social spending seems to be necessary, but not sufficient condition for successful grey 

party emergence.   

 

The parsimonious solution, which included all logical remainders was: 

 

SELF*PENEXP*TRANS + retirpop*(NEWP+PENEXP) → GREYP. 

 

This eliminates RETIRPOP from the term covering East European (TRANS) cases, while 

retaining a similar level of consistency (0.68) and coverage (raw coverage 0.34) and again 

including the four East European cases as strong members. 29  It suggests that in post-communist 

cases adequate elderly self-organization combined with higher elderly-oriented welfare spending is 
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a sufficient condition for successful grey party emergence. However, the second term in the 

solution, covering Western Europe, again only includes Israel as a strong member, but not the 

Netherlands. However, characteristically for parsimonious solutions, while overall coverage was 

improved (0.62), consistency was lower (0.61).30 

 

 

[TABLE 2.2 ABOUT HERE] 

 

 

The second strategy used was to re-analyze the data the original Crisp Set form of QCA which 

sees outcomes and conditions dichotomously as either present (coded 1) or absent (0). The 

dichotomization of variables central to csQCA, which sets less exacting standards of consistency 

than fsQCA, is often regarded as problematic. However, the simplifications required by csQCA 

were helpful in integrating partially successful East European grey interest parties in states such as 

Poland, Estonia and the Czech Republic giving a clearer overall picture of the relationship 

between cases. As shown in table 2.3, tor csQCA analysis I dichotomized fuzzy memberships in 

the outcomes and causal conditions by re-coding them either 1 (strongly present) when they were 

more in the set (membership of 0.5 or above) or 0 (weak or absent) for memberships of 0.5 or 

less.  Analysis with the TOSMANA program (Cronqvist 2007) produced a truth table shown in 

table 2.4) with only one contradictory line (configuration, indicated by ‘C’) represented: 

Luxembourg appears in the configuration SELF*RETIR*newp*THRESH*PENEXP*trans, 

which otherwise includes cases where grey interest parties are very weak or absent. This 

contradiction was resolved by excluding Luxembourg as a case (given the specific character of the 

ADR party discussed above) which eliminated contradictions resulting in this line being coded 

0.31 The complex solution obtained by excluding logical remainders is 

 

SELF*NEWP*THRESH*PENEXP*trans+                 (Israel, Netherlands) 
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SELF*RETIRPOP*NEWP*PENEXP*TRANS+     (Slovenia, Poland, Estonia, Czech R) 

SELF*RETIRPOP*THRESH*PENEXP*TRANS     (Croatia, Slovenia) 

→ GREYP 

 

 

[TABLES 2.3 AND 2.4 ABOUT HERE] 

 

 

This confirms the earlier findings using fsQCA which suggest that SELF*PENEXP is a necessary 

but not sufficient causal configuration and that higher proportions of retired people are a relevant 

condition in Eastern Europe.  It also suggests that in West European cases both permissive a 

electoral system and a high incidence of new parties are needed for grey interest parties to have 

success, whereas in East European cases a high general incidence of new party success combined 

with the specificities of post-communist transition can offer an alternative causal path. It should 

be noted, however, that three of the four cases represented on this path (Poland, Estonia, Czech 

Republic) had relatively weak grey interest parties and that the two of most successful East 

European grey parties (Croatia and Slovenia) are covered by an alternative path. 

 

With the inclusion of logical remainders to obtain the most parsimonious solution, we obtain the 

following: 

 

SELF* PENEXP* NEWP +    (Israel, Netherlands, Slovenia, Estonia, Czech R, Poland      

SELF*PENEXP* TRANS      (Croatia, Slovenia, Estonia, Czech R, Poland)  

→ GREYP 

 

This parsimonious solution satisfactorily accounts for all cases. It states that the combination of 

adequate older people’s self-organization and elderly-oriented welfare spending with either high 

incidence of new parties or the specificities of post-communist transition will produce successful 
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minor grey interest parties. Strikingly, all cases except Croatia are covered by a single causal 

configuration (SELF*PENEXP*NEWP) suggesting that the specificities of the Croatian case 

might be more pertinent than general facets of transitional post-communist democracies. 

Moreover, in keeping with the findings in earlier fsQCA analyses suggesting that electoral 

thresholds may not be highly relevant, this parsimonious csQCA solution removes electoral 

thresholds and levels of retired population per se. A further csQCA analysis omitting the 

THRESH condition produced an identical parsimonious solution.32  The distribution of Crisp Set 

outcomes and conditions is illustrated in figure 2.1 in a visualization produced by the 

TOSMANA program (Cronqvist 2007). 

 

 

[FIGURE 2.1 ABOUT HERE] 

 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
This chapter has reviewed the development and relative success of pensioners’ parties as minor 

political actors across democracies across Europe and in Israel over the last two decades with the 

help of Qualitative Comparative Analysis. Its analysis suggests that grey interest parties have had 

relative (albeit often brief and episodic) success in states that combine adequate levels of self-

organization of older people with a high level of welfare state spending oriented towards older 

and retired people. However, this combination of conditions is a necessary, but not a sufficient 

cause. In Western Europe, these findings suggests, it must be further combined with high general 

incidence of (and perhaps demand for) new parties. This suggests that in Western Europe the 

development of pensioners’ parties may, at least partly, need to be understood in terms of the 

adaptation of established parties to socio-economic change and growing electoral demand for 

anti-establishment, protest parties, rather than simply growth in ‘grey interest’ politics. It may 

therefore be necessary to integrate research agendas on the adaption of West European parties’ to 
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structural in welfare states and welfare capitalism (Kitschelt 2004; Rueda 2005) with those on 

democratic disaffection in advanced democracies (Pharr and Putnam 2000). 

 

In Central and Eastern Europe, successful pensioners’ parties seem to emerge when relatively 

high-levels of elderly-oriented welfare spending are combined with adequate levels of civic 

infrastructure for older people. In some of the analyses undertaken here, this was supplemented 

by the condition of having relatively large proportion of retired (economically inactive) older 

people in the adult population. Counter-intuitively, however, the general incidence of new parties, 

which is comparatively high in the region makes little difference. In CEE, therefore, the key 

obstacles to successful grey interest parties’ seems to be the limited mobilizational capacities of 

older people, rather than the ability of established parties to outcompete new challengers. This is 

broadly in line with arguments elsewhere in the literature on the region stressing the importance 

of transition losers’ limited self-organization abilities in shaping outcomes (Vanhuysse 2006). 

 

The findings in this chapter must, however, be regarded as suggestive rather than conclusive. 

Many of the fuzzy set solutions proposed are at the margins of acceptable consistency. This 

highlights both the empirical challenges of comparing minor parties on a broad scale and the 

continuing difficulties that contemporary Europe, despite its institutional and political 

convergence, poses for those wish to integrate established and newer European democracies 

within a common analytical framework. In particular, it may be necessary to pay closer attention 

the distinct dynamic of political development in Central and Eastern Europe. While CEE is now 

largely composed of stable liberal democracies, party-electoral competition in the region is subject 

to distinct temporal dynamics. Conditions faced by pensioners’ parties (and other political actors) 

in some CEE states might thus be appreciably different in early, more fluid post-transition period 

than subsequently.  

 



- 30 - 

Moreover, initial patterns of post-communist democratization and reform shape are, it seems, 

feeding into a new, second phase of post-communist politics defined by welfare and fiscal reform 

and a growing search among frustrated voters for new, non-establishment parties (Vanhuysse 

2006; Kitschelt and Bustoková 2009; Pop-Eleches 2010). While echoing similar developments in 

established Western democracies, processes, this chapter suggests that these trends are running in 

parallel, rather than signalling East-West convergence around a new politics of generational 

conflict at the margins of political systems.  Further research and refinement of comparative 

analytical strategies will be needed to address all these issues more fully.33 
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2 Israel is a developed, established Western-style democracy at the periphery of the European 

Economic Area, and Scotland, a sub-state polity with a powerful legislature and distinct national 

party system. I take England and Wales as a separate case basing my judgments on UK 

parliamentary elections. I exclude Cyprus and Malta due to lack of case knowledge and Russia, 

Ukraine, Bosnia, Macedonia, Serbia, Moldova, Albania and Macedonia due to lack of comparable 

or reliable data.  

3 For unicameral systems I take election results for the single national legislative chamber.   
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4 However, as Goerres (2009) notes party identification among older age cohorts in Western 

Europe, while typically stronger than that of subsequent generations, varies markedly with 

national context and continuity of national party systems. 

5 There is an ongoing debate in the literature about whether the reasons for the formation of minor 

parties are the same as those for their relative success (Harmel and Robertson 1985; Kitschelt 

1989; Tavits 2006). 

6 This line of argument is advanced, for example, by Sikk and Andersen (2009) in relation to 

Estonia’s Green Party. 

7 I diverge from this coding on this basis in only one case:  that of Romania where Eurostat 

figures indicate a very high proportion of retired people. The reason for this divergence seems to 

be that an unusually high proportion of older people in Romania continue to be economically 

active after the age of 70 (Kubitza 2004).  

8 Tepe and Vanhuysse (2009), for example, find that while the Overall Dependency Ratio has a 

positive,  statistically significant effect in increasing macro pension spending as a proportion of 

GDP, the effect is weakened if elderly population is defined as those aged over 55, rather than 

those aged over 65. When the dependent variable is recast as pension generosity (pension 

spending per retiree relative to GDP) both measure of elderly population have a positive effect, 

although it is weaker when the more inclusive 55+ category is used.  

9  Slovenia’s DeSUS, for example, estimated that it gained about 15 per cent support among older 

and retired voters (DeSUS 2006), while, exit polls suggest that the Czech DŽJ party gained no 

more than 13 per cent of pensioners’ voters during its best national election performance (in 

1992) (Večerník 2006: 6) 

10 As a robustness test additional fsQCA analyses were carried assuming that grey interest parties 

would attract slightly lower and slightly higher proportions of the elderly and retired population 

(10 per cent and 15 per cent), which has the effect, respectively, of lowering and raising the 

overall proportion of such voters in the adult population assumed to facilitate grey party success. 
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These analyses produced near identical solutions to those reported below with near identical 

coverage and consistency. The only difference found was that the ‘complex solution’ produced 

for West European cases additionally incorporated the retirpop term (fewer older people) when 

grey parties were assumed to win only 10 per cent of older voters’ support.  However, this 

disappeared in the more parsimonious ‘intermediate’ version. The overall robustness of fsQCA 

results can partly be gauged from the consistency scores reported (Skaaning 2007).  

11 Demands for left distributive policies driven by population ageing, Kitschelt (2004: 6) suggests 

will partially damp down demands for socially liberal free market policies generated by other 

social changes, as older voters tend to be socially less liberal and more ‘materialist’ in outlook.  

12 The sharpness of sectoral and generational divisions has often been seen as varying according 

to national welfare regimes. For example, conservative corporatist Bismarkian welfare states with 

generous decentralized, welfare systems have been seen as facing the sharpest divisions between 

outsiders and insider groups such as older, unionized, male workers who benefit from 

employment security and unreformed pension systems.  Tepe and Vanhuysse (2010) find that the 

pro-elderly spending bias and the pro-new social risks spending bias of OECD welfare states are 

negatively correlated (both in levels and in change over time), indicating trade-offs between 

spending priorities. However, welfare regime type does not significantly affect the spending bias 

of countries towards new social risks. 

13 The causal relationship between age group related welfare spending and the success of grey 

interest groups  normally raises issues  of causal direction: it could be logically plausible that,  if 

associated, successful pensioners’ parties might have caused higher levels of welfare spending on 

older groups by, for example, suggesting to mainstream politicians that there discontented  ‘grey 

vote’. Indeed, there might be a pattern of circular causality (‘feedback effects’) However, relatively 

successful grey interest parties have so far had too weak and ephemeral a political presence to 

exercise the type of long-term influence required to significantly to impact pension and welfare 

spending patterns, which are, in any case in part the path dependent products of decisions taken 
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during early welfare state formation and often highly resistant to political action in the present 

(Lynch 2006; Inglot 2009). 

14 The crudity of the measure lies in the fact that it also partly captures numbers of pensioners. 

However, the distribution and ranking of countries into cases with higher and lower elderly 

welfare bias is broadly consistent with more sophisticated measures of age bias in welfare state 

spending such as such as Lynch’s  (2006: 24) ENSR index for Western OECD members. The 

main anomaly is that this crude measure underestimates the elderly age-bias Lynch identifies in 

the welfare spending in Greece and Portugal. 

15 I include spending for all type of pensions defined in Eurostat statistical compilations as  

‘periodic cash benefits under the disability, old-age, survivors and unemployment 

functions…social benefits: disability pension, early-retirement due to reduced capacity to work, 

old-age pension, anticipated old-age pension, partial pension, survivors' pension, early-retirement 

benefit for labour market reasons’ (Eurostat 2010). 

16 As a robustness test additional fsQCA analyses were carried out reducing the level of pension 

expenditure required for full membership of PENEXP to 50 per cent and 40 per cent as a 

proportion of social spending.  These analyses produced near identical solutions to those 

reported below with near identical coverage although consistency was somewhat lower. The only 

difference found was that when the THRESH (effective national thresholds) condition was 

excluded, the solution produced for West European  (trans) cases additionally incorporated the 

retirpop term (lower proportion of older people). This counter-intuitive term appears to reflect 

the influence on the solution of the Israeli case – one of only three non-East European cases 

more in than out of GREYP set -  once the criteria for full membership in PENEXP are lowered 

in a way that makes almost all cass full (1.0) members. 

17 Many scholars take the effective threshold for an electoral district of mean magnitude as an 

indication of a national electoral system's permissiveness. However, as Taagepera (2002) notes the 

national effective threshold may be significantly lower as emergent new parties' support is likely to 
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be higher in some electoral districts than others. I diverged from applying this approach in two 

cases: France and England and Wales which elect legislators using majoritarian electoral systems 

Single Member Districts (SMDs), Taagepera’s formula suggests an effective national threshold of 

around 1.5 per cent. However, I judged the degree of vote concentration required to win a seat in 

such systems was too demanding for an emergent interest-based party to achieve and I therefore 

coded these cases as having highly impermissive electoral systems. In Scotland empirical evidence 

suggests a lower effective national threshold operates for the regional PR list seats than that 

implied by the Taagepera formula. In this case I took the lowest vote obtained by a parliamentary 

party (1.4 per cent, Scottish Senior Citizens' Unity Party in 2003) as the effective national 

threshold.  

18 Electoral systems in both Western and Eastern Europe generally remained stable in the period 

analyzed (Birch 2001). However, in the three cases (Italy, Bulgaria, Romania) where there were 

wholesale changes of electoral system type,   I based my coding on the electoral system used for 

most elections across the period. In other cases where there were limited changes to formal 

national thresholds or to magnitudes of electoral districts, I took averages over the period as the 

basis of fsQCA coding.   

19 For initial attempts to develop a measure distinguishing these two types of volatility more 

directly see Mainwaring et al. (2009) and Powell and Tucker (2009). 

20 Tavits (2007); supplementary material is online at 

http://tavits.wustl.edu/SupplementalMaterial.pdf. Tavits and Sikk use slightly different criteria to 

assess whether a party is genuinely new and make somewhat different empirical assessments of 

certain parties, leading to different scorings for some national elections. However, they both 

follow the same broad principle of counting parties as ‘new’ when they contest parliamentary 

elections for the first time. I use Tavits’ data as they are easily available online. 

21 1999 was chosen because it was a point mid-way through the period studied and a year for 

which data was available for all cases. The WVS figures used as a proxy for elderly self-
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organization here generally match other WVS items capturing levels of civic engagement and 

associational membership, both among older people and populations. 

22 The codings here are thus not necessarily inconsistent with findings about CEE pensioners’ 

general lack of protest mobilization (Vanhuysse 2006: 118-9) as it concerns organizational 

infrastructure. More in-depth empirical study of older people’s involvement in contentious 

politics is arguably required to substantiate and clarify this generalization. 

23 A similar approach is taken to communist legacies by Schneider (2009) in his cross-regional 

fsQCA study of democratization. 

24 As Rihoux and Ragin (2009: 152-5) argue, by incorporating ‘logical remainders’, QCA is simply 

doing explicitly and transparently what most comparative methods including regression analysis 

do implicitly. Any comparison aiming at some degree of generalized explanation will make similar, 

but implicit assumptions about logically possible but empirically unobserved cases. 

25 Analyzed with the inclusion of logic remainders to produce a parsimonious solution (again with 

the very low consistency cut-off of 0.68) yielded the causal argument: NEWP*THRESH. This 

suggested that a combination of permissive practical electoral thresholds and demand for new 

parties was sufficient to account for the emergence of successful grey interest parties. This had a 

similar coverage, although one additional case of relatively successful grey party formation 

(Slovenia) was covered. However, there was an additional incongruity: Bulgaria a country without 

an electorally successful pensioners’ party was also a strong member of this parsimonious 

solution. Although this solution was consistent with three of the five most successful grey interest 

parties, its broader lack of consistency and failure to explain all but one the cases of more 

successful grey interest parties in Eastern Europe suggested that it was necessary to incorporate 

post-communist transition as an additional condition. 

26 The exceptions are Ireland and Iceland, whose low memberships in the configuration stem 

more from their low membership of PENEXP - i.e. the strong absence of elderly-bias in welfare 

 



- 43 - 

 

state spending; Italy where the existence of a formal electoral threshold of 4 per cent seems to 

play a role; and France whose majoritarian electoral system is coded as highly impermissive.  

27 The most plausible set of such assumptions - based on the theoretically-derived expectations 

outlined earlier paper – simply reproduced the complex solution. The assumptions used were that 

RETIRPOP, SELF, THRESH and PENEXP would contribute to the outcome when present 

and that NEWP and TRANS might or might not do so. 

28 The parsimonious and intermediate versions of this solution had similarly limited coverage and 

are not reported here. 

29 Set memberships in parsimonious solution for the four cases are identical to those reported 

above for the complex solution. 

30 An intermediate solution incorporating some logical remainders - assuming that PENEXP and 

SELF would contribute to successful grey interest parties, while other conditions might or might 

not do so - simply reproduced the complex solution. 

31 An alternative would be to re-code Luxembourg as not having a successful grey interest party, 

re-classifying the ADR.  However, the solution terms obtained would be identical. 

32 The complex solution obtained was PENEXP*SELF* (TRANS*RETIRPOP + trans*NEWP) 

→ GREYP, which parallels the complex solution obtained including THRESH but allows 

Croatia to be included in the same configuration as other East European cases.  

33 For example, the use of ‘two stage’ QCA (Schneider and Wagemann 2003) or Caren and 

Panofsky’s (2005) modification of QCA to incorporate temporality. 
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CHAPTER 3 

AUTHOR: JENNIFER SCIUBBA 

RHETORIC AND ACTION ON AGING IN THE WORLD’S 

‘OLDEST’ DEMOCRACIES: PARTY PLATFORMS AND 

LABOR POLICIES IN GERMANY, ITALY, AND JAPAN 

 

 

Population aging in the advanced industrial democracies has been accompanied by growing fears 

about how demographic change will translate to the political arena, and specifically whether 

industrialized states are on the cusp of gerontocracy or intergenerational conflict. In this chapter, 

I examine three of the world’s demographically oldest democracies and ask whether or not an 

older electorate leads political parties to increasingly seek the support of older voters through 

their political party messages and to avoid policy measures that might harm older workers. 

Several scholars have reasoned that an older electorate will generate more attention from parties, 

and therefore lead to greater political influence of older cohorts in general (see Cutler 1977; 

Mulligan and Sala-i-Martin 1999; Persson and Tabellini 2000). Tepe and Vanhuysse (2009) label 

this argument the elderly power hypothesis. Between 2005-2010, Germany, Italy and Japan had 

median ages of 43 to 44 years and in each country over a quarter of the population was over the 

age of 60—26 per cent in Germany and Italy and 28 per cent in Japan (United Nations 2009, see 

also Goerres and Vanhuysse in this volume). Given these ratios, the elderly power hypothesis 

would lead us to expect that population aging will raise the profile of issues presumed to be of 

interest to older voters on political parties’ agendas. I find that in Germany, Italy, and Japan, 

despite their similar age structures, evidence from political party platforms of the mid-2000s 

shows major differences across the three cases in parties’ appeals to different age groups. 
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Germany’s political parties, and some in Italy, make very explicit appeals to particular age groups 

to the exclusion of others. Other Italian political parties and all of Japan’s parties avoid singling 

out particular age groups and instead make broad, intergenerational appeals. Clearly, demography 

is not the only important factor, or the three cases would have more in common. In the 

discussion, I hypothesize that the party system itself may play a role in determining whether or 

not parties cater to niche interests. 

 

Few studies look at the way parties frame their messages, but there is an extensive literature 

examining policy outcomes for evidence of elderly power. A combination of approaches provides 

a more comprehensive picture of the politics of aging. Some theorists argue that we should 

expect population aging to incentivize politicians to be generous towards the elderly, while others 

expect aging to lead to more austerity. Pluralist theories generally argue that large voting blocs can 

influence parties, no matter their ideological orientation, to expand benefits in their favor 

(Pampel and Williamson 1985, 1989). For example, Galasso and Profeta (2004: 65) argue that 

aging has a direct political impact because ‘as an older electorate increases the relevance of 

pensions spending on the agenda of the policy-makers, it tends to foster larger and more 

generous systems’. It is also possible that the economic constraints of population aging would 

force governments in the opposite direction. What Tepe and Vanhuysse (2009: 4) term the fiscal 

leakage hypothesis ‘predicts that as long as the voting bloc of the retired does not represent an 

absolute majority, population aging will actually reduce pension benefits’. One reason is that 

working voters favor smaller current pensions because they are aware that pay-as-you-go systems 

in the context of aging put the burden on workers (see Breyer and Stolte 2001; Razin et al. 2002; 

Razin and Sadka 2007; Sabbagh and Vanhuysse 2010). 

 

There seems to be some prima facie support for the elderly power hypothesis. Lynch (2006) and 

Tepe and Vanhuysse (2010) find that Japan, Italy and Germany are all three among the single 



- 3 - 

most pro-elderly biased welfare states in the entire OECD world. Tepe and Vanhuysse (2010) 

rate these three countries as, respectively, second, third and fifth highest within a sample of 21 

OECD democracies in terms of the relative pro-elderly bias of their social policies between 1980 

and 2003. Likewise, the literature has widely documented the high degree of reform resistance 

regarding early retirement on the part of OECD governments (Ebbinghaus 2006; Vanhuysse 

2006). Most studies of gerontocracy focus on the policy areas of entitlements and retirement, but 

Tepe and Vanhuysse (2009) implore scholars to look into a broader range of policies and examine 

the role of political-institutional variables.  

 

Taking up this torch, I examine cross-national variation in an understudied arena of generational 

politics—labor policy. Young, middle-aged, and older workers all have a vested interest in labor 

policy. All three groups will be employed at the same time in any given country, but the stakes are 

different for each group. Young workers may be worried about entering the labor force, hoping 

there will be enough good jobs, while older workers may be hopeful about exiting the labor force 

with generous benefits. Have older workers in these three states been as politically successful in 

the arena of labor policy as they have in pensions and retirement? This chapter shows that many 

recent labor reforms in these three countries have shortened the length of time unemployment 

benefits are available to older workers or have aimed to bring youth into the labor market, rather 

than focusing on opportunities for older generations, possibly for reasons the fiscal leakage 

hypothesis would suggest. Older workers may be losing out through reforms because current 

governments have to try to bring younger workers into the workforce and keep older workers in 

longer in order to support the economy in the face of increasing population aging. A perhaps 

more interesting finding is that the politics of labor is not a zero-sum game between the old and 

young. Often, opportunities for both move in tandem: when the employment situation is bad for 

one group, it is bad for the other as well. A snapshot of the politics of aging in the world’s three 

‘oldest’ democracies, which have often been put forward as key examples of reform resistance, 
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thus casts doubt on the argument that governments are unwilling to hurt elderly workers. Such 

findings from both the party politics and labor reforms, though preliminary and modest, 

complicate the thesis of gerontocracy and demonstrate that despite population aging, necessary 

economic reforms may be possible. This study of the politics of aging in Germany, Italy, and 

Japan adds to our growing understanding of the way the politics of aging is negotiated between 

politicians and citizens, relationships that are in flux as aging intensifies to unprecedented levels.  

 

PARTY POLITICS 

 

In order to interpret party statements we must first set forth criteria by which to evaluate the 

interests of different generations. Common sense tells us that each age group should want to 

maximize its position in society. Youth would likely favor policies that aid in their education and 

transition to the workforce; older generations would likely favor retirement policies that are not 

overly burdensome in requiring a longer time to work and higher contributions. These 

assumptions are logical, but we can look to two kinds of data to determine whether they are 

accurate. First, some opinion surveys ask respondents their views about age-related issues like 

education and retirement. Surveys show that older persons in Germany prefer to have the choice 

whether to retire or work but in the absence of choice would prefer to retire rather than work, 

remuneration being equal. Only between 16 and 18 percent of respondents from young and old 

age groups thought the solution was to keep the retirement age the same but take lower benefits. 

There are some differences between East and West Germany, with those in the East showing less 

willingness to work. According to a Eurobarometer survey about pension financing, in Western 

Germany 18 percent of those aged 15-44 and 20 percent of those aged 45+ thought that the 

solution to pension financing was to work and contribute longer; in the East only 5 per cent of 

the younger group and 7 per cent of the older group thought this was an acceptable solution 

(European Commission 2005). Japanese demonstrate a greater willingness—perhaps even a 
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desire—to work longer. In a 2005 survey on work orientations undertaken by the International 

Social Survey Program (ISSP), when asked whether they would ‘Enjoy a paid job even if I did not 

need money’, 66 percent of respondents in Japan either agreed or strongly agreed, and of those, 

41 percent strongly agreed. Only 21 per cent disagreed or strongly disagreed. Responses in 

Germany were quite different, as we would expect given their labor force participation patterns. 

Only 20 per cent of respondents in Western Germany and 27 per cent in Eastern Germany 

strongly agreed (ISSP 2005).  

 

We can also infer preferences from behavior. In Germany, despite numerous reforms to get rid 

of early retirement incentives and increase labor force participation rates of older workers aged 

50-64, the average age of exit from the labor force increased only gradually between 2001, when it 

was 60.6 years of age, and 2004, when it was 61.3 years (Eurostat 2006). There are both cultural 

and structural reasons for low labor force participation rates among older cohorts. There is an 

‘early retirement culture that has become part of the German landscape since the late 1970s, and 

[is responsible for] the relatively low employment rate of older workers’ (OECD 2005: 103). In 

Italy, like in Germany, the average age of exit from the labor force is lower than the official 

retirement age, demonstrating Italy also has a ‘culture of early retirement’. In 2001 and 2002 the 

average age of exit from the labor force was just under 60 years; this number increased to 61 

years in 2003 (Eurostat 2006). The situation is again different in Japan. Rather than it being 

common for older workers to exit the workforce several years before the official legal retirement 

age, in Japan it is common for them to exit several years after. We would therefore assume that 

older Japanese prefer to work beyond mandatory or statutory retirement age. Understanding 

these preferences helps us analyze the degree to which the interests of older workers are 

represented in both the party statements and labor reforms.  
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To address the question of whether an older electorate drives political parties to champion the 

interests of elderly voters in Germany, Italy, and Japan I examine political party platforms from 

2007 in Germany and Japan and 2008 in Italy. Whereas Sean Hanley (in this volume) analyses 

pensioners’ parties specifically, I examine key documents of more mainstream political parties in 

the former three countries. I look at how the parties target different cohorts by reviewing and 

analyzing their main party messages, the same ones that reach citizens—mainly through party 

manifestos, which are important in Germany and Japan, and media messages, which are 

important in Italy. During these textual analyses I look for evidence of overt references to 

generational issues (youth, aged, workers, or a combination) and references to labor and social 

welfare policy. Though parties are not beholden to public promises, because we are interested in 

examining the language of the messages parties target towards citizens, official public documents 

are a good representation of these positions.  

 

Four of Germany’s five major parties developed new party guidelines after the 2005 general 

election, and many began to adopt these in 2007 (the exception is the FDP, who issued 

manifestos in 2005 and 2009); these manifestos are the focus of the analysis of the politics of 

aging in Germany. These positions are indicative of political struggles over time because they 

have been debated throughout the preceding years and are influenced by developments over this 

time period; since population aging has intensified over time, these platforms also give us a sense 

of party politics under population aging. In Japan the party manifesto holds a central place. Since 

2003 political parties have been required to formally list their party policy platform as a campaign 

promise (Estevez-Abe 2006), a measure that the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) pushed for. 

The review of the party manifestos focuses on the significant 2007 House of Councillors election 

in which the DPJ unseated the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP). I examine four of the historically 

important or increasingly powerful parties in Japan. The LDP was the dominant party throughout 

most of Japan’s post-war history and the Japanese Communist Party (JCP) was the major 
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opposition party, though its position has slipped recently. The DPJ has now become the main 

opposition party to the LDP. Finally, New Komeito has recently seen growing numbers of seats 

as election rules have changed to lower the voting threshold for seats. 

 

The situation for Italy is a bit different, as change in Italy’s government has been rapid and 

frequent over the last few decades. It is hard to study a moving object, and Italy’s party system 

definitely qualifies as a moving object. Although parties and coalitions among them are fleeting, it 

is still valuable to attempt to trace the role of aging in party politics, as some parties do appear to 

appeal to different age groups. Parties, despite their number and shifting identities, are the 

principle vehicles through which policy is made in Italy, and thus their central focus in this study 

is justified. It is important to get a sense of how parties operate in Italy before examining the text 

of their messages. The media is very important in Italy and its place in party politics has been 

crystallized by the involvement of Silvio Berlusconi, media magnate, owner of several television 

channels, and head of the Forza Italia (FI) party and center-right coalition. The emphasis on 

populist messages means that we must be careful of reading too much into the text of party 

platforms—parties seem to be more about image than substance. Zolo (1999) says that over the 

last 20 years, Italy has evolved from a neoclassical democratic model (competitive multiparty 

system) to a post-classical democratic model, dependent on television and public opinion. Instead 

of politicians joining parties, they are elite entrepreneurs who speak directly to the citizen 

consumers. The growing role of the media has also increased the importance of image, creating a 

new model of politics. After 1992, the new importance of the media and new electoral laws both 

influenced party approaches to candidatures and target groups (Bardi 2004: 135). The Democratic 

Party (PD) remained closest to a traditional party organization, whereas other parties like FI tried 

something very different. Some scholars have pointed out how challenging analyzing party 

positions in Italy can be: ‘Italian party policy positions are rather difficult to trace. This is due to the vagueness 

of official party documents, often conditioned by internal conflicts or coalition compromises, and to discrepancies in 
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party behavior in different parliamentary sessions (e.g. committee as opposed to plenary session voting)’ (Bardi 

2004: 128). Not only are party documents often vague, as mentioned sometimes party platforms 

appear to lack substance and make populist appeals instead. The sheer number of parties can be 

overwhelming as well. Identifying which parties to focus on is no easy task, as parties in Italy are 

numerous, fleeting, and dynamic. Over 100 parties ran in the 2001 elections, leading the Ministry 

of the Interior to publish a small book as a guide to the 180 symbols of the election (Pullella 

2001). In this chapter, I included some of the most prominent parties and those with longevity or 

significance in the system. This review of Italy’s politics relies on two sources: media coverage of 

party platforms and textual analysis of the platforms themselves during the 2008 general election. 

The parties and coalitions covered in the following section are obviously only a snapshot of 

Italian politics since names and alliances often change yearly (or even more frequently). Though 

not inclusive, the range of parties seems to cover the range of issues and though names often 

change, most of the time the personalities behind the parties stay the same, providing some 

continuity in positions for us to analyze.  

 

There was wide variety in how parties chose to frame their messages, both within and between 

states. In Germany, there was a clear politics of aging—each of the five major parties explicitly 

appealed to one of three broadly defined age groups: youth, families, or older workers. The 

center-right Christian Democrats (CDU and CSU in Bavaria) and the liberal Free Democratic 

Party (FDP) both aimed at families with children and stood against the preferences of older 

workers by calling for them to reverse their early retirement behavior and work longer. For 

example, in the CDU’s 2007 party principles, the party aims to create conditions conducive to 

having children, including new employment and tax laws (CDU 2007: 4). Though they name 

demographic change as one of the two biggest challenges facing Germany, they have no explicit 

proposals to provide for the elderly and in fact try to shift the burden for old age care from the 

government to the family, saying that children have responsibility to take care of their parents 
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(CDU 2007: 4). The CDU is also tough on the unemployed, and in Germany older workers have 

higher unemployment rates than prime age workers (CDU 2007). The propensity for early 

retirement in Germany strongly indicates that Germany’s elderly do not want to be forced into 

employment—though they may welcome the choice to stay in the workforce on their own terms. 

Likewise, the FDP’s statements reflect greater support for younger generations. The FDP call for 

‘private responsibility before state regulation’ and equality of opportunities rather than equality of 

outcome (Freie Demokratische Partei 2005). I interpret this as favoring less social welfare 

spending. In Germany, older persons receive a disproportionate share of social welfare spending, 

thus this stance is particularly against the interests of the aged. The FDP say little about either 

youth or older persons specifically, but their emphasis on individual responsibility, support for 

education, and equality of opportunity over equality of outcome place them more in favor of the 

youth than older workers. 

 

The center-left Social Democrats (SDP) and Alliance 90/The Greens also show more support for 

youth and families than for the aged, but their message is a bit more balanced. In contrast to the 

CDU, the SPD puts a major emphasis on catering to all generations in Germany, what they term 

‘inter-generational solidarity’ (SPD 2006: 5). The SPD use softer language than the CDU in their 

effort to strike a balance through inter-generational solidarity: ‘Everyone should have an adequate 

income in old age also in the future. At the same time, the generation which is still working and paying 

contributions should not be overstrained’ (p. 12). Alliance90/The Greens define generational justice as 

older generations being fair to younger generations, rather than vice versa (the latter would likely 

be the position of The Left, were they to comment on the idea directly) (Alliance 90/The Greens 

2007). Yet, both of these parties show much more support for the interests of younger 

generations than older ones. Alliance 90/The Greens even want to lower the voting age because 

‘The changing age-structure in society will have a considerable effect on the life of young people’ 

(Alliance 90/The Greens 2007: 61). Presumably, this is their attempt to balance the voting power 
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of older people. Both the SPD and Alliance 90/The Greens promote ‘Active involvement for 

older people’, interpreted as the need for older people to continue to contribute through working, 

rather than take early retirement. They say that they do not want to ‘banish the old into 

retirement’, which is another way of saying the old need to work longer (Alliance 90/The Greens 

2007: 48). Alliance 90/The Greens are more explicit: they want ‘a culture of older people 

working’ (Alliance 90/The Greens 2007: 54). This is a stance that does not favor the interests of 

the aged, who have paid into the system for decades and generally favor the option of retirement 

with full benefits as early as possible.  

 

Unlike the other four parties, The Left (Die Linke) clearly targets the aged, nearly to the exclusion 

of youth and families. Theirs is the only party to devote space in its main document to issues with 

pensions, and their stances indicate their orientation as a party clearly on the side of older 

generations. They oppose raising the pensionable age and instead push for retirement from age 

60 without deductions (DIE LINKE 2007). The Left want to make sure that pensions rise when 

wages rise and want to equalize pension benefits in East and West Germany; this puts them more 

firmly as a party of the East as well. In general, parties clearly favor either the youth or the aged. 

 

Italy’s parties show a much greater variety in generational appeals, in some way reflective of the 

colorful party system in Italy in general. The center-right People of Freedom coalition, including 

Forza Italia (FI) and Alleanza Nazionale (AN) clearly favors families and youth over older 

generations and they explicitly devote a large part of their platforms to family issues. As FI says, 

‘Famiglia più forte Italia più forte’, or ‘If the family is stronger, Italy will be stronger’ (Forza Italia 

2008: 1). They support a variety of measures to help young families, including vouchers to help 

young renting families, and express great interest in education. They hope for full implementation 

of the Biagi Laws (which will be discussed in the section on labor policy) to promote the creation 

of new jobs—yet another measure targeting the needs of youth. AN claims that previous 
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generations had it much easier than current generations because they were able to climb the social 

ladder and improve themselves and the social condition of their families (Alleanza Nazionale 

2008). Both FI and AN only acknowledge the old to the extent to which their care is a burden to 

the family. 

 

 

[Figure 3.1 about here] 

 

 

In contrast, Italy’s far left, which includes Green parties, communist, and socialist parties, shows 

more favor towards older generations. La Sinistra L’Arcobaleno, The Left – The Rainbow (a.k.a., 

Rainbow Left) was an umbrella organization of far left parties that ran together in the April 2008 

elections. Rainbow Left generally wants to redistribute wealth to retirees and people who have 

been left behind economically (La Sinistra L'Arcobaleno 2008). They try to have a fairly broad 

generational appeal, often mentioning the troubles of temporary employment for youth, the need 

for families to have more disposable income, and the burden of high taxes on retirees. One of 

their parties, Rifondazione Comunista (RC), or the Party of Refounded Communism, makes a 

much more explicit appeal to older generations. According to their documents, the party ‘remains 

faithful to its working-class/pensioners constituency’. As one would expect from a communist 

party, they emphasize communalism, wanting to introduce a ceiling for pensions and redistribute 

that wealth to less-fortunate elderly (Rifondazione Partito Comunista 2008: 1).  

 

The center-left takes a very different approach to generational politics. In general, the Democratic 

Party (PD)—the largest party of the center-left—has a very broad platform that addresses needs 

particular to individual age groups, but inclusive of the range of age groups (Partito Democratico 

2008). In 2008 they asked for more childcare centers, caretakers for the elderly and better elderly 
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healthcare, and school reforms from the elementary to university levels. In a major attempt to 

strengthen the position of youth, they address needs of the youth in terms of employment 

protections for temporary labor, which in Italy’s case is mostly youth (Partito Democratico 2008). 

The Left, then, behaves quite differently than the right, the latter whom focus more on the needs 

of younger groups than older ones. An exception is Italy of Values (Italia dei Valori), a center-left 

party that focuses on youth. Their platform for the 2008 election made no mention of the old, 

older workers, or retirement, but it did put forth several proposals to improve the situation of 

youth and young families (Italia dei Valori 2008). 

 

The Pensioners’ Party (PP), as the name suggests, is a party devoted exclusively to advancing the 

interests of older generations (Partito Pensionati 2008). They generally only receive less than one 

per cent of the vote and are only mentioned here because they explicitly target older generations. 

Unlike Germany, then, parties in Italy do not exhibit a clear pattern with generational appeals. 

 

A different pattern emerges in Japan. In Japan, the world’s most aged society, one might expect 

that parties would try to appeal to the large blocks of aged voters more than anywhere else in the 

world. Yet, in the manifestos issued around the 2007 Upper House elections, parties try to appeal 

very broadly to all age groups; though they do put forth proposals with age-related themes, 

manifestos usually address the needs of children, youth, families and prime-age workers, and 

older generations—there is something for everyone. For example, in the Democratic Party of 

Japan’s (DPJ) 2007 manifesto, though pensions are the first thing they mention, they still spend a 

lot of time talking about benefits at each stage of life, from pregnancy to old-age healthcare 

(Democratic Party of Japan 2007). One example of their broad appeal is in their job protection 

plans. They want to ‘support the employment of permanent part-timers and NEET (young 

people Not in Education, Employment or Training) by introducing individual employment 

counsellors and work support allowances’ (p. 12) They worry about the work-life balance for 
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those of middle ages and want to ‘reduce burden on seniors by calling a halt to both the 

reduction of the deduction of public pensions and the abolishment of the exemption for the 

elderly’ (p. 12) New Komeito, like the DPJ and other parties, mention the issues and concerns of 

different age groups specifically, but still try to appeal to the concerns of all generations equally 

(New Komeito 2007). For example, they have separate pages for initiatives for children and for 

the elderly on their web page. They are concerned about finding jobs for youth, education, work-

life balance, elder housing, and about the physician shortfall, especially in obstetrics and 

gynecology. They want to establish daycare facilities at the hospitals these physicians work for to 

‘ease the often-conflicting demands of career and family’.  They also want to secure pensions and 

expand eligibility for the supplemental pension benefit package (National Pension Fund system). 

Their concerns about and attention to issues from childcare and pensions demonstrate their wide 

generational appeal.  

 

In their 2007 manifesto, the Japanese Communist Party (JCP) focuses on their opposition to the 

rewriting of the Japanese Constitution that would allow the Japanese Self Defense Forces to have 

a more proactive role. Though they do not give prominence to age-related issues, they do spend a 

few pages talking about them. They want better health coverage for pre-school children and 

those who need nursing care and want to ‘improve conditions for raising children without 

anxiety’ (Japanese Communist Party 2007). In their 2007 manifesto, the Liberal Democratic Party 

(LDP)—long dominant in Japanese politics—proposes the expansion of job opportunities for 

the elderly and ‘Dankai’ generation, utilizing their skills by re-employment and training of their 

successors.1  They also argue that work-life balance must be adjusted in order to harmonize child 

rearing and work, and propose to reduce long working hours, promote ‘tele-work’, and promote 

vacations and reduction of working hours for those raising a child. They also propose that the 

financial compensation for parental leave should be raised from 40 per cent to 50 per cent of 

one’s salary (Liberal Democratic Party of Japan 2007). In their 2005 manifesto the LDP makes an 
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appeal to reduce the mismatch of employment by expanding ‘Silver Human Resource Centers’ 

for the aged but also wants to bring youth into the full-time labor force (Asahi Shimbun 2005). 

These broad appeals are present in the 2004 and 2003 manifestos as well (Liberal Democratic 

Party of Japan 2003, 2004). 

 

The party system is an important mechanism through which the interests of the population are 

translated and articulated. Despite similarities in age structure, parties in Germany, Italy, and 

Japan exhibited different strategies in their appeal to age groups, with all of Germany’s parties 

and some of Italy’s making explicit appeals to particular age groups, and all of Japan’s parties and 

others of Italy’s broadly appealing. One explanation could be that in an aged state, a competitive 

multiparty system may encourage parties to differentiate their platforms and try to appeal to 

particular generational interests, such as those favoring youth, but not the old, or vice versa. 

Appealing to niche interests helps parties in a more competitive system gain the threshold needed 

for representation. In a more limited party system, like Japan’s, in which one party was dominant 

for decades, parties are likely to do the opposite: they would try to appeal to the broadest 

segments of the citizenry and try not to alienate any particular age groups. Strategies for getting 

votes in these two systems would therefore be different. Both Germany, as a multiparty system, 

and Japan, as a one-party dominant system, provide support for these hypotheses. It is interesting 

that in Japan all parties, not just the most dominant (the LDP), used broad appeals. Likely, they 

did so because coalitions are important in Japanese politics and even smaller parties would be 

joining their larger partners.   

 

Italy does not exactly fall in line with either hypothesis. Because of the increasingly bipolar 

coalitions in Italy and its competitive multiparty system, we could expect to see a little of what 

was happening in both Germany and Japan—parties might appeal to niche interests like they did 

in Germany and coalitions might appeal to broad interests, like the more limited system in Japan. 
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Instead, coalitions tended to have platforms similar, if not identical, to the most dominant party 

of the coalition. And, while some parties focused on particular generational interests, a few either 

made broad appeals or ignored age issues altogether. Why would that be? One reason likely has 

to do with Italy’s chaotic party system. With parties frequently changing, perhaps it is too difficult 

to expect Italy to behave like a classic competitive multiparty system such as Germany’s.  The 

rapidly shifting system in Italy is certainly hard to pin down. To provide additional corroboration 

for these hypotheses, then, cases should be included that have stable systems where we can study 

party politics without worrying about these complicating factors. 

 

One similarity in party politics that came up in Germany and Italy but not Japan was the focus of 

the communist, or former communist, parties. The Left (in Germany) and Rifondazione 

Communista (RC) in Italy both exclusively appealed to older workers and retirees. Because 

communism likely resonates more with older generations, for whom the ideology is fresher and 

more real, the similarities between the platforms of The Left and RC might be because those 

parties are catering to their bases. In Japan, however, the Japanese Communist Party (JCP) makes 

a broad appeal to all generations and seems to focus more on non-age related issues, such as 

preventing Japan from revamping its constitution to give more power to the Japanese Self 

Defense Forces. Likely, there is something fundamentally different about the former communist 

parties in Germany and Italy than in Japan, something that could be explored in future research. 

 

LABOR POLICY 

 

In Germany, Italy, and Japan, parties did not overwhelmingly target older voters. In fact, many 

parties directed their messages more towards youth and families. To some degree, a similar trend 

is taking place with labor policy. Improving the employment situation of young people has been 
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one of the major goals of labor policy across the cases, though there are differences with regard 

to the ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ of policy.  

 

Revisions to the unemployment system—a popular means of early exit from the labor force—

demonstrate the willingness of German politicians to institute policies that disfavor older 

workers. Only one in four men in Germany retire at the statutory age of 65. (A higher proportion 

of women, 40 per cent, retire at that age, generally because of their delayed entry into the 

workforce in the first place.) The remaining 75 per cent retire early through special schemes. The 

following pathways are most frequently used: of those retiring early, 40 per cent take ‘quasi-

retirement’ through the unemployment system (usually at age 60); 40 per cent through the 

disability scheme; and 20 per cent on the grounds of long-term insurance at age 63 (OECD 2005: 

72). Similar to recent increases in female labor force participation, however, participation rates for 

older workers steadily increased by over ten percentage points between 1995 and 2006 (Eurostat 

2006). This increase can be attributed to policies designed to get rid of early retirement and bring 

older workers into the workforce, such as subsidies for employers who hire older workers. Those 

out of the labor force who have not exited through one of these alternative schemes may just 

have a hard time finding employment, or simply a stronger preference for leisure. 

 

The Hartz labor policies are one of the major reforms in Germany that have forced older people 

into the workforce and prevented their early exit. These policies represent a significant political 

loss for older workers in the arena of labor policy, challenging those who argue that population 

aging in Germany has given the old a disproportionate share of political power. The Hartz laws 

changed many aspects of labor policy. A large portion of the reforms involved administrative 

changes; in particular they shifted the burden for financing benefits and finding employment for 

job seekers from the federal to the local level. The non-administrative parts—those affecting 

individual unemployed and job seekers—were the more politically heated reforms, however. 
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The reforms were designed around the idea of Fördern und Fordern, translated as promote and 

oblige, and in practice meaning both push and pull measures to decrease unemployment. Jacobi 

and Kluve (2006) claim that the reforms had three major cornerstones. The first was to improve 

the efficiency and effectiveness of the labor market, particularly by introducing market 

mechanisms in placement services. The second cornerstone was to activate the unemployed. On 

the pull side were the incentives to work; what they termed as Mini- and Midi-jobs were designed 

to make it easier for people to take some sort of work, rather than being completely unemployed, 

by providing tax exemptions for some low paying jobs.  

 

On the push side, the reforms made unemployment less attractive. They reorganized the benefit 

system and put in place sanctions for not finding jobs. After Hartz, sanctions could take a 

broader range: whereas before the reforms, sanctions were supposed to be a strict 12-week 

withdrawal of payments, and thus were infrequently imposed, after Hartz they could be imposed 

for 3, 6, or 12 weeks and could be used more often to activate jobseekers (Kemmerling and 

Bruttel 2006). Noncompliance is generally defined as a benefit recipient refusing to take a job—

under Hartz IV there are very few jobs that the unemployed would not be required to take. One 

major change was a switch from benefits defined by the recipient’s last salary to a flat rate, 

subsistence-level benefit of 345 euros in the West and 331 euros in the East—in either case the 

benefit is lower than pre-Hartz levels. Under the reforms, individuals are expected to be proactive 

and, under certain conditions, may even be required move to a different city to find work. 

 

The third cornerstone of the reforms was to deregulate the labor market to create employment 

demand. This included deregulating the temporary work sector, exempting fixed-term contracts, 

and exempting dismissal protection. However, ‘the integration into paid employment may be supported by 

several forms of wage subsidies which are paid to employers when hiring a certain type of hard-to-place worker. The 
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idea is to compensate the firm for the presumably lower productivity of this type of worker’ (Jacobi and Kluve 

2006: 11). 

 

Pull factors were supposed to ‘make work pay’ for Germans, meaning that it should be more 

worthwhile to work than to receive social benefits. The push factors discouraged—or made 

impossible—long-term reliance on state unemployment benefits and forced those of all ages to 

get jobs.  

 

 

[Table 3.1 about here] 

 

 

The Hartz reforms were harsh on all unemployed persons but were disproportionately harsh on 

the old for three reasons. First, not only were older workers a larger segment of the unemployed 

before Hartz, they were mostly long-term unemployed, and Hartz was particularly harsh on the 

long-term unemployed. In the wake of Hartz, long-term unemployed had much stricter 

requirements, whereas short-term unemployed did not see many changes. Second, the flat rate 

benefit had a disproportionately negative effect on the old. After Hartz IV, older workers who 

may have worked for 20 years and paid into the tax system to support the unemployed are now 

subject to the same regulations and benefit levels as those who have only worked one year (young 

workers) and who have not paid into the system for such a long time. Thus, there was an element 

of generational injustice.  The older persons who paid in all those years likely expected to get a 

generous unemployment benefit, should the need arise, but after Hartz IV they would receive a 

lower benefit and for only 18 months. Finally, before Hartz 40 per cent of males retiring early 

exited by taking unemployment benefits. The Hartz reforms took away these retirement 

mechanisms to encourage them to work longer. 
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As in Germany, early exit from the labor force is popular in Italy. One major difference between 

Germany and Italy is that whereas in Germany unemployment was a problem that plagued older 

workers, in Italy it is youth who are most disadvantaged in the labor market. This was not always 

the case, particularly throughout the 1980s, as young cohorts entered the labour market at the 

expense of older cohorts in ‘the so-called ‘young-in, old-out’ process’ (Rymkevitch and Villosio 

2007: 5). More recently, unemployment rates for older workers were very low, only around two 

per cent, though a large percentage of the group is inactive. Unemployment rates for youth, 

however, have been very high, peaking at 15 percent in 1998 and bottoming out at 8.7 in 2006.  

Unemployment declined annually for youth during this period, from 1998-2006, thanks to many 

recent reforms.   

 

But as big as the gap is with demography, there is an even more prominent division in Italy—

geography. Regional differences in employment stand out more than age differences.  

 

 

[Table 3.2 about here] 

 

 

Table 3.2 demonstrates how unemployment statistics for Italy are driven by the South, and youth 

unemployment there is particularly high. With regard to long-term unemployment as a percentage 

of unemployment, 60 pe rcent of Italy’s cohorts aged 25-49 and those aged 50-64 were 

unemployed long-term as of 2005 (European Commission 2005). Since youth have proportionally 

greater unemployment in the South, we can see that the 60 per cent statistic for those aged 50-64 

must be driven by long-term unemployment in other regions. Both age and region are thus 

important in assessing labor force participation in Italy.  
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[Figure 3.2 about here] 

 

 

Alone, employment and unemployment rates seem to demonstrate that older generations have all 

of the political power in Italy—older people seem to have it easy compared to youth. The actual 

policies, however, and the trends over time, show that the Italian government, with the 

cooperation of unions and industry, has been working hard to increase the labor force 

participation of youth by instituting reforms that focus specifically on their needs and problems. 

This has not always been the case. Early policy reforms and schemes that established the system 

of state benefits were skewed in favor of the old: there were generous pensions but almost a 

complete lack of family benefits and services, employment/income and poverty relief (Ferrera 

and Gualmini 2004). The unemployment system was very biased against youth, who made up the 

vast majority of the unemployed (Lynch 2006). What is interesting is that population aging has 

had little to do with these imbalances since the generous pensions and lack of family benefits are 

a legacy of 1969 reforms that took place before population aging.2  Since the 1990s, successive 

governments have worked to remove some of the rigidities that plagued the Italian labor market 

and excluded youth from obtaining employment; youth have actually been the main beneficiaries 

of these reforms (see also Lynch 2006).  

 

The 1990s were a turning point in Italian labor policy. Poor economic performance in the first 

half of the decade necessitated reform and external pressures, especially when Italy signed the 

Maastricht Treaty in 1992 to enter the European Monetary Union, required that the state make a 

lot of domestic policy changes (Ferrera and Gualmini 2004). Several Italian governments in the 

early 1990s began to tighten the reins on benefits to older generations, but many pension reforms 
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have been weak due to political opposition. Reforms to employment have been another tactic. 

The 1997 Treu Law was designed to increase opportunities for temporary employment and 

introduce flexible contracts that would make hiring and firing easier. It was replaced in 2003 by 

the Biagi Laws, which also focused on atypical contracts—defined as fixed-term and temporary—

and reformed apprenticeships (Sciulli 2006).  The Biagi Laws also made a closer link between 

training and the fruition of unemployment benefits (Ferrera and Gualmini 2004). They It 

reformed job placement and fully liberalized and modernized employment services. These 

services are very important as vehicles through which people actually get jobs in Italy.   

 

The reforms target two different youth segments, those aged 15-18 years and those aged 18-29, 

through these apprenticeship programs. However, older workers and other segments of the labor 

market benefit from some aspects of the reforms, particularly the access-to-work contracts 

(Rymkevitch and Villosio 2007). Those that can utilize access-to-work contracts are 18-29 year 

olds; long-term unemployed 29-32 year olds; workers over 50 years who are out of employment; 

workers who want to return to work after a break of two or more years; women of any age who 

live in areas where the employment rate is greater than 20 percent less than for men, or the 

unemployment rate is 10 percent higher than men’s; or individuals with a physical or mental 

disability (Tiraboschi 2005). The laws created two additional categories of apprenticeship 

contract: one for highly educated workers up to 29 years of age another focused on complying 

with the new educational and training reform (Tiraboschi 2005). The apprenticeship contracts 

provide credits to facilitate a return to full-time education for those who have dropped out of 

school.  

 

 

[Figure 3.3 about here] 
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As far as the effects of the reforms, there was no growth in full-time work among ages 15-24 but 

there was a sharp drop in full-time work among ages 55-59, from 81.6 percent in 2003 to 73.7 

percent in 2004, 74.2 percent in 2005, and 77.1 in 2006. The political party Alleanza Nazionale 

(AN) says that ‘The leftist government has confused flexibility of the labor market with 

precarious working contracts and exploitation. The temporary jobs have been the source of 

frustration and uncertainties to an unbearable degree among the young” (Alleanza Nazionale 

2008: 6). 

 

There has been little in the way of review of the reform and because it is a complicated law its 

implementation has been uneven. Firms show little use of apprenticeship and insertion contracts 

(Lodovici and Semenza 2008). However, the reforms were successful in supporting firms’ 

flexibility and strengthened the vocational training system. In Germany, older workers were the 

clear losers in the aftermath of the Hartz Reforms. Italy’s Biagi Law had indefinable effects. 

Though the reforms were geared primarily towards the young, both young and old benefited, and 

older people might have benefited more. This seems to be a pattern in Italian politics: ‘little has 

been done to develop work practices in a manner that ensures that older workers can retire later. In Italy, most 

active labour market programmes are targeted at young people. Moreover, even when programmes are not 

specifically targeted at specific age groups, they tend de facto to favour youth employment’ (Rymkevitch and 

Villosio 2007: 17). 

 

Japan’s employment situation is so different from Germany’s or Italy’s that in order to discuss 

older workers we really need to divide the category into two groups: those older workers pre-

mandatory retirement age (the group aged 50-60) and those who find other employment 

afterwards (the group aged 60-70). Most estimates of ‘working age’ for developed states stop at 



- 23 - 

60 or 65 years, but in Japan labor force participation and employment rates are high for older 

people, compared with its OECD peers.  

 

The gulf in participation and unemployment rates between young and old workers characteristic 

of Germany and Italy does exist on the same scale in Japan. The following chart of 

unemployment rates for young (20-29) and older (60-70) workers illustrates how similar patterns 

are for the two age groups—when conditions are good for one group they are good for the other 

as well, and similarly when conditions are poor. For this comparison, we are considering older 

workers beyond the age of mandatory retirement until the average age of exit from the labor 

force. We are not considering those before the age of mandatory retirement because those 

workers tend to fit better with prime-age workers in general. Instead of a zero-sum relationship 

between employment for young and old, in Japan patterns tend to move in tandem, as shown by 

the shape of the lines. Not until around 2001 did the unemployment rates for these two age 

groups really begin to diverge, and even since then the difference between the unemployment 

rates for the two age groups is not nearly the gulf that it is in many other countries—at its widest 

point in 2007 the rate was 3.5 for the older group and 6.5 for the younger.   

 

 

[Figure 3.4 about here] 

 

 

Though older workers might appear to have some advantage according to the graph, there are 

differences even within the preceding categories. In 2002, for men aged 60-64 the unemployment 

rate was 9.7 per cent, twice as high as that year’s national rate of 5.4 per cent (ISSP 2005). Long-

term unemployment for older workers has also increased. After the financial crash of 1997, 

unemployment increased for both younger and older workers and began to fall for both as the 
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Japanese economy recovered around 2002, though as we see it recovered better for older 

workers. Younger and older workers are not in competition with each other for jobs; rather, both 

groups are in competition with highly protected prime-age male workers. 

 

Japan’s employment protection is high by international standards. Lifetime employment is the 

primary way that prime-age males are protected in the workforce. In the largest firms, with 1,000 

employees or more, average tenure is 30 years for men aged 55-59 in firms (ISSP 2005). Lifetime 

employment practices protect jobs for prime-age workers but prevent older and younger workers 

from obtaining employment because the practice greatly restricts the number of jobs available at 

any one time. Women of prime-age are also hurt by lifetime employment if they need to exit the 

labor force in order to care for children because they will have a hard time reentering. Further, 

while male workers in large firms generally benefit from lifetime employment, the same cannot be 

said for female workers in firms of all sizes and for all workers in smaller firms (ISSP 2005). 

Young people are hurt because of the rigidity of hiring and firing: ‘Under the strict dismissal 

regulation…less skilled workers who fail to obtain a job initially may suffer persistent disadvantages as employers 

bypass them in favor of new graduates whose qualifications can be vouched for by their schools’ (Genda et al. 

2010: 158). Some parties feel that moves to make the Japanese labor market more flexible by 

introducing fixed-term contracts and increasing part-time work have actually made the job 

situation even more precarious for younger and older workers because these jobs have too few 

protections. The decline in the lifetime employment system has meant ‘young people from the upper 

and upper middle-classes have fewer opportunities for lifetime employment, while the children of the lower and lower 

middle-class working poor, chance’ (Shinoda 2008: 146). 

 

Because older Japanese prefer to continue working, we must consider policies that force them out 

of the labor market to be against their interests, and policies that facilitate their continued 

employment to be in line with their interests. Japan began trying much earlier than Germany to 



- 25 - 

keep its older workers from taking alternative pathways out of the workforce. In 1995 the 

government introduced The Employment Continuation Benefit for Aged, which compensates 

workers aged 60-64 who experience a wage reduction of more than 25% after mandatory 

retirement, as a way to increase the incentives for older persons to continue working rather than 

take up unemployment benefits (ISSP 2005). Additionally, there is little opportunity for older 

workers to exit the workforce using disability benefits or unemployment. In fact, the Japanese 

government has shortened the length of time unemployment benefits are available to older 

workers. Before 2001 a worker who reached mandatory retirement age and had worked for at 

least 20 years could receive 240 days of benefits but after 2001, only workers who had 

‘involuntarily’ lost their jobs were eligible for this period. Mandatory retirement is not considered 

to be ‘involuntary’. Thus, those who are forced to exit through mandatory retirement can only 

receive 180 days of benefits (Rebick 2005). Older workers are either forced to retire, or unable to 

collect unemployment. Since opinion surveys show that older Japanese feel favorable towards 

working and older people actually tend to exit even beyond the legal retirement age, perhaps the 

reason Japan has been able to pass restrictions on early retirement that other OECD countries 

have struggled to institute is because the population does not vehemently oppose these measures.  

 

Mandatory retirement is widespread in Japan. In 2000, roughly nine out of ten firms with more 

than 30 employees invoked mandatory retirement, most often at age 60, but sometimes at 65 for 

some smaller firms (Rebick 2005). The government wants to increase this age to 65 but is facing 

resistance from firms, many of which have argued that mandatory retirement is necessary because 

the seniority wage system makes older workers expensive to employ. So, while a seniority wage 

system sounds like it would be beneficial to older workers in theory, in practice it just makes 

employers desire to get these expensive workers off their books as soon as possible. In fact, many 

firms offer workers the opportunity to retire, but become rehired at a lower wage or to transfer 

the worker to another part of the company, usually a subsidiary (Rebick 2005). 
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CONCLUSION 

 

This chapter has shown that the connections between population aging and political power are 

complex. Though the proportions of youth and elderly are reversing and older voters are growing 

more numerous, it does not immediately follow that strength in numbers turns into political 

power for several reasons. Though Germany, Italy, and Japan are often put forward as examples 

of reform resistance with regard to pensions and raising the official retirement age, in the arena of 

labor policy—an important area that engages those of all ages—we have seen that these countries 

are moving towards tapping into underutilized segments of their labor markets by trying to bring 

in youth and prevent early retirement (see also Martin Hering in this volume). Thus, youth are 

being courted in the arena of labor policy, and empowered to acquire employment, rather than 

being discarded as a casualty of population aging. In the same vein, Tepe and Vanhuysse (in this 

volume) show that, between them, Japan, Italy and Germany have implemented two large-scale 

(12 per cent) cutbacks of pension benefit generosity in the 1980s and 1990s, as well as three 

medium-size (8 per cent) cutbacks. Thus even the OECD democracies with the highest shares of 

elderly voters and very strong pro-elderly biases in their welfare policies may be more reform-able 

than has often been thought.  

 

This chapter has demonstrated that political parties and governments in Germany, Italy, and 

Japan are aware of and working actively to combat the negative ramifications of population aging, 

going against what pluralist theories would have us expect. Even if not all parties in these states 

are targeting the concerns of specific age groups, all are discussing how best to keep the budget 

balanced in the face of growing dependents and how to tap into underutilized segments of the 
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labor market. We can anticipate more of these conversations in the future and more actions to 

decrease unemployment and keep government accounts robust. 

 

The evidence presented here from Germany, Italy, and Japan thus casts some doubt on the 

elderly power hypothesis. As Tepe and Vanhuysse (2009: 23) conclude: ‘it is the logic of 

retrenchment politics and double fiscal-electoral straitjackets, not gerontocracy, which reigns 

supreme in the political economy of pensions today.’ Whereas on the one hand larger pensioner 

populations have led to larger overall spending commitments, on the other hand the concomitant 

budgetary pressures appear to have forced governments to reform existing policy constellations 

and ‘to cut smaller pension benefit slices out of larger cakes’ (Tepe and Vanhuysse 2009: 26). We 

find that governments are increasingly focusing on bringing youth into the labor force and 

cutting unemployment benefits for older workers. Below I briefly propose some hypotheses to 

explain why policies are moving in this direction. In each of these cases, parties from all over the 

political spectrum—left to right—have been pushing for labor reforms that will bring in youth 

and prevent older workers from early exit. The first explanation is purely demographic. 

Population aging necessitates difficult choices such as these, even though the majority of the 

electorate in each of these countries is aged. Economic calculations driven by demand-side 

pressures may have to be traded off against political calculations – this is the double straitjackets 

argument. In addition, it might be that pressures from population aging (and rising 

unemployment) function as alarm bell signals urging policymakers to implement at least 

incremental, muddling-through type reforms, in an effort to safeguard macro-fiscal balance of 

welfare states (Tepe and Vanhuysse, this volume). Another possibility is that aging creates a 

backlash that pushes policy in the other direction, whether to make up for changing 

demographics or create conditions that might raise fertility through supporting youth so that they 

will be secure enough to start families. This explanation is in line with what the fiscal leakage 

hypothesis would expect. 
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The second explanation for the similar trajectory of policies in all three cases is that pressures on 

labor in the context of globalization are even greater than the domestic political pressures of an 

aged population. In the cases of Germany and Italy, the EU has pressured governments to bring 

in underutilized segments of the labor market—youth, older workers, and women—in order to 

make up for labor shortages caused by population aging. When we examine the text of the EU’s 

Lisbon Action Plan, Germany’s and Italy’s labor reforms that court youth and try to keep older 

people in the workforce longer make sense, as the Lisbon strategy is tough on older persons. The 

plan demands that states use Active Labor Market Policies to create incentives for employment; 

restrict unemployment benefits; increase female labor market participation by offering childcare 

and leave for both parents; provide apprenticeships and training to reduce youth unemployment; 

and develop active aging strategies to prevent early exit from the labor force, such as higher 

retirement and fewer restrictions on pension benefits with part-time work (Commission of the 

European Communities 2005). Though the Lisbon plan is more rhetoric than action and has 

been unevenly implemented across the EU, the steps it outlines are certainly logical in the wake 

of fiscal austerity caused by changing proportions of workers and dependents. It could also be 

that in this case, the EU functions as a ‘expert commission’ and as Hering found (in this volume), 

reforms are much more likely when they are seen as a response to the recommendations of 

outside experts, rather than generated by political parties themselves. Germany needed to reduce 

its unemployment rate and decrease its generous benefits in order to meet the Lisbon criteria. So, 

the political parties excluded the social partners from negotiations over the Hartz reforms. In 

Italy, signing the Maastricht Treaty in 1992 to enter the European Monetary Union (EMU) and 

later desire to meet the Lisbon goals meant that politicians pushed forward the most 

economically sound proposals they could get away with, ones that would increase retirement age 

and cut pension spending. Because low retirement age and generous pensions are unsustainable 

in an increasingly aged society such as Italy’s, politicians and the social partners may have realized 
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that some modicum of reforms were necessary, even if they went against the wishes of older 

workers and retirees. To come back to the demographic argument, though, one could argue that 

population aging is in fact what drove the EU to institute the Lisbon strategy in the first place, 

since European leaders have demonstrated an awareness of population aging in Europe and an 

understanding of the necessary policy changes that must be made for Europe to continue to 

thrive and grow economically despite age structure changes, though not always a willingness to 

tackle the necessary reforms.  

 

Although there has been movement in Germany and Italy to institute sounder and more 

sustainable economic policies in line with the recommendations of the EU, whether or not this 

will continue—or a backlash against these moves may occur—is uncertain. Some parties in both 

countries speak out against such reforms and there are definitely segments of the population in 

each state who support these parties’ stances. The Greens in Germany, for example, argue ‘The 

EU must relinquish the neo-liberal fixation of its economic policy and play an even more active international role 

in the social and ecological management of globalization’ (Alliance 90/The Greens 2007: 13). Perhaps one 

reason that older workers have not seized political power is that in all three cases, older voters are 

concerned about a variety of issues, like unemployment and regional problems. As many scholars 

have suggested, the policy preferences of older people are just as varied within their age cohort as 

are preferences across age cohorts (see Binstock and Day 1996; Goerres 2009). 

 

In Japan, a different kind of external pressure in the 1990s led to a shift in labor policies. When 

the Japanese bubble economy burst in the 1990s, by far the most devastated segment of the labor 

force was the youngest. Unlike many other countries, Germany especially, Japan did not institute 

measures to force early retirement during economic downturns in order to create more job 

openings (ISSP 2005). These measures may have been able to pass because they were in line with 

the preferences of older workers to continue to work, or because of the party system: the LDP 



- 30 - 

dominated Japanese politics at this time and was freer to take these tough measures because of 

the lack of viable electoral competition.  

 

Finally, domestic political institutions and political culture could also be responsible for the labor 

policy trajectory. While the United States remains a notable exception to the trend of low fertility, 

the aging of America’s large baby boomer cohort and the political influence of interest groups for 

the aged there has driven much of the fear that surrounds aging. Institutions in the US are 

different than in the world’s most aged states, where interest groups play a different—and 

comparatively lesser—role in policy making (see Hudson in this volume).  

 

The politics of population aging is not zero-sum. On the one hand, youth are being courted in 

the arena of labor policy, and empowered to acquire employment, rather than being discarded as 

a casualty of population aging. Yet most aging states have worked to implement substantial 

reforms to raise the retirement age in a timely manner. An important limitation is that when a 

process of change is ongoing, it is difficult to analyze the outcomes and effects of a trend. 

Because population aging is new, this study can only be a modest effort to understand its effects. 

The aim of this chapter has been to shed light on what has happened up to this point, which is 

valuable because other industrialized states will go through this phase of aging as well. What 

remains to be seen, however, is how politics will play out as population aging progresses.  
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CHAPTER 4 

AUTHOR: MARTIN HERING 

 

LIVE LONGER, WORK LONGER? INTERGENERATIONAL FAIRNESS IN 

RETIREMENT AGE REFORMS IN GERMANY AND THE UNITED KINGDOM1 

 

Pension policies are, to a large extent, the result of generational politics, which Hugh Heclo has 

defined as the ‘political prospects for sharing burdens across age groups and generations’ (Heclo 

1988: 391). Almost all public pension systems rest on a social contract between generations.2 In 

social insurance pension systems, which rely primarily on the pay-as-you-go method of financing, 

the working generation is responsible for supporting the retired generation. Each month, 

employees’ pension insurance contributions are used for paying the pension benefits of current 

retirees. In return, employees earn an entitlement to future benefits which will be paid for by the 

next working generation. Pensioners used to finance earlier cohorts of pensioners when they 

themselves were working. Even though tax-financed pension systems do not have earmarked 

contributions and earned pension rights, they also rest on an implicit intergenerational contract. 

 

Fair intergenerational burden-sharing is an important issue in the reform of pension systems in 

the 21st century. Because of rapid population aging, the burden of financing pensions for present 

and future generations is much bigger than it was 50 years ago. This creates difficult political 

choices for policymakers and citizens alike (Musgrave 1986; Myles 2002). Should retirees’ 

pensions be cut so that workers do not have to pay higher contributions? Or should 

contributions of workers be increased so that retirees across all generations receive similar 

pension benefits? Or should the retirement age be raised so that both benefit cuts and 

contribution increases could be avoided? Pension policy choices that redistribute the fiscal 

burden of population aging across generations raise not only the question of how to design 
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effective policies for improving intergenerational fairness but also the question of whether these 

policies are politically feasible (Scharpf 2000): under which conditions are governments able to 

choose effective policies for intergenerational burden-sharing in pension systems and enact 

pension legislation that improves fairness across generations? What are the common features of 

generational politics in the reform of pension systems? 

 

To examine these generational issues in the politics of pensions (Bonoli 2000; Ebbinghaus 2006; 

Immergut et al. 2007; Schludi 2005; Tepe and Vanhuysse 2009; Weaver 2004; Vanhuysse 2001, 

2006), this chapter focuses on a highly relevant reform area: increases of the statutory retirement 

age. As Gøsta Esping-Andersen and John Myles (2006: 853) have argued, retirement age reforms 

are ‘one logical ingredient’ in pension reforms that improve fairness across generations in the 

light of increasing life expectancy. An age increase is a solution for both fiscal and generational 

problems stemming from population aging. Alternatively, if employees wanted to receive the 

same level of benefits over a longer period of time, they would need to either pay higher 

contributions during their career or retire a few years later; and if they wanted to avoid shifting 

the cost of rising life expectancy to their children, they would need to accept either lower benefits 

or a higher retirement age.  

 

I analyze the 2007 pension reforms in the UK and Germany, which increased the retirement age 

in public pension programs from 65 to 68 years and from 65 to 67 years, respectively (on 

German reforms, see also Sciubba in this volume). The increase of the statutory retirement age by 

two or more years was a major departure from long-standing policies: the age of 65 years—

originally introduced in Germany in 1919 and in the UK in 1926—had not been changed 

between the 1920s and 2006. During the same period, life expectancy at 65 increased from 

79.777.2 to 83.2 years in the UK (see also table 1.1 in Goerres and Vanhuysse in this volume).3 

The retirement age increase was also a major innovation in the advanced industrialized world. 
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Together with the United States, which took the lead in 1983, the UK and Germany were the first 

group of countries in the OECD to increase the statutory retirement age from 65 to 67 or more 

years.4 In 2009 and 2010, which was only a few years after these countries had made this change, 

retirement age increases from 65 to 67 years were enacted in Australia and France (see Table 4.1) 

and were proposed in Ireland, the Netherlands, and Spain. 

[Table 4.1 about here] 

The similarity of the reform outcomes in the UK and Germany is surprising because they are 

very different countries (see Table 4.1 also for reform characteristics of selected other countries): 

the former has a majoritarian democracy, a liberal welfare state, and pluralist state-society 

relations; the latter has a consensus democracy, a conservative welfare state, and corporatist state-

society relations (Esping-Andersen 1990; Lijphart 1984). In addition, they were facing different 

policy challenges in the 2000s: the UK’s level of pension spending of less than 7 percent of GDP 

was low and the mean pension level increasingly inadequate, while Germany’s level of more than 

11 percent was high and unsustainable in the face of population aging (European Commission 

and European Council 2006: 92). They also had different opportunities for changing the 

retirement age: the UK’s employment rate of older workers was well above the OECD average 

and the EU employment target of 50 percent, while Germany’s was only about 40 percent and 

thus significantly below these measures (European Commission and European Council 2006: 84-

5). Thus, by comparing crucial similarities between otherwise dissimilar countries (Przeworski and 

Teune 1970: 183-4), one can identify relevant conditions for the successful adoption of a 

retirement age increase and, more generally, discover common features of generational politics in 

retirement age reforms. To conclude, a comparative analysis of the UK and Germany, two 

international leaders in retirement age reforms, allows one to draw lessons for advanced 

industrialized countries that are facing similar challenges—rising life expectancy, growing fiscal 

constraints, and increasingly inadequate pensions—and are considering an increase of the 

retirement age either on their own initiative or in response to recommendations from 
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international organizations such as the OECD and the EU (OECD 2006; European Commission 

and European Council 2006). 

 

I argue that one can identify three common conditions for successful intergenerational burden-

sharing in the face of growing life expectancy: (1) an expert commission that is concerned with 

intergenerational fairness and recommends a retirement age increase; (2) a government that is 

committed to both fiscal sustainability and poverty prevention; and (3) a grand pension reform 

coalition that uses classic blame-avoiding strategies. More specifically, I develop three arguments 

regarding the generational politics of retirement age reforms: The first one is that independent 

expert commissions, which developed recommendations for the German and British pension 

reforms of 2007, were the key actors in placing a retirement age increase on the political agenda: 

they created a shared understanding of the challenges of sustainability and adequacy, brought the 

consequences of rising life expectancy to policymakers’ attention, and showed that an increase of 

the retirement age was necessary for achieving sustainable finances, adequate pensions, and 

intergenerational fairness.5 If the expert commissions had not recommended a retirement age 

increase, the British and German governments would likely not have considered it. They would 

have likely made second-best choices—large revenue increases balanced with more benefit cuts—

and thus failed to achieve either sustainable finances or adequate pensions, or both. Expert 

commissions can play an important role in the politics of pension reform (Kingson 1984; Marier 

2008, 2009). Even though expert commissions are created by governments, they are not always 

used as a tool for binding the government’s own hands (Dyson 2005); as the British and German 

cases show, they can be partially independent political actors that develop and promote new, 

effective, and acceptable solutions for difficult policy problems (Hills 2006; Tiemann and Rürup 

2006). It is likely that independent expert commission will play an increasingly important role in 

developing difficult but unavoidable policies in times of significant demographic change. 
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The second argument is that, in the mid-2000s, British and German governments had no 

alternative to raising the retirement age, if they wanted to solve their two primary problems: the 

containment of rising pension spending and the prevention of rising old-age poverty. Large 

revenue increases would have threatened fiscal sustainability, and further benefit cuts would have 

led to the resurgence of poverty in old age, which was quite high in the UK with 26 % of the 65+ 

having 60 % or less of the national median income at their disposal and which grew fast in 

Germany from 10 % in 2000 to 16.2 % in 2007 (Eurostat 2011; European Commission and 

European Council 2006: 54).6 Governments were still able to escape this dilemma up until the 

mid-1990s, but had – in the first decade of the 2000s - reached a political limit to adjusting 

revenues upward and benefits downward (Hering 2008a). If an effective alternative to raising the 

retirement age had existed, governments would likely not have been willing to make this 

unpopular decision. Thus, the sequence of pension reforms, and the constraints it created, clearly 

shaped governmental decisions (Bonoli and Palier 2007; Myles and Pierson 2001). 

 

The third argument is that the British and German governments were successful in legislating a 

retirement age because they were able to reduce blame: the major competitors for office—the 

Labour and Conservative parties in the UK, and the Social Democratic and Christian Democratic 

parties in Germany—formed a grand coalition for pension reform and employed many classic 

policy-design strategies for reducing electoral mobilization against, and blame for, this unpopular 

policy change (Weaver 2003; Pierson 1994; Hering 2008b; Kitschelt 2001; see also Tepe and 

Vanhuysse in this volume on the political timing of ‘pension pain’). If the British and German 

governments had not been successful in forming a grand coalition and employing other blame-

avoiding strategies, they would likely not have been able to increase the retirement age. They 

would have either abandoned their plan because of strong opposition or been punished in the 

next election. To conclude, all three factors—expert commissions, limited adjustment options, 
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and blame-avoiding strategies—contributed to the successful enactment of controversial 

retirement age increases in Germany and Britain.  

 

The retirement age reforms in Germany and the UK show that fiscal austerity and blame-

avoidance (Pierson 1996; Weaver 2003) still play a central role in pension politics but that other 

important concerns compete with them (Weaver 2004). Specifically, pension politics in the 21st 

century are concerned with the maintenance and restoration of one of the core functions of 

public pension programs—the prevention of old-age poverty—and, increasingly, with the fair 

distribution of the effects of rising life expectancy across generations (Chomik and Whitehouse 

2010; Whitehouse 2007). Moreover, the German and British reforms show that independent 

expert commissions play an important role in the generational politics of pensions. Commissions 

can develop fair and acceptable solutions for distributing the costs of population aging across 

both cohorts and age groups, and thus reduce the risk of ‘a more conflictual politics of burden 

sharing between the elderly and the working aged’ (Heclo 1988: 401) which could lead to a 

weakening of the intergenerational contract upon which pension systems rest. The German and 

British cases also challenge existing arguments. Most importantly, since German and British 

governments successfully adopted very similar—and politically difficult—pension policy changes 

despite their countries’ very different political institutions, policy legacies, and policy challenges, 

these cases raise questions for institutional and path-dependence approaches (Bonoli 2000; Myles 

and Pierson 2001): why did large differences both in the concentration of political power and in 

the size and maturity of pay-as-you-go pension systems not lead to different outcomes?  

 

This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section analyzes the crucial role of expert 

commissions in proposing a retirement age increase. The second one examines the policy 

constraints and preferences that led governments to raise the retirement age. The third one 

studies the blame-avoiding strategies that made retirement age increases politically feasible. The 



- 7 - 

conclusion discusses the implications of this comparative case analysis for theories of pension 

politics. 

 

INDEPENDENT EXPERT COMMISSIONS7   

Even though an increase of the normal retirement age is one of the most effective—and 

logical—responses to population aging, in most OECD countries it was not on the pension 

reform agenda during the 1980s and 1990s (OECD 2006). To deal with rising pension costs and 

growing concerns about intergenerational fairness, most governments increased contributions 

and cut benefits (Bonoli and Palier 2007; Weaver 2004; Schludi 2005; Tepe and Vanhuysse in this 

volume; Fernandez in this volume). A few OECD members either slowed or reversed the trend 

toward early retirement but, with the exception of the United States, neither considered nor 

adopted an increase of the statutory retirement age from 65 to 67 or more years. Most OECD 

governments neglected this measure in the first two decades of pension reform (Ebbinghaus 

2006; Turner 2007; Bundesministerium für Gesundheit und Soziale Sicherung 2003).  

 

How did the option of raising the retirement age reach the reform agenda in Germany and UK? 

In both countries, expert commissions played a key role in adding an age increase to the pension 

reform agenda: they showed both citizens and policymakers that a retirement age increase was a 

necessary step in ensuring sustainable and adequate pensions and a fair response to the challenge 

of growing life expectancy. Thus, they challenged their long-held views that the age of 65 years 

would continue to be the ‘normal’ retirement age in the 21st century. Specifically, the German 

and the British expert commissions recommended that governments look beyond the established 

measures of raising contributions and lowering benefits and consider an age increase seriously as 

a third way to achieving fiscal sustainability and intergenerational fairness in an aging population. 

Both commissions reached the same conclusion: there was no alternative to raising the retirement 

age in an aging population. The German commission concluded that ‘… given the continuing 
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increase of life expectancy—by about 3 years until 2030—there is no alternative in the long run 

to raising the statutory retirement age’ (UK Pensions Commission 2004: 82) , and the British 

commission argued that a retirement age increase ‘… must be one element of our response to the 

demographic challenge’ (UK Pensions Commission 2005: 50). 

 

Unexpectedly Steep Life Expectancy Increases 

 

Both in Germany and in the UK, the catalyst for examining the retirement age option were 

significant, unexpected increases in life expectancy in the first decade of the 21st century. Even 

though longevity increases were considered in previous rounds of reform, they had not been the 

main concern: in the 1980s and 1990s, governments responded primarily to the large, sudden, 

and permanent change of fertility rates, which had declined to about 1.4 in Germany and 1.7 in 

the UK in the 1970s. In the mid-2000s, the German and British expert commissions found that 

rising life expectancy was a much bigger fiscal and intergenerational problem than governments 

had previously assumed (Bundesministerium für Gesundheit und Soziale Sicherung 2003; 

Whitehouse 2007). Like other OECD countries (Oeppen and Vaupel 2002; UK Pensions 

Commission 2004), Germany and the UK had underestimated life expectancy increases.  

 

The UK Pensions Commission pointed out that ‘estimating future trends in life expectancy is an 

uncertain science’ and that ‘past official projections have significantly understated subsequent 

developments’ (UK Pensions Commission 2005: 2). In its second report, which was published 

only a year after the first one, the Pensions Commission had to make significant changes to its 

assumptions because new projections showed that the Government Actuary’s Department had 

underestimated average life expectancy at age 65 in 2050—by about 2 years for men and 1.5 years 

for women—because of larger-than-expected mortality decreases and a partial move away from 
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the hypothesis that the length of life would reach a limit (Lourie et al. 2007: 88).8 In the UK, life 

expectancy at age 65 had grown by 3.6 years for males and 2.5 years for females from the early 

1980s to the early 2000s. At the normal age of retirement, British men and women were expected 

to live for another 17 years and 19 years. Official projections showed that life expectancy would 

increase until 2040 by almost 5 years for men and 4 years for women (Lourie et al. 2007: 60). 

Thus, on average, men and women would live until their mid- to high 80s and possibly even until 

their low 90s. From the early 2000s to 2040, the population at pensionable age was projected to 

increase by about 6.5 million, while the working age population was expected to increase by 

about 3 million. These developments were expected to lead to a significant increase of the 

dependency ratio, which is the ratio between the older population and the working age 

population (Bundesministerium für Gesundheit und Soziale Sicherung 2003: 57). 

 

Only two years after Germany’s landmark 2001 pension reform, which had led to benefit cuts 

and partial privatization, the Social Security Reform Commission stated that ‘… the economic 

and especially the demographic assumptions that were used in the projections needed to be 

corrected in the light of new findings’ (Bundesministerium für Gesundheit und Soziale Sicherung 

2003: 68). Like in Britain, life expectancy at age 65 had increased by about 3 years from the early 

1980s to the early 2000s. At age 65, German men and women were expected to live for another 

16 and 20 years. Official projections showed that life expectancy at age 65 would increase by 

another 3.2 years for men and another 3.7 years for women until 2040. Thus, on average, 

German men and women, once they would have reached pension age, would live until their mid- 

to high 80s. The age structure of the German population was projected to change significantly. 

From 2000 to 2040, the older population (65 years and older) was projected to increase by more 

than 10 million, while the working age population (15 to 64 years) was expected to decline by 

more than 10 million (Department for Work and Pensions 2006: 52-5). Because of this large 

decline of the working population, Germany’s old-age dependency ratio in 2050 was projected to 
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be worse than the UK’s: the ratio of the population aged 65 years or over to the population aged 

15-64 was expected to be in the mid-50s, meaning that 100 people of working age were faced 

with around 50 pensioners, compared to in the mid-40s in the UK (Department for Work and 

Pensions 2006: 8; UK Pensions Commission 2005). 

 

Fairness Across Generations 

 

After a careful consideration of the challenge of rising life expectancy, both reform 

commissions—chaired by Adair Turner in the UK and by Bert Rürup in Germany—came to two 

conclusions: first, a higher life expectancy would lead to an unfair distribution of the costs of 

population aging across generations; and, second, this outcome could be avoided by an increase 

of the retirement age. The Turner commission argued that ‘it is a reasonable proposition that 

each generation should enjoy the same proportions of adult life spent contributing taxes to 

support state pensions and spent receiving state pensions’ (Hacker 2004: 98). The Rürup 

commission warned that growing life expectancy would produce policy drift, i.e. institutions in 

place would increasingly be at odds with changed social circumstances, (Bundesministerium für 

Gesundheit und Soziale Sicherung 2003) that advantages older generations and disadvantages 

younger ones: ‘if the statutory retirement age remains unchanged, the increase in life expectancy 

at age 65 will lead to a permanent expansion of pension benefits’ (Bundesministerium für 

Gesundheit und Soziale Sicherung 2003: 81). It argued that it would be unfair to shift the fiscal 

burden of higher life expectancy to the working generation (UK Pensions Commission 2005: 83). 

 

In order to contain or reverse the costs of rising longevity, both reform commissions 

recommended that the retirement age be increased. The Turner commission made ‘a strong case 

that state pension ages should rise over time at least proportionally in line with life expectancy’ 

(Bundesministerium für Gesundheit und Soziale Sicherung 2003: 98), and the Rürup commission 
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proposed that the costs associated with the projected increase in life expectancy between 2000 

and 2030—by 2.6 years for men and by 3.1 years for women—be partially paid for by a gradual, 

two-year increase of the statutory retirement age (House of Commons 2007a: 81). Both 

commissions held similar norms regarding the distribution of the costs of longevity: a retirement 

age increase should only reduce the growth of the number of years in retirement, but not reduce 

the absolute number of years in retirement. Thus, each cohort would bear a large portion of these 

costs by itself, while future cohorts would bear only a small portion. The intergenerational 

contract would be maintained, but the costs and risks of rising life expectancy would be spread 

more evenly across cohorts.   

 

Parties’ Avoidance of the Retirement Age Issue 

 

If the Turner and Rürup commissions had not recommended a retirement age increase, this 

option would likely not have reached the pension reform agenda in the UK and Germany in the 

mid-2000s (see Sciubba in this volume on the age-group rhetoric of major parties in Germany, 

Italy and Japan). Before the creation of the expert commissions, neither the German nor the 

British government had initiated a debate on raising the retirement age. Even in the election 

campaigns of 2005—about one year after the commissions had issued their first reports, and only 

one year before the decisions to raise the retirement age were made—the major German and 

British political parties did not dare to discuss this issue. David Laws, the Liberal Democrat’s 

shadow work and pensions secretary, pointed out the reasons for the parties’ reluctance in a 

House of Commons debate: ‘we know that prior to the Turner commission no British political party has 

proposed that there should be higher state pension ages. This is potentially an unpopular and controversial matter 

with the public’ (Robinson et al. 2005). A UK policy analyst put it more bluntly: ‘no one was 

sticking their head too far above the parapet during the election, using the forthcoming final 
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report of the Pensions Commission as cover for postponing a full discussion for a little while’ 

(SPD 2005: 5). 

 

The German political parties were even more cautious than the British ones: even though the 

Rürup commission’s final report had been published two years before the 2005 federal election, 

neither the Social Democrats nor the Christian Democrats mentioned the option of increasing 

the statutory retirement age in the election campaign. Both parties made only vague and general 

statements about the need to promote longer work lives and to reverse early retirement: the 

Social Democrats promised that they would ‘bring the effective retirement age closer to the 

statutory retirement age of 65’ (CDU/CSU 2005: 53-4), and the Christian Democrats said that 

they would consider ‘a gradual increase of the effective retirement age, if labour market 

conditions allow for it (CDU/CSU and  SPD 2005: 28). But only a few weeks after the elections, 

the Social Democrats and Christian Democrats laid out a clear plan for raising the retirement age: 

‘in 2007, we will enact legislation that will, starting in 2012, increase the statutory eligibility age to 67 years; the 

age increase will be gradual, linked to birth years, and completed at the latest by 2035’ (Bundesministerium 

für Gesundheit und Soziale Sicherung 2003: 97). This plan was almost identical to that of the 

Rürup commission, which had proposed an increase to 67 years over a 24-year period starting in 

2011 (OECD 2007: 83-4). To conclude, if the commission had not put this option on the agenda, 

built some support across the political spectrum, and produced projections of its effect, the 

Social-Democratic Party of Germany (SPD) and Christian-Democratic Union (CDU) with the 

Christian-Social Union (CSU) would likely not have been able to quickly reach an agreement on a 

detailed plan for implementing this major change, which put the retirement age increase firmly on 

the agenda of the coalition government. 
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SUSTAINABLE FINANCES, ADEQUATE PENSIONS, AND 

INTERGENERATIONAL FAIRNESS 

 

Even though the growth of life expectancy and its consequences for intergenerational fairness 

were compelling reasons for an increase of the retirement age, they were not strong enough to get 

the German and British retirement age reforms off the ground. The British and German 

governments’ decision to raise the retirement age was primarily motivated by two other concerns: 

the concern about unsustainable pension finances, and the concern about the resurgence of old-

age poverty. Both governments brought up the issue of intergenerational fairness, especially after 

they had made the decision to increase the retirement age, but their primary goal was to find a 

solution for the challenges of rising pension spending and declining pension benefits for low-

income workers. 

 

Reconciling Sustainable Finances with Adequate Pensions 

 

The British and German governments were in a dilemma: fiscal sustainability increasingly 

conflicted with benefit adequacy. In the 1980s and 1990s, they were still able to reduce spending 

in the long-term by cutting pension benefits. Even with these cuts, benefits continued to be 

effective in preventing old-age poverty. But in the mid-2000s, further cuts to pensions would 

have put many employees at risk of old-age poverty. Since the late 1990s, German pension 

reforms had reduced the pension level for low-income workers from more than 40 percent to 

about 33 percent of average wages, while British pension reforms had started to increase that 

level from a low point of 29 percent in the late 1990s to 36 percent in the 2000s (OECD 2007: 

67). Because of the low level and gradual erosion of pensions for low-income workers in many 
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countries, the OECD warned its member countries that they ‘will have to monitor closely the 

income situation of retirees and establish safety-nets to prevent a resurgence of old-age poverty’ 

(OECD 2001: 7).  In addition, concerns that public finances would not be sustainable in an aging 

population were much stronger in the mid-2000s than in the 1990s (Economic Policy Committee 

2001; UK Pensions Commission 2005). To conclude, the retirement age increase allowed British 

and German governments to achieve two increasingly incompatible goals: the containment of 

pension spending and the protection of pensioners against poverty. Even though a retirement age 

increase lowered the impact of rising life expectancy and improved intergenerational fairness, its 

positive effects would likely not have been a sufficient reason for governments to pursue a major 

and unpopular change like this.  

 

The German and British governments gave their expert commissions, either formally or 

informally, the mandate to find solutions for the challenges of fiscal sustainability and poverty 

prevention; they did not instruct them to develop proposals for a retirement age increase. The 

Turner and Rürup commissions examined the trade-offs between spending cuts and adequate 

pensions very carefully; they knew that their recommendations for reforms would be acceptable 

to governments only if they addressed these major goals and if they were able to mitigate the 

conflict between them. The retirement age increase allowed both commissions to cut the Gordian 

knot and thus reconcile the adequacy-sustainability conflict. The German and British 

governments followed most of their expert commissions’ recommendations and, most 

importantly, endorsed their retirement age proposals. 

 

Pension Policy Constraints in the UK 

 

Even though the Turner commission had a narrow formal mandate—the review of voluntary 

pension provision—it made a sweeping proposal for ‘a new settlement for UK pension policy in 
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the 21st century” (UK Pensions Commission 2005). The commission proposed more generous 

public pension benefits and broader pension coverage. Specifically, it recommended that existing 

gaps in the pension system for people with interrupted work histories and caregiving 

responsibilities be closed and that the growth of means-testing, which was a consequence of the 

existing price indexation rule, be prevented (UK Pensions Commission 2005). The commission 

presented a set of ‘difficult but unavoidable choices’ regarding the level of public pension 

spending and the retirement age, and argued that a retirement age increase was necessary for 

limiting pension spending: ‘we do not believe it is possible to design a coherent state pension system for the UK 

without some increase in public expenditure on pensions as a percentage of GDP over the next 45 years: but we 

believe that increases in State Pension Ages will be essential to keep that increase within levels which are fair 

between generations and sustainable over the long term’ (UK Pensions Commission 2006: ix). Specifically, 

the commission suggested that public pension spending, which was 6.2 percent of GDP in 2005, 

not exceed 8 percent of GDP in 2050. This limit required either a large reduction of public 

pensions, which were low by international standards, or a retirement age increase from 65 to 67 

or more years (Department for Work and Pensions 2006: 17). 

 

The British government’s White Paper on ‘Security in Retirement’ focused on the goals of 

poverty prevention and expenditure restraint. The Labour government stated that its ‘first 

priority’ when taking office in 1997 was to reduce old-age poverty (Department for Work and 

Pensions 2006: v), and that its long-term goals were the prevention of poverty among retirees and 

improvements for women and caregivers who had been disadvantaged by very long qualifying 

periods and a lack of contribution credits for social care. To achieve these long-term goals, the 

government proposed a change of the pension indexation rule from prices to wages, the 

reduction of the number of years to qualify for benefits, and the introduction of credits for 

caregivers and severely disabled persons (Department for Work and Pensions 2006: 17-8). Like 

poverty prevention, fiscal sustainability was an important item on the government’s agenda. The 
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White Paper showed that its plan for more generous pensions, broader coverage, and more 

redistribution would lead to a significant increase in total public pension spending by 2.6 percent 

of GDP in 2050; the switch from price to wage indexation accounted for 1.5 percentage points 

(Department for Work and Pensions 2006: 24). These measures thus interfered with the 

government’s goal of ensuring cost control. Specifically, the White Paper stated that ‘to risk the 

stability of the economy for the sake of linking the basic State Pension to earnings growth would 

be counterproductive’ (Department for Work and Pensions 2006: 110). In order to reduce the 

conflict between poverty prevention and fiscal sustainability, the Labour government suggested 

two measures: an increase of the retirement age and a delay of the planned shift from price to 

wage indexation until 2012. The government’s conclusion was that ‘the rise in State Pension age 

and the accompanying increase in average retirement ages are … critical to the affordability of 

reform’ because it could save almost 1 percentage points of GDP in 2050 (Bundesministerium 

für Gesundheit und Soziale Sicherung 2003: 194). 

 

Pension Policy Constraints in Germany 

 

The mandate of the Rürup commission, created by the coalition of Social Democrats and Greens 

in 2002, was the development of ‘proposals for the sustainable financing and reform of social 

insurance systems ..., especially the guarantee of the long-term financing of social security goals 

and generational justice’ (Bundesministerium für Gesundheit und Soziale Sicherung 2003: 3). The 

mandate further specified that the commission should make recommendations for lowering non-

wage labour costs. Regarding the pension system, the mandate specifically stated the goal of 

limiting future increases of the contribution rate which was almost 20 percent in the early 2000s. 

Only a year after the passage of the 2001 pension reform, which had introduced a long-term 

contribution rate ceiling of 22 percent, new fiscal projections showed that the contribution rate 

would exceed 24 percent in 2030 and 25 percent in 2040 (Bundesministerium für Gesundheit und 
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Soziale Sicherung 2003: 98). The government wanted the Rürup commission to recommend 

measures for reducing the contribution rate by at least 2 percentage points in 2030. The 

retirement age increase was an important part of the proposed reform package: the two key 

measures were a relatively small cut of pension benefits, which would reduce the contribution 

rate by 1.6 percentage points in 2030, and a retirement age increase from 65 to 67 years, which 

would reduce the contribution rate by 0.6 percentage points in 2030. If the commission had not 

proposed a retirement age increase, more pension benefit cuts would have been necessary. Since 

the 2001 pension reform had significantly reduced the benefit level, another large benefit cut 

would have conflicted with the government’s poverty prevention goal. The commission showed 

that a retirement age increase could ‘stabilize the contribution rate at 22 percent up until 2030 

without reducing the benefits of future pensioners to only a basic benefit’ (CDU/CSU and SPD 

2006: 82). 

 

The new grand coalition government, which the Christian Democrats and Social Democrats had 

formed in 2005, defined the main goals of a retirement age increase very clearly both in a political 

agreement reached in the fall of 2006 and in the retirement age draft law: ‘the overarching 

principle for all decisions is the compliance with statutory contribution-rate and benefit-level 

goals; the contribution rate should not exceed 20 percent up until 2020 and 30 percent up until 

2030. … The gross benefit level should not fall below 46 percent up until 2020 and 43 percent up 

until 2030’ (Deutscher Bundestag 2006: 1; CDU/CSU and SPD 2006: 1). In both documents, the 

coalition government described the retirement age increase from 65 to 67 years as ‘an important 

pension policy measure for achieving the contribution-rate and benefit-level goals’ (Deutscher 

Bundestag 2006: 2). The government showed that the retirement age increase would lead to a 

reduction of the contribution rate by 0.5 percentage points in 2030. Thus, it helped keep the 

contribution rate at below 22 percent and reduce the federal transfers from general revenue to the 

pension scheme (Deutscher Bundestag 2006: 57). The retirement age increase had a positive 
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effect not only on fiscal sustainability but also on poverty prevention: because of the 

improvement of the ratio between contributors and pensioners, the existing benefit indexation 

mechanism was projected to produce higher annual pension adjustments (Department for Work 

and Pensions 2006: 56). 

 

Did Intergenerational Fairness Matter? 

 

Even though the goal of improving intergenerational fairness was mentioned both in the UK 

government’s White Paper and the German government’s draft law, and likely generated support 

from policymakers and opinion leaders, it served mostly as a justification of the unpopular 

decision to raise the retirement age. The British government argued that ‘we need to raise the 

State Pension age in order to address the fact that although we are living longer, on average we 

are not working proportionately longer’ (Department for Work and Pensions 2006: 112). It 

argued further that the age increase from 65 to 68 years meant that older and younger generations 

would spend about the same number of years in retirement. On average, men and women retiring 

at age 65 in 2020 were projected to spend 21.6 and 24.5 years in retirement, and those retiring at 

age 68 in 2055 21.8 and 24.4 years (Deutscher Bundestag 2006: 114). The German government 

cited the growth of life expectancy as a rationale for the proposed retirement age increase but, 

unlike the British one, did not give any details on the effects of an age increase on the time spent 

in retirement (Department for Work and Pensions 2006: 1). 

 

Neither the British nor the German government discussed the possibly unequal impact of the 

transition to a higher retirement age on older and younger generations. A table in the British 

White Paper showed that the number of years spent in retirement would decline between 2020 

and 2046 from 21.6 to 21.0 for men and from 24.5 to 23.6 for women, then increase between 

2046 and 2055 from 21.0 to 21.8 for men and from 23.6 to 24.4 for women. The British 
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government drew from this data the largely incorrect conclusion that ‘the proportion of adult life 

spent in receipt of the State Pension will remain about the same’ (Sachverständigenrat Wirtschaft 

2006: 114). The German government entirely avoided an analysis of the distributional impact of 

the retirement age increase on older and younger generations. Only the government’s Council of 

Economic Experts, which was chaired by Bert Rürup, produced estimates of the effects of the 

retirement age increase on different generations: retirees and near-retirees (age 60 or older in 

2006) were exempted from the age increase; older workers (ages 48-59) would receive their 

pensions for 19 years on average, middle-aged workers (ages 32-47) for less than 19 years, and 

younger workers and children (age 31 or younger) for more than 19 years (Sachverständigenrat 

Wirtschaft 2006: 248). The Council concluded that, since the age increase was too high for 

middle-aged workers and too low for younger workers and children, it created a ‘sandwich 

generation’ that would pay high contributions for financing the longer life expectancy of older 

generations and pass on the savings from the age increase to younger generations. In addition, 

the Council found that the retirement age increase did not go far enough because it would stop in 

2030 at the new normal age of 67. The Council advised that, if the government wanted to find a 

solution that keeps the average number of years spent in retirement constant, and thus improves 

intergenerational fairness, it would need to continue with the increase of the retirement age after 

2030 (Deutscher Bundestag 2006: 248). If the improvement of intergenerational fairness had 

been the primary motivation for raising the retirement age, the British and German governments 

would have defined clear principles of burden-sharing, carefully analyzed the distributional effects 

on older, middle-aged, and younger generations, and attempted to achieve a fair distribution 

across generations. 

 

The reform process in both countries also shows that intergenerational fairness was not the 

primary concern of governments. Not only were the principles of intergenerational burden-

sharing unclear and the distributional effects either unknown or ignored, the different options for 
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designing the transition to a higher retirement age—and their different effects on 

intergenerational fairness—were not considered and discussed. Transitions can be immediate or 

delayed, fast or slow, and rapid or gradual, either with or without pauses (see Table 4.1). The 

German and British governments chose very different types of transitions: the German 

government chose a short period of notice (5 years), a slow implementation period (18 years), and 

a gradual increase without pauses (a 1-month increase per year over 12 years, followed by a 2-

month increase per year over 6 years), while the British government chose a very long period of 

notice (17 years), a long implementation period (22 years), and rapid increases with long pauses (a 

6-month increase per year over two years and two 8-year pauses between each 1-year increase). 

 

The German and British governments did not propose different transition options, did not study 

their intergenerational effects, and did not justify the design choices they made with reference to 

principles of intergenerational fairness. Moreover, the German government did not explain the 

reasons for the short period of notice, the long and uninterrupted transition period, and the 

gradual and irregular increases per year; it merely stated that the proposed transition would be an 

effective measure for meeting the contribution-rate and benefit-level requirements (Department 

for Work and Pensions 2006: 2). Likewise, the British government did not justify the long delay, 

the long transition period, and the rapid increases and long pauses in each decade. It only 

mentioned that the increase in the retirement age ‘is expected to save almost 1 percent of GDP 

by 2050’ and that it ‘will considerably offset the costs of the rest of the reforms’ (European 

Commission 2004: 194). To conclude, Germany and Britains’s design choices resulted primarily 

from their plans to achieve fiscal sustainability while ensuring adequate pensions; 

intergenerational concerns were secondary. 

 

GRAND COALITIONS AND OTHER BLAME-AVOIDING STRATEGIES 
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In the mid-2000s, retirement age increases were very unpopular decisions. Opinion polls 

conducted by the EU in 2001 showed that a retirement age increase was citizens’ least favoured 

pension reform option: to guarantee the financing of pension systems, the majority preferred 

either higher contributions or lower benefits to a higher retirement age (Weaver 2003: 54-5). 

Thus, governments had a very strong incentive to use blame-avoiding strategies when they raised 

the retirement age. The British and Germany governments would likely not have had the courage 

to legislate a retirement age increase if they had been unable to build a grand coalition with their 

main competitors for office and employ many classic blame-avoiding strategies in reforming 

pensions (Bonoli 2000; House of Commons 2008): a delay of implementation, a long phase-in 

period, compensation, and exemption.  

 

Grand Coalitions for Pension Reform 

 

Even though Germany and Britain have very different traditions of pension policymaking—

consensual in the former and majoritarian in the latter—both countries’ governments saw a grand 

coalition and other blame-avoiding strategies as a requirement for legislating a retirement age 

increase. The conditions for using blame-avoiding strategies varied across the UK and Germany. 

The conditions for creating a grand pension policy coalition were more favourable in Germany 

than in the UK: the Christian Democrats and Social Democrats formed a grand coalition 

government in 2005, while Labour and the Conservatives were competitors for office. The 

conditions for using blame-avoiding strategies in policy design, especially a delay of 

implementation and compensation measures, were more favorable in the UK than in Germany, 

mostly because the former had much weaker, and more distant, fiscal constraints than the latter. 

 

The Labour and Conservative parties formed the UK’s grand pension reform coalition in the 

House of Commons after the general election of 2005. Both parties were interested in sharing 
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responsibility for legislating a necessary but unpopular retirement age increase—the Labour party 

because it was in government and wanted to avoid blame in the next election, and the 

Conservative party because it expected to take office after the 2010 elections and wanted to solve 

problems now in order to avoid blame in the future (Labour Party 2005: column 1279). In the 

election campaign, the Labour party first offered to form a consensus on pension reform: ‘we 

need to forge a national consensus about how we move from a pension system designed for 

today’s pension problems to one that is right for tomorrow’s’ (House of Commons 2006: 74). 

After the 2005 election and the publication of the White Paper, John Hutton, the Labour 

government’s secretary for work and pensions, argued that it was important to create a cross-

party consensus on the proposed retirement age increase: ‘we have to get a consensus in Parliament 

about these reforms because otherwise it will not stick. … The party consensus is a fundamental building block to 

making sure that this system does last’ (House of Commons 2007b: Q249). Like the Labour party, the 

Conservative party was convinced that a grand coalition was necessary for legislating a retirement 

age increase. Philip Hammond, the Conservatives’ shadow work and pensions secretary, argued 

that ‘it makes sense in the national interest to work together to pursue political consensus in 

trying to sort the matter out for the future’ (House of Commons 2007c: column 671). A 

statement by Nigel Waterson, the Conservative’s pensions expert, shows that the Conservative 

party had long been interested in forming a grand coalition on raising the retirement age: ‘from the 

start of the Bill—and even before it was introduced—we in the official Opposition have taken a thoroughly 

responsible attitude and worked hard to try to forge a long-term cross-party consensus on pensions reform’ 

(CDU/CSU and SPD 2005: column 401). 

 

Germany’s cross-partisan agreement on a retirement age increase, which was the result of extra-

parliamentary negotiations between the Christian Democrats and the Social Democrats, was a 

cornerstone of the formal agreement to create a grand coalition government. Both parties had a 

very strong interest in jointly legislating a retirement age increase because they expected to lead a 
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new government with a different, junior coalition partner—either the Liberal or the Green 

party—after the 2009 federal elections. In their coalition agreement, the parties had committed 

not only to the goal of raising the retirement age from 65 to 67 years but also to a detailed 

implementation time frame and to key exemption and compensation measures (CDU/CSU and 

SPD 2005: 96-7). Unlike the British parties, the German ones had neither long parliamentary 

discussions on the need to form a pension consensus nor long negotiations about the design of a 

retirement age reform. Only a few weeks after the 2005 federal elections—and before the new 

government took office—pension policymakers from both major parties agreed behind closed 

doors that ‘a gradual increase of the statutory retirement age over the long term [was] necessary’ 

(Weaver 2003: 96). They thus seized a rare opportunity for effective blame avoidance. The 

detailed formal agreement that the parties reached during the coalition negotiations was the 

foundation of the government’s pension reform draft law. Even though policymakers negotiated 

only for a few weeks, they were able to make key decisions on the size of the age increase, the 

year of legislation, the start and length of the implementation period, and critical exemption and 

compensation measures, largely along the lines of the recommendations made by the Rürup 

commission. At the end of the day, political parties cannot win an election by putting through a 

policy reform so complex that voters are unclear about whether they are winners or losers from 

it. Rather, arties can seek at least not to be punished by voters by acting together and sharing the 

expected electoral costs with the main alternative to voters. 

 

Delayed and Gradual Implementation 

 

Both the German and the UK government employed a classic blame-avoiding strategy that had 

been adopted first by the United States in 1983: a delayed implementation of the retirement age 

increase over a long period of time, which exempts older workers, lowers the visibility of age 

increases, and postpones reform effects into the distant future (Ross 1987). See Tepe and 



- 24 - 

Vanhuysse (in this volume) for a theoretical discussion and quantitative analysis of strategic 

timing in reform efforts. The US retirement age reform began to take effect 20 years after it had 

been legislated and was implemented over a 23-year period. In 1983, a bipartisan coalition of 

Republicans and Democrats exempted workers aged 46 years or older; gradually increased the age 

from 65 to 66 years for workers aged 40-46; kept the retirement at 66 years for workers aged 29-

39; then gradually increased the age from 66 to 67 years for workers aged 23-28. For workers 

under age 23, the new retirement age of 67 years applied (Kollman 2002; UK Pensions 

Commission 2005). The German and the UK government’s approaches to retirement age reform 

were broadly similar to the US’ pioneering reform blueprint: they exempted older workers, 

gradually implemented the age increase over two or more decades, and did not index the 

retirement age to life expectancy. 

 

In 2005, the Turner commission proposed that the start of the transition period be delayed until 

after 2020. It argued that ‘a policy of significant notice (e.g. at least 15 years)’ was necessary (UK 

Pensions Commission 2005: 14). If citizens received sufficient time to prepare for a retirement 

age increase, they would be more likely to accept such a major change. They would, of course, 

also be less likely to punish the government in the next election. An earlier implementation date 

would have been a politically difficult proposition in the UK: since, in 1991, the retirement age 

for women had been scheduled to rise from 60 to 65 between 2010 and 2020, another increase in 

the same period would have likely been very unpopular.9 In addition, at the time, a start date 

before 2020 was not seen as necessary for achieving sustainable finances (Department for Work 

and Pensions 2006: 12-3): since the increase of the female retirement age reduced pension 

spending, the government expected to face only weak fiscal pressures in the period from 2010 to 

2020, which turned out to be wrong. The Turner commission did not propose a detailed schedule 

for implementing the retirement age increase; it recommended only that the retirement age be 

increased in line with life expectancy after 2020. In its White Paper, the Labour government 



- 25 - 

presented the first detailed proposal for the gradual implementation of the retirement age 

increase: the start date would be 2024, and in each decade the retirement age would be increased 

by 6 months per year over a period of only two years. The transition period from 65 to 68 years 

would end in 2046 (Bundesministerium für Gesundheit und Soziale Sicherung 2003: 113). Like in 

the US, this meant that the government exempted employees who were older than 46 years: 

retired persons, older workers, and even many middle-aged workers. The new retirement age of 

68 years would apply only to employees who were younger than 28 years. Like in the US, these 

measures were designed to lower the visibility of the age increase and thus reduce blame from 

voters. 

 

The Rürup commission proposed that the age increase would begin in 2011, eight years after the 

presentation of its report, and that the transition from 65 to 67 years would take 24 years 

(Personal Interview 2008c: 83). In this period, the age would be gradually increased by one month 

per year. Men and women age 59 or older would thus be exempted from the retirement age 

increase. The increase from 65 to 66 years would affect workers between ages 46 and 58, and the 

increase from 66 to 67 years workers between ages 34 and 45. For men and women under age 34, 

the new retirement age of 67 would apply. The Rürup commission did not describe its rationale 

for choosing the start date and the length of the transition period. Like in the UK, concerns 

about potential blame from voters were important factors in making these recommendations 

(Bovensiepen et al. 2006). The 2011 start date meant that implementation would be postponed 

until after the end of the next legislative period, which was expected to run from 2006 to 2010; 

thus, a government that enacted this unpopular change would likely not be affected by a possible 

voter backlash in the next election. The extremely gradual implementation over more than two 

decades made the retirement age increase less visible and painful, and thus reduced blame 

avoidance. 
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The grand coalition government followed most of the Rürup commission’s proposals but decided 

to shorten the transition period from 24 to 18 years. The increase from 66 to 67 years would thus 

be implemented within 6 years instead of 12 years, which resulted in an increase of two months 

per year instead of one month per year. The decision to choose a shorter transition period was 

the result of a change in fiscal conditions. Since Germany’s economy had worsened between the 

publication of the commission’s report in 2003 and the government’s reform initiative in 2006, it 

was not possible to keep the pension contribution rate at below 22 percent unless the retirement 

age increase was implemented faster (Fried and Schäfer 2006). Thus, to achieve its fiscal goals, 

the government had to take electoral risks and shorten the transition period. The proposal to 

shorten the transition period, which was made by labour minister Franz Müntefering, generated 

conflict in the coalition government and led to blame from opposition parties (Department for 

Work and Pensions 2006). This shows that in periods of fiscal austerity, blame avoidance can 

become a secondary concern, if retirement age increases are necessary for achieving fiscal 

sustainability. For example, the retirement age reform in France in 2010, which followed from 

ambitious deficit-reduction plans, created a huge public uproar with strikes and protests is a good 

illustration of this effect.  

 

Compensation and Exemption Measures 

 

The delayed and gradual implementation of the retirement age increase was only one of tools that 

governments used; compensation and exemption, two other, classic blame-avoiding strategies, 

also played an important role in the British and German pension reforms. The British 

government softened the opposition against the retirement age increase by compensating this 

unpopular measure with two popular ones: higher pension benefits and better pension coverage. 

Specifically, it proposed to index pension benefits to wages from 2012 and reduce the number of 

qualifying years to 30. In the White Paper, the government argued that, by 2050, the state pension 



- 27 - 

would be ‘worth twice as much as if it had been linked to prices’, and, by 2010, the percentage of 

women eligible for full pension benefits would be 70 percent, compared to 30 percent in 2006 

(House of Commons 2007a: 20). These popular measures, especially the switch from price to 

wage indexation, lowered the likelihood of opposition against the retirement age. David Laws, the 

Liberal Democrats’ pension expert, stated in the House of Commons that the retirement age 

increase ‘has been acceptable to all parties, and to back benchers in all parties, precisely because the offset has been 

a restoration of the earnings link. So there is a piece of good news to go against the piece of bad news about the state 

pension age’ (CDU/CSU and SPD 2005: column 157). In addition, the very positive effects of the 

indexation and eligibility changes made opposition from the trade unions and from Age Concern, 

a group representing seniors’ interests, less likely. Even though both groups were initially 

opposed to the retirement age increase, they accepted it as part of the larger reform package. 

 

To make the age increase more acceptable, the German government used an exemption measure: 

it exempted from the retirement age increase not only older workers but also workers with long 

contribution histories. In the 2005 coalition agreement, the Christian Democrats and the Social 

Democrats proposed that workers who had paid contributions for at least 45 years should not be 

penalized for retiring at age 65 (Bundesministerium für Gesundheit und Soziale Sicherung 2003: 

96-7). Unlike workers with fewer than 45 years of contributions, their pensions would not be 

subject to actuarial reductions if they retired before the new normal retirement age of 67 years. 

The Rürup commission showed that this exemption rule would primarily benefit men 

(Sachverständigenrat Wirtschaft 2006: 119-20); in 2002, about 50 percent of men of pension 

age—but less than 10 percent of women—fulfilled the requirement of 45 contribution years. The 

Council of Economic Experts criticized that this exemption measure would lead to undesirable 

redistribution effects within the public pension scheme and increase the contribution rate by 0.2 

percentage points in 2030 (Personal Interview 2008a: 249-50). Despite these concerns, the grand 

coalition government legislated the exemption for long-term contributors. Both Christian 
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Democratic and Social Democratic pension policymakers expected that this measure would 

reduce voters’ anger about the retirement age increase and appeal to unionized workers, especially 

those in the metal and chemical industries, which tended to have long contribution histories 

(Personal Interview 2008b; Esping-Andersen 1990). 

 

To conclude, since a retirement age increase was a very unpopular decision, both the German and 

British governments tried to shield themselves from negative electoral consequences. The most 

effective blame-avoiding strategy was the formation of a grand coalition for a retirement age 

because it allowed the major parties to share political responsibility with their main competitor. In 

addition, the strategies of delayed implementation, gradual transition, exemption, and 

compensation made the retirement age increase more acceptable to voters and thus softened its 

electoral impact. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Which policy changes are effective in improving intergenerational fairness in pension systems, 

and which are the key conditions for choosing and legislating effective policies for sharing the 

costs of population aging fairly across older and younger generations? And what are the common 

features in the generational politics of pensions? This chapter showed that two very different 

countries—Germany and the UK—made similar changes to their pension systems. This finding 

suggests that demographic aging, specifically the growth of life expectancy, is a common 

experience that leads to similar policy challenges in countries with diverse institutional and policy 

legacies. The experience of OECD countries with retirement age increases in the period from 

2006 to 2010 shows that the challenge of providing adequate pensions while maintaining fiscal 

sustainability and intergenerational fairness existed in countries with different types of welfare 

states—liberal in the UK, the US, and Australia, and conservative in Germany, France, and Spain 
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(Weaver 2004)—and in countries with different types of pension systems—mixed in the UK, 

Australia, and the Netherlands, and Bismarckian in Germany, France, and Spain (Pierson 2001). 

 

In addition, this chapter showed that Germany and the UK had several political conditions for 

reform in common. This suggests that the generational politics of pension reform are remarkably 

similar across very different political systems. In both Germany and the UK, independent expert 

commissions concluded that an increase of the retirement age was an effective solution for 

achieving sustainable finances and adequate pensions, and an effective response to the challenge 

of rising life expectancy: by lengthening employment years and by reducing the growth of 

retirement years, a retirement age increase could distribute the burden of rising pension costs 

more evenly across generations. In both countries, governments endorsed their commission’s 

recommendation of raising the retirement age for the same reasons: they primarily wanted to 

reconcile the increasingly conflicting goals of fiscal sustainability and poverty prevention in old 

age, and saw the fair distribution of the costs of rising life expectancy as an important justification 

for a retirement age increase. In both countries, reform success depended on two favorable 

conditions: a grand pension reform coalition, and an extensive use of classic blame-avoiding 

strategies—delayed and gradual implementation, compensation, and exemption (see also Tepe 

and Vanhuysse in this volume).  

 

Which implications do the German and British cases of retirement age reforms have for existing 

arguments regarding policy reform in times of demographic change? They provide some support 

for austerity, blame avoidance, and beyond-austerity arguments. First, they show that 

demographic and economic change—the shift from revenue growth to fiscal austerity—puts 

governments under pressure to reform policies (Weaver 1986, 2004; Tepe and Vanhuysse 2009 

and in this volume). In both countries, policymakers were concerned about rising pension 

expenditure. Second, the German and British cases support the argument that blame-avoiding 
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incentives are strong and thus central to understanding both the process and the outcomes of 

policy change in aging societies (Pierson 1996; Hering 2008b; Vanhuysse 2001; 2006; Weaver 

2004). In order to reduce the risk of losing support from voters, both German and British 

policymakers built a consensus across parties, postponed the reforms until after the next election, 

and decided to implement reforms gradually in order to weaken their electoral effects. Third, the 

two cases of retirement age reforms support the argument that beyond-austerity concerns are 

increasingly important in pension policymaking (Bonoli 2000): the concern about rising old-age 

poverty counteracted austerity pressures and led policymakers to the conclusion that a retirement 

age increase was as a more desirable option than either another benefit reduction or a large 

revenue increase. 

 

The German and British cases also challenge existing arguments. Most importantly, since 

German and British governments successfully adopted very similar—and politically difficult—

pension policy changes despite their countries’ very different political institutions, policy legacies, 

and policy challenges, these cases raise questions for institutional and path-dependence 

approaches (Myles and Pierson 2001; Weaver 2004): why did large differences both in the 

concentration of political power and in the size and maturity of pay-as-you-go pension systems 

not lead to different outcomes? The lack of an institutional effect suggests that the importance of 

concentrated power varies with the degree of unpopularity of policy reforms: the extent to which 

political power is concentrated in institutions does not seem to matter if policy changes, such as a 

retirement age increase, are extremely unpopular and thus require a cross-partisan agreement 

even in centralized and majoritarian political systems. In addition, it supports the idea that grand 

coalition governments can serve as functional equivalents to concentrated power in pension 

reforms (Schludi 2005; OECD 2007; Tepe and Vanhuysse 2009). 
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The question of why there was no policy-legacies effect is more difficult to answer. Policy legacies 

arguments lead one to expect that the structure of existing programs mediates the effect of 

demographic and economic pressures, and that the pre-existing menu of options shapes 

governments’ responses to these pressures. Why did the UK consider and adopt a retirement age 

increase even though it had a much lower level of pension spending—and a wider range of 

options, including tax increases—than Germany? The comparative analysis of these two 

dissimilar cases suggests that increases in life expectancy lead to similar responses in different 

pension regimes because they raise the same normative issue: should the costs of rising life 

expectancy be distributed fairly across generations? If pension experts regard the fair distribution 

of these costs as an important goal, they likely consider a retirement age increase because it is a 

logical response to the challenge of growing longevity. In addition, the study of the German and 

British cases shows that, unlike the option of increasing taxes or contributions, that of increasing 

the retirement age is available in very different pension regimes. It also shows that even countries 

like Germany, which has a large Bismarckian pension system, can face the same policy 

challenge—a growing risk of old-age poverty—as countries like the UK, which spends only a 

small percentage of GDP on public pensions. One of the main reasons for this convergence were 

the large benefit cuts that both Germany and many other countries with Bismarckian pension 

systems made in the 1990s and 2000s (Heclo 1988: 55-75). Thus, in order to understand the 

effect of policy legacies, one needs to take into account not only the programs and policies 

established in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s but also more recent policy legacies: the revenue and 

benefit reforms that were made in the 1980s and 1990s. 

 

A more general conclusion can be drawn from the analysis of the British and German cases - and 

of the French reforms in late 2010. Even though retirement age changes are extremely unpopular, 

they are politically feasible. If the three conditions mentioned above are present, the ‘political 

prospects for sharing burdens across age groups and generations’ (Heclo 1988: 391) are good. 
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Another conclusion is that, even though retirement age reforms improve intergenerational 

fairness, they lead only to second-best outcomes. Both in the British and German case, the 

retirement age increase did not affect older generations, disadvantaged middle-aged ones, 

advantaged younger ones, and—since no further retirement age increases were planned for after 

2046 and 2029—potentially disadvantaged children and future generations. There were at least 

four reasons for these outcomes. First, since projections of life expectancy are uncertain, and 

since there is no expert consensus on whether or not longevity increases will level off, it is 

difficult to estimate the degree of unfair burden sharing across generations. Second, and more 

importantly, since there is no political consensus on how to apply the norm of intergenerational 

fairness to the retirement age (for example, should be kept constant: the number of years in 

retirement or the ratio of the years spent in retirement and the years spent working?), 

policymakers lack clearly defined guidelines for designing policies that are inter-generationally 

fair. Third, since governments choose the retirement age option primarily because of their 

concerns about fiscal sustainability and old-age poverty, intergenerational fairness plays only a 

secondary role in the design of retirement age reforms. Fourth, since governments dare to 

legislate a retirement age increase only if its implementation is delayed and the transition period is 

long, and since they are reluctant to commit to linking the retirement age to life expectancy, they 

tend to distribute the burden of rising life expectancy unevenly across generations. 

 

To conclude, the political prospects for a retirement age increase are not as bad as one might 

have expected but the resulting reforms tend to fall short of achieving a fair distribution of costs 

and risks across generations. The analysis of the pioneering 1983 retirement age reform in the 

United States led Hugh Heclo to the conclusion that ‘serious discussion about the generational 

deals being implicitly struck was the last thing that managers of the 1980s reforms to ‘save Social 

Security’ wanted’ . The analysis of the British and German retirement age reforms certainly 

confirms this conclusion. 
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ENDNOTES 

 

1 The final version was significantly edited and co-written by Achim Goerres. 

2 There are several definitions of generations. One can simply distinguish the working generation 

from the retired generation, and both from future generations. Alternatively, one can define 

generations as groups of age groups, such as children, younger workers, middle-aged workers, 

older workers, and retirees (see the introductory chapter by Goerres and Vanhuysse for slightly 

different definitions). The latter, which is used in this chapter, is most useful for analyzing the 

generational politics of pensions. Following Heclo (1988) and Musgrave (1986), intergenerational 

fairness is understood in this chapter as intergenerational burden sharing that aims to maintain an 

equal distribution of the costs and risks of population aging across generations.   
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3 England/Wales [19201860 cohort] (Tomassini 2005: 17) and United Kingdom [2006] (Office 

for National Statistics 2011 

4 In addition to Germany and the UK, Denmark decided to increase the normal retirement age 

from 65 to 67 years in 2006 and France from 60 to 62 in 2010. However, since Denmark’s 

retirement age was lowered from 67 to 65 years only in 2004, this increase was not a departure 

from a long-standing policy. Like two other Scandinavian countries—Iceland and Norway—

Denmark had had a normal retirement age of 67 for many years. In the United States, a heated 

discussion on a further increase of the retirement age from 67 to 69 years began in 2010. 

5 I assume that pension commissions had an independent effect. They are not just set up by the 

government to propose changes that the government wants, but does not dare to propose.  

6 In addition, in 2001, many citizens of working age feared old age poverty with 66 % in the UK 

and 56 % in Germany being afraid of only being able to get by with problems with the state 

pension once they would retire (European Commission 2004: 56). 

7 The two commissions partially worked at the same time and seemed to have exchanged some 

delegations. However, we know from the British commission that they seem not to have been 

truly influenced by the German counterparts (Personal Communication 2011; Marier 2009).  

8 The UK Pensions Commission suggested that the new projections of the Government 

Actuary’s Department still underestimated the growth of life expectancy because the assumed 

future decline of mortality rates was significantly lower than the present decline.  

9 In 2010, following the general election, the new British government proposed to bring forward 

and accelerate both the legislated increase of women’s retirement ages from 60 to 65 years 

(completely phased-in by 2018 instead of 2020) and the legislated increase for all workers from 65 

to 66 years (phased-in 2018-2020 instead of 2020-2026). These measures, which were a key part 

of the government’s deficit reduction plan, were expected to reduce spending in the medium-

term by about £5 billion a year (Department for Work and Pensions 2010).    
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CHAPTER 5 

AUTHOR: MEHMET FATIH AYSAN  

PENSION REGIMES, GENDER AND GENERATIONAL INEQUALITIES: THE 

PERSISTENCE OF INSTITUTIONAL DIFFERENCES IN AGING 

POSTINDUSTRIAL DEMOCRACIES1 

 

The global financial crisis of 2008 brought economic, political, and social challenges for many 

countries. With the economic crisis, unemployment increased from 5.6 per cent in 2007 to 8.2 

per cent in 2009 in the OECD area (OECD 2010). In the spring of 2010, while many economists 

assumed that the global economic crisis had passed, the Greek financial crisis and its significant 

threat on the EU region showed that economic recovery remained very fragile. In addition to the 

unsuccessful economic policies and tax collection problems, too high pension expenditures were 

considered to be the main reasons of the crisis. Therefore, in the summer of 2010, the Greek 

parliament approved the pension reform increasing the retirement age and retrenching pension 

benefits as part of the solution to the country’s debt crisis.  

 

In addition to economic crises, demographic changes which led to a gradual increase in the ratio 

of older to younger people have given rise to substantial pressures for reforms in pension 

policies, particularly as the large baby boom cohorts begin to exit the labor market (Foot and 

Stoffman 1996; OECD 2000; Boeri et al. 2002; Immergut et al. 2007; Tepe and Vanhuysse 2009 

and in this volume). There is considerable discussion in the literature as to whether the pressures 

of globalization and demographics bring convergence across welfare states, or whether welfare 

states follow their traditional welfare regime paths in pension reforms (Pierson 2001; Swank 2002; 

Castles 2004).  

 

Socio-economic challenges and the need to reform welfare programs have often led to claims of a 

‘crisis’ of the welfare state as a result of growing new social expenditure demands (O’Connor 
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1973; OECD 1981; Mishra 1984; Offe 1984). For other researchers, the contemporary trends in 

welfare state development represent retrenchment, and pension reforms across OECD countries 

are the key indicators of this development (Brown 1988; Starke 2006; Meyer 1998; Green-

Pedersen 2002; Häusermann 2010). Contrary to the neo-liberal convergence thesis, however, 

some studies show that while the demographic and economic challenges are similar across 

OECD countries, different welfare states have developed varying retirement and employment 

policies following their institutional paths (Esping-Andersen 1999, 2002; Pierson 2001; Castles 

2004; Aysan and Beaujot 2009; Busemeyer 2009; Tepe and Vanhuysse 2009).  

 

Comparative pension policy analysis, taking into consideration gender and generational 

inequalities, may assist us to understand institutional variations and their outcomes in different 

welfare states. Theoretical aspects of intergenerational equity (Williamson and Watts-Roy 1999; 

Phillipson 2000; Myles 2002, 2003;  Kohli 2005, 2008; Sabbagh and Vanhuysse 2010) and gender 

inequality in aging populations (Ginn et al. 2001; Estes 2005; Marin and Zolyomi 2010; McMullin 

2010) have been well studied, but there has been little empirical research that combines gender 

and generation in a comparative perspective. Gender inequality occurs when women and men do 

not share the same social, political, and economic constraints and opportunities. Generational 

inequality refers to the idea of inequality between different age groups (particularly 

youth, adults, and seniors) in terms of these opportunities and constraints (Kohli 2005; Sabbagh 

and Vanhuysse 2010). This definition of generation follows from a cross-sectional perspective 

where we compare age groups across one point in time rather than from a longitudinal 

perspective in which we would compare cohort inequalities across time (such as Edlund and 

Svallfors in this volume).  

 

In sum, the questions asked in this chapter are as follows. What does a typology of pension 

regimes tell us about differences across welfare states? Do we see the result of divergence or 
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convergence between different welfare states according to their pension policies?  How do 

different kinds of inequality, especially with regard to gender and generation, vary across welfare 

regimes? By comparing 19 OECD countries, this chapter first examines the question of the path 

dependency of pension policy characteristics with recent quantitative data. Secondly, it introduces 

the data and method. Thirdly, using cluster techniques, it places countries into a typology that 

characterizes the institutional similarities and differences across OECD countries. Finally, this 

chapter looks at the outcomes of pension policies especially by reference to gender and 

generations.2 This study shows that the institutional characteristics of welfare regimes still matter 

for inequalities and other outcomes in spite of the convergence that might be expected from very 

similar economic and demographic changes.  

 
WELFARE REGIMES AND PENSION SYSTEMS  

 

Welfare state researchers generally explain pension and old age policy variations in the 20th 

century in light of two different but state-centred approaches: citizenship-based, universal and 

means-tested regime (Beveridgean), and occupation-related regime (Bismarckian) (Bonoli 1997; 

Korpi 2000; Natali and Rhodes 2004; Lynch 2006; Tepe and Vanhuysse 2009). According to 

these state-centred approaches, pension reforms and old age policies are heavily influenced by 

political parties, unions, electoral systems and other political actors (see also Fernandez, and Tepe 

and Vanhuysse in this volume). Esping-Andersen (1990) famously constructed the three-fold 

‘welfare state regime’ typology (the Social Democratic, the Liberal, and the Corporatist) to explain 

cross-national variations influenced by the role of the state, the market, and the family in the 

management of social risks. His welfare state typology based on ideal types is useful and has some 

explanatory value for comparative political sociology. However, contrary to Esping-Andersen’s 

‘ideal world’ of welfare states, there are more variations among welfare states and the ‘real world’ 

of welfare states is likely to show more complex and hybrid forms (Arts and Gelissen 2002: 139).  
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The Liberal welfare regime is distinguished through the domination of the market in the 

management of social risks, modest universal transfers and social insurance plans, and means-

tested social assistance (Esping-Andersen 1990, 1999). Similar to other welfare provisions in this 

regime, pension benefits are highly stratified based on means-tested and flat-rate assistance for 

the poor and private pension schemes based on contributions in working years. Hence, while the 

private pension plans are highly developed in the Liberal group, public pension spending is lower 

compared to other welfare regimes. This stratification among social groups also leads to pension 

inequalities in this welfare regime. In contrast to other welfare regimes, the Social Democratic 

welfare regime emphasizes the role of the state to provide for its citizens’ social well-being, rather 

than the market or the family. This group promotes a high standard of social equality where all 

people are incorporated under one universal system. As in the Continental and Southern European 

welfare regimes, the public pension plan plays an important role in welfare of the elderly. 

Government spending for old age is mainly compensated through high income taxes and high 

pension contributions paid by employees. Given that pension payments are mainly based on 

equality principle, which provides certain living standard for all citizens, pension benefits are not 

directly related to occupation, unlike the Continental and Southern European welfare regimes, or 

past pension contribution as in the Liberal welfare regime. 

 

The Continental European welfare regime has a corporatist and conservative welfare tradition 

heavily influenced by the state. The main characteristics of this regime are the emphasis on the 

preservation of status differentials, and the institutionalization of rights attached to social class 

rather than citizenship (Esping-Andersen 1990). Given that pension schemes depend on one’s 

occupational earnings in such countries, social status differences are preserved in old age. Parallel 

to the Southern European welfare regime, gender inequality and high youth unemployment rates 

are two important problems of the Continental European welfare regime. However, this regime 

produces generous occupational rights and high pension benefits for its citizens. Similar to the 
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Social Democratic welfare regime, public pension plans are well-developed and private pension 

plans play a lesser role in old age income. In addition to Esping-Andersen’s three-fold typology, 

the Southern European cluster (Greece, Italy, Portugal, Spain, and Turkey)3 emerges as a distinct 

fourth group through its unique institutional and social characteristics (Leibfried 1992; Ferrera 

1996; Bonoli 1997; Trifiletti 1999; Gough 2000; Mingione 2001). This regime is based on strong 

familialism, a residual form of social assistance, a low degree of state intervention in welfare, 

patronage, universal health care, and clientelism. The pension structure is dualistic: on the one 

hand, pension programs of this group offer one of the most generous pension benefits for public 

employees and skilled workers; on the other hand, a great number of workers, who work in non-

standard and temporary jobs (service jobs, agriculture, and small merchants) lack social security in 

case of unemployment and are severely disadvantaged in old age. This dualism also separates the 

Southern European welfare regime from the Continental European regime which has much 

smaller income variations between high and low income pensioners and much larger proportion 

of recipients of relatively higher pension incomes (Ferrera 1996: 21). 

 

It is important to bear in mind that although there have been some empirical analyses of welfare 

typologies, they are generally based on ideal-type, often theoretical considerations. Compare, for 

instance, Edlund and Svallfors (in this volume) for an analysis of intra-regime differences within 

the Liberal ideal-type. The empirical validity of Esping-Andersen’s three-fold classification is best 

analyzed through factor analysis or cluster analysis techniques rather than the ordinary least 

square regression methods used by Esping-Andersen (Saint-Arnaud and Bernard 2003; Powell 

and Barrientos 2004; Castles and Obinger 2008). While most of these empirical studies focus on 

various social policies of the welfare states, a few have explicitly focused on pension systems 

(Ragin 1994; Bonoli 1997; Soede and Vrooman 2008). Since the pension system is an important 

social policy dimension affecting the very characteristics of welfare regimes, the present study 

undertakes an empirical classification of various aspects of pension policies across OECD 
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countries. To guide the cluster analysis, there are three propositions: first, in spite of the similar 

economic and demographic challenges, a four-fold classification is still valid to understand the 

recent pension regime characteristics. Second, in line with the first assumption and in contrast to 

the argument proposed by some (Korpi and Palme 2003; Allan and Scruggs 2004, 2008; 

Häusermann 2010), pension policies that were reformed in the last decade of the 20th century and 

the first decade of the 21st century are path dependent. Third, the pension systems of each 

welfare regime have important impacts on gender and generational inequalities.  

 

DATA, VARIABLES, AND METHOD 

 

The availability of cross-national OECD data on social expenditures, labor markets, and pensions 

make it possible to compare pension policies in different welfare regimes (Castles 2008). 

Particularly useful are the three volumes of Pensions at a Glance (OECD 2005, 2007, 2009) 

providing a range of indicators for comparing pension and retirement policies among OECD 

countries. Nineteen OECD countries (Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, 

Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, New Zealand, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, 

Switzerland, Turkey, the United Kingdom, and the USA) are selected to create a pension regime 

typology because they have frequently been studied in welfare state literature and represent most 

modern and established welfare states. The present analysis focuses on the time span of 2003 to 

2009, about which the OECD has provided most recent comparable pension data. Since there are 

significant similarities between men and women in terms of pension wealth characteristics, the 

analysis is based on data for men, and the estimates for women are obtainable from the author.4 

In the section after next, I explicitly return to gender differences with regard to outcomes.  

 

A hierarchical cluster analysis and k-means cluster analysis are applied to identify pension clusters 

and scrutinize different patterns of pension systems. Cluster analysis is one of the most popular 

means of constructing a typology in welfare state literature (Kangas 1994; Gough 2001; Obinger 
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and Wagschal 2001; Saint-Arnaud and Bernard 2003; Powell and Barrientos 2004; Runda 2007; 

Castles and Obinger 2008). It is a quantitative technique used to explore patterns of similarity. 

This method makes it possible to classify the degree to which pension policies coincide, and to 

determine whether countries can be placed in groups based on their pension policies. The 

hierarchical cluster analysis method does not indicate which variables contribute most to the 

formation of the clusters. In order to derive more knowledge about variables, and test the 

reliability of the hierarchical cluster analysis, a k-means clustering technique is used. The selection 

of variables represents the greatest challenge in creating clusters (Saint-Arnaud and Bernard 2003; 

Ahlquist and Breunig 2009).  

 

The overall analysis is based on 14 variables stemming from two important policy fields—

institutional pension characteristics such as pension wealth and official retirement age, and 

outcomes of these institutional characteristics (pension outcomes) such as risk of poverty and 

gender inequality. To assess their usefulness for the analysis, the institutional variables are 

overviewed to identify three underlying dimensions (see online Table 1 for the full list of 

variables and factor loading scores). A factor analysis of nine variables yields three important 

institutional dimensions of pension characteristics across 19 selected OECD countries: i) public 

expenditure for older people; ii) labor force characteristics and retirement age; iii) pension wealth 

and pension replacement. The first dimension, public expenditure for older people, shows the 

generosity of the state in the management of social risk for pensioners. It is also closely related to 

demographic factors. The second dimension, labor force characteristics and retirement age, 

presents the employment and retirement structure of a given society. Labor force participation 

rates in a country show the labor market opportunities for older people and their contributions to 

the welfare of society. The third dimension, pension wealth and pension replacement rates, shows 

the generosity of pension system in a welfare state. In the next sections, the cluster technique will 
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be performed to analyze institutional similarities within and differences between pension regimes, 

and then, pension outcomes of different pension regimes will be discussed. 

 

COMPARISON OF INSTITUTIONAL PENSION CHARACTERISTICS IN 

WELFARE REGIMES  

 

The hierarchical cluster analysis shows that four different pension systems—Liberal, Southern 

European, Continental European, and Social Democratic—can be derived from the data on 19 

OECD countries (see Figure 5.1). There is a cluster consisting of all English speaking countries 

(Australia, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand, UK, and US), plus Switzerland. This group is also 

called the Liberal or Anglo-Saxon welfare regime (Esping-Andersen 1990; Leibfried 1992; Castles 

and Mitchell 1993). Supporting previous studies (Leibfried 1992; Ferrera 1996; Bonoli 1997; 

Saint-Arnaud and Bernard 2003; Aysan and Beaujot 2009), the Southern European countries, 

Greece and Turkey, which have less developed welfare institutions, more emphasis on families in 

the management of social risks, and most generous net pension replacement levels, form a 

distinct pension group from the Continental European group. However, other Southern 

European countries, Italy and Spain, join the third, the Continental European, cluster in this 

model that consists otherwise of the Continental European countries (Austria, Belgium, France, 

and Germany). The last cluster is the Social-Democratic one with the Scandinavian countries 

(Sweden and Denmark), the Netherlands and one Southern European country, Portugal. 

 

 

<<Figure 5.1 about here>> 

 

 

Pension policy clusters in 19 OECD countries 
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The clustering of different countries, as identified in Figure 5.1, not only confirms the reliability 

of welfare regime clustering in pension policies, but also shows the distinctiveness of the 

Southern European countries. However, although other countries follow their traditional groups 

in pension classification, some Southern European countries diverge and join other clusters. The 

Southern European countries are considered late comer welfare states (Trifiletti 1999), with less 

developed welfare institutions and unstable political institutions. The various pension policy 

reforms in the 1990s and 2000s in Southern European countries and relatively weak and unstable 

institutional structures in social security policies might be the main reasons for the divergence in 

the Southern European group. These pension reforms in Southern Europe are not necessarily 

based on comprehensive and well-planned set of policies, which leads to discrepancy in pension 

policies within the Southern European welfare regime. For example, Turkey first decreased the 

retirement age in 1992 and then increased the age in 1999 and 2007. 

 

The information provided by the hierarchical cluster analysis specifying four pension groups is 

further corrobated by k-means clustering (see Table 5.1). The k-means clustering results are 

mainly in line with the findings obtained by hierarchical cluster analysis. Among 19 countries, 

only three—Italy, Spain, and Switzerland—changed their locations compared to the former 

clustering model. In k-means clustering analysis, Switzerland joins the Continental European 

group while Spain joins Portugal in the Social Democratic group. Italy falls into the Southern 

European group in the k-means clustering.  

 

 

<<Table 5.1 about here>> 

 

 

Cluster membership according to institutional pension characteristics 
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In addition to placing each country into a typology, the distances between different groups can 

also be studied. According to the Euclidian distance between the final cluster centres, the Liberal 

and Southern European groups are the most different regarding pension institutions with a value 

of 6.04, while the Liberal group is closest to the Continental European group with 3.36. The 

Social Democratic group is approximately equally similar to the Continental European cluster 

with 2.59 and Southern European group with 3.08. The Continental Europe is closer to the Social 

Democratic group compared to the two other groups. These distances between the final cluster 

centres reveal that, contrary to the neo-liberal convergence thesis, the liberal welfare regime has 

distinct pension characteristics compared to other welfare regimes and welfare regimes have 

followed their institutional welfare regime paths (for all distances, see online Table 2).  

 

Table 5.2 (upper panel) presents average values of the institutional variables in the analysis for the 

four derived clusters. It also shows the extent to which given variables are statistically significant 

in differentiating across welfare regimes. Except labor force participation, the pension institution 

variables are all significant across groups, while outcome variables are not significant. The average 

scores of variables show that the Liberal and Social Democratic clusters have higher official 

retirement ages compared to other groups. The pension wealth variables differentiate the Liberal 

welfare regime from other clusters: lowest values of pension wealth, pension level, and net 

pension replacement. The lowest social spending for the elderly is another important 

characteristic of this regime. Other clusters have more common characteristics. For example, 

pension wealth variables are higher in the Southern European and Social Democratic groups 

while social spending for the elderly is higher in the Continental European and Southern 

European clusters. Relatively generous pension benefits for high earners, low retirement age, and 

institutional inefficiencies may lead to high old age expenditure in Southern European countries. 

In contrast to the Southern European countries, the Social Democratic countries keep their old 
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age spending low with the establishment of adequate old age minimum benefits, high retirement 

age and taxes (Lynch 2006). 

 

The old age labor force participation is relatively lower in Continental European countries 

compared to Social Democratic and Liberal countries. For example, while the labor force 

participation rate for 65 and over is only 2 per cent in France and 5 per cent in Germany, it is 15 

per cent in Sweden and 20 per cent in the US (OECD 2010). Furthermore, official retirement 

ages are lower in the Continental and Southern European countries compared to other welfare 

groups. The Continental European cluster, however, has lower pension wealth values compared 

to the Social Democratic welfare cluster but higher old age expenditure as percentage of GDP. 

Relatively higher values in public expenditures for the elderly and high net pension replacement 

rates compared to other clusters contribute to the distinctiveness of the Southern European 

cluster.    

 

 

<<Table 5.2 about here>> 

 

 

Cluster averages on pension indicators 

 

According to some researchers, Switzerland and the Netherlands are considered as hybrid cases 

(Arts and Gelissen 2002). The cluster analysis, however, shows that the Netherlands is classified 

in the Social Democratic group and Switzerland in the Liberal group. Furthermore, Canada’s 

place in the Liberal group has been questioned because of Canada’s higher social transfers, and its 

universal health care system (Myles 1998; Saint-Arnaud and Bernard 2003). The old age social 

expenditures explain the significant divergence in old age poverty rates between Canada and the 
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US. According to cluster analysis, within the Liberal group, the US and Ireland are the purest 

examples, followed by Australia. However, Canada, New Zealand, and the UK, have more 

extensive pension systems and thus are less typical of the Liberal regime. Furthermore, the 

Continental European group is rather homogeneous. Welfare states in this group usually have a 

safety net in the form of means-tested public assistance, covering those who are not entitled to 

the occupational pension benefits. 

 

In terms of pension policies, Italy and Spain do not fit a specific group in hierarchical and k-

means cluster analyses. While Spain falls into the Continental group (in hierarchical cluster 

analysis) and the Social Democratic group (in k-means cluster analysis), Italy is designated 

between the Continental group (in hierarchical cluster analysis) and the Southern European group 

(in-k means cluster analysis). However, both of these countries’ family structures, labor market 

characteristics, and political institutions that shape the welfare regime of a country resemble the 

Southern European group. The difficulty of placing these countries in specific groups may be 

related to similar labor market and pension system characteristics across the Southern and 

Continental European countries. These two regimes are rather similar in the dimensions of old 

age expenditure and labor force characteristics. However, the Southern European welfare regime 

has relatively extensive pension schemes but a rather residual social security system. 

 

To sum up, cluster analysis shows that 19 OECD countries have been clustered into four 

different pension regimes largely supporting previous welfare regime studies. The Continental 

and Southern European welfare regimes are rather similar in terms of old age expenditure and 

labor force characteristics, whereas the Social Democratic and Southern European clusters are 

similar in terms of the pension wealth and net pension replacement rates. While the Liberal and 

Social Democratic countries have higher labor force participation and retirement age, pension 

wealth is the lowest in the Liberal cluster. In the next part, pension outcome inequalities, 
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especially on gender and generation, will be discussed in light of group averages in the outcome 

variables. 

 

PENSION INEQUALITIES IN WELFARE REGIMES 

 

There have been significant differences across OECD countries in terms of their pension 

policies, inequality, and pension funding. These can be systematically assessed through welfare 

regime types (Soede et al. 2004; Busemeyer 2009; Tepe and Vanhuysse 2009). It is important to 

discuss whether the aforementioned pension policies and old age labor force characteristics 

correspond with pension outcomes. Therefore, group average scores of outcome variables and 

other evidence will be used to analyze the effect of institutional pension characteristics on 

pension inequalities.  

 

General Patterns 

 

In line with previous comparative studies on old age income inequality (Wildeboer Schut et al. 

2001; Soede et al. 2004), the old age poverty rates are lower in the Social Democratic group (11.6 

per cent) and Continental European group (11.2 per cent), compared to the Southern European 

group (17 per cent) and the Liberal group (16.7 percent). Contrary to some authors (Hicks and 

Kenworthy 2003) who consider the Liberal and Social Democratic regimes in the same group 

(progressive liberal), the Liberal and Social Democratic regimes are the most different according 

to averages of pension outcomes. The Liberal group is closest to the Southern European regime 

while the Social Democratic and the Continental European welfare regimes are closest to each 

other compared to two other groups. This supports theoretical expectations about the Liberal 

welfare regime, which has low de-commodification and high stratification, and the Social 

Democratic welfare regime, which has high de-commodification and low stratification. The same 
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pattern is mirrored in the Gini coefficients of post-transfer income of the retired. The Liberal 

regime and the Southern European regime also show the highest inequality there. In other words, 

where institutions create a lot of old age poverty, they also create and - to some extent tolerate - a 

lot of inequality, even after transfers by the state. Across regimes, we also know that changes in 

the labor market, increase in non-standard work, changes in family structure, and the economic 

crises created a rise in income inequality among individuals (Esping-Andersen 2009). These 

interrelated factors also influence pension incomes and social inequalities among older people.  

 

Gender inequality 

 

In studying gender inequalities, it is important to note that in addition to the state, the market and 

the family are the key players that determine the characteristics of welfare regimes. Many elderly 

receive a mix of all three welfare contributions (Esping-Andersen 2009: 149). The state 

redistributes social services and wealth across the life course. The market offers opportunities 

that can be transformed into pension wealth through private pensions. The family presents social 

support and monetary income. These welfare distributors, however, could be the main 

determinant of social inequalities. For example, in a welfare regime in which social risks are 

primarily managed by the family, there may be a significant burden on the shoulders of women 

who are both paid workers at work and care givers at home.  In a welfare regime in which social 

risks are largely managed by the market, there may be considerable inequality between people in 

terms of their ability to buy social services from the market.  The Social Democratic regime is 

distinguished by the important role of the state in the management of social risks of old people, 

with lower responsibility on the part of the market and the family. The market plays a dominant 

role in meeting the social needs of seniors in the Liberal group. The family and the state 

moderately dominate the Continental European welfare regime. In the Southern European 

cluster, the family is the key actor underlying the welfare regime. 



- 15 - 

 

The role of the family in the welfare regimes also highlights the gender aspect of welfare regimes 

and pension systems (Marin and Zolyomi 2010). In countries where the family is a dominant 

actor in the management of social risks, social services such as childcare and elder care are 

provided by the unpaid work of women. Despite the recent pension reforms, pension systems of 

the Continental European and Southern European countries are deeply based on the male- 

breadwinner model. The percentage of women without an income is high in the Continental 

European welfare regime and the highest in the Southern European welfare regime. The division 

of paid and unpaid work according to gender may lead to higher gender income inequalities in 

these regimes (Ferrera 1996; Soede et al. 2004: 78). The poverty rate for older women (15 per 

cent) is generally much higher than that for older men (10 per cent) in the OECD area (OECD 

2009). The indicators of gender gap differences in old age poverty in Table 5.2 confirm these 

differences. As expected, the Social Democratic group succeeds best in minimizing gender 

inequality in old age while the Liberal regime has high old age gender inequality. Compared to the 

Continental European and Social Democratic welfare regimes, the Southern European welfare 

regime experiences—with the exception of the old age group aged over 75—high old age 

inequality.   

 

Even though there are specific factors that affect variations in poverty rates between gender 

groups, there are also three important considerations that influence income inequality by gender 

in old age. First, although the life expectancy of women is about five years higher than men on 

average, the difference is much smaller when healthy life expectancy is considered (Estes 2005; 

McMullin 2010: 267). In addition to significant health problems in old age, a greater number of 

old women are below the poverty line. Many old women, especially the oldest old age group 

(aged over 80), have incomes that are derived from survivors’ benefits and minimum pensions 

which are lower than men’s regular pensions (OECD 2009). A main gender inequality problem 
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stems from ‘the divergent gender-based care giving and work patterns, wages and retirement 

benefits of men and women’ (Estes 2005: 553). Given that women in the oldest old age group 

who were married to poorer men are more likely to be widows, they hardly enjoy their longer 

lives with health and wealth.   

 

Second, the income differences between men and women may depend on structural factors that 

changed significantly in the last decades. Female retirees faced more organizational and 

institutional discriminations in their careers in the 20th century. That is, women are subjected to 

biases, different forms of marginalization, and stereotyping into occupations (Kanter 1977: 208-

9). These structural challenges are especially common in the Continental and Southern European 

countries in which the male-breadwinner model dominates. These inequalities influence not only 

the position of women in the work place but also the income they earn and the money they 

contribute to their pension plans. For instance, women’s pension entitlements in two Continental 

European welfare states, France and Germany, are on average half of men’s pension entitlements 

(Frericks and Maier 2008: 183). Thanks to anti-discrimination legislation and equal opportunity 

provisions, however, younger women have more opportunities compared to older cohorts in all 

welfare regimes. Furthermore, the increase in the education level of women has a positive effect 

on labor force participation rates, income levels, and pension incomes.  

 

Third, child and elderly care have an important influence on income and pension levels. As 

highlighted above, women’s care giving roles and amount of care giving vary across welfare 

regimes (Esping-Andersen 2009; Frericks and Maier 2008). In the Southern European welfare 

regime women play especially important roles in unpaid care giving. Women who care for 

children and old persons typically experience career-based interruptions. In the 20th century, many 

countries did not have labor policies that provided pension benefits for mothers who were out of 

the labor force caring for children. In the beginning of the 21st century, however, working women 
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who have high educational qualifications face less pension loss due to their continuous careers 

(Ginn 2003: 69). That is, even though women still earn less income and get lower pensions 

compared to men, the gender inequality problems are becoming less severe. Nevertheless, as 

highlighted above, variations in social policies still affect the degree of gender inequality across 

welfare states. 

 

It is interesting to note the following diverse patterns of work history that differentiate men and 

women: women have a lower  participation rate in the labor market, the experience interrupted 

careers in response to child rearing, and typically have lower wages (see Sunde 2010). That is, 

‘socio-cultural systems’ that assign childcare responsibilities primarily to women (see Zaidi et al. 

2010) influence pension benefits and gender inequality in the old age. When gender inequalities in 

the labor market are compensated in pension systems, this can strengthen traditional gender roles 

and maintain gender inequalities in the labor market (Esping-Andersen 1999; Sunde 2010).  

 

Generational inequality  

 

With regard to citizens’ attitudes, unsustainable generous pension benefits and elderly care 

expenditure practices can lead to a strongly perceived sense of injustice among younger age 

groups, especially in the Continental and Southern European welfare regimes. On the basis of 

data from more than two thousand undergraduate students across eight OECD countries, 

Sabbagh and Vanhuysse (2010) examine the extent to which young people support transfers from 

the young to the old, and the sense of injustice among younger age groups. They find that 

support for transfers from the young to the old is higher in the Social Democratic and 

Continental European welfare regimes than in the Liberal welfare regime. They also find that 

respondents aged 18-34 in all welfare regimes perceive young people as being under-rewarded; 

this sense of injustice is strongest in the Continental European welfare regime and the weakest in 
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the Liberal welfare regime. The strong sense of intergenerational injustice in the Continental 

European welfare regime might be explained by the labor market characteristics of this welfare 

regime. These labor market characteristics include: tax burdens on labor, high levels of labor 

market exclusion for younger age groups, and generous public pensions (Esping-Andersen 1999; 

Tepe and Vanhuysse 2009; Sabbagh and Vanhuysse 2010: 656-7).  

 

 As Preston (1984) has argued, expenditures on the elderly can be thought of mainly as 

consumption, while expenditure on the young is a combination of consumption and investment. 

Therefore, the distribution of limited economic resources between age groups can produce 

generational inequality. In particular, the declining earnings of the younger age groups and their 

high unemployment rate demonstrate the increasing inequality between age groups. For example, 

while the unemployment rate for the OECD area was 11.3 per cent for those aged 20-24 and 5.7 

per cent for those aged 55-64 in 2000, it increased to 15.1 per cent for those aged 20-24 and 

declined to 4.9 for those aged 55-64 in 2009 (OECD 2010). The Southern European countries 

have especially high youth unemployment (aged 20-24) rates compared to other welfare regimes. 

For example, in 2009 Greece had a youth unemployment rate of 25 per cent (OECD 2010). 

While the Liberal and Social Democratic countries have lower youth unemployment rates, the 

Continental European countries remain between the Liberal and Southern European welfare 

states.  

 

The OECD (2009) proposes that the influence of economic recession would be the smallest on 

younger workers since they will have more time to rebuild their provisions for old age once the 

economy recovers. However, there are at least three reasons to assume that the losses of the 

younger generations will be greater in the long run due to population aging, transformations of 

the economy, and changes in family formation. First, even though individual aging can be 

considered to be a private problem funded through private pension plans as in the Liberal group, 
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it has also become a social problem given the effects of population aging on national economies. 

This leads to debates on the structure of pension plans, whether they should be based on ‘fixed 

replacement rate’ in which all cost of aging falls on the workers, or ‘fixed contribution rate’ in 

which all cost of aging falls on the future retirees (Myles 2002). There has been a wave of pension 

reforms across OECD countries in the last three decades in response to increasing old age 

dependency ratios (Myles and Pierson 2001; Tepe and Vanhuysse 2009; Bongaarts 2004; Aysan 

and Beaujot 2009). In many countries, generous pension benefits and early retirement systems 

were reformed to solve the negative effects of aging populations (see Hering, Sciubba, and Tepe 

and Vanhuysse in this volume). These reforms would considerably influence the level and sources 

of pension earnings of future retirees. Even though their net pension wealth would not decline, 

they need to work longer in order to get the benefits that their parents had. Also, young people 

often feel that their contributions are consumed by older age groups (Sabbagh and Vanhuysse 

2010). 

 

Second, there have been persistent structural economic changes that have affected labor markets 

since the mid-1970s. Rifkin (2004) interpreted technological developments and deskilling as the 

main characteristics of a new era in which fewer workers are needed to produce the goods and 

services. In the new era, based on more flexible and less secure employment, the dual earner 

household is seen as a means to handle the risks, to avoid poverty, or to establish secure middle-

class levels of consumption (Oppenheimer 1997). In sum, the economy is still creating new 

employment opportunities, but the labor market and make it difficult for young employees to 

find secure, highly paid full-time jobs.  

 

Third, changes in family formation and social structure make younger cohorts more vulnerable to 

social and economic risks. Lesthaeghe (1995) examines family change in two key transformations. 

From about 1870s to 1950s, a long-term change brought smaller families based on gender roles in 
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production—male-breadwinner and women homemaker. The second transition, from about 

1960s to the 2000s, increased the flexibility in marriage and weakened the family relations. While 

Lesthaeghe explains the first transition mainly through economic factors, the second transition 

mainly stems from changes in culture and social dynamics. Changes in family formation and 

social structure such as the increase in divorce rates and single parenthood, and the 

postponement of marriage and childbearing, increased diversity across families, women’s 

increasing education levels and labor force participation could be highlighted (Beaujot et al. 2009; 

Presser 2003; Kokkonen in this volume). In sum, change in families increased the reliance of 

younger people on the state and the market across welfare regimes (Esping-Andersen 1999, 

2009).  

 

At the same time, however, generational inequality may be mitigated if younger people benefit 

from the accommodation and benefits awarded to their parents and older relatives. It is 

important to note that improving the welfare of one age group does not necessarily damage the 

welfare of other age groups (Kohli 2005: 519). Recent studies demonstrate that intergenerational 

family transfers are important for the wellbeing of people and that there is a net downward 

transfer pattern from the older to the younger groups in Europe through financial and social 

support (Kohli 2004; Daatland and Lowenstein 2005; Albertini et al. 2007). Generational transfer 

patterns appear to follow the characteristics of welfare regimes. Transfers from parents to 

children are more intense in the Southern European countries than in the Continental European 

and Social Democratic countries (Albertini et al. 2007). Living with elderly parents is also an 

indicator of strong generational collaboration and familialism that varies across welfare regimes 

(see Goerres and Tepe in this volume). Grandparents who cohabit with their children provide 

social support through caring for their grandchildren or helping in domestic work. While about 

40 per cent of old people live with their children in Italy and Spain, this is only 18 per cent in 

France and 7 per cent in Denmark. Hence, this variation shows that although there is 
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intergenerational collaboration that lessens generational inequalities, the type and intensity of 

intergenerational support are significantly different across welfare regimes.  

 

In sum, the Liberal welfare regime has lower public old age spending and pension levels, along 

with higher official retirement age, labor force participation, and pension inequalities. However, 

gender and generational justice principles received lower support in the Liberal welfare regime. 

Different welfare regimes face varying degrees of gender and generational inequalities, and these 

inequalities would be less serious in the Social Democratic welfare regime where there is higher 

social spending for women and the young. 

 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

 

This study presents an empirical typology of the various pension systems in 19 OECD countries 

based on cluster analysis. There are three main findings. First, the results with regard to 

institutional pension characteristics largely support a four-fold pension typology (Liberal, Social 

Democratic, Continental European, and Southern European). Hence, the cluster analysis reveals 

that pension policy characteristics of countries can be described by referring to the much more 

general welfare regime typology. Second, the results of institutional pension characteristics also 

confirm that, contrary to the convergence thesis, which asserts convergence of welfare regimes as 

a result of neo-liberal policies, different welfare regimes have followed their institutional welfare 

regime paths in pension policies. That is, while the demographic and economic challenges are 

similar across OECD countries, different welfare states have developed varying pension policies 

based on their welfare regimes. Finally, there are significant differences among welfare regimes 

with regard to gender and generational inequalities of pension systems. The Social Democratic 

and Continental European welfare regimes have some similarities with regards to the various 

pension policy dimensions and inequality outcomes. The Social Democratic welfare regime has 
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better labor market and pension structure that mitigate gender and generational inequalities. The 

Southern European welfare regime has generous pension replacement rates, higher public old age 

spending and pension level, but higher old age poverty rates and pension inequalities. The 

Continental European welfare regime has higher employee costs, generous pension benefits and 

high levels of labor market exclusion for younger. The most important distinction is between the 

Liberal welfare regime and other welfare regimes, a divide that has been found important 

elsewhere in this volume, too (see Goerres and Tepe in this volume). The Liberal welfare regime 

has lower public old age spending and pension levels, along with higher official retirement age, 

labor force participation, and pension inequalities. However, despite these most unequal 

outcomes, gender and generational justice principles can be shown to be supported least in the 

Liberal welfare regime among the young as they are less likely to share ‘a welfare-statist 

ideological frame’ (Sabbagh and Vanhuysse 2010). In sum, different welfare regimes are 

characterized by varying degrees of gender and generational inequalities, and these inequalities are 

less serious in the Social Democratic welfare regime where there is higher social spending for 

women and the young. 
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CHAPTER 6  
AUTHORS: MARKUS TEPE AND PIETER VANHUYSSE   
 
ACCELERATING SMALLER CUTBACKS TO DELAY LARGER ONES? 
THE POLITICS OF TIMING AND ALARM BELLS IN OECD PENSION 
GENEROSITY RETRENCHMENT1  
 
 
Many students of comparative social policy have noted that the financial viability of 

welfare states has been endangered since the 1980s due to low revenues from low labor 

market participation rates, high unemployment, productivity slowdown in service 

economies, and high outlays due to maturing pay-as-you-go pension systems and aging 

populations. In the face of these constraints, numerous welfare cutbacks have been 

implemented across the OECD since the 1980s – not always with electoral defeat as the 

unavoidable consequence for incumbents (Giger 2011). Yet pension entitlements, in 

particular, appear to be among the most highly coveted and fiercely protected welfare 

benefits in many nations.2 How have elected politicians gone about cutting back 

pension benefit generosity?  

 

This chapter investigates the politics of delays in pension generosity cutbacks during 

times of austerity. We argue that politicians in this context have not just employed 

tactics such as obfuscation, division, and compensation often studied by 'new politics of 

welfare' scholarship in the wake of Pierson (1994, 1996, 2001) and Weaver (1986). In 

addition, they are likely to have resorted to the use of strategic timing as a tool to 

implement cutbacks while aiming to avoid blame. We ask what drives the use of this 

timing tool and, in particular, what are the political variables that determine the degree 
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to which pension generosity cutbacks are delayed or not. Lastly, we investigate how the 

role and logic of politics varies with 'medium-size' versus 'large' cutbacks.  

 

Specifically, we test three competing theoretical perspectives regarding the motive or the 

ability to delay generosity cutbacks. These are: partisanship (we expect leftwing 

incumbents to delay pension generosity cutbacks more), electioneering (we expect 

incumbents, irrespective of ideological stripe, to delay cutbacks more during election 

periods) and institutional rigidity (we expect political systems with more veto points to 

lead to a higher capacity to delay cutbacks). Methodologically, we employ event history 

analysis, which we believe is ideally suited for exploring questions of timing as this 

method is concerned explicitly with the timing of the occurrence of certain events. The 

dependent variable here measures the duration of time a country will pass before 

experiencing the event in question. Defining ‘medium’ and ‘large’ cutback events as 

reductions over a period of three years of respectively 8 and 12 percent in pension 

generosity scores, we apply this technique on a sample of 18 OECD welfare states over 

a period from 1981 to 1999.  

 

The chapter is organized as follows. The second section derives hypotheses on three 

dimensions of politics (partisanship, electioneering, and institutional rigidity) that may 

affect the timing of pension generosity cutbacks in addition to conventional economic 

and socio-demographic variables. The third section discusses the dataset, variables, and 

estimation approach. The fourth section presents and discusses our estimation results. 
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The last section summarizes these results and discusses some further implications 

regarding the role of partisanship and timing in the new politics of welfare states in hard 

times. In particular, we put forward the thesis that mounting unemployment and 

population aging may have salient alarm bell functions for policymakers, signaling the 

need to implement incremental cutbacks sooner rather than later, perhaps in order to 

intermittently gain temporary macro-fiscal breathing space and to better stave off more 

radical and electorally costly retrenchment. 

 

THEORY: THREE POLITICAL SOURCES OF DELAYS IN PENSION 
GENEROSITY CUTBACKS 
 
Recent studies of the partisan politics of welfare retrenchment indicate an often 

seemingly counterintuitive role of ideology. For instance, 'vice-into-virtue' strategies may 

allow leftwing governments to claim fiscal responsibility while targeting those programs 

for cutbacks that are perceived as wasteful (Levy 1999). Indeed, leftwing governments 

have sometimes been more effective than rightwing governments in implementing 

cutbacks (Ross 2000). But do incumbent parties actively manipulate the timing of 

unpopular cutback measures, and if so, when? We propose to test three broad political 

perspectives: partisanship (political ideology), electioneering (incumbent strategy), and 

institutional rigidity (policy setting and constraints).  

 

First, the timing of cutbacks might be the result of ideological differences between 

incumbent parties. In the spirit of Hibbs (1977) and Tufte (1978) one can assume that 
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parties, once elected, will aim to convert the preferences of their core constituencies 

into policies that benefit them. While some recent studies suggest that the statistical 

association between partisanship and social expenditure has broken down in recent 

years (e.g. Kittel and Obinger 2003), others have viewed leftwing governments as 

responsible for substantive reductions in welfare spending (Kitschelt 2001; Immergut et 

al. 2007; Ross 2000). Kwon and Pontusson (2010) in turn suggest that a once-stable 

partisan effect from the mid-1970s-mid-1990s has not vanished but has become 

contingent on favorable economic preconditions. The partisan hypothesis therefore 

expects that leftwing governments will try and delay pension generosity cutbacks 

significantly longer than rightwing governments. 

 

Second, the electioneering hypothesis assumes that a government’s political ideology is 

unimportant for pension generosity but predicts that changes in generosity follow the 

electoral cycle, as all incumbents are assumed to try and buy votes through public 

spending. Nordhaus (1975) predicts that governments implement the most popular 

budget measures immediately before elections and the least popular measures 

immediately afterwards (see also Blais and Nadeau 1992; Tepe and Vanhuysse 2009a). If 

pension benefit generosity cutbacks are expected to be overwhelmingly unpopular 

among voters, this would lead us to predict that cutbacks take place at the beginning of 

any government’s term in office.  
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Third, institutional rigidity captures how the existing political decision-making system 

affects incumbent policymakers' ability to delay. While partisanship and electioneering 

concern the political-electoral motivation of politicians to delay cutbacks, institutional 

rigidity is an apolitical variable. While incumbent parties might instrumentalise 

institutional characteristics for their needs, these characteristics themselves are largely 

given in the short run. Federalism and bicameralism are considered to be among those 

features that slow down the legislative process and prevent abrupt policy changes, as are 

a high number of institutional veto players (Tsebelis 2000). While constitutional and 

institutional rigidity has been found to reduce general social expenditure (Huber et al. 

1993; Huber and Stephens 2001; Kittel and Obinger 2003), less is known about its 

effect on the timing of social cutbacks. We hypothesize that concentrated executive 

powers should lead to smaller cutback delays, whereas a larger dispersion of 

responsibilities and a higher number of checks and balances and veto players should 

lead to bigger delays.  

 

APPLYING EVENT HISTORY ANALYSIS: DATA, METHODS, VARIABLES  
 
Few studies have investigated the politics of delays in social expenditure cutbacks to 

date; none, to our best knowledge, have explored the timing of pension generosity 

cutbacks. Investigating a set of 19 cutback events in sickness, work accident and 

unemployment insurance in 18 OECD countries on the basis of 5-year averages data 

from 1976 to 1995, Korpi and Palme (2003) find that the risk of replacement rate cuts is 

higher with higher unemployment and in more open economies and lower under 
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leftwing governments, but they use overly parsimonious event history models that do 

not control for many relevant socio-demographic and macro-economic variables.3 

Analyzing 12 cutbacks in real social expenditure per capita in 18 OECD countries from 

1978 to 1994, Hicks and Zorn (2005) find that unemployment and a larger share of 

elderly significantly delay social cutbacks, but a subsequent errata list acknowledged that 

these findings could not be reproduced due to dataset-related issues (Hicks and Zorn 

2007). Tepe and Vanhuysse (2010a) find that while macro-economic determinants such 

as worker productivity, economic growth and unemployment are more important still, 

leftwing governments and welfare states with more institutional rigidity or a larger 

degree of contribution financing tend to delay general social spending cutbacks, while 

cabinets that have recently changed their party composition tend to implement welfare 

cutbacks earlier. 

 

Against this backdrop, this chapter investigates cutbacks in pension generosity on a 

sample of 18 countries covering a maximum time period from 1981 to 1999 – a period 

that saw growing fiscal austerity and, especially after 1990, accelerating population aging 

in many OECD welfare states. We measure pension generosity via Scruggs and Allan’s 

(2006) pension generosity scores (see online Table 1; see also Fernandez in this volume). 

Compared to Esping-Andersen’s decommodification scores, Scruggs and Allan’s (2006: 

62-7) generosity scores are available on an annual basis and more importantly they are 

sensitive towards national specificities in some pension systems. Pension generosity 

scores consist of three components; the average minimum and standard pension 
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replacement rates, the number of years needed to qualify for public pensions receipt, 

and the pension take-up rates. The minimum pension replacement rate is calculated as 

the ratio of net public pension paid to a person with no work history at retirement, 

while the standard pension replacement rate measures the ratio of net public pension 

paid to a person earning the average productive worker wage in each year of their 

working career upon retirement (Scruggs and Allan 2006: 62). We define pension 

generosity cutback events so as to obtain a dichotomous variable:  

 

(1)           it k it

it

PG PG c
PG
+ −

<  

 

where PG is the pension generosity scores for country i at time t, k is the parameter for 

the length of the reversal period and c is the cutoff at which a cutback event has 

occurred. In other words, we define cutback events as reversals in the level of the 

pension generosity index (by the amount of c) within a certain adjustment period (by the 

length of k). If k= 3 and c= -0.12, the cutback event dummy will have a value of 1 in a 

given year when a pension generosity index reduction of at least 12 percent occurred 

within the subsequent three years. This is our definition of 'large' cutbacks. For 

'medium' cutbacks, the event dummy will have a value of 1 in a given year when a 

pension generosity index reduction of between 8 and 12 percent occurred within the 

subsequent three years (-0.8 > c > -0.12). Following Hicks and Zorn (2005: 643) we 

treat cutbacks in successive years as extensions of the same initial cutback. 
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Both for 'medium' and for ‘large’ pension generosity cutbacks, we have chosen to focus 

over a period of three years (k=3). Our choice of a three-year adjustment period is 

based on the double consideration that on the one hand, the period has to be long 

enough for any policy measure to materialize in pension generosity index figures, while 

on the other it has to be short enough that such a cutback can be associated with the 

government currently in power. Our cutback event country-years are represented in 

Figures 6.1 and 6.2.  

 

[Figures 6.1 and 6.2] 

 

Not surprisingly, different parameter values for c clearly affect the number of events. 

Medium (-0.8>c>-0.12) cutbacks are about twice as frequent as large (c<-0.12) cutbacks 

(23 events vs. 11 events). Indeed, the politics of the timing of pension generosity 

cutbacks appears from figures 6.1 and 6.2 as something of a two-edged sword. On the 

one hand, all but two of the 18 OECD countries in our sample have experienced a 

medium retrenchment event in pension generosity between 1981 and 1999, the 

exceptions being Austria and Australia. Three countries in our sample even 

implemented two medium cutbacks (Denmark, Netherlands, Ireland), and two countries 

(Sweden and Finland) implemented three such cutbacks. On the other hand, large 

pension generosity cutbacks appear to be a much rarer event, occurring once in only 
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half of the countries in our sample in the same period, and twice in just one single 

country (the USA). 

 

Independent variables 
 
Four variables of theoretical interest capture the three politics perspectives spelled out 

above. The partisan orientation of the cabinet is measured as the share of left/rightwing 

ministers as a share of total cabinet posts, weighted by days (Armingeon et al. 2008). 

Concerning the electioneering hypothesis we include a variable measuring the 

incumbents’ current number of years left in office.4 Finally, following Kittel and 

Obinger (2003) we measure institutional rigidity as the sum of Lijphart’s (1999) index of 

bicameralism and federalism. Four control variables capture macro-economic trends 

(real GDP growth rates), socio-demographic trends (unemployment rates, and old-age 

dependency ratios, defined as the number of 65plussers divided by the number of 

people aged 15 to 64), and an institutional-systemic variable to account for the 

dominant financing method of welfare programs (the ratio of social security 

contributions to total tax revenues).5  

 

Statistical model 
 
In order to estimate the effect of these covariates on delay in cutbacks in pension 

generosity we use event history analysis. In this setup the dependent variable measures 

the duration of time until a cutback in pension benefit generosity takes place. In this 

respect event history analysis considers not if but when something is likely to happen. 
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The concept of the hazard rate is central to model time-to-event data. The hazard rate 

h(t) can be considered as a kind of probability that takes into account the time-path of 

the data. It describes the risk of a change from state one (no cutback event) to state two 

(a cutback event) over a given period. Drawing on prior research by Box-Steffensmeier 

and Zorn (2002), Box-Steffensmeier and Jones (1997, 2004) and Hosmer et al. (2008) 

we use a Cox proportional hazard model for repeated events to estimate the effect of 

political and institutional determinants on the timing of pension generosity cutback 

events. The Cox model takes the following form: 

 

0( ) ( ) ( )ith t h t exp X= β  

 

where Xit represents a vector of our time-varying and time-invariant independent 

variables and h0(t) is an unspecified baseline hazard. As Figures 6.1 and 6.2 show, 

various countries in our sample have experienced more than one medium cutback event 

between 1981 and 1999.6 Considering the two possible ways to deal with such repeated 

events, we primarily rely on the Prentice-Williams-Petersen (PWP) specification, 

although we estimate the Andersen-Gill (AG) specification as part of the robustness 

analysis (online Tables 3 and 4).7 To avoid simultaneity bias, pension generosity scores 

enter the model with a one-year lag. The unemployment rate, the old age dependency 

ratio and the three political context variables are assumed to have an immediate effect. 

To evaluate the model fit, we report the Log-Pseudolikelihood, whereby lower values 

indicate better fitted models, as well as the Wald Test.8 
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RESULTS: DIFFERENT POLITICAL LOGICS FOR ‘MEDIUM’ AND 
‘LARGE’ CUTBACKS? 
 
To obtain easily interpretable regression tables we present hazard ratios instead of beta 

coefficients. Hazard ratios reflect the relative/proportional change in h(t) associated 

with a unit change in the independent variable. A hazard ratio of 1 corresponds to a 

beta coefficient of zero. A hazard ratio greater than 1 implies a positive effect (meaning 

pension generosity cutbacks will be accelerated) while a hazard ratio of less than one 

implies a negative effect (generosity cutbacks will be delayed). In substantive terms, the 

percentage point change in the hazards can be obtained by [hazard ratio - 1] x 100. To 

allow comparison of substantive effects, all metric covariates have been z-standardized 

(std.=1, mean=0), whereas measures for the cabinet composition and years left in term 

kept their original scale. 

 

Table 6.1 presents findings on ‘large’ pension generosity cutback events defined by k=3 

and c=-0.12 according to the PWP inter-event time specification (for the AG 

specification, see online Table 3). Table 6.2 in turn reports PWP findings on the timing 

of ‘medium’ cutbacks defined by k=3 and -0.08 > c > -012 (for the AG specification 

see online Table 4). The regression tables report robust standard errors clustered by 

country. Entering covariates into the statistical models is based on the following logic. 

We start with a primarily economic model that includes only the socio-demographic, 

systemic, and macroeconomic control variables (Model 1). We then alternatively 
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introduce our four political variables of main theoretical interest (Models 2 to 5). The 

last model then presents the full model (Model 6).  

 

 

[Table 6.1] 

 

Tables 6.1 and 6.2 indicate that whereas the lagged level of pension benefit generosity 

does not have a statistically significant effect on the delay of major generosity cutbacks, 

it has a positive effect on medium-size cutbacks. In Model 1 in Table 6.2 a one standard 

deviation increase in pension generosity in the last year increases the hazard of a 

medium cutback by 60 percentage points. However, the effect of the lagged level of 

pension benefit generosity is not robust towards changes in model specification (e.g. 

Model 5 in Table 6.2). GDP growth often does significantly accelerate the 

implementation of very large cutbacks. In Model 1 a one standard deviation increase in 

GDP growth increases the hazard of a large cutback by 77 %. This effect is statistically 

significant and robust to changes in the model specification. While this might seem to 

suggest that pension generosity cutbacks are countercyclical, a simpler explanation 

would point to the fact that the real wage growth accompanying GDP growth (our 

independent variable) automatically drives down pension benefit generosity, as real 

wages form the numerator of pension replacement rates, which are themselves part of 

our dependent variable.9  
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Turning to socio-demographic variables, higher unemployment levels are found to have 

no significant effect on the timing of very large pension generosity cutbacks, although 

the effect points towards delays (Table 6.1), but to positively accelerate the 

implementation of medium cutbacks (Table 6.2). In every single model in Table 6.2, the 

unemployment rate has a large and statistically significant effect in bringing forward 

medium pension generosity cutbacks. A one standard deviation in the unemployment 

rate yields between a 75 percentage point and a 94 percentage point increase in the 

hazard of a medium-size pension generosity cutback happening. A similar acceleration 

effect of unemployment has been reported also as regards cutbacks in general social 

spending (Tepe and Vanhuysse 2010a).  

 

In many countries, higher (expected) levels of unemployment drive up macro-level 

expenditure not just on unemployment benefits but also on functionally equivalent 

programs. Programs such as early retirement and disability pensions have often been 

used for the politically convenient offloading of elderly workers who would otherwise 

bloat unemployment benefits rolls, thereby increasing both the potential for large-scale 

protest movements and electorally salient unemployment figures (Vanhuysse 2008, 

2006). Higher unemployment thereby immediately creates 'double whammies' of macro-

fiscal pressure, as it simultaneously decreases the number of social security contributors 

and increases the number of people depending on a range of costly welfare state 

programs, including pensions. This may help to explain why unemployment appears to 

spur policymakers into accelerating the implementation of at least medium-sized (or 
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‘muddling through’ type) cutbacks in pension benefit generosity, while shying away 

from truly dramatic and electorally much more risky cutbacks.  

 

At first glance, this finding might appear to support the prospect theory explanation 

that governments, while loss averse, may actually take higher risks and impose painful 

cutbacks when they are in a socio-economic and political contexts of losing (Vis 2010). 

But it also adds a significant qualifier to the prospect theory explanation, in that it 

indicates that loss frames might make governments more willing to take minor risks but 

less willing to take major risks. We suggest that unemployment may in fact function as a 

salient alarm bell signal for policymakers, warning them that action needs to be taken 

sooner rather than later on welfare cutbacks and not just on job creation. Rising 

unemployment levels tend to act as a powerful socio-tropic heuristic used by the voting 

public.10 In the same vein, they may be used by policymakers as a heuristic for the 

urgency of bringing forward politically still feasible cutbacks, while simultaneously 

allowing them to more credibly claim fiscal statesmanship in times of macro-economic 

austerity.  

 

[Table 6.2] 

 

Interestingly, the effect of population aging on the timing of pension generosity 

cutbacks, in a near-mirror image to that of unemployment, also appears to be a double-

edged sword. A higher old-age dependency rate tends to significantly (and this time 
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systematically) delay the implementation of large cutbacks (Table 6.1), while 

simultaneously accelerating (albeit in somewhat less systematic fashion) the 

implementation of medium cutbacks (Table 6.2).11 A one standard deviation increase in 

the old-age dependency rate decreases the hazard of very large pension generosity 

cutbacks by 41 to 53 percentage points. These findings, we surmise tentatively, could be 

similarly interpreted along ‘urging incremental action in order to delay radical action’ 

lines. By this account, population aging may alert fiscally responsible policymakers to 

the need to reduce pension benefit generosity sooner rather than later – but by 

'medium-level tampering' at most. At the same time, even more directly than rising 

unemployment, it may alert them to the electoral dangers of cutting pension generosity 

in any truly dramatic fashion. 

 

As the generosity of pension benefits is immediately tangible to everyone receiving 

them, the scope for blame avoidance tactics appears to be particularly limited with 

regard to very drastic cutbacks in this case. Voters may not tend to hold any given 

government responsible for the general social expenditure consequences associated with 

population aging, as the latter is a steadily but slowly growing process spanning several 

decades (Tepe and Vanhuysse 2009b, 2010b). But many voters in aging democracies 

may more directly react against proposed cuts in pension benefit generosity specifically. 

Such cuts represent ‘policy threats’ by directly hurting the material self-interest of 

pensioners and elderly workers (see also Campbell 2002, 2003; Hudson, and Fernandez 

in this volume). Compared to younger households, (soon-to-be) pensioner households 
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in pay-as-you-go systems (will soon) depend to a greater extent on the state for their 

income. When it comes to cutbacks in the generosity of their benefits, the electorally 

crucial and growing ascriptive group of (soon-to-be) pensioners in aging democracies 

could, at least in theory, more swiftly turn into an archetypal single-minded voting 

constituency (Mulligan and Sala-i-Martin 2003; Pampel and Williamson 1989; Vanhuysse 

2006). The real value of their public pensions forms a common interest that is both 

easily identifiable and of high importance. In other words, the stakes for pensioners are 

visible, tangible, large, and certain. These are the conditions that are most conducive to 

self-interested political involvement (Citrin and Green 1990). They are perceived to 

contain precisely the sort of electoral risks which reelection seeking policymakers may 

be eager to avoid at all cost, even when in actual practice pensioners rarely tend to vote 

in such a homogenous way (Goerres 2007, 2009). 

 

Our democratic decision-making variable shows that welfare states that are to a larger 

degree contribution-financed appear to accelerate very large pension generosity cutbacks 

in some models, but have no effect either way on medium cutbacks. Substantively, in 

Model 1 in Table 6.1 a one standard deviation increase in contribution financing 

increases the hazard of a large cutback by 52 percentage points. This result contrasts 

with Tepe and Vanhuysse's (2010a) finding that higher degrees of contribution 

financing actually tend to delay general social spending, and with Scharpf’s (2000) 

theoretical argument that policymakers in contribution-financed welfare states have a 

limited capacity to cut expenditure, as welfare entitlements tend to enjoy the status of 
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protected property rights. In Table 6.2 with medium cutbacks the estimation coefficient 

for contribution financing indicates a mixed relationship but fails to reach conventional 

levels of statistical significance.  

 

Turning to our political context variables, we find that whereas more left-leaning 

governments do not appear to affect the timing of pension generosity cutbacks either 

way. But rightwing governments significantly and strongly accelerate the 

implementation of both medium and large cutbacks. A one standard deviation increase 

in the number of rightwing ministers in government is associated with a 93 to 94 

percentage point increase in the hazard of both medium and large cutbacks. Against our 

prior expectations, neither the number of years left in the current electoral term nor the 

degree of institutional rigidity in the political system has any significant effect on the 

timing of generosity cutbacks. The latter finding contrasts with earlier research showing 

that governments with concentrated executive power are more likely to enact macro-

economic stabilization programs (Alesina et al. 2006) or general social expenditure 

cutbacks (Huber and Stephens 2001; Kittel and Obinger 2003). Additionally, the 

interaction between the ideological composition of the government and the electoral 

cycle has turned out to be insignificant. 

 

Model 6 reports the full specification. Only GDP growth rates continue to matter for 

the timing of very large pension generosity cutbacks (Table 6.1). For medium cutbacks, 

rightwing governments and unemployment levels continue to have a significant effect as 
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well (Table 6.2). This sensitivity of estimation results towards changes in the model 

specification indicates a certain lack of robustness of our empirical results. Nevertheless, 

an equivalent analysis using the AG specification (online Table 3 and 4) shows that 

although some estimates now fail to reach conventional levels of statistical significance 

(e.g. the ideological composition of the government on very large cutbacks), the 

direction of the effect of the covariates on the hazard of a cutback event remains mostly 

unchanged. With respect to medium cutbacks, an increase in the old-age dependency 

rate by one standard deviation is associated with a significant increase in the hazard of a 

cutback event by around 80 percentage points. Finally, we employed the two binary 

cutback event dummies as dependent variables in a logit model with clustered standard 

errors (see online Table 5 and 6). Once more we observe the characteristic pattern for 

the effect of GDP growth, the unemployment rate and old-age dependency rate, while 

the ideological composition of government fails to exert a significant impact on the 

likelihood of a cutback event. 

 

CONCLUSIONS: THE POLITICS OF ALARM BELLS AND CUTBACK 
TIMING  
 
In aging welfare states during hard times, elected policymakers may often feel stuck 

between a rock and a hard place. They may urgently need to implement pension benefit 

retrenchment in order to redress mounting macro-fiscal imbalances, yet may perceive 

such retrenchment to be politically highly risky. We have argued that in such contexts, 

policymakers have both the operational leeway and the political incentives to 
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strategically time the implementation of highly unpopular cutbacks in pension benefit 

generosity. Using event history analysis to study the timing of such cutbacks over short 

time periods (three years), this chapter has tested three alternative hypotheses regarding 

incumbents' motivation (ideology, electioneering) and ability (institutional rigidity) to 

use this tool in the box of blame avoidance tactics.  

 

We have focused on the timing of cutbacks in one form of welfare benefit generosity, 

admittedly ignoring possible political bargains that can be struck in dividing and/or 

compensating the losers of such cutbacks (Vanhuysse 2009; Williamson and Haggard 

1994). Note also that we have tested relatively ‘tough choice’ political situations in 

which governments (need to) decide now to cut back now, that is, over a short time span 

that allows little, if any, traditional blame avoidance or blame shifting. These are 

different contexts to those where parties can revert to politically more convenient ‘old 

new politics’ tactics of deciding now to cut back later, whether by grandfathering clauses 

implementing cutbacks for future but not currently affected groups, or by ensuring that 

the true effects of cutbacks kick-in over later years long past the current electoral 

cycle.12 Further research would be needed to evaluate the costs, benefits and tactics of 

delaying unpopular welfare reforms and to test the robustness of our results by applying 

alternative event definitions and alternative welfare programs.  

 

Against our initial expectations, neither the number of years left in the current electoral 

cycle nor the degree of institutional rigidity in the political system turned out to have a 
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significant effect on the timing of pension generosity cutbacks. However, contrary to 

recent received wisdom about the waning of partisanship, this chapter indicates that 

partisan logics might still matter in contemporary welfare politics, albeit possibly in 

subtler ways than in previous decades. Even though they may no longer be very distinct 

from leftwing parties in either levels of social spending (Kittel and Obinger 2003) or the 

willingness/ability to retrench (Ross 2000; Kitschelt 2001), rightwing parties are found 

here to implement pension generosity cutbacks significantly earlier. While we do not 

want to overclaim the robustness of this finding, it does suggest the hypothesis that 

partisanship may still affect the timing of retrenchment both in welfare generosity (Korpi 

and Palme 2003) and in general welfare spending (Tepe and Vanhuysse 2010a).  

 

Interestingly, the new politics of pension pain appears to be a double-edged sword. We 

have found very different dynamics both for the frequency of what we have termed 

here medium-size versus large-size pension generosity cutbacks, and for the effect of socio-

demographic push variables such as unemployment and population aging on the timing 

of these cutbacks. Medium cutbacks have been about twice more frequent than large 

cutbacks since 1980. All but one of the 18 OECD countries in our sample have 

experienced a medium retrenchment event and nine countries have implemented two or 

more such cutbacks. But large cutbacks have occurred in only half of all cases. 

Moreover, rising unemployment and population aging by and large appear to lead to 

delays in large-size generosity cutbacks, but to the accelerated implementation of 

medium-size cutbacks. This is broadly consistent with the well-established finding that 
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political-economic crisis situations often contribute to the acceleration of socially costly 

reforms, whether because crises increase the relative cost of delaying reforms (Alesina 

and Drazen 1991; Alesina et al. 1998, 2006) or because they reduce the risk-aversion of 

policy-makers (Quattrone and Tversky 1988; Vis 2010). But it adds a ‘new politics of 

welfare’ twist: given the political-electoral sensitivity of pension benefits, crises deriving 

from mounting unemployment and population aging may lead governments to 

accelerate medium-sized generosity cutbacks while delaying large-sized cutbacks. We have 

argued, albeit tentatively, that rising unemployment and population aging might act as 

alarm bells urging policymakers to adapt an ‘incremental cutback politics’ mode sooner 

rather than later (on incremental policymaking, see Lindblom 1959).  

 

Mounting macro-fiscal crises deriving from socio-demographic demand-side variables 

may thus signal to policymakers the need to accelerate ‘muddling-through type’ 

retrenchment in times of fiscal austerity, perhaps in order to better be able to put off 

swallowing the politically poisonous pill of more radical corrective retrenchment. 

Generosity cutbacks of the scale of 12 percent over three years, after all, are exceptions 

from everyday welfare politics which are nearly impossible to obfuscate or hide from 

aging median voters, let alone from the growing political bloc of (soon-to-be) retired 

voters in aging democracies. Instead, policymakers may prefer to resort to, perhaps 

more frequently, implementing less radical pension generosity cutbacks, in order to 

intermittently gain temporary macro-fiscal breathing space.  
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ENDNOTES 
 

 

1 We thank Juan Fernandez, Achim Goerres, Carsten Jensen, Walter Korpi, Nathalie Morel, Ola 

Sjöberg and participants at the ESPAnet 2010 Conference in Budapest for helpful comments on 

earlier versions of this chapter.  

2 The millions-strong nationwide strike waves in France throughout autumn 2010 against a 

seemingly eminently reasonable increase of the official retirement age from 60 to 62 are one of 

many salient recent examples. 

3 Korpi and Palme (2003) employ an exponential event history model with constant hazard rates 

for repeated events. This has two problematic features in our view. The exponential model 

assumes that the mere passage of time, on its own, makes delays in the event in question more 

likely. Applying this model to repeated events in turn implies that the risk of a repeated cutback 

event occurring is the same at all time points (Box-Steffenmeier and Zorn 2005: 21). The 

advantage of the Cox proportional hazard model used in this study is that it does not require any 

assumption about the form of the baseline hazard. 

4 See Beck et al. (2001). This measure is limited by the fact that it does not take into consideration 

early elections. 

5 Scharpf (2000) argues that tax-based social payments may give government more discretionary 

leeway than contributory-funded insurance systems. In unfunded contribution-financed pension 

systems, for instance, current workers’ contributions enjoy the legal status of property rights, 

which may make pension entitlements more resistant against cutbacks. 

6 The central question is, at which point shall we consider a country of being at risk of 

experiencing a cutback event. The risk set defines which observation may experience a cutback 

event at a particular time (Cleves 1999: 34; Box-Steffensmeier and Zorn 2002: 1073). In the 

Andersen and Gill (1982) specification of the Cox proportional hazard model, assumes that a 
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subject contributes to the risk set as long as it is under observation. This implies that the hazard 

of an event for any given subject is unaffected by any earlier event that has occurred to it. If we 

rely on the AG specification this means that we need a theoretical reason why multiple events are 

presumed to be conditionally independent (Box-Steffensmeier and Zorn 2002: 1073; Hosmer et 

al. 2008: 288; Oakes 1992: 372). Conditional independence implies that the baseline hazard for 

the second cutback event in pension generosity is the same for each cutback event. The 

alternative approach, the Prentice, Williams and Petersen (1981) specification of the Cox model 

(hereafter PWP), allows repeated events to have varying baseline hazards (Box-Steffensmeier and 

Zorn 2002: 1075). In the PWP specification subjects are not at risk until a prior event has 

occurred. The PWP specification allows for two options on how to model the time scale between 

events. The elapsed time specification has a ‘carry over’ effect in which the total time of the 

second risk interval includes the first interval, and so on (Kelly and Lim 2000: 28). In the inter-

event time specification follow-up time begins at zero for each event. As the primary goal of our 

investigation is to model time from the last event (Hosmer et al. 2008: 295), we will employ the 

inter-event specification. To this end our empirical approach is consistent with Hicks and Zorn 

(2007). Moreover, it has been considered as offering ‘the best combination of characteristics for 

addressing questions of interest to political scientists’ by Box-Steffensmeier and Zorn (2002: 

1079). 

7 We find the AG assumption that the order of generosity cutback events does not matter to be 

rather implausible. Both Box-Steffensmeier and Zorn (2002: 1082) and Hosmer, Lemeshow and 

May (2008: 295) find that the magnitude of the estimates in the AG model is systematically 

smaller than those obtained from the PWP inter-event time model. Our analysis is consistent 

with this pattern. 

8 All event history analyses were performed with Stata 10 using the stcox procedure. In order to 

handle tied cutback events (cutbacks occurring to different countries at the same time), we 
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employ the Efron (1977) method. Definitions and sources for all variables are presented in 

Appendix Table 1. 

9 We thank Walter Korpi for pointing this out to us. 

10 See also Tepe and Vanhuysse (2010a). Macro-level studies on the vote-and-popularity function 

(Nannestad and Paldam 1994; Cheibub and Przeworski 1999) and case studies of costly policy 

reforms (Stokes 2001; Vanhuysse 2006, 2008) show that the unemployment rate is a significant 

predictor of incumbents’ chances of political survival.  

11 In the case of general social spending cutback delays, on the other hand, this variable was 

found not to have a significant effect either way (Tepe and Vanhuysse 2010a). 

12 See, for instance, Pierson (1994, 1996, 2001), Weaver (1986); for a review, see Vanhuysse 

(2001). We thank Carsten Jensen for pointing out the continuing importance of grandfathering 

and other ‘now-later’ tactics.  



CHAPTER 7 
AUTHOR: JUAN J. FERNÁNDEZ 
 
POPULATION AGING, THE ELDERLY, AND THE GENEROSITY OF 
STANDARD AND MINIMUM PENSIONS 
 
 
What is the relationship between population aging and the generosity of public pension 

programs? Since the mid-1970s, students of comparative welfare development have been 

increasingly interested in the political role of the elderly in the expansion and preservation of 

coverage and benefit levels in income retirement programs. Using time-series and cross-sectional 

datasets, several economists, political scientists and sociologists have examined the relationship 

between the share of elderly population and different indicators of pension generosity in affluent 

democracies. However, this research has been inconclusive. One group of studies suggests a 

positive effect (Huber and Stephens 2006; Pampel and Williamson 1985; Pampel et al. 1990; 

Williamson and Pampel 1993), another group suggests a negative effect (Lindert 2004; Razin et 

al. 2002), while a third group has reported statistically insignificant effects (Breyer and Craig 

1997; Huber and Stephens 2001; Palme 1990; Tepe and Vanhuysse 2009). Therefore, this debate 

has not still been settled.   

 

A better understanding of the linkage between the elderly’s expanding political leverage and the 

capacity of retirement income programs to substitute working-age earnings is critical both for the 

theoretical debate regarding the development of welfare policy and the prospects of further 

retrenching reforms in affluent democracies. First, it could elucidate whether the age cleavage or 

the class cleavage constitute the main divide in contemporary pension politics. The dominant 

account in welfare policy research claims that the extensiveness of pension programs is a 

function of class struggles and the mobilization of labor organizations during the postwar period 

(Huber and Stephens 2001; Palme 1990). Alternatively, a multidisciplinary group claims that the 

elderly combine more concentrated interests in these policies with an expansive political 
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leverage, so that when the elderly reach a sufficient critical mass this may shape the levels of 

pension generosity (Williamson and Pampel 1993; see also Breyer and Craig 1997; Hudson in 

this volume; Tepe and Vanhuysse in this volume).  

 

More broadly, better knowledge about the political impact of population aging for pension policy 

could clarify whether pension programs differ from other welfare programs because their 

evolution has been driven by demands of interest groups created by the very same programs. In 

that case, the paradigmatic assumption of welfare state theories that these programs constitute a 

cohesive unit of analysis would be unwarranted. Furthermore, ascertaining the past effective 

impact of the process of population aging on the breadth of pension programs could indicate 

future general trends among these policies (Lindert 2004). If age-based mobilizations determine 

the generosity of these policies, prospective retrenchments to compensate for the increase in 

pension outlays could become increasingly unlikely over time. Previous empirical research 

regarding the evolution of pension policy has contributed to the questioning of several accounts 

of the forces driving these programs. However, this research has not adequately answered the 

question of what factors explain cross-national and longitudinal differences in public pension 

generosity due to the use of indicators sensitive to compositional variations.  

 

This chapter contributes to this literature through a time-series cross-national analysis of the 

standard and minimum pension replacement rates in 21 affluent democracies between 1980 and 

2002.  My argument is that, although the degree of population aging has been decisive for the 

generosity of both types of pensions, its impact was opposite for standard and minimum 

pensions. Consistent with the beneficiaries approach suggesting that the elderly act as an interest-

based political bloc, countries with a larger share of elderly population awarded substantially 

more generous pensions to the average workers – but they awarded substantially less generous 

pensions to individuals who had not contributed to the social security system. The chapter 
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accounts for this seemingly paradoxical result by arguing that the elderly perceive a trade-off 

between minimum and earnings-related pension programs. When acting as an interest group, the 

elderly support having a retirement income system with minimum pension programs that award 

reduced benefits. This way they ensure the existence of complementary public earnings-related 

tiers, which provide more generous pension benefits to seniors of all classes.  

 

The chapter is structured as follows. The first section reviews the methodology and conclusions 

of previous quantitative research, indicating its limitations. The second section presents the 

theoretical approaches identifying the elderly as the main champions of pension generosity. The 

third section discusses three alternative theories (power resources, veto points and reflexivity) of 

pension policy development. The fourth section describes the indicators of generosity and the 

statistical models. The fifth section describes the main sources of variation in this sample. The 

sixth section presents the results of the multivariate analysis. The final section concludes the 

chapter with the theoretical implications.   

 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH 
 
The phenomenal expansion of retirement income and other welfare programs during the long 

postwar period until the mid-1970s has received extensive attention in the social sciences. 

Interest in explaining their development together with the availability of time-series cross-

national analysis evidence has led to a wealth of quantitative and increasingly refined research 

covering the ‘golden age’ of welfare policy. Further, for the post-oil-crisis period, numerous 

studies have been conducted to shed light on the reaction of these programs to the expanding 

demographic and fiscal ‘pressures’ (Holzmann 1988; Immergut et al. 2007; Pierson 2001b). This 

literature has certainly contributed to improve our understanding of the postwar welfare 

programs boom. First, it has generated multiple competing theories, which reveals an increasing 

concern with the concrete social mechanisms producing variations in welfare development. 
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Moreover, the general quantitative orientation of this literature has contributed to hone and 

concretize the theoretical expectations. Finally, the empirical results have allowed for the 

discarding of initial accounts of welfare program development, such as the logic of industrialism 

theory.  

 

However, this empirical literature has important limitations in explaining the relationship 

between the political leverage of key programs’ beneficiaries – such as the elderly – and the 

features of public retirement income programs. First, most studies address the compound of 

welfare programs, not individual ones, constraining the evidence regarding the determinants of 

pension policy provisions. Furthermore, the limited quantitative research on pension policies is 

hindered by the use of inadequate indicators, which are sensitive to compositional variations in 

the mass of beneficiaries (i.e. expenditure-based measures), or which can unduly conflate effects 

associated with distinct types of provisions (i.e. generosity indexes). In the remainder of this 

section, I elaborate on these points and describe the main results of this literature.  

 

In order to examine the available quantitative research, it is useful to organize the discussion 

around the type of dependent variable. This is because the selection of diverse indicators of 

welfare generosity has been a main reason for the lack of accumulation of findings in this field 

(Green-Pedersen 2004, 2007; Pierson 2001a). Four types of dependent variables are used in the 

literature: gross aggregate expenditure, average replacement rates, benefits per pensioner and 

indexes based on synthetic replacement rates. First, the largest strand of research relies on total 

spending on welfare programs as a proportion of the GDP (to name a few, Huber and Stephens 

2001; Iversen 2005; Kittel and Obinger 2002; Lindert 2004; Swank 2001). Since these studies 

include inseparably multiple types of programs (pensions, unemployment, sickness, and health 

care among others), they may be reporting findings that are not generalizable to all of its 

programs. Moreover, this data can only illuminate the determinants of programs’ size (not 
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programs’ generosity), as welfare spending is a function of (a) the generosity of provisions, but 

also (b) the number of beneficiaries, (c) the programs’ coverage maturation and (d) the pension-

calculation regime’s maturation.  

 

Responding to the first limitation, some scholars specifically interested in pension programs have 

instead used pension spending as a proportion of GDP (Castles 2004; Gruber and Wise 1999; 

Kittel and Obinger 2002; Mulligan and Sala-i-Martin 1999; Tepe and Vanhuysse 2009). This 

latter set of studies concurs that the expanding share of elderly population has propelled public 

pension expenditure across affluent democracies. However, this result can hardly be surprising. 

As Esping-Andersen (1990) pointed out, population aging is endogenous to overall pension 

spending. In other words, since pension provisions mark a set of conditions to access a public 

entitlement, ceteris paribus pension spending should change linearly with the number of pension 

beneficiaries. Consequently, this scholarship shows that pensioners’ objective need drives 

pension spending, but fails to address how pensioners’ political relevance influences generosity 

levels.  

 

Another strand of literature more specifically interested in the political effect of population aging 

has drawn on indicators aimed at tapping the generosity of pension programs (see Tepe and 

Vanhuysse in this volume). In this case, the two most common strategies involve using the 

average pension spending per elderly person in absolute dollars and the proportion of the 

average GDP per capita replaced by the average pension benefit (i.e. average replacement rate). 

Derived from aggregate spending data, they both present the advantageous property of 

controlling for the size of the elderly population. But the results of this line of work have been 

mixed. While Pampel, Williamson and others (1985, 1990, 1993) and Huber and Stephens (2006) 

report a positive effect on average replacement rates and pension spending per aged, Palme 

(1990), Breyer and Craig (1997) and an earlier study by Huber and Stephens (2001) find an 
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insignificant impact. Finally, using fixed effects Tepe and Vanhuysse (2009), Lindert (2004) and 

Razin et al. (2002) actually report a significant and negative effect of the share of the elderly.   

 

However, before concluding that population aging has a weak or absent political effect, it is 

critical to notice that the average replacement rate and the average pension per elderly do not 

accurately address the generosity of pension programs. This is because of two reasons. First, 

average replacement rates are still sensitive to compositional variations in the mass of pensioners 

(Horlick 1970). These measures vary depending on the proportion of pensioners that (a) 

contributed for the maximum number of years (programs’ maturation) and (b) are covered by 

the last expansive reform (calculation regime’s maturation), even despite lack of reforms of the 

pension policy legislation.11 This means that as programs become more mature or women have 

longer working careers, a larger proportion of individuals will have contributed during the 

maximum considered period. Consequently, the average benefit will increase even despite any 

reform in the calculation formula. The second reason why conventional indicators based on the 

average replacement rate do not accurately reflect pension generosity is that they are generally 

presented in gross terms, hence they fail to reflect the fiscal liabilities of both labor market 

income and public pensions.  

 

To overcome the limitations imposed by aggregate-spending data, a group of scholars interested 

in the generosity of welfare programs have instead relied upon the gross synthetic replacement 

rate, which gauges the generosity of public pensions for a fixed ‘average production worker 

(APW)’ (Aldrich 1982; Day 1978; Hannes-Olsen 1978). This rate is calculated from pension law 

provisions and represents the percentage of the salary of an average production worker (with 

fixed characteristics) that is replaced by her or his first public pension. By fixing the 

characteristics of pensioners, this offers the valuable property of controlling for compositional 

variations in the mass of pensioners. This solves the problems associated with the changes in the 
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mass of pensioners mentioned above. More recently, other scholars estimated and used net 

synthetic replacement rates (Esping-Andersen 1990; Eurostat 1993; OECD 2005, 2007b; Palme 

1990; Scruggs 2007), addressing the second main problem of prior indicators.  

 

To date, only five studies have used synthetic replacement rates to assess the impact of 

population aging on programmatic generosity. On the sole basis of 1980 data, Palme (1990) 

reports no positive effect for the share of the elderly on the average production worker -

equivalent pension replacement rate. Further, examining the determinants of the Scruggs’ Index 

of Welfare Generosity, which compounds pensions, sickness and unemployment synthetic 

replacement rates, Brady et al. (2005) and Bolzendahl (2009) show a positive and significant 

effect for the share of the elderly. In two analyses of Scruggs’ Index of Pension Generosity, Tepe 

and Vanhuysse (2009) find no impact of the share of the elderly on levels of pension generosity, 

whereas Tepe and Vanhuysse (in this volume) find that the share of the elderly appears to lead 

policymakers to bring forward the timing of medium-size pension generosity cutbacks, while 

postponing large-size cuts. This scholarship provides interesting clues on the relationship 

between population aging and pension generosity. But since it examines the determinants of 

indexes, which compound the generosity of different programs or dimensions of pension policy 

(minimum pensions, standard pensions and eligibility conditions), its findings could confuse 

possibly countervailing effects. Thus, it is worth analyzing whether the share of the elderly has a 

different effect on each of these dimensions of public pension policy.  

 

PENSIONERS AS AN INTEREST-BASED POLITICAL BLOC 
 
The claim that pensioners act as an interest-based political bloc in relation to retirement income 

programs has a long tradition in the social sciences (see Hudson in this volume). Since the mid-

1970s scholars in economics, sociology and political science have argued that the political 

leverage of the elderly is critical in explaining variations in the features of these programs. 
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Numerous scholars claim that larger shares of elderly population – that is, more aged 

populations - tend to generate more generous public pensions, although they disagree about the 

precise causal mechanism. In this sense, there has been an increasing interest in the ‘political 

effect’ of population aging on the evolution of pension programs as opposed to its ‘economic 

effect’ (Galasso and Profeta 2007). Even though a wealth of research indicates that aging has a 

direct economic effect on the size of pension programs by boosting their outlays (Holzmann 

1988; World Bank 1994), it has also been noted that an increasing share of the elderly could 

affect the distribution of forces in the pension policy domain. Within the scope of this chapter it 

is not possible to formulate a fully developed theory of the political effect of population aging. 

However it is possible to draw on the partial claims made in the social sciences. This section 

examines the approaches to the link between aging and welfare generosity in economics, 

sociology and political science.  

 
The economic approach to population aging and pension generosity 
 

Economists concur that the elderly are the key interest group in the expansion of retirement 

income programs (for reviews, see Feldstein and Liebman 1997; Tepe and Vanhuysse 2009). 

Starting with the classic formulation by Browing (1978), economic theory argues that the 

redistributive character of public pension schemes – manifested in the pay-as-you-go (paygo) 

financing mechanism - determines the preferences of different age groups. Paygo programs pool 

available resources and produce intergenerational redistribution. Hence, it creates opportunities 

to externalize the costs of a group’s preferences. It particularly allows older voters to attempt to 

maximize the yield for their contributions by supporting benefit expansions, which they will 

finance for fewer (or no) years of contributions relative to younger voters. In other words, 

entitlement increases raise the rate of return per unit of contribution of the elderly and benefit 

them disproportionally because the main brunt of the fiscal costs will be shouldered by younger 
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age groups. Therefore, in paygo pension programs the elderly have concentrated interests in the 

expansion of generosity levels (also Persson and Tabellini 2000; Tabellini 1990).  

 

Following the thread of the argument in political economy, in contrast, younger age groups do 

not counteract elderly’s interests by opposing social security contribution increases that they also 

expect to enjoy at the time of retirement. Politically, this scenario entails that older voters are 

more likely to vote for the expansion or preservation of pension provisions. They take advantage 

of their extra leisure time and engage in more intense political activism under the objective of 

achieving pension generosity increases (Mulligan and Sala-i-Martin 1999). Thereby, economists 

consider that paygo financing leads to the elderly having selective interests in more advantageous 

pension provisions, without triggering a systematic opposition by younger age groups. Moreover, 

given this distribution of interests, as population aging increases the political salience of the 

elderly, office-seeking politicians will respond to the elderly’s preferences with generous pension 

policies. In sum, under this approach, the seniors’ growing political leverage will force policy-

makers to accept the ongoing expansion of public pension spending.  Yet, population aging may 

also produce negative economic feedbacks that could slow down pension spending growth. As 

recently argued by Galasso (2006), individuals will react to forgone income due to increases in 

the social security contribution rate by postponing their retirement, which will erode the 

individual pension debt and boost social security contributions.   

 

The sociological approach to population aging and pension generosity 
 
While the claim that the political power of the elderly drives pension generosity is dominant in 

political economy, this stance remains heterodox in sociology and political science. This fact, 

however, does not dismiss the existence of sociologists and political scientists who have 

proposed arguments consistent with an age-based account of pension programs’ provisions. In 

sociology, this role has been taken by Pampel and Williamson (1985, 1990) and Williamson and 
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Pampel (1993). Justifying their beneficiary-based approach, they draw upon the rational choice 

assumption that the elderly maximize their welfare by having their pension benefits improved. 

However, Pampel and Williamson also present an additional distinct reason why the elderly have 

a better ability to impose their preferences. ‘Unlike other programs, the non-aged and aged view 

receipt of pension benefits as legitimately deserved after decades of work and financial 

contributions’ (1985: 782). In other words, among the pool of objectively deprived groups, the 

elderly are perceived as a collective deserving particular public support. 

 

Consistent with this cultural approach, van Oorschot (2006: 23) and Cook and Barrett (1992) 

show that in practically all Western European countries and the US, the elderly are perceived as 

the most deserving social group, ahead of the sick and the disabled (but for a contrasting 

account, see Sabbagh and Vanhuysse 2010). As suggested by studies from the Netherlands and 

US, seniors may be generally seen as the most deserving because they meet the culturally 

constructed conditions of deservingness. Aging is beyond one’s control, so seniors’ neediness 

cannot be an outcome of sheer laziness. Furthermore, seniors tend to be integral members of 

our communities, which facilitates empathizing with their suffering (de Swaan 1988; Will 1993). 

Finally, seniors are seen as culturally conformist and not rebellious (van Oorschot 2000: 37) and 

well integrated in the political process. Goerres (2009: 56, 103, 131) indicates that European 

seniors are more likely to vote, belong to political parties and unions and to contact public 

officials. Thus, cultural norms of group deservingness affect overall policy preferences, which, 

according to Pampel and Williamson, result in variations in the evolution of each welfare 

program.  

 

The political science approach to population aging and pension generosity 
 
Pierson’s (1994, 1996, 1997) ‘new politics of welfare’ theory clearly contributes to an age-based 

understanding of pension politics by offering complementary reasons for why the elderly have 



 11 

more success in imposing their self-interest in the retirement income policy domain. The new 

politics theory emerged to account for the persistence of welfare programs despite the 

generalized decline of organized labor during the 1980s and 1990s. Its central proposition is that 

these programs have persisted because they have created a mass of beneficiaries who are 

concerned with the generosity of their entitlements and have substituted the working class as the 

central advocates of these policies. 

 

This means that, instead of addressing the implications of selecting a paygo financing 

mechanism, the new politics theory focuses on the coverage and benefit-calculation rules of 

welfare programs. Pierson claims that the universalization of old-age benefits profoundly shapes 

political struggles in these policy domains. Especially, universalized programs help constructing 

the pensioners as an interest group. First, larger numbers of recipients facilitate the forging of a 

new collective identity of individuals qua beneficiaries. Once individuals mutually recognize each 

other as pensioners, they have fulfilled a cognitive precondition for future political mobilizations. 

Second, more generous benefits provide the material resources to participate in sustained or 

punctuated political engagement. In other words, larger pensions may provide the time and 

material autonomy to press for additional pension expansions or the preservation of existing 

benefits. In Pierson’s words, ‘maturing social programs develop new bases of organized support 

that have substantial autonomy from the market’ (1994: 29). 

 

The individual-level literature on welfare policy preferences further provides a solid support for 

the existence of an age cleavage in pension policy domain. Although for the United States, age 

does not structure policy preferences in the old age arena (Hamil-Luker 2001; Ponza et al. 1988; 

Quadagno 1989; Rhodebeck 1993), the scholarship on European countries clearly indicates that 

support for expanding old age pension expenditure and for providing ‘a decent standard of living 

for the old’ increases with age (Armingeon 2006; Blekesaune and Quadagno 2003; Busemeyer et 
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al. 2009; Hicks 2001; Pettersen 1995; Taylor-Gooby 2001). Furthermore, seniors in Continental 

Europe are significantly more opposed to paradigmatic and parametric retrenching reforms 

(Boeri et al. 2002). 

 

Towards a synthetic approach on the political effect of population aging 
 

With the tools provided by economists, sociologists and political scientists, it is possible to 

outline a synthetic approach on the political effect of population aging. Figure 1 depicts the main 

relationships of this approach. It departs from the interest-based principle that the elderly have 

objective interests in the expansion of public pension generosity. As posited by economists, to 

the extent that pension generosity improvements generate higher yields for unit of social security 

contribution to older contributors, and benefit seniors more than non-seniors, we can expect 

seniors to be particularly likely to support more generous pension policies.  

 

 

[FIGURE 7.1 ABOUT HERE] 

 

 

This position-taking of seniors might have political repercussions through two channels. The 

first channel might be indirect and involves civil society organizations. In this case, the key 

organizations are seniors’ advocacy groups, which defend the interests and preferences of seniors 

in the formal political arena. Independently from their organizational capacity, these 

organizations might seek to shape the platforms of both left and right political parties (see 

Sciubba in this volume, and on pensioners’ parties specifically, Hanley in this volume). Yet, when 

due to population aging these organizations increase their resources, they gain prominence for 

political parties, because under those conditions the political endorsement or disapproval of 
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these organizations could affect a larger pool of voters. Thus, in the most aged countries center-

left and center-right political parties have more incentives to incorporate these organizations’ 

demands into their political platform.  

 

The second path by which seniors’ pension policy preferences might have political repercussions 

is direct and without the participation of civil society. Office-seeking politicians also gain 

familiarity with the seniors’ larger support for generous pensions through direct means such as 

town hall meetings, informal contacts or opinion polls. Moreover, given the sizeable political 

marketing industry, politicians can be expected to be informed about the electoral salience of 

seniors in their country or electoral district, which derives from the seniors’ higher likelihood of 

voting and the degree of population aging. Hence, when seniors represent a larger proportion of 

voters, office-seeking politicians of the main parties may adapt their position-takings to the 

demographic structure of its electorate and support the demands of seniors.  

 

Moreover, during the expansionary stage, younger age groups do not countervail the pressures to 

increase public pension generosity. As the sociological approach suggests, non-seniors do not 

tend to hold radically different pension policy attitudes than seniors because of cultural norms 

and the long term expectations created by these programs (Kohli 2008). First, as seniors are 

fellow citizens and unable to work, in most countries they are perceived as the most deserving 

social group. This entails that non-seniors consider seniors as especially worthy of public support 

(but see Sabbagh and Vanhuysse 2010). Second, given that paygo pension programs involve a 

long-term intergenerational social contract, non-seniors also anticipate to benefit at the time of 

their retirement from a past pension generosity increase. Therefore, non-seniors do not hold 

largely different positions regarding potential pension generosity increases.  
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Finally, improvements in access to pension benefits or the pension calculation rules also affect 

political processes in the welfare policy domains. As the political science approach indicates, 

welfare legislation generates policy feedbacks that bolster the standing of beneficiaries in the 

political arena. By differentiating between recipients and contributors, these policies contribute 

to generate a collective identity of beneficiaries that transcends preexisting cleavages. In addition, 

social transfers programs distribute benefits that can be used in the political sphere for the 

expansion or preservation of those benefits. These latter feedback effects help to explain the 

intense difficulties in cutting back pension benefits in countries with widely different generosity 

levels. In combination, these sets of claims suggest that more aged countries award more 

generous public pensions.  

 

H1: The larger the share of elderly population over all adult population, the greater is pension generosity.  

 

ALTERNATIVE ACCOUNTS OF PENSION PROGRAMS DEVELOPMENT 
 
The beneficiaries-based approach represents only one of the theories aimed at explaining cross-

national variations in the generosity of welfare programs. Two other widely cited theories are the 

power resources and veto point approaches. Since these theories have received at least partially 

supportive evidence and they may account for differences in pension generosity, it is useful to 

review their guiding principles.  

 

Power resources theory 
 
The power resources theory provides an alternative interest-based model to account for the 

expansion of welfare effort during the 20th century. In contrast to the approaches focused on the 

struggle between beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries, power resources theorists explain welfare 

politics in terms of a struggle between social classes. This theory argues that welfare generosity is 

expanded when organized labor can best influence policy-making to enact policies that pursue 
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the objective interests of workers by redistributing resources extracted from affluent classes 

(Korpi 1978, 1983; Stephens 1980). Departing from the principle that the working class is 

economically dominated in market societies, the power resources theory underscores the 

possibilities opened by democratic polities for the redistribution of power in capitalist societies. 

In Korpi’s formulation (1983), once democratic political rights are ensured, capital loses its 

monopoly on political mobilization, allowing both classes to utilize their ‘power resources.’ In 

this context, capital still benefits from its power resource of the means of production, but labor 

gains access to the resource of the ‘disciplined action of sheer numbers’ (Shalev 1983: 321). If 

organized labor gains prominence in policy-making by effectively mobilizing the mass of wage-

earners, the model claims, it can redirect the state goals and improve the workers’ life chances. 

Under those conditions, the state can grant decommodification rights that will guarantee a 

constant income flow to economically inactive individuals (Esping-Andersen 1990). 

 

The central prediction of the power resources theory is that the political leverage of working-

class organizations such as left parties and trade unions are the basis factors behind the 

generosity of unemployment, sickness and pension programs. Conversely, since right parties 

tend to represent the economically privileged, when in power, they should undermine welfare 

generosity (Castles 1982). Moreover, although the model was primarily developed to account for 

the expansion of welfare programs during the postwar period, power resources theorists such as 

Esping-Andersen (1990) and Scarbrough (2000) still expect it to remain valid for the post-1980 

period. Under their view, in the new austerity era right parties should be more likely to promote 

the enactment of welfare retrenchments, while left parties should be more likely to oppose them. 

 

Following principles of the power resources theory, recent qualitative research on pension 

politics has also suggested that organized labor, and particularly labor unions, has had a critical 

role in the reform process since 1980. Summarizing this line of work, Immergut and Anderson 
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wrote that ‘in many Western European countries, unions are still the main defenders of the 

pension policy status quo, even if the face of competition from new interest groups (…)’ (2007: 

14). According to this approach, whenever possible labor unions have opposed attempts at 

retrenchment, while their involvement in the new pension policy design has been a precondition 

for the passage of reforms. Thus, organized labor should still champion pension generosity in 

the post-1980 period.  

 

Despite these expectations, previous studies on the determinants of public pension effort since 

1980 do not provide evidence of an impact of the partisan structure of government. Tepe and 

Vanhuysse (2009, 2010) and Kittel and Obinger (2002) show that the share of cabinet seats held 

by left parties is unrelated to overall pension spending and Scruggs’ pension generosity index. 

However by using fixed effects and testing how the structure of government in t-1 affects 

pension spending in t, these studies assume an instantaneous impact of the type of government. 

By contrast, political sociologists concur that it is more realistic to assume that the impact of 

partisanship has varying time-lags, which suggests using a cumulative variables for the type of 

government and testing their impact through total effects models (Bolzendahl and Brooks 2007; 

Brady et al. 2005; Huber and Stephens 2001, 2006). Moreover the studies of Tepe and 

Vanhuysse (2009, 2010) and Kittel and Obinger (2002) do not assess the relevance of union 

density, which also represents a critical dimension in the power resources theory.   

 

H2: The more influential left parties are in policy-making, the greater is pension generosity. 

 

H3: The more influential trade unions are in policy-making, the greater is pension generosity. 

 

H4: The more influential right parties are in policy-making, the lower is pension generosity. 
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Veto points theory 
 

Alongside the interest group approach, another prevalent approach to welfare reform analysis is 

the veto point approach. This model emerged as an application to policy making of the new 

institutional principle that ‘institutions’ or ‘the rules of the game’ (North 1990: 3) structure the 

forms of political struggle in a given social domain. Following this principle, the veto points 

theory asserts that the formal rules in the legislative process and the power concentration in the 

executive are consequential for the success of a reform proposal. Veto point theorists stress that 

the rules of the legislative process become relevant because they set unavoidable points of 

collective decision making at which – either, expansionary or retrenching – proposal may be 

blocked. Each of these points offers to reform opponents a chance to exert their influence 

against its enactment (Immergut 1992; Tsebelis 2002). For instance, in contrast to unicameral 

systems, bicameral systems set an extra legislative step in which opponents can still craft an anti-

reformist coalition. Together with the role of Constitutional rules, the theory also asserts that 

multiparty executives also allow opponents to block a bill draft by swaying small coalition 

partners. In all, the presidency, federal systems, second chambers, referenda, constitutional 

courts and multi-partisan coalition executives all contribute to diffuse power across institutions, 

reducing the control of the legislative process by the bill proponents. In short, ‘the potential of 

policy change decreases with the number of veto points’ (Tsebelis 1995: 289). 

 

A classic study of this approach is Immergut’s (1992) analysis of health care reform in France, 

Sweden and Switzerland during the postwar period. In those three cases, the executive attempted 

to integrate health care funding with health care provision in a holistic public system. However, 

despite uniform opposition by doctors, only Sweden succeeded in this goal due to the lack of 

veto points. Respectively, the concentration of power in Parliament and the threat of referenda 

prevented the achievement of that degree of integration in France and Switzerland. Further, with 



 18 

regard to pension policy, Immergut and Anderson (2007) point out that the fact that the issue of 

pension reform has been recurrent in the governmental agenda at least since 1980 makes this 

policy domain a critical natural test for the veto points theory. The pension domain should thus 

represent the least-stringent scenario for the theory.2  

 

In their analysis of old-age pension generosity, Tepe and Vanhuysse (2009) test the effect of the 

power diffusion in the executive. Partially contrary to the veto points approach, they report a 

negative effect of increases in executive power diffusion on changes in overall pension spending. 

Yet the degree of power concentration is only one of the dimensions considered by the veto 

points theorists, who have actually concentrated on to the role of formal rules in the legislative 

process. Since the veto points theory argues that expansionary pension bill drafts face additional 

hurdles in countries with more Constitutional veto points, it is worth testing if pensions are less 

generous in those countries.  

 

H5: The more Constitutional veto points there are in policy-making, the lower is pension generosity. 

 

DATA AND METHODS 
 
Dependent variables 
 
Section 1 concluded that existing studies cannot adequately explain the relationship between the 

political effect of population aging and the generosity of pension programs because they either 

use (a) expenditure-based measures that are sensitive to compositional variations, or (b) 

generosity indexes that may conflate effects which are specific to each pension generosity 

dimension. Alternatively and to overcome these limitations, this study relies on two dependent 

variables: the net synthetic minimum and standard pension replacement rates. The reminder of 

the analysis examines the determinants of these two types of replacement rates in 21 OECD 

countries between 1980 and 2002.43   
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Synthetic replacement rates (SRR) gauge the proportion of a fixed hypothetical ‘average 

production worker’s’ (APW) salary that is substituted by the pension earned during the first year 

of retirement. They differ from average replacement rates (ARR) both in relation to the 

numerator and the denominator. Concerning the numerator, instead of estimating the 

entitlements for the average and time-varying pensioner, standard and minimum SRR are 

estimated for individuals with fixed characteristics and on the basis of individual-level provisions. 

In this case, the standard pension represents the entitlement awarded to individuals who started 

working at age 21, had a 40-year-long contributive history and an income that continuously 

equaled the average national industrial salary. Conversely, the minimum pension represents the 

entitlement awarded to individuals who had no contributive history. Concerning the 

denominator, working-age income is tapped by the mean salary of the average worker in the 

industrial sector, instead of the average GDP per capita, because it is more representative of the 

purchasing power of adults.  

 

As indicators of the generosity of pension systems, SRR have two main advantages over the 

ARR. First and most importantly, SRR offer a valid solution to the methodological problem of 

the time-varying compositional variations in the mass of pensioners discussed in section 1. Since 

SRR calculate pensions on the basis of legislative provisions and for a worker with fixed 

characteristics, they are unaffected by longitudinal changes in the characteristics of pensioners. 

Contrary to ARR, SRR of mature programs remain insensitive to the time-varying effective 

retirement age, the maturation of each pension-calculation regime and the maturation of the 

pension program’s coverage. Therefore, SRR respond more precisely to modifications in the 

pension calculation formula, allowing more valid assessments of the causes producing those 

modifications.    
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A second main advantage of net SRR over ARR is that they consider the fiscal liabilities of both 

pensions and the worker’s income. Although net ARR could also be estimated by examining the 

tax rates of the given average pension and income, practically all available research relying on 

ARR disregards the role of taxation. Fiscal liabilities, however, should be taken into account 

because they have differed cross-nationally and longitudinally both for salaries and pensions.  

 

As mentioned above, the rest of the analysis distinguishes the SRR of standard and minimum 

pensions. The standard pension has an income-preservation orientation and aims to capture the 

old-age entitlement awarded to an average worker. Alternatively, the standard pension has a 

poverty-prevention orientation and is the entitlement of last resource. In demographic and fiscal 

terms, the former is considerably more important.54  

 

The net standard and minimum pension SRR for 18 OECD countries were obtained from 

Scruggs’ (2004) seminal Comparative Welfare Entitlements Dataset (CWED). Further, building 

on Scruggs’ dataset, I calculated the replacement rates fiscal liabilities of Greece, Portugal and 

Spain (see Appendix). Adding these three countries is justified because by 1980 these three 

Southern European countries had universal public pension programs and were capitalist 

democracies, similarly to OECD-18 nations.  

 

Independent variables 
 
Six variables allow testing the expectations derived from the theories discussed in Section 2. Share 

of elderly population, which represents the proportion of the population aged 65 or older over all 

population aged 15 or older, responds to the potential political effect of population aging, since 

it is representative of electoral clout of the elderly over the voting age population.65Data are from 

OECD (2007b). Following convention in comparative political sociology, the power of left and 

right parties is proxied by their influence in the executive. More precisely, based on Swank’s 
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dataset (2007) Left and Right cabinet respectively represent the cumulative percentage of cabinet 

portfolios for each type of party since 1950. Moreover, Union density measures the total union 

membership as a percentage of all salary earners (Visser 2006; OECD 2007).  Finally, 

Constitutional structure responds to the veto points theory. It is an additive index which considers 

five veto points: the presence of federalism, parliamentary government, proportional 

representation, bicameralism, and frequent referenda. The source for this variable is Armingeon 

(2006).  

 

All the models include six additional controls. Log GDP per capita addresses the expectation of 

modernization theory that affluence creates the resources to increase welfare effort (Wilensky 

2002). Second, to capture the role of economic globalization, the models include Net trade, which 

is the difference between exports and imports as a proportion of the national GDP, and that 

Brady et al. (2005) found strongly related to social expenditures. Primary data for these two 

variables was obtained from World Bank (2006). Moreover, the inclusion of GDP growth, Inflation 

and Public deficit of the general government over GDP responds to the claim of political 

economists that economic crises facilitate the passage of pro-market reforms (Williamson and 

Haggard 1994).7 Finally, following the growing feminist branch of the power resources theory 

arguing that women also represent an interest group pressing for increases in welfare generosity 

(Bolzendahl 2009; Bolzendahl and Brooks 2007), the models include Women in parliament, which 

represents the average percentage of Congresswomen during the past five years (Armingeon 

2006). 

 

Analytical approach 
 
The expectations from the theories outlined above are tested through time-series cross-national 

models with panel-corrected standard errors (PCSE), an AR(1) correction and without country 

fixed-effects. It is well-known that a straightforward application of OLS regression into time-



 22 

series cross-national data violates two OLS assumptions. Since the values in the independent 

variables are usually path-dependent, errors tend to be autocorrelated. Furthermore, since units 

in the dependent variable usually vary across cases, errors tend to be heteroscedastic. As a result, 

standard OLS regression model underestimates the standard errors, producing biased results. As 

a solution to the presence of heteroscedasticity, Beck and Katz (1995; Beck 2001) developed a 

procedure that generates robust or ‘panel corrected standard errors’ (PCSE) by taking into 

account the number of time points in the dataset.  

 

Further, Beck and Katz proposed the inclusion of a lagged dependent variable in the right-hand 

of the equation to address the autocorrelation of errors. But as the lagged dependent variable is 

commonly strongly correlated with the dependent variable and is also a function of the other 

independent variables, it inappropriately captures the effect of the more theoretically substantive 

independent variables. As an alternative to the lagged dependent variable, a first autoregressive 

correction of the errors (AR(1)) addresses the problem of autocorrelation without biasing the 

effect of the substantive variables.86  

 

Finally, the models do not include country fixed-effects, which would force the independent 

variables to discount cross-national variations and would constrain the analysis into one of only 

annual changes. Two main reasons justify examining the determinants of both cross-sectional 

and longitudinal variations. First, as Huber and Stephens (2001) suggest, changes in the power 

position of interest groups at point t-1 do not mechanically produce changes in policy provisions 

at point t. Indeed their impact usually occurs with variable lags through an ideological struggle 

affecting general policy preferences. Second, as shown by the rho values of Tables 7.1 and 7.2, 

which gauges the proportion of total variability that is produced between countries, at least 80% 

of the variation in all models derives from cross-national differences.97In this case, responding to 

a potential omitted time-constant variable bias by focusing on annual changes thus solves one 
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problem by creating a larger one. This is because doing so leaves most of the variation in the 

dependent variables unaccounted for.  

 

CROSS-NATIONAL DIFFERENCE IN THE STANDARD AND MINIMUM 
SYNTHETIC REPLACEMENT RATES 
 
Before reviewing the results of the multivariate analysis it is useful to describe the patterns of 

variation among the standard and minimum replacement rates. The rates awarded by the 21 

countries in 1980 and 2002, which are shown in Table 7.1, allow considering if these rates varied 

more intensely either between countries or within countries. According to this descriptive 

evidence, most of the variation in the standard and minimum replacement rates occurred cross-

nationally and not longitudinally. Examining first the values for the standard replacement rates, it 

is significant that only five out of the 21 countries modified their rate more than 10 percentage 

points between 1980 and 2002. By contrast, the cross-national ranking of standard pension 

generosity reveals substantial differences. At the top of the ranking we find two Southern 

European (Greece and Spain) and two Continental countries (Belgium and Austria), which 

awarded standard replacement rates over 75%. The intermediate level included a diverse group 

of countries including the US, Japan and the Netherlands, which had standard replacement rates 

between 55% and 75%. Finally, the lowest third included five Anglo-Saxon countries (Canada, 

UK, New Zealand, Ireland and Australia) plus Switzerland and Denmark with standard 

replacement rates below 55%.  

 

 

[TABLE 7.1 AROUND HERE] 
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In regard to the minimum pension replacement rate, cross-national differences also predominate 

over longitudinal ones. Indeed, while the difference in the rates between the most and least 

generous countries is above 40 percentage points, only four countries observed a larger-than-10-

percentage points change in their minimum pension replacement rate. In this case, the most 

generous cases, those with a minimum pension replacement rate over 45%, include three 

Scandinavian (Norway, Denmark and Finland) and three Continental countries (Netherlands, 

France and Austria). In the intermediate level, from 45 until 30%, we also find a diverse group 

including Sweden, United States and Belgium. Finally, three Southern European countries 

(Greece, Portugal and Spain) plus Germany awarded the least generous minimum pensions, as 

their replacement rates were on average below 30%. In sum, the standard and minimum 

replacement rates reveal substantial differences, with most of the variations occurring between 

countries.  

 

Multivariate results 
 
The multivariate results are presented in two stages. This section first discusses the determinants 

of the standard replacement rate and afterwards discusses the determinants of the minimum 

replacement rate. To assess the stability of the covariations, in both cases the full model as well 

as four additional sensitivity models are considered.   

 

Standard replacement rate 

 

Model 1 in Table 7.2 provides the baseline equation. According to this model, union density, 

right cabinet portfolio, constitutional structure and women in parliament have a negative and 

significant effect on the standard pension replacement rate, while the public deficit has a positive 

and significant effect. But more importantly, the share of elderly population also has a positive 

impact on the dependent variable.  
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By itself, this evidence is consistent with the existence of a political effect of population aging. In 

line with the multidisciplinary literature claiming that the elderly act as an interest group in the 

pension policy domain and mobilize their electoral clout to defend their selective interests, 

countries with larger shares of the elderly population tend to have significantly higher standard 

pension replacement rates. Hence this finding gives credence to the hypothesis that an age-

cleavage shapes the effective content of pension programs.108  

 

The other three main theories discussed in Section 2 receive uneven support in Model 1 of Table 

7.2. The veto points theory is supported, because countries where the legislative process faces 

more hurdles tend to award less generous pensions. By contrast, the power resources theory 

obtained rather weak confirmatory results. Even if countries with stronger right parties are 

associated with less generous pensions, those countries where left parties are better entrenched 

do not provide more generous pensions. Thus, H2 is unsupported.  

 

 

[TABLE 7.2 AROUND HERE] 

 

 

One possible concern with the finding that countries with more aged population tend to provide 

more generous standard pensions is that this covariation could be sensitive to model 

specification and emerge only when the equation incorporates the six control variables. A second 

concern is that this relationship could be temporally unstable so that it withers or even changes 

its direction when considering the first or second half of the 22 covered years. Finally, according 

to a third possible concern, the positive effect of the share of the elderly could be an artifact of 

the inclusion in the sample of Greece, Portugal and Spain (OECD-3). Since OECD-3 have not 
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had democratic regimes for the whole postwar period as OECD-18 countries did, but completed 

their democratic transitions in the mid-1970s, it could be argued that OECD-18 countries and 

OECD-3 are incommensurable groups. In fact, since OECD-3 countries had higher replacement 

rates, it could be argued that they are outlier cases, which can severely bias the results. To 

address these concerns and assess the robustness of the results derived from the baseline Model 

1, Table 7.2 provides three sensitivity models.  

According to the additional equations, the three concerns mentioned above are unsubstantiated. 

The share of elderly population preserves its positive and significant effect in all of these 

additional equations. For the full OECD-21 sample, and after excluding the statistical controls 

(Model 2), the share of the elderly remains in the expected direction. It also displays a positive 

covariation with the standard pension replacement rate when considering both the 1980-1991 

and the 1992-2002 sub-periods (Models 3 and 4). Finally, the relevance of the share of elderly 

population demonstrates cannot be attributed to the inclusion of Greece, Portugal and Spain. 

When these three countries are excluded from the sample (Model 5), the coefficient for the share 

of elderly population declines but still remains highly significant under conventional confidence 

levels. Therefore, H1 is unsupported.119  

 

 Regarding the other significant variables in Model 1, union density proves sensitive to the model 

structure. In Models 4 and 5, the variable loses its significance, suggesting that its covariation in 

Models 1 through 3 is an artifact of the particularly low union density of Southern European 

democracies. Thus, H3 is unsupported. By contrast, the strength of right parties as measured by 

their influence in the executive remains negative and significance across Models 1 through 5, and 

H4 is supported. This finding supports the claim that partisan politics still matter in 

contemporary pension politics. Further, the constitutional structure does not lose its significance 

in Models 2 through 5, indicating that the structure of the legislative process is consequential for 

the generosity of pension programs. Hence, H5 is supported. 
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Since right cabinet portfolios, constitutional structure and the share of elderly maintain a robust 

covariation with the standard pension replacement rate across the models in Table 7.2, it is 

informative to evaluate which of these three independent variables has the stronger association 

with the dependent variable. In other words, which of the three is the main determinant of the 

standard pension generosity? Given that these three independent variables have very different 

levels of variance, to answer this question it is necessary to standardize the regression 

coefficients. Figure 2 displays the change in the standard pension replacement rate associated 

with an increase of one standard deviation in the share of the elderly, right cabinet portfolios and 

constitutional structure. The figure makes clear that the impact of the share of the elderly far 

exceeds that of right cabinet portfolios and constitutional structure. A standard deviation in the 

share of the elderly has an impact five times greater than a standard deviation in the other two 

variables. Thus, the proxy of the political effect of population aging stands out as the largest 

determinant of the standard pension generosity.  

 

 

[FIGURE 7.2 ABOUT HERE] 

 

 

However, even if the share of the elderly has the strongest impact among those variables which 

are statistically significant, its effect might nevertheless still be essentially minuscule and 

irrelevant. Hence to assess its substantive significance, we may compare the effect of the variable 

for the countries with the largest and smallest average population aging. Over the 1980-2002 

period, Sweden had the largest mean share of elderly population (21.29%) and Canada the 

smallest mean share (14.11%). Thus, based on model 1 of Table 7.2, the difference between the 

largest and the smallest share is 12.02 percentage points (7.18*1.67). We may infer that, 
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controlling for other factors, had Canada had the Swedish level of population aging, it would 

have increased its mean standard pension replacement rate from 60.42% to 72.44%. In practical 

terms, this represents a large difference. Thus, the share of the elderly both has a statistically and 

substantively significant impact on the generosity of standard pensions.  

 

Minimum replacement rate 

 

Having concluded that the share of the elderly has a positive effect in the generosity of standard 

pensions, do we observe the same positive effect in regard to the minimum pensions? Table 7.3 

makes possible to answer this question by providing five models with the determinants of the 

minimum pension replacement rate. The baseline Model 1 in Table 7.3 firstly suggests that 

population aging does not have a uniform impact across types of public pension programs. This 

models shows that the share of the elderly and right cabinet portfolio is negatively related to the 

minimum pension replacement rate. Furthermore, according to this model, left cabinet portfolio 

and union density covary positively with the generosity of minimum pensions, but surprisingly 

the effects are not statistically significant.  

 

 

[TABLE 7.3 AROUND HERE] 

 

 

However, before extrapolating conclusions to the theories outlined in sections 2 and 3, it is 

important to keep in mind that they focus their predictions on the standard pension replacement 

rates. Indeed, of the four theories, only the power resources approach has a strong expectation in 

relation to minimum pension generosity. Power resources theory claims that the 

redistributiveness of welfare policy hinges upon the political sway of the working class 
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represented by left parties and unions. Thus, when organized labor becomes more powerful, it 

pursues a class-based agenda and should enhance the generosity of the more redistributive 

minimum pension programs. Yet, contrary to this prediction, left cabinet portfolios and union 

density indicate insignificant positive effects under conventional confidence levels.   

 

Furthermore, while the negative covariation between the share of the elderly and the minimum 

pension generosity seemingly contradicts the beneficiaries approach, which suggests that the 

elderly act as an interest-based political bloc, it is critical to notice that this approach only makes 

a prediction regarding earnings-related pension programs. Central to this theory is the claim that 

the elderly mobilize as an interclass coalition to influence policy making only when seniors from 

all classes can benefit from potential benefit increases, as happens in the case of earnings-related 

programs. By contrast, when advantages of benefit increases concentrate in the lower classes, as 

happens with the highly progressive minimum pension programs, the theory predicts that middle 

and upper class seniors have no rational incentive to support generosity increases, preventing the 

formation of an interclass age-base coalition.   

 

However, if the beneficiaries approach lacks a prediction regarding the relationship between 

population aging and minimum pension generosity, then what accounts for their inverted 

relationship? Further research is necessary in this regard. With the available evidence, it is only 

possible to speculate that the elderly perceive a trade-off between the minimum and earnings-

related programs, so that the generosity of the minimum pensions runs counter to that of 

standard pensions. Consequently, if the elderly behave as an interclass coalition and seek a policy 

change that advantages the largest segment of society, they will only support a low-moderate 

minimum pension entitlement. This reduced minimum pension ensures the existence of an 

earnings-related program, (intended to preserve previous standards of living), that will benefit 

seniors of all classes through higher standard pension replacement rates.   
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To assess how robust are the effects of share of the elderly and right cabinet portfolios found in 

Model 1, it is useful to analyze sensitivity models. These statistical associations could wither 

when eliminating the control variables. Further, they could prove temporally unstable. 

Alternatively, they could turn out to be an artifact of the inclusion of Greece, Portugal and Spain. 

For these reasons, Table 7.3 includes four additional models, which provide relevant 

qualifications to the results of Model 1.   

 

First, the share of the elderly is observed to have a robust effect. Without the control variables, 

both in the 1980-1991 and 1992-2002 periods and for OECD-21 countries as well as for OECD-

18 countries, the share of the elderly has a negative and statistically significant impact on the 

minimum pension replacement rate. In other words, countries that have undergone a larger 

degree of population aging tend to provide less generous minimum pensions.  

 

Second, right cabinet’s significance in Model 1 does not hold when OECD-3 countries are 

excluded or when the control variables are excluded. Therefore, we lack sufficient evidence to 

claim that right party cabinets differed from other parties in their treatment of minimum pension 

entitlements. In regard to the other two power resources variables, left cabinet portfolio 

becomes significant and in the expected positive direction in the reduced model 2 and when 

distinguishing the 1980-1991 and 1991-2002 periods, which suggests that left governments grant 

more generous minimum pensions. However the variable turns insignificant for the model 

covering the whole 1980-2002 period and all variables (model 1) and for OECD-18 countries 

(model 5). Thus, the left cabinet variable provides weak evidence supporting the power resources 

theory. Moreover, the union density variable was insignificant in model 1 because it had opposite 

effects during the two periods covered by this study. In light of the data presented in models 3 

and 4 (Table 7.3), during the 1980s trade unions’ entrenchment produced highly redistributive 
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pension policies with increases in minimum pensions, while during the 1990s it produced 

decreases in minimum pension generosity. This inversion in the effect of trade unions could be 

due to a change in the unions’ policy preferences. Because of ideological and financial pressures 

for pension retrenchment during the 1990s, union leaders may have consented to the cuts in 

minimum pensions to preserve the generosity of standard pensions.   

 

How substantive is the effect of the share of elderly population on the minimum replacement 

rate? This can be determined by comparing the difference in its hypothetical impact for the 

countries with the highest and lowest values. As mentioned above, Sweden and Canada were, 

respectively, the countries with the average highest and lowest share of elderly population. On 

the basis of model 1 (Table 7.3), net of other factors, had Canada had the share of the elderly of 

Sweden, it would have had a 13.73 percentage points lower minimum replacement rate, which 

indicates a substantive effect. This suggests that the share of the elderly had a substantive impact 

on the minimum replacement rate. Moreover, Figure 2 shows that the estimated change 

associated with a unit change in the standardized coefficient of share of the elderly. It reveals 

that the effect of this variable on the minimum replacement rate was more substantive than the 

effect of constitutional structure and right cabinet on the standard replacement rate.  

 

DISCUSSION 
 
A major debate in the welfare state literature refers to the influence of beneficiaries in the 

generosity for pension entitlements. The dominant power resources strand claims that organized 

labor has championed welfare (and pension) generosity since the end of World War II. However, 

in recent decades, a multidisciplinary alternative approach has emerged claiming that once 

retirement income programs mature pensioners champion the generosity in these programs. 

Previous empirical research cannot adequately answer which of these two interests groups has 

been more influential for the evolution of public pension programs because it relies on measures 



 32 

which are either sensitive to compositional variations in the mass of beneficiaries, or indexes that 

compound different generosity dimensions and may confuse effects in opposite directions. This 

chapter contributes to the literature with a time-series cross-national analysis of the determinants 

of the generosity of net synthetic standard and minimum pensions in 21 countries between 1980 

and 2002.  

 

The chapter provides robust evidence supporting the beneficiaries approach. Countries where 

the elderly had more political leverage were significantly more likely to provide higher standard 

pension replacement rates. This was the case for the whole sample and the full period, but also 

for the 1980-1991 and 1992-2002 periods as well as for OECD-18 countries. Hence, population 

aging had a political effect on the content of the largest pension programs. Furthermore, the 

impact of the electoral relevance of the elderly is substantially significant. Had the least aged 

country (Canada) had the level of population aging of the most aged country (Sweden) it would 

have had an 11.55 percentage points higher standard pension replacement rate.  

 

Beyond the beneficiaries approach, the power resources theory and the veto points theory also 

find supportive evidence in this analysis. Countries with more constitutional veto points and 

better entrenched right parties awarded less generous standard pensions. However the 

substantial impact of the measure of the power of the elderly’s proved much larger than that for 

right parties’ power and the constitutional veto points, indicating that the elderly were the main 

advocates of high standard pension generosity.  

 

In relation to the numerically much less relevant minimum pensions, the elderly’s political power 

was negatively associated with the generosity of these entitlements of last resort. In other words, 

countries where the elderly had more political leverage awarded less generous minimum 

pensions. I have argued that this finding does not run counter to the beneficiaries approach, 
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which expects the elderly to mobilize as an interclass political bloc only when seniors of all 

classes benefit from an entitlement increase as occurs with earnings-related but not with poverty-

prevention programs. Moreover, surprisingly, the power resources theory lacks a strong 

explanatory power in relation to minimum pensions. The claim that organized labor utilized 

pension policy to enhance economic equality in capitalist democracies by expanding the 

generosity of the most redistributive public pensions is only weakly supported. This is because 

the positive and significant impact of left parties’ entrenchment is not consistent across all 

models.  

 

These findings have implications for welfare state theorizing. While I have shown here that 

elderly power has driven the level of pension entitlements, previous research has convincingly 

shown that organized labor’s power drove the level of unemployment and sickness entitlements 

(Allan and Scruggs 2004; Korpi and Palme 2003). Therefore, these three critical welfare policy 

domains underwent different political struggles and they responded to the pressures of different 

interest groups. This variation in political processes poses a major challenge to dominant theories 

of welfare state development, which all identify a single cause for programmatic development 

and, as a result, assume that uniform dynamics took place in all welfare policy domains. Since the 

logic of industrialism theory attributes the expansion of welfare programs to the surpluses 

created by economic prosperity (which allow distributing resources to all groups under the threat 

of social exclusion), it assumes that prosperity affects all welfare domains equally. Further, 

because power resources theorists attribute the degree of decommodification provided by 

pensions, unemployment and sickness programs to the organizational strength of the working 

class, they also expect to observe uniform dynamics across policy fields. Finally, since new 

politics theory explains the lack of welfare dismantling in old-age, housing and income-support 

in terms of the influence of programmatic beneficiaries, it assumes that only one dimension 

accounts for the degree of retrenchments.  
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Innovative theorizing could explore what institutional factors contribute to the domestic 

divergence in welfare political struggles. In this regard, a suggestive element to consider is the 

overall degree of (progressive) redistribution involved in each of these programs. Drawing on the 

neoinstitutionalist approach, it could be expected that redistribution shapes the preferences of 

actors by providing incentives and disincentives for mobilization. The most redistributive 

programs should concentrate their support among economically disadvantaged groups which 

benefit disproportionally by them, while the least redistributive programs should be favored 

similarly by all classes. To the extent that (a) organized labor represents the interests of the 

economically disadvantaged and (b) unemployment and sickness programs are more 

redistributive than pension programs, a focus on reward distribution could help explain the 

variations in political struggles across welfare domains.  

 

The findings of this chapter suggest two lines for further empirical research. First, more research 

is needed exploring the attitudes and position-takings of the elderly and their main organizations 

towards the balance between earnings-related and poverty-prevention pension programs. A 

potential perceived trade-off between minimum and standard pension generosity among these 

actors would account for the opposite effect of the share of the elderly in the generosity of the 

two types of programs. Second, future research could explore systematically the relationship 

between population aging and the age orientation of welfare system. Despite the promising 

exploratory research done by Esping-Andersen (1990) in this regard, very little work has been 

done on the age orientation of welfare systems (for exceptions, Lynch 2001, 2006; Gamliel-

Yehoshua and Vanhuysse 2010; Tepe and Vanhuysse 2010). Multivariate research may reveal 

whether the political effect of population aging is limited to pension programs or if it transcends 

to the welfare system as a whole. 
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ENDNOTES 
 

 

1 For instance, although Sweden has not passed any expansionary pension reform since 1980, the 

average replacement rate increased steadily until 2002 (data available upon request). 

 

2 Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, 

Japan, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United 

Kingdom and the United States.  

3 For instance, in Spain and the United States respectively only 5.4% and 5.5% of all old-age 

pensions are minimum or poverty prevention pensions (Boldrin 1999; Social Security 

Administration 2009). 

4 A more precise measure would be the elderly over all adult population (18+), but OECD and 

United Nations’ data concerning the size of 15-18 cohorts is limited impeding use of this 

indicator.  

5 Using the Huber/White adjustment for unit heterogeneity, the results differ from those 

reported above. However this adjustment does not address the problems of serial correlation and 

cross-nationally varying error variance.  

6 The rho value gauges the proportion of total unaccounted variability in the dependent variable 

produced by unaccounted time-constant factors.  

7 The variable share of the elderly becomes statistically insignificant once we add country fixed 

effects. However, the variance within countries only represents around 10% of the total variance 

in the sample.     

8 Additional unreported models tested the possibility of a quadratic relationship between the 

share of the elderly and the generosity of standard pensions. However the squared term for the 

share of the elderly was not consistently significant across the models in Table 7.2.  
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CHAPTER 8 
AUTHORS: ACHIM GOERRES AND MARKUS TEPE 
 
THE FAMILY AND THE WELFARE STATE 
THE IMPACT OF PUBLIC PROVISION FOR FAMILIES ON YOUNG PEOPLE’S 
DEMAND FOR PUBLIC CHILDCARE ACROSS 21 NATIONSi 
 
Andreas is 25 years old and lives with his girlfriend Sabine in West Germany. He sees his parents 

very often. How likely is he to be demanding that the welfare state should provide childcare? 

How does his expectation differ from his neighbor Arno, who is of the same age, but who sees 

his parents only three times a year? What is the expectation for the Danish Kim who also sees his 

parents regularly and his neighbor Stefan with no parents at all? 

 
This chapter presents an analysis of the impacts of family policy regimes and family solidarity on 

young peoples’ attitudes towards public childcare across 21 post-industrial democracies. It 

complements another study of ours that dealt with older people’s attitudes towards public 

childcare (Goerres and Tepe 2010a). This chapter sheds light on the question  of how family 

generational policy frameworks, developed in the past, shape the expectation of young citizens of 

child-bearing age towards a generational policy, public childcare, and how this relationship is 

contextualized by family generational relationships of these citizens. The comparative welfare 

state literature indicates that welfare state policies towards families vary across countries. Among 

our 21 OECD countries, the average amount of pre-primary educational spending was 0.34% of 

GDP around 2005 (OECD 2011). This contained extreme cases, such as Spain spending 0.0% 

and France spending 0.6% of GDP on pre-primary educational spending. At the same time, there 

was variance in the demand for public childcare across these countries. In New Zealand in 2002, 

40% of those aged below 45 favor public childcare provision, whereas in East Germany it is 97%. 

So, the first question this chapter focuses on is: how does what the welfare state provides for 

families and children impact on what young people expect from the welfare state? 
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Just recently, public childcare has become a social policy instrument of increasing relevance, as 

policy-makers assume that a well-defined childcare provision system solves two issues in ageing 

societies.ii The availability of public childcare is thought to be crucial for the enhancement of 

female labor market participation because public childcare is assumed to decrease the opportunity 

costs of bearing children (Gaulthier 2007; Ghysels 2004). Less clearly, yet still believed by many, 

more generous public childcare could have a positive effect on the fertility rate (Brewster and 

Rindfuss 2000; Hank and Kreyenfeld 2003).  

 

Standard rational choice accounts suggest that the provision of public childcare is not driven by 

farsighted policy-makers, but rather by citizens’ voting in their economic self-interest. Similar to 

pensions, public childcare is an inherently generational policy as the need and likelihood to 

benefit from such a program depends on someone’s age. With rational self-interested individuals, 

we would expect that the young are generally more supportive towards the public provision of 

childcare as they are more likely to benefit from such a policy program. We are skeptical of such 

age-based, self-interested behavior assumptions to explain demand for public childcare because, 

in our view, such a perspective neglects the possibility of solidarity between family generations. 

There is growing evidence that feelings of intergenerational solidarity matter for individual 

attitudes towards generational policies (Goerres and Tepe 2010a). Likewise, such motives could 

matter with respect to public childcare provision among the young. The second question of this 

chapter therefore is: how does the family welfare regime contextualize the dynamics associated 

with family solidarity? 

 

In order to understand how welfare state activities towards the family and individual attitudes of 

family solidarity mutually shape young people’s demand for public childcare, this chapter suggests 

the following sequential model of preference formation. First, individuals learn from the existing 

mix of welfare institutions and the type of service they provide how much to expect from the 
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welfare state. Here, it is most importantly the difference between market-oriented family policy 

regimes with no state involvement and all other family policy regimes that influences citizens’ 

expectations. At a second stage, the young are cognitively constrained in their expectations for 

public childcare by what they have learned about their welfare states. In very active welfare states 

(be it in the format of family-related spending or infrastructural services), high levels of family 

solidarity increases demand for public childcare because they want to ease the burden of potential 

childcare from their family by asking for it by the state. In rather passive welfare states, the 

involvement with the family does not matter because individuals have learned that the state does 

not do much in such an area. This dynamic mirrors the reciprocal nature of services drawn upon 

within the family as individuals with high solidarity do not simply want to draw on their family 

without concern for the costs for their family and, ultimately, themselves. In sum, the demand for 

public childcare by young people is embedded in welfare state institutions, personal family 

structures and the socially constructed nexus between the family and the welfare state. It reveals 

the very importance of policy differences on what people think and do (see Kokkonen in this 

volume on the impact of policies on union-formation and fertility among women). 

Practically, this chapter provides further evidence that individuals do not demand social policies 

on purely egoistic grounds. Their direct self-interest is complemented by more complex interests 

stemming from the family, the welfare state and the interaction of the two. Hence, if policy-

makers are driven by the desires of the public in their strive to improve social policy, they should 

be aware of the complexity of voters preference formation with regard to generational policies. 

 

This chapter is organized as follows. The first section reviews existing accounts and our 

theoretical model. Then, the data and empirical approaches are discussed. The subsequent section 

contains the empirical analysis of the ISSP Social Networks II (2001) for 21 OECD countries. 

The final section concludes the chapter. 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
Not surprisingly, within the same country, the level of support for public childcare is higher 

among young than among older people.iii This can be explained by the fact that young people 

(whom we define as those aged below 45) are much more likely to have child caring 

responsibilities than older people. Thus, young people have a much stronger material self-interest 

in such public provisions than older people (Goerres and Tepe 2010a). Even young people 

without children may want to keep the option of having children open in the future and of 

possibly benefitting from public help. Childlessness as a desired personal outcome is not 

widespread. In a 2006 EU survey of 25 countries, only 4 percent of the 16+ populace stated that 

they personally wanted to have no  children, 6 percent stated not to have any ideal number of 

children and 2 percent did not know; all others (88 percent) indicated an ideal personal number 

of children of 1 or greater (Testa 2006: 64).  

 

Still, there is a wide divergence of support for public childcare across countries. In New Zealand 

at the beginning of the 2000s, less than half of people aged below 45 favored state funded 

childcare whereas in East Germany support for public childcare was almost universal among the 

young. In order to explain this variation across countries as well as the dynamics of generational 

involvement within the family, we turn towards three inter-related explanations: family policy 

regimes, family solidarity and the socially constructed nexus between the family and the welfare 

state. 

 
Family policy regimes  
 
The first explanation of demand for public childcare deals with the process of individual 

socialization. Young people in one context learn different expectations about what the welfare 

state should provide than young people in other contexts. In this vein, the most prominent thesis 

deals with the welfare regime, according to which nations differ in their historical trajectories of 

the welfare state (Esping-Andersen 1990). Due to specific constellations of political actors at 
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critical junctures of history, the welfare state took on certain responsibilities as to the scope and 

intensity of welfare state services and of re-distribution. Once certain functions had been 

assumed by a welfare state and institutionally embedded, the inertia of institutions made these 

welfare state structures rather rigid. In addition to institutional inertia, the welfare state created its 

own constituencies that continue demanding the welfare state in the breath that they are 

accustomed to (Pierson 1994). Citizens get used to certain services and re-distributional actions 

being performed by the welfare state. Since human beings are very reluctant to move away from 

the status quo, they become reluctant to give up the level or scope of welfare state services (Vis 

2010). This makes scaling back or even reforming welfare state activities difficult in democratic 

societies and further strengthens the regime-specific path that has been taken.  

 

Esping-Andersen (1990) posited three types of welfare regimes, each one characterized by a 

different combination of market-family-state provisions of welfare: the liberal regime where only 

comparatively minimalist means-tested services are available through the welfare state, the 

conservative regime where status-maintaining services and insurances support the male bread-

winner, and the social-democratic regime with a universalist citizen-based provision of welfare 

state services. The findings show that there are expected differences in attitudes between regime 

types showing a congruence between basic welfare regime functions and citizens’ expectations 

thereof and a relative temporal stability of attitudes on the aggregate (Blekesaune and Quadagno 

2003; Andreß and Heien 2001; Jaeger 2006; Arts and Gelissen 2001; Bean and Papadakis 1998; 

Esping-Andersen 1990; Linos and West 2003; Svallfors 1997, 2003; Papadakis and Bean 1993; 

Jaeger 2009; Blekesaune 2007).iv However, this is not a monolithic relationship between regime 

type and attitudes towards the welfare state. See, for instance, Edlund and Svallfors (in this 

volume) for an investigation of cohort and class differences within the liberal regime across time. 
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Since we are interested in attitudes towards public childcare, an essential part of family policy, it 

makes sense to point towards some specific regime typologies of family policy that capture the 

main defining institutional features of family policy. The typology of family policy regimes aims 

to capture the division between paid and unpaid work in a society. This division is presumed to 

have consequences for many areas of women’s and men’s lives, such as the distribution of 

resources as well as power relations and bargaining positions within the family (Boye 2011). Most 

recently, Boye (2011) relied on the typology of family policy regimes by Korpi (2000), Ferrarini 

(2006) and Ferrarini/Sjöberg (forthcoming) to investigate whether the associations between well-

being and housework differs between European family policy models. According to these 

scholars, there are four types of family policy regimes: the dual-earner family policy model where 

the state provides strong support for dual earner couples and weak support for home-makers, the 

traditional family policy model where the state provides strong support for home-makers and 

little for dual work careers, the market-oriented family policy model where no work-family 

arrangement is particularly supported by the state and the contradictory policy model where the 

state provides both support for mothers staying at home as well as for dual careers, a 

contradiction typical of transitional welfare states like some post-Communist countries. These 

family policy models partially put the same countries into one category as the more general 

typology by Esping-Andersen (for example, the dual-earner family policy model includes the 

same countries as the Social-democratic regime), but is more able to cover East European 

countries and more specific to our focus on family policy. 

 

In accordance with this regime-oriented literature, we expect that individuals internalize certain 

levels of intensity and extensity of welfare state provision in the area of public childcare as they 

grow up. Different levels of provision create different levels of support. Through socializing  

agents, such as the family, school and the media, individuals get to know the way in which their 

welfare state works with regard to public childcare. We thus anticipate young people to be more 
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supportive of public childcare in those regimes where support for dual careers is provided by the 

state than in other policy regimes. This should manifest itself in higher support in countries of 

the dual-earner family policy model (in Korpi et al. (2010) Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden) 

than in countries of the market-oriented family policy model (Ireland, Switzerland, United 

Kingdom) or the traditional family policy model (Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, 

Netherlands). In countries with a contradictory family policy regime, there are rather high levels 

of support for dual earners as well as home-makers. Thus, we do not have any uniform 

expectation as to this heterogeneous category of countries. 

 

The socialization experience of a specific family policy regime is determined by the ways in which 

the state has been recognized as a provider of family services. Thus, direct measures of state 

activities to help couples having children, either by cash or services, should correlate with 

childcare support among young people in that country. If there are distinct family policy regimes 

that shape young people’s demands for public childcare, these regime differences should also be 

observed in the level and intensity of public family policies. Focusing on the membership of a 

country in Korpi’s (2000) family policy regimes or focusing on concrete family policy programs 

are alternative ways to capture the relationship between regime socialization and policy attitudes. 

In general, higher levels of direct family welfare provision are associated with the dual-earner 

regime, medium levels of direct provision are associated with the traditional family policy regime 

and low levels of direct family welfare provision ought to be found in the market-oriented family 

policy regime. Concerning the contradictory family policy regime, there are no sufficient 

theoretical grounds to presume a directional relationship with attitudes towards public childcare.  

 

Proposition 1 - family policy regimes: The mean level of support for public childcare is higher 

in countries of the dual-earner family policy regime than in other countries. 
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Family solidarity  
 
As soon as young people consider the possibility of the state providing childcare services, they 

also think about alternative ways in which they could benefit from childcare. These alternatives 

are the market or the family. Trivially, rich young people are less reliant on public childcare than 

poor young people because the former can substitute for inadequate public provisions by private 

purchase.v The family is the second alternative here. If young people find conditions that allow 

them to draw on services from within their kin, they are less reliant on public childcare. This 

means that they need to have family members who are willing to provide such services. In 

practice, this is most often their parent generation and most likely their mothers (Albertini et al. 

2007; Presser 1989). Their parents need to have the free time to provide them with help, such as 

by being retired. And, the family generation must live at such short distance that a regular 

provision of childcare is possible.  

 

In order to measure whether individuals are likely to be involved with their family in a way that 

allows them to draw on their help, we can draw on the multi-dimensional concept of family 

solidarity (Bengtson and Roberts 1991). This notion refers to the ways in which family members 

feel about and interact with each other. Empirical studies identified up to six dimensions of such 

solidarity (see for a full discussion Goerres and Tepe 2010a).  Most important for this chapter 

are: (1) associational solidarity: the frequency and patterns of interaction in various types of activities 

in which family members engage. The higher the associational solidarity that young people 

experience with their parents, the more intense is the involvement with each other’s everyday 

lives; (2) functional solidarity: the degree of helping and exchanges of resources. High functional 

solidarity with parents means that young people are able to draw on help from their parents when 

in need - and (3) normative solidarity: the strength of commitment to the performance of family 

roles and to meeting family obligations (familialism). High levels of normative solidarity imply 

that young people support the value of exchange of help within the family. 
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The more young people experience solidarity on any of these three dimensions with their parent 

generation, the more likely they are to draw upon their parents as potential providers of childcare 

and the less dependent they are on public childcare. Meeting their parent very often, knowing 

that they can turn to them when in need for help and subscribing to mutual familial 

responsibilities make young people more likely to draw on their family when in need for 

childcare. In contrast, rarely meeting parents, not being able to turn to them in times of help and 

not believing that familial exchanges are desirable are bad signs for being able to draw on the 

family for childcare. 

 

There are two competing propositions about the impact of these three dimensions of family 

solidarity on attitudes towards public childcare. Each one of them has a different underlying 

behavioral assumption, either an egoistic outlook on the family or an outlook shaped by concern 

for long-term exchange relations and/or someone’s family as such. On balance, the empirical 

evidence seems to point towards the second scenario in which concerns about the exchange 

contract and general concern for one’s family dominate people’s family-related behavior (Altonji 

et al. 1992; Arrondel et al. 2006; Becker 1981; Bernheim et al. 1985; Cox et al. 1996; Logan and 

Spitze 1995; Lüscher 2002; Lüscher and Pajung-Bilger 1998; Schoeni 1997). 

 

According to the first scenario, the more family solidarity young people have, the less likely they 

are to demand public childcare. This is plausible because individuals can in tendency be expected 

to have a higher level of trust in their parents compared to their trust level in an anonymous state 

system. The behavioral assumption here is that being able to draw on childcare from within the 

family is preferred over paying taxes to public institutions. This implies that individuals are willing 

to draw egoistically on the pool of available support from within the family without demanding a 

welfare state to offer services to ease the burden on their families. 
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Proposition 2a - family solidarity – egoistic scenario: Young people with high levels of family 

solidarity are less likely to support public childcare than young people with low levels of family 

solidarity. 

 

The second scenario, in contrast, assumes that being involved with one’s parent generation also 

involves costs or concerns on behalf of young people. Therefore, the more family solidarity 

young people experience, the more they are likely to demand public childcare. If young people 

have a high level of family solidarity towards their parent generation, they are involved in two-

way traffic. Not only can they receive help from their parents, they are also expected to give help, 

either now or in the future (Attias-Donfut et al. 2005). Thus, if they draw on their parents for 

help with childcare, both their expected level of help and their obligations rise. In addition, 

individuals could just genuinely care about their parents without any contractual concern. Out of 

a reciprocal motive, the higher their solidarity with their parents, the more young people want to 

have alternative services. Therefore, more public services could ease the burden on the family, 

thereby keeping the obligation for individuals lower and satisfying their concern for their 

families.vi This means that - if this behavioral assumption holds - young people with high family 

solidarity show a higher demand for public childcare than young people with low family solidarity 

who are equal otherwise. Even though individuals with low family solidarity are very unlikely to 

draw upon their family for childcare services, their demand for childcare is even topped by the 

high-solidarity group because the demand of those people is additionally influenced by the wish 

to ease the burden on the family.  

 

Proposition 2b - family solidarity proposition – reciprocal scenario: Young people with high 

levels of family solidarity are more likely to support public childcare than young people with low 

levels of family solidarity. 
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The impact of family solidarity on cognitively constrained individuals 
 
So far, the discussion about the impact of family structures and attitudes towards public childcare 

has disregarded context. Yet with regard to welfare state structures and activities, institutions 

such as the welfare state and the family can be conceptualized as two provision systems for the 

individual (Daatland 2001; Daatland and Lowenstein 2005). So, the question arises how these two 

provision systems are related and to what extent that relationship affects the meaning of family 

solidarity on what people expect from the welfare state.  

 

Welfare states vary in intensity with which they provide childcare through direct services or 

facilitate childcare by private arrangements through high wage-replacement transfers. Does the 

intensity impact on the influence of family solidarity on expectations towards public childcare? 

We expect from the regime literature that individuals learn about the scope of activities by the 

welfare state from institutions mediated by other agents. If state activities are very high, 

individuals learn very clearly that childcare is an area of policy where the welfare state takes on a 

functional role to facilitate having children. If welfare activities are very low, they learn that 

childcare is not an area where the welfare state takes on active responsibilities. In a way, regime 

socialization cognitively constrains individuals as to the level of welfare state activity to expect in 

childcare. Once an individual has learned the boundaries between what the state traditionally 

does and does not do, he or she will not seek the state to become active beyond these limits. This 

is not to mean that aggregate public opinion does not influence policy-makers’ decisions in social 

policy (see Brooks and Manza 2007), but at the individual level, individuals are strongly 

influenced by their own institutional experience. With regard to causality, it is very well possible 

and even expected that the high level of demand at time t influences, the provision of policy at 

time t+1, but individual attitudes at time t are not influencing the provision of policy at time t 

and are influenced by the arrangements at time t-1. 
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So, what are our expectations for the impact of family solidarity given this idea of cognitive 

constraint? Recall that there are two scenarios depending on the underlying behavioral 

assumption of family-related behavior, egoistic or reciprocal concerns. If the first is a good 

description of reality, we hypothesize that in low-intensity welfare states (see table 8.1), the levels 

of family solidarity do not impact on what people expect from the welfare state. People learn that 

the welfare state does not take on a very active role in childcare and are cognitively constrained 

by this. Thus, it does not matter how someone is involved with his or her family, the demand for 

public childcare is low here and there. In contrast, in high-intensity welfare states, people with 

high family solidarity are likely to have a lower demand for public childcare than individuals with 

low family solidarity because both groups learn a relatively high demand for public childcare from 

the regime socialization and those who can draw on their families rather egoistically without 

further concern prefer to do this over paying taxes into the public system. 

 

If, however, the young are concerned with reciprocal motives, the expectations are to some 

extent different. For low-intensity welfare states, we again expect family solidarity not to have an 

impact because all individuals have learned not to demand much state activity in the area of 

public childcare.  Thus, in such a context, the ways in which someone deals with his or her family 

is irrelevant for someone’s demand for public childcare. In high-intensity welfare states, the 

expectation is that family solidarity has a positive impact on the demand for public childcare. All 

people have a high likelihood of supporting public childcare because they have learned that this is 

something that the welfare state is active in. But those who can draw on their family even have a 

higher support for those notions because they want the burden on their family to be alleviated. 

This is either because they do not want the implicit expectation from them on behalf of their 

parent generation to rise or because of genuine altruistic concern for the family and the potential 

burden being placed on them.vii 
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[Table 8.1] 

 

To sum up, individuals learn about the scope and intensity of welfare state activities in the area of 

childcare by growing up within a certain institutional regime. This cognitively constrains them in 

their expectations from the welfare state. Given this cognitive constraint, their level of demand 

for public childcare is only affected by their family solidarity if they have learned that the state is 

actually responsible in this area. Their family solidarity either has a negative impact because 

individuals think that they can draw without much further concern from their families or it has a 

positive impact because individuals want the state to ease the burden on their family 

commitments out of reciprocal concerns and patterns of intergenerational exchange. 

 

DATA AND METHODS 
 
We test these propositions with international survey data from 2001/2 (ZA 3680, ISSP Social 

Networks II) for 21 countries. The 21 countries are grouped into four family policy regimes in 

order to shed light on the regime socialization proposition (P1): a market-oriented family policy 

regime consisting of Switzerland, Canada, Australia New Zealand, Great Britain and the USA; a 

dual-earner family policy regime (Norway, Finland and Denmark), a traditional family policy 

regime consisting of West Germany, Austria, Italy, Japan, Spain, France, and a contradictory 

regime with East Germanyviii, Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovenia, Poland, Latvia. We use the 

country groupings suggested by Korpi et al. (2010) and sort the other countries according to 

some assessment exercises.ix 

 

The dependent variable capturing support for public childcare is based on the item: “On the whole, 

do you think it should or should not be the government’s responsibility to (...) Provide childcare for everyone who 
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wants it? (...) Answer categories are: definitely should be, probably should be, probably should not 

be, and definitely should not be. In the empirical analysis, we collapse the first two and the last 

two categories of the original scale with four categories. This variable is very broad as is typical of 

comparative surveys. It only captures the respondent’s opinion of the extensity of welfare state 

services. More concretely, answers do not reveal what respondents think about whole-day instead 

of half-day services, the actual age bracket of children in external care, most importantly whether 

02 or 3-5 year olds are referred to. However, the general support of the programmatic activity of 

the state in childcare is certainly measured, and this is what we are primarily interested in. Our 

sample has been restricted to people of the age of 45 or younger. We use 45 as a cut-off point as 

the likelihood to have small children after that stage in the life cycle is low (Billari et al. 2007).x  

 

We measure solidarity on three dimensions: associational solidarity (the frequency of visit to 

mother and/or fatherxi), functional solidarity (whether someone would turn to their parents for 

help in the household as a first or second choice when illxii) and normative solidarity (the degree 

to which someone agrees with the statement that children should look after their parents). 

Exploring the associations between the three items measuring family solidarity and childlessness 

and the family policy regimes indicates that levels of family solidarity are to a very mild extent 

endogenous to regime types. Levels of parental visits and turning to help from parents are 

somewhat lower in the dual-earner and the market-oriented regimes. Family values are held more 

highly in the contradictory regime. Individuals in the traditional regime have somewhat lower 

probability of having children. (see Online Appendix Table 4, also Kokkonen in this volume). 

However, since we also analyze the impact of regime characteristics without the individual-level 

characteristics, this mild level of endogeneity does not pose a problem. 

 

Furthermore, the micro-level analysis controls for standard socio-demographic characteristics and 

political values. These control measures are: age, subjective social class, party affiliation on a 5-
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pont left to right scale based on party preference, gender, religious service, and education. These 

are standard predictors in the individual level analysis of welfare state attitudes. Several of these 

control measures were not available in all 21 countries. The information of the respondents’ 

education degree is missing in France; party affiliation is missing in Canada and Latvia; the 

information whether there is at least one minor child in the household is missing in Great Britain, 

Norway and New Zealand. Given that these are just control variables, we imputed these values 

with the mean respectively median value from all other countries in order not to lose too many 

countries for the analysis. Their estimated effects will thus be biased in an unknown direction. 

Moreover, the analysis includes two dummy variables on whether the respondent has a partner 

and whether the respondent has minor children.xiii 

 

The four macro-level measures on public provision for families are taken from the OECD 

Family Database (OECD 2011). In order to capture differences in the quantitative and qualitative 

dimension of public childcare, we use three types of macro indicators: First, the overall amount 

of fiscal resource devoted to childcare measured as pre-primary spending as a percentage  of 

GDP in 2005 (OECD 2011, PF3.1). This is to measure the activity of the welfare state on re-

distributive spending in favor of children. Second, the actual use of childcare facilities is 

measured in terms of enrolment rates of children under age 6 in formal care or early education 

services in 2006 (OECD 2011, PF3.2). Here, we distinguish furthermore between children aged 0 

to 2 and children aged 3 to 5 years, as we expect that the societal view whether parents should or 

should not give their child into formal care differ across family policy regimes. Also, this is to 

capture the institutional differences between nursery/crèche for 0-3 year olds and kindergarten 

for 3-5 year olds. Lastly, the overall level of pre-primary spending varies with the overall number 

of children in a society. What might be more important for the young’s attitudes towards public 

childcare is not the overall size of public childcare but the generosity of such programs (see 

Green-Pedersen 2004). Therefore, the last indicator on public provision for families’ aims to 
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capture the generosity of institutionalized parental leave systems. Here we use the OECD’s 

measure on maternity allowance rates in the year 2006/2007, which is defined as the ratio 

between the maternity leave full-time equivalent payment and the corresponding entitlement in 

number of weeks (OECD 2011, PF2.1).xiv One might also consider maternity allowance as a 

subsidy for mothers to stay at home. For the purpose of this analysis, however, we consider 

maternity allowance as an approximation of the welfare states effort to reduce the opportunity 

cost of parenting. Paternal allowances are not as widespread and more difficult to compare across 

countries, compared to the more widespread maternal allowance. 

 

On the macro level, the information on pre-primary spending in Austria and enrolment of 

children aged 0 to 2 in Switzerland were missing. We imputed these values with the mean values 

of these indicators across all 21 countries. The imputation procedure biases the estimated effects 

for these variables only to a small extent since only one country value is replaced per macro 

variable. Moreover, we have run several auxiliary regressions excluding the cases with imputation 

in order to make sure that none of our substantive findings is driven by the imputation 

procedure.xv The four direct measures of public family polices are merged with the micro level 

survey data from the ISSP Module on Social Networks II, which was conducted in 2001 and 

2002. Unfortunately, for these two years the macro indicators on public family programs are not 

available for the 21 countries in our sample. Since public programs are known to change rather 

gradually over time (Rose 1984, 1985), we presume that using slightly later indicators from about 

2005-7 on the macro level does not affect the empirical analysis. 

 

The empirical approach consists of a series of binary logistic regression with standard errors 

clustered by country.xvi In order to obtain informative and easy interpretable coefficients the 

independent variables have been subject to the following transformation procedure: continuous 

independent variables have been standardized to have means of 0 and standard deviations of 1. 
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This allows us to more compare the relative effect size of determinants and to evaluate their 

marginal effect on odd ratios. Following suggestion by Mood (2009) cell entries in the regression 

tables represent average marginal effects. This is the average change in probabilities of being in 

the support category if the independent variable is increase by one unit. This measure allows us 

to compare effect size between estimation models drawn from different sub samples. Table 8.1 

and 2 in the Online Appendix provide information on the source and coding of variables as well 

as about the descriptive statistics. 

 

EMPIRICAL RESULTS 
 
The empirical analysis proceeds in three steps: First, we look at the bivariate relationship between 

welfare state activities and aggregate support of public childcare among the young across 21 

OCED countries. Second, we switch towards the micro level and estimate the impact of family 

solidarity and welfare state activities on young individual’s attitudes towards public childcare. 

Finally, we explore how welfare state activities moderate the impact of family solidarity on young 

people’s attitudes towards public childcare. 

 

[Figure 8.1] 

 

Bivariate analysis 
 
We derive from Proposition 1 about the effect of family policy regimes that there should be a 

positive relationship between more generous or more extensive institutionalized public childcare 

policies and support of public childcare. We also expect that more generous and more extensive 

public childcare programs should be observed in countries belonging to the dual-earner family 

policy regime than in other countries. Figure 8.1 shows four scatter plots. In each instance, the 

vertical axis represents the proportion of people supportive of public childcare provisions among 

the young in a given country. The horizontal axis is used for four different welfare state activities: 
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pre-primary spending per GDP, maternity allowance, enrolment in formal childcare aged 0 to 2 

and finally enrolment in formal childcare for those aged 3 to 5 years.  

 

The scatter plots do not simply support the proposition. First, a positive relationship between 

more extensive public childcare polices and more public support for public childcare can only be 

observed with respect to the generosity of maternity allowance. In countries with more maternity 

allowance, young people tend to be more supportive towards public childcare. The other three 

policy indicators (pre-primary spending and the two measures for enrolment rates) show hardly 

any systematic association with support. If anything, higher enrolment rates for children age 0 to 

2 are associated with less support for public childcare among the young. From the overall 

bivariate patterns, we conclude that the four macro contexts of welfare policies seem to have 

little direct impact on average young people’s attitudes towards public childcare. Second, it is not 

the group of countries affiliated to the dual-earner family policy regime, but countries belonging 

to market-oriented family policy regime that cluster together. Particularly Australia, Canada and 

the USA tend to combine low to medium pre-primary spending, medium enrolment rates for 

children in formal childcare and low maternity allowance with low to moderate levels of support 

towards public childcare. For countries belonging to any of the other three family policy regimes 

it is harder to identify a consistent pattern. Hence, based purely upon the four macro contexts 

which are explored in this study we have to surmise the following. The dividing line between 

levels of support runs between market-oriented and non-market-oriented family policy regimes. 

In sum, from the cross-national, bivariate analysis of public childcare polices there is little 

evidence that high level of welfare provision are coupled with higher levels of public support for 

such programs or vice versa. However, it could be that the individual-level dynamics obscure the 

effects as education, political ideology and other predictors of support could be distributed 

differently across countries. Let us thus turn to a multivariate individual-level analysis to 

disentangle these potential effects. 
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[Table 8.2] 

 

Regression analysis  
 
Table 8.2 shows a series of eight regressions. The coefficients presented are average marginal 

effects, i.e. they indicate the mean changexvii in probability of being in the “in favor” category if 

the independent variable is increased by one unit. In the first four models, we introduce – in a 

stepwise fashion - socio-demographic control measures (Model 1), family solidarity (Model 2), 

macro-level family policies (Model 3) and the family policy regime affiliation (Model 4) as blocs 

of explanatory variables. The last four models (Model 5-8) re-estimate the impact of family 

solidarity on preferences for public childcare for each of the four family policy regimes on 

separate samples.  

 

Before we explore the role of those measures that are at the center of our theoretical interest, let 

us consider the impact of the control variables. Only age, minor children in the household and 

party affiliation exert a robust and significant impact on attitudes towards public childcare. A one 

standard deviation increase in age (7.9 years) decreases the likelihood of supporting public 

childcare on average by 3.8 percentage points, whereas an increase of one standard deviation on 

the left-right party affiliation scale (0.8 points on a 5-point scale) decreases the likelihood by on 

average 3.4 percentage points. Respondents living in households with at least one minor child are 

more likely to favor public childcare provision (plus 2.7 percentage points). The impact of the 

other control measures varies across the model specification and the sample. The impact of age 

and having minor children is mostly consistent with the notion of economic self-interest. Those 

who are more likely to benefit from public childcare provision, namely the very young among 

those aged 45 and less and those having small children, are more supportive towards public 

childcare. Interestingly, being a woman does not change the likelihood of favoring public 
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childcare compared to being a man with all other things being equal. One would have expected a 

positive effect in gendered societies where women still do the larger share in private childcare. 

Model 2 includes the three measures of family solidarity. All four measures of model fit indicate 

that the inclusion of these indicators improves our ability to predict attitudes towards public 

childcare among the young. Hence, family solidarity as measured here can be considered as an 

empirically relevant concept to explain attitudes toward generational policies. The normative 

dimension of family solidarity, captured by family values, exerts a persistent and statistically 

significant impact on preferences towards public childcare. If the variable family values increase 

by one standard deviation (1.0 point on a five-point scale), the likelihood of supporting public 

childcare increases by on average 2.1 percentage points in Model 2. To account for the possibility 

that findings on normative family solidarity are driven by more general moral norms rather than 

family specific values and attitudes, we also included a measure of general trust into an auxiliary 

regression analysis (results not shown). The inclusion of this variable does not alter the 

substantive findings obtained from Table 8.2, which makes us more confident to presume that 

family solidarity provides a unique generational explanation for attitudes towards public childcare. 

In order to explore the direct impact of family policies on attitudes towards public childcare, 

Model 3 includes the four macro context variables. The inclusion of these measures increases the 

adjusted McFadden’s R² by 6.9 percentage points, implying much added value compared to 

model 2. Findings on the impact of macro-level variables on preferences towards public childcare 

are consistent with the pattern revealed by the scatter plots (Figure 8.1). Hence, maternity 

allowance is positively associated with support towards public childcare. An increase in maternity 

allowance by one standard deviation (31.4 percentage points of pre-birth wage) increases the 

likelihood to support public childcare provision by 8.4 percentage points. The enrolment rate for 

children age 3 to 5 is also positively associated with support for public childcare, although the 

level of significance and effect size is smaller. An increase in enrolment by one standard deviation 

(16.8 percentage points) increases the likelihood to support public childcare provision by 4.7 
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percentage points. Of the solidarity variables, the normative dimension gets a strong, significant 

positive effect whereas the others remain insignificant.  

 

Finally, we test whether the categorical operationalization of between-country differences, rather 

than the continuous measurement according to the regime logic, changes the results. Model 4 

introduces three dummies, each one representing membership of the respondent’s country in one 

of the family policy regimes with the market-oriented regime as the reference category. First, all 

four model fit measures indicate that the categorical measurement (Model 4) explains slightly 

more of the variance in attitudes towards public childcare than the four macro family policy 

measures (Model 3). Compared to Model 3, the family policy regimes dummies yield a slightly 

higher model fit (plus 1.7 percentage points on the basis of the adjusted McFadden’s R²). 

However, one has to bear in mind that such categorical measurement captures all variance across 

group, even the ones that is causally not directly linked to the family policy logic. Second, 

estimation results for the three regime dummies are consistent with the cluster patterns already 

observed in Figure 8.1. Compared to the market-oriented family policy regime, respondents in 

the dual-earner regime have a 15.9 percentage point higher likelihood to support public childcare. 

In substantive terms, support for public childcare provision is particularly strong in the traditional 

and contradictory family policy regimes (plus 22.7 percentage points and 21.5 percentage points) 

compared to the market-oriented family policy regime. Therefore, there is support for difference 

in mean levels of support between family policy regimes, albeit in a different way from what we 

expected. Our expectation in P1 has been that those regimes with high support for dual-earners 

reveal higher support than all the other regimes except the contradictory for which we have not 

held a particular view. Instead, it seems not to matter whether the state is very active to support 

having children, but whether the state is set to do very little in the area of families.  

In Model 4, interestingly, none of the solidarity variables has a significant average marginal effect 

in contrast to Model 3 with the continuous variables. It means that knowing the category of the 
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regime tells us more than knowing the levels of family solidarity plus the continuous family policy 

characteristics. This is why we have a closer look at the impact of family solidarity variables in 

each regime now and, in the following section, at the interactions between the continuous and 

family solidarity variables.  

 

In order to account for regime-specific differences in the impact of family, Model 2 is re-

estimated on separate family policy regime specific sub-samples. In the dual-earner family policy 

regime, all three dimension of family solidarity exert a statistically significant impact on attitudes 

towards public childcare. Whereas one standard deviation of more visits (2.2 points on an 8-pont 

scale) decrease support for public childcare (minus 3.6 percentage points), normative (plus 1.1 

percentage points) and functional (plus 5.9 percentage points) increase the support for public 

childcare. In the traditional family policy regime, one standard deviation increase in family values 

increases the likelihood of supporting public childcare by 2.1 percentage points. In the market-

oriented family policy regime the three dimensions have no impact on attitudes towards public 

childcare at all. In the contradictory policy regime (Model 8), higher values of functional family 

solidarity are associated with more support towards public childcare in the contradictory family 

policy regime.  

 

With regard to our contextual propositions, the evidence from these per-regime analyses are 

somewhat unclear. The observation that market-oriented welfare state arrangements lead to no 

impact of family involvement on childcare preferences resonates with prior research on the role 

of family solidarity in liberal welfare regimes (Goerres and Tepe 2010a, see also Aysan (in this 

volume) for the divide between the liberal and other regimes with regard to pension 

characteristics). The result of no impact is consistent with both propositions 2a and 2b that 

stipulate no impact at low levels of activity. That two positive and one negative coefficient arise 

for the double-earner policy regime is unexpected as we would expect either only positive or 
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negative influences. All in all, the inter-regime differences in the influence of family solidarity are 

ambiguous. This could arise from the crude measurement of differences just in categories that 

blurs intra-regime nuances and from the fact family solidarity variables are distributed differently 

to a mild degree across the regimes (see endnote 12). We thus, now turn to interaction effects 

between the continuous variables and the family solidarity variables in order to gain a better 

understanding of the contextualized impact of these variables.  

 

[Table 8.3] 

 

Analysis of interaction effects 
 
The exploratory analysis of family policy regimes (Model 4 in Table 8.2) has provided an 

ambiguous result. On the one hand it supports the conclusion that demand for public childcare is 

particularly strong among the young socialized in the traditional family policy regime context, 

compared to respondents in the market-oriented family policy regime. On the other, it seems like 

traditional policies, which are present in both the traditional and the contradictory models, 

increase this demand the most, whereas compared to the market-oriented family policy regime, 

dual-earner policies increase it somewhat less. Moreover, in contrast to P1, those socialized in the 

traditional and contradictory regime show very similar levels of support for public childcare than 

those in the dual-earner regime. In order to investigate the different associations between family 

solidarity and support in the different family policy models in further depth, we now turn to the 

conditional impact the four direct measures of public family policies have on attitudes towards 

public childcare.  

 

Table 8.3 summarizes twelve regression models since the interactions are entered one by one into 

each regression (4 macro variables x 3 micro level variables). In order to reveal the substantive 

effect of the conditional effect for different values of the macro-level variables, we calculate the 
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specific logit coefficients (note: not average marginal effects that cannot be estimated in a 

meaningful way for such interaction analyses) and their uncertainty at specific levels of the 

contextual macro-level variables.  

 

The first column contains the four macro context variables (in bold). The second column 

indicates the value of the macro variable at which the specific marginal logit effect is estimated. 

The coefficients and their uncertainties are estimated at five values for each of the four macro 

context variables, namely the minimum, the mean and the maximum, one standard deviation 

above and one standard deviation below the means. In addition, we have calculated the 

difference between the effect at the minima and the maxima of the macro variables, a measure 

that captures the extent of change of the coefficient when one moves from one extreme of the 

contextual variable to the other. The last three columns present the marginal logit effect and the 

statistical significance of the marginal effect for the three variables capturing family solidarity. For 

example, the logit coefficient of visit to parents has a negative, but insignificant impact of -0.14 

when pre-primary spending is at its minimum. The effect is -0.09 and insignificant at pre-primary 

spending being one standard deviation below the mean and so forth. At the maximum, the effect 

is 0.07 and this insignificant. The difference between the effect at the minimum and the effect at 

the maximum is 0.21 logits. Even though there is a sizeable change of the variable impact 

associated with different levels of the contextual variable, the coefficients is never significant, 

which gives this particular interaction no great importance. 

 

Findings from the analysis of interaction effects can be condensed into three statements: First, 

the impact of the frequency of visits and ask for parents for help when ill are to some extent 

conditioned by the four macro family policy measures. This means that the coefficients vary 

across different levels of the macro-variables. However, with the exception of one single 

coefficient (minimum of maternity allowance and visits to/from parents), no coefficients of these 
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two variables ever reaches statistical significance. Therefore, the evidence does not unequivocally 

either of our contextual propositions 2a and 2b as they implied contextualized influences from all 

three dimensions of family solidarity.  

 

Second, we observe clear interactions between the normative family dimension and all four 

macro context measures. In three contexts – pre-primary spending, enrolment rates for children 

age 3 to 5 and maternity allowance – the positive and statistically significant marginal effect of 

family values increases when the macro context measure increases. Hence, in contexts with more 

extensive pre-primary spending, higher enrolment rates for children aged 3 to 5 and more 

generous maternity allowance rates, family values increase support for public childcare 

provision.xviii Thus, it is the reciprocal scenario according to proposition 2b that is supported with 

regard to the normative dimension of family solidarity. 

 

Third, there is one interesting deviation from this pattern. The positive logit effect of family 

values decreases with higher enrolment rates for very young children. Public childcare for very 

young children seems to be qualitatively different from formal childcare for children aged 3 to 5. 

This difference might refer to the normative question, at which age a child is presumed to be old 

enough to be raised by public institutions. In contexts where a large share of very young children 

is in formal childcare, strong family orientation has the opposite effect as with enrolment rates 

for children aged 3 to 5. In contexts with high enrolment rates for children aged 0 to 2, 

respondents with high family values are less likely to support public childcare. The reason for this 

deviant pattern could lie in the large public salience of the necessary expansion of state-provided 

infrastructure of nurseries in some traditional countries like West Germany. Thus, even though 

the state did not have the infrastructure yet to allow people to have their very small children in 

daycare, the public discourse was already revolving around the necessary expansion of state 

activity. Those young with high family values in such contexts of high salience could be more 
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supportive of public childcare than fellow citizens with low family values in an anticipation of the 

soon to be expected increasing state activity in building infrastructure for the 0-2 year olds. 

  

Overall, the evidence gives some, but not unequivocal support to our propositions. Depending 

on the type of welfare state they get to know, normative solidarity either has no or a positive 

impact on support for public childcare. On balance, the evidence supports the reciprocal scenario 

according to which the individual involvement with families follows the logic of reciprocal 

exchange. The more citizens believe in familial exchange, the more welfare state involvement in 

childcare they ask for if the state proves to be active in that area. The estimated changes of 

effects are sizeable. For example, in countries with minimal pre-primary educational spending, an 

increase from the minimum of normative family solidarity to the maximum comes with an 

insignificant, negligible change of minus 4 percent in support for public childcare. In contexts 

where spending is at a maximum, the same difference between minimum and maximum 

normative family solidarity is associated with a significant increase of support of 20 percent. 

Therefore, this piece of evidence supports the view that reciprocal concerns for the family 

together with the intensity of welfare state activities shape the support for public childcare. 

The measures of associational and functional solidarity did not show a clear pattern like the 

normative dimension. This could be either to weak measurement, which implies that given better 

measures we may find the expected relationships, or due to a more interesting explanation. Both 

associational solidarity (how often do young people see their parents) and functional solidarity 

(do young people turn towards their parents when in need for help in the household when ill?) 

capture much more closely the practical necessities of drawing on help with childcare from within 

the family. Higher levels of visit and potential flows of help from parents indicate the necessary 

opportunity for being able to draw on them. But they do not matter, either as direct effects 

across all countries, nor for particular levels of the contextual welfare state characteristics (with 
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one exception). Thus, it matters what people believe in with regard to family and not what 

practical situation they find themselves in.  

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS  
 
This chapter has presented an analysis of the impacts of family policy regimes and of family 

solidarity on young peoples’ attitudes towards public childcare across 21 post-industrial 

democracies. In so doing it has it shed light on the question of how family generational policy 

frameworks, developed in the past, shape the expectation of young citizens of child-bearing age 

today towards a generational policy, public childcare, and how this relationship is contextualized 

by family generational relationships of these citizens. The results suggest the following two-stage 

causal model. First, individuals learn from the existing mix of welfare institutions and the type of 

service they provide how much to expect from the welfare state. Here, it is most importantly the 

difference between market-oriented family policy regimes with very little state involvement and 

all others that influences citizens’ expectations towards generational policy. Where the state is not 

active in providing for families and children, the social situation with regard to other generations 

does not matter and the expected activity level of public childcare is low. At the second stage, the 

young are cognitively constrained in their expectations for public childcare. In very active welfare 

states high levels of family solidarity increases demand for public childcare because the young 

want to ease the burden of potential childcare from their family by asking for alternatives by the 

state. In rather passive welfare states, the involvement with the family does not matter because all 

individuals have learned that the state does not do a lot in that area. Thereby, to what extent 

individuals believe in help within the family, is important and not the actual everyday living 

situations. In sum, the demand for public childcare by young people is embedded both in welfare 

state institutions, the normative beliefs over other family generations and the socially constructed 

nexus between the family and the welfare state. 
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The empirical analysis is certainly limited in various ways. First, even though the observed 

empirical relationships are consistent with the suggested two-stage model of preference 

formation towards public childcare provision, we are not able to pin-point the direction of the 

causal effect at the aggregate level (see Brooks and Manza 2007). Second, the data is static, and 

the ambiguous evidence that some of our propositions received could be due to changes of 

childcare welfare state arrangements during the first years of the third millennium when the 

survey was carried out. The insecurities of modern working arrangements and the decline in the 

potential labor force put pressure on governments to make it easier for individuals to have 

children and work at the same time. This change was paradigmatic in conservative family policy 

countries, but not necessarily in other family policy regimes.  

 

We have suggested a balanced model of preference formation towards public childcare among 

the young in affluent democracies. First, contrary to the assumptions of pure age-based 

preference formation, which dominates political-economic accounts on intergenerational policies, 

the analysis indicates that family solidarity appears to be a relevant concept shaping individuals’ 

demand for public childcare. The analysis of interaction effects indicates that it is both the 

experience of welfare state institutions and personal family structures that mutually shape the 

socially constructed nexus between the family and the welfare state. Within this construct it is - if 

anything - motives of reciprocal exchange between generations rather than pure age-based self-

interest that determines demand for public childcare.  

 

Second, the analysis refutes naïve functionalist claims about the self-stabilizing character of the 

relationship between the actual level of welfare provision and its impact on public support for 

such programs. With regard to the generational policy of public childcare, welfare state programs 

do not simply create their own constituencies whose support will maintain or even expand them. 
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Rather, the individual support is mitigated by the normative solidarity with other family 

generations, a relationship that is again contextualized by the generational policy regime.  

 “A person thinks, politically, as he is socially” (Lazarsfeld et al. 1968 [1944]: 27).  Practically, this 

study yields another piece of evidence that individuals do not demand social policies on purely 

egoistic grounds. Their direct self-interest is complemented by more complex interests stemming 

from the family, the welfare state and the interaction of the two. Hence, if policy-makers are 

driven by the desires of the public while striving to improve social policy, they should be aware of 

the complexity of voters preference formation on generational policies. 
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ENDNOTES 
 
                                                 
i We would like to thank Katarina Boye, Andrea Brietze, Marcel Erlinghagen, Carsten Jensen, 

Andrej Kokkonen, Katrin Prinzen and Pieter Vanhuysse for comments on earlier versions. The 

data are publicly available as study number ZA 3680 (ISSP 2001, Social Networks II) at the 

Central Archive Cologne run by GESIS. Our STATA command files are available for replication 

purposes. 

ii A third, only indirectly related point is that governments may want to prepare children better 

for schools and ultimately working by educating them already very early in life. Thus, childcare by 

trained personnel is desired to have additional benefits to children apart from them just being 

taken care of (see Jensen 2009).  

iii An exception is East Germany, where we find almost universal support among older people for 

public childcare whereas young people are slightly less in favor, which is likely to be the result of 

a cohort effect whereby older cohorts of East Germans were socialized into a dual-earner family 

policy model, whereas young cohorts were socialized into a mixture of the ‘new’ West German 

type traditional family policy model and the old Communist dual-earner model, which is labeled 

contradictory family policy model (Goerres and Tepe 2010b). See Edlund and Svallfors (in this 

volume) for a comparative analysis of cohort effects compared to social class effects. 

iv Elsewhere, it has been shown that there may be problems of measurement affecting this whole 

research area, leading to over-estimation of concise attitudes (Goerres and Prinzen 2010). 

v Of course, the availability of such private purchase of childcare depends on the general level of 

wages in that country and the regulation associated with childcare. 

vi Also, higher levels of family solidarity also mean that young individuals are more likely to 

experience the everyday lives of their parents. So, they may be more likely to know the situation 

of their parents with regard to resources in form of time, physique and nerves. This knowledge 



- 36 - 

                                                                                                                                                         
could then make them more willing to demand public childcare in order to have an alternative at 

their disposal. 

vii This argument relies on the assumption that relationship between the young and their parents 

is not biased in one or another direction e.g. if respondents have a very bad relationship with 

their parents they perhaps will not rely on them at all for childcare even if they believe that 

childcare should be delivered within the family. Hence, the argument seeks to abstract form the 

actual family situation in order to reveal attitudes towards public childcare. Furthermore, we can 

assume that the quality of relationship towards someone’s parents does not vary across countries 

and can be disregarded in an international comparison. 

viii The two parts of Germany are, of course, part of one country. Therefore, welfares state 

payments are the same across the two regions. But the infrastructure in terms of childcare 

differed immensely in 2001 with regard to the coverage for 0-3 year olds, with basically no 

coverage in the West Germany (Statistisches Bundesamt 2004). 

ix There are several countries in our sample that have not been categorized by Korpi (2000) or by 

Ferrarini and Sjöberg (forthcoming). We have applied hierarchical cluster analysis to Korpi, 

Ferrarini and Englund’s (2010: 35) country scores for family policies to check for similarity within 

regimes. Among others, Canada, New Zealand, Australia and the USA were grouped into on 

cluster together with Switzerland and Great Britain, indicating that these countries constitute a 

market-oriented family policy regime. Italy was grouped into one cluster together with Germany, 

Austria, France, Belgium and the Netherlands (see online Figure 1). Korpi, Ferrarini and 

Englund’s (2010) analysis provides no information about Spain and Slovenia. Following Cousin’s  

qualitative assessment of the role of women in the Spanish welfare state (Cousins 1995),  Spain is 

considered to belong to the traditional family policy regime. Together with Poland, Hungary and 

the Czech Republic, Slovenia shares a communist past. Together with these countries, Slovenia is 

therefore placed into the contradictory regime. Contrary to our suggestion, the hieratical cluster 

analysis puts Japan into one cluster together with countries belonging to the market-oriented 
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family policy regime. In this case we, draw on Esping-Andersen’s  (1997) description of Japans 

catholic-conservative tradition in family policy and consider Japan to be best captured by the 

traditional family policy regime Excluding Spain from the analysis does not alter substantial 

findings (see online Table 3).  

x See Kokkonen (in this volume) for an analysis of policy impacts on the formation of unions and 

fertility among women and Goerres and Tepe (2010a) for an analysis of the 55+ sample and 

Goerres and Tepe (2010b) for an analysis of the full age sample in Germany. 

xi Similar to respondents with no family solidarity, respondents without parents get a zero on the 

associational family solidarity indicator. In total, there are about 5 percent in our sample that have 

no parents and therefore have a zero on associational solidarity. Including a dummy measure for 

those have no parents in the regression analysis presented in Table 8.2 does not alter the 

substantive findings. As we would expect, having no parents increases the demand for public 

childcare among the young. Full estimation results are available upon request.  

xii Unfortunately, the ISSP provides no household related information, e.g. on whether somebody 

turns to his or her parents-in-law when ill. This shortcoming could cause a downward bias in the 

family solidarity measures, since the inclusion of parents-in-law would double the potential for 

intergenerational solidarity. 

xiii Having children also mildly correlates with family policy regime with 60% of respondents in 

the contradictory regime having minor children; followed by 57 % in the dual-earner regime, 53% 

in the market-oriented regime and 48 % in the traditional regime. See online Table 4. 

xiv The OECD Database differentiates between maternity leave rate of allowance and paternity 

leave rate of allowance. The theoretical argument presented in this chapter hinges on cross 

sectional variation in family policies. Since the paternity leave variable suffers from missing data 

points, we choose to rely on allowance rates for maternity leave.  

xv Full estimation results are available upon request. 
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xvi We have deliberately chosen not to apply multilevel analysis since we do not see that the 

variables on the macro level are distributed normally in sample of 21 OECD countries. 

xvii In logistic regressions, predicted probability change depends not only on the change of the 

independent variable, but also on the level of all other independent variables, different from OLS 

regressions. Thus, average marginal effects compute these changes across the whole range 

possible combinations. They can be compared across models and samples (Mood 2009). 

xviii The robustness of this pattern has been explored by altering the country sample and by using 

alternative measures for functional solidarity.  In each of these auxiliary regressions we find the 

similar pattern for the interaction between the three macro context (pre-primary spending, 

enrolment 3-5 years and maternity allowance) and normative family solidarity, indicating that 

more normative family solidarity and more extensive or generous family policies are associated 

with stronger support for public childcare provision. Moreover, the same pattern of increasing 

marginal effects can be observed for the other two solidarity dimensions (visit parents and ask 

parents for help when ill), even though there is one stance where the marginal effect reaches 

conventional levels of statistical significance (namely minimum maternity allowance x visit 

parents). 
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CHAPTER 9 
AUTHORS: JONAS EDLUND AND STEFAN SVALLFORS 
 
COHORT, CLASS AND ATTITUDES TO REDISTRIBUTION IN TWO LIBERAL 
WELFARE STATES: BRITAIN AND THE UNITED STATES, 1996–20061  
 

We take as our starting point recent findings which suggest a substantial convergence across 

countries in their citizens’ views about government responsibilities (Edlund 2009; Svallfors 2010). 

Since views about what governments should or should not do in relation to redistribution of 

resources is a key indicator of welfare state orientations among mass publics, and since existing 

scholarship tends to emphasize stability rather than change in these respects, this apparent 

convergence poses something of a puzzle for comparative research in this field.  

 

How should such findings be explained or at least interpreted? In this chapter, we take a first stab 

at this question by elucidating cohort and class differences in a focused comparison of Britain and 

the United States. As we shall argue, the recent history of the welfare state and aggregated attitude 

patterns in these two countries make such a focused comparison highly warranted (also see 

Goerres and Tepe in this volume for a comparative attitudinal analysis). The observed cohort and 

class patterns show substantial differences between these two ‘liberal’ welfare states in how 

cohort and class patterns play out and change over time. We relate these findings to current 

debates about possible changes from class-based to generation-based conflicts, and about current 

policy predicaments in the Western political economies.  

 

The focus on cohort and class serves a multiple purpose. First, we can investigate to what extent 

attitudinal convergence between these two liberal welfare states is driven by cohort replacement. 

Is it the case that younger cohorts are more similar across countries than older cohorts, and that 

this causes aggregated attitudes to converge? Cohort replacement is generally seen as an 

important driver of secular attitudinal change (Inglehart 1977, 1990). Furthermore, it has been 

shown to affect attitudinal convergence between Eastern and Western Germany, for example, in 
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citizens’ views about government responsibilities (Svallfors 2010). Is it also the case that 

increasing attitudinal similarities between Britain and the US are caused by cohort replacement?  

 

Second, our contribution here is an intervention in a long-standing debate about the development 

of age and class structuration of distributional conflict and attitudinal responses (see also Kohli 

2006; Svallfors 2008). Some authors claim that class-based conflicts are increasingly replaced by 

age-based status conflicts in contemporary societies (Turner 1989, 1998), a claim that has been 

contested by other authors (Irwin 1996, 1998). In ageing societies, with increased pressure on the 

fiscal as well as the social security system, an emerging ‘generational war’ has been put forward as 

a possible scenario by scholars and pundits alike (see, for example, Kotlikoff and Burns 2004).2  

 

Thirdly, class and age may be seen as competing cleavages, over time or cross-nationally (see 

Busemeyer et al. 2009). Increased (decreased) age structuration should, all else constant, lead to 

decreased (increased) class structuration. This is because variation between age groups tends to 

increase variation within classes, in the same way as variation between classes increases 

heterogeneity within age groups. Precisely for this reason, Kohli argues that polities that are 

strongly structured by class are less likely to develop strong age-based conflicts (Kohli 2006). 

Even if our focus is set on cohorts rather than age groups (also see Goerres 2009a), class 

differences offer a telling contrast to cohort differences. If the well-established class differences 

in attitudes towards redistribution (Svallfors 1995, 2004) are matched – or even superseded by – 

cohort differences, there clearly is a case for seeing this as an important social cleavage and for 

perceiving age-based conflicts as an emerging scenario.  

 

Our chapter is structured as follows. We begin by outlining different arguments about why no 

attitudinal convergence should take place, and show that previous research on the issue indeed 

found no signs of convergence. We then cite recent research that, on the contrary, shows 
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substantial convergence taking place across a broad selection of countries. In the data section, we 

present the data from the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP; www.issp.org), on which 

our analyses build and the variables and indicators we apply. In the first empirical section, we 

replicate the finding of substantial attitudinal convergence for a 13-country sample, using our 

specific variables. We then concentrate on the two country cases, with the analysis focussed on 

cohort and class differences between countries and over time. In conclusion, we offer our 

interpretation of the findings. We argue that it is still an institutional and political perspective 

which offers most purchase on the issues at hand. However, where previous institutionalist 

arguments (including our own) have argued that institutional specificities have created divergent 

attitudes (also see Goerres and Tepe in this volume), we argue that at the current political-

economic moment such institutional specificities rather tend to create attitudinal similarities.  

 

PREVIOUS ARGUMENTS AND RESEARCH: FROM NO CHANGE TO 
CONVERGENCE  
 
Comparative research on the welfare state has emphasized that national differences between 

various political economies are and will stay highly resilient to change. This argument applies 

both to actual policy developments across countries and to orientations among mass publics. In 

relation to welfare attitudes, existing scholarship tends to emphasize stability over change. 

Institutional inertia and social-structural factors are argued to provide a set of highly stabilizing 

factors when it comes to peoples’ view about what government should do in various respects. 

 

For example, in their recent major study of the impact of welfare opinions on policy-making, 

Brooks and Manza argue for an ‘embedded preferences’ approach, in which attitudes to welfare 

policies are the combined result of (a) the interests individuals have through their structural 

locations, (b) their participation in discursive communities such as schools and churches, and (c) 

the collective memories forged through long-term feedback processes from institutions (Brooks 

and Manza 2007: Ch. 5). Political power constellations and the distributive effects of the welfare 

http://www.issp.org/
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state tend to form different distributional coalitions in different countries. That is why, for 

example, citizens in the Nordic countries display a higher degree of popular support for welfare 

policies than what is found in the US.  

 

The ‘embedded preferences’ approach implicitly assumes that attitudes towards the welfare state 

will be quite stable over time. This is also something that would be expected from more ‘pure’ 

institutionalist approaches. Here it is argued that feedback processes from the historical 

development of institutions tend to create ‘lock-in’ effects, in which material interests and policy 

interpretations are affected to an extent that makes abrupt changes in policy preferences unlikely 

(Pierson 1993). Other institutionalist scholars have added that normative feedback effects, 

affecting not only citizens’ perceptions of their material interests but also of the desirable state of 

affairs, should be added to factors that will make for a large degree of inertia in citizens’ 

preferences regarding welfare policies (Svallfors 2007: 267–8).  

 

Still other scholars, less concerned with institutions than with the relation between material 

interests and redistribution preferences, would also seem to agree that such preferences should be 

quite stable over time. Regardless whether the determinants of redistributive preferences are 

sought mainly in the ‘skill specificity’ of incumbents of various occupations (Iversen and Soskice 

2001), or more broadly in the risk profile of various individuals, occupations and classes (Cusack 

et al. 2006; Svallfors 2006: Ch. 4–5), a large degree of stability in attitudes towards different 

welfare state arrangements should be expected. Compared to the previous strands of research, 

the ‘risk profile’ approach still seems to be slightly more open to the possibility of sudden 

attitudinal change: if the risk profile of groups of workers change, then we are likely to witness 

also attitudinal change.  
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The expectations of attitudinal stability seemed for a long time to be supported by empirical 

research. Comparisons based on data from the ISSP, for example, showed that while inter-

country differences in citizens’ views about government responsibilities were substantial, even 

between OECD countries at the same economic level, intra-country changes from the mid-1980s 

until the mid-1990s were negligible (Bean and Papadakis 1998; Evans 1996, 1998; Taylor-Gooby 

1998; Svallfors 2003, 2004). Neither convergence nor divergence was thus found in the attitudes 

towards welfare state intervention among different welfare regimes. In this way, findings from 

comparative attitude research mirror those of research on policy developments: little in the way 

of convergence is found in the more deregulated capitalism of the 1980s and 1990s (Scharpf and 

Schmidt 2000; Pierson 2001; Huber and Stephens 2001; Swank 2002; Brooks and Manza 2007). 

In contrast to widespread pronouncements about the coming ‘globalization’ of policies and 

ideological standpoints, national differences proved highly resilient to change.  

 

Even more specific within-country comparisons of changes in attitudes towards redistribution 

and welfare policies could not detect any clear tendencies in overall support for the welfare state. 

Depending on exactly which domain or aspect was surveyed, countries as different as Sweden, 

Germany, Britain and the US either displayed complete stability or some amount of trendless 

fluctuation in attitudes towards welfare policies (Pettersen 1995; Taylor-Gooby 1995; Svallfors 

1995, 2004; Andress et al. 2001; Brooks and Manza 2007: Ch. 5). Furthermore, the impact of 

different social cleavages on attitudes was also found to be stable, with the impact of class and 

‘class-related’ factors such as income and education being clearly dominant in structuring 

attitudes towards welfare policies and redistribution (Svallfors 1995, 2004). 

 

However, recent findings capitalizing on data from the fourth wave of the ISSP ‘Role of 

Government’ module, fielded in 2006, fly in the face of received wisdom. Here, a substantial 

convergence in citizens’ views about government responsibilities is detected, across a broad 
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section of countries (Edlund 2009; Svallfors 2010). In an analysis of attitudes towards the 

responsibilities of government from 1985 to 2006, covering 22 countries, the empirical evidence 

suggests substantial attitudinal convergence (Edlund 2009). Increased opposition to the welfare 

state has principally occurred in countries where the welfare state previously enjoyed strong 

support. Increased support has primarily taken place where the welfare state was comparatively 

unpopular two decades ago. Attitudinal convergence does not operate uniformly across welfare 

programs. Increased welfare state support is mainly fuelled by rising popular demands for income 

redistribution. Decreased support is primarily caused by growing numbers who do not support 

unemployment policies. For some welfare policies – support for the elderly and health care – 

public support is solid and stable over time across nearly all countries. Thus, convergence has 

mainly taken place within the domain of redistribution. It is also found that among advanced 

industrial economies, attitude change seems to be more common among market-oriented ‘liberal’ 

welfare states than among other types of political economies. 

 

To summarize: Prevailing wisdom has it that no convergence is likely across advanced industrial 

societies in their citizens’ views about government. Yet, recent research indicates substantial 

convergence. How should this be explained or at least interpreted? Our focused comparison of 

Britain and the United States is a first attempt to get a handle on this complicated question. As 

will be shown, these two countries constitute a particularly interesting pair of countries for 

analyzing attitudinal convergence and its relation to changing cohort and class differences. On the 

one hand, recent data demonstrate that these two countries become increasingly similar over time 

when it comes to attitudes towards state redistribution. On the other hand, the political histories 

of these two ‘liberal’ welfare states provide a promising framework for studying whether changing 

cohort and class patterns may account for the observed convergence between the British and 

American citizens’ views on state redistribution. For the analysis of generational differences, a key 

issue is that both countries experienced a dramatic political shift around 1980 with the 
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introduction of ‘Thatcherism’ and ‘Reaganomics’, where the turn towards right-wing 

conservatism was sharper in Britain due to its strong labourist history. What is the explanatory 

value of this political shift for understanding attitudinal convergence? Is it the case that younger 

‘post-conservative’ cohorts are more similar across the two countries than older ‘pre-

conservative’ cohorts, and that this explains the observed aggregated attitudinal convergence?   

 

DATA AND VARIABLES  
 
The data upon which the analyses are based derive from the International Social Survey 

Programme. The ISSP represents a fruitful attempt to create a truly comparative data set with 

which to analyze attitudes and values among the populations of industrialized countries. The 

program was inaugurated in the mid-1980s and as of 2009 incorporated more than 40 countries 

over six continents. A wide variety of topics have been surveyed, and since 1990 previous 

modules have been replicated allowing comparison both among nations and over time. The ISSP 

is currently the only available data set that will allow questions about cross-national convergence, 

stability or divergence in welfare state attitudes to be addressed. Alternative comparative data sets, 

such as the European Social Survey (ESS) or the World Values Survey (WVS) have either not 

been around long enough (ESS), or do not contain enough relevant attitude indicators (ESS, 

WVS).  

 

The 2006 ISSP module on ‘The Role of Government’ is the third replication of this particular 

module; the previous surveys were fielded in 1985, 1990 and 1996. Two-thirds of the items are 

replications from previous versions of this module, including a large set of items on government 

responsibilities, some of which will constitute the dependent variables in the present analyses.  

 

In the search for items to use as indicators of support for government intervention, the ISSP 

survey offers a range of possibilities. We decided to use items from a question battery which 
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asked respondents how much they considered it ‘should or should not be the government’s 

responsibility to’ intervene in certain ways. It was felt that such a battery would give a more 

accurate estimation than alternative indicators of levels of principled support for government 

intervention in different countries.  

 

Since we focussed on attitudes towards redistribution, we chose the most obviously redistributive 

items instead of the whole battery related to various areas of government intervention. We used a 

selection of items from this battery that asks whether it should be the government responsibility 

to ‘...provide a job for everyone who wants one / ...provide a decent standard of living for the 

unemployed / ...reduce income differences between the rich and the poor’.3 We then constructed 

a measure by summing the items, dividing the scale by its (theoretical) maximum value and 

multiplying it by 100. The new summary measure, the ‘redistributive index’, can thus vary 

between 0 and 100, with higher values indicating stronger support for redistribution. Since 

patterns of change appear to be different for the item related to income inequality and the ones 

related to unemployment, we also use these items separately (also standardized to a 0–100 range).  

 

In the analysis, we compare cohort and class patterns in Britain and the US. When we compare 

class patterns in the two countries, we use a recoding schema into the well-known Erikson-

Goldthorpe class schema (Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992; Goldthorpe 2000). We use a six-class 

version of the schema, which builds on recodings from the International Standard Classification 

of Occupations (ISCO) and the British national Standard Occupation Classification (SOC).4 

Cohorts are divided into a five-category schema. We use 1960 as a dividing line, to test whether 

people who reached adulthood after the conservative ascendancy in Britain and the US display 

different attitudes from those who had already entered adult life at that time. In order to achieve 

large enough subgroups, we then divide the ‘pre-conservative’ generations into three groups, and 
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the ‘post-conservative’ generations into two categories. The results we discuss remain fairly stable 

regardless of exact cohort cut-off points. 

 

ATTITUDE CONVERGENCE 1996–2006 
 
In Table 9.1, columns 1–3, values for the redistributive index are shown for thirteen Western 

countries.5 Of the countries that had comparatively high index values (>60) in 1996, only Ireland 

and Norway display stability over the 1996–2006 period, while all other countries experience a 

decline in support for redistribution. Among countries with low (<60) index values in 1996, only 

New Zealand had lower index values in 2006 than it had in 1996, and Canada and the US have 

significantly higher index values in 2006. In sum, we find a slight decrease of index values 

between 1996 and 2006 and signs of convergence among these thirteen country samples, as 

indicated by a decline in the values for the bounded coefficient of variation (CoVb) (Escobar 

1997).6 

 

 

Table 9.1 about here 

 

 

Britain and the US stand out as an interesting pair for comparison. No country experienced such 

a steep decline in index values as Britain 1996-2006. The US (in parallel with Canada) experienced 

the most dramatic increase in index values over the period. So these supposedly similar ‘liberal’ 

welfare regimes display completely differing developments as regards their attitudes towards 

redistribution: a sharply declining degree of support in Britain paired with a sharp increase of 

support for redistribution in the US.  
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A closer look at the separate issues of income inequality and measures related to unemployment 

(Table 9.1, columns 4–6 and 7–9) reveals an interesting pattern: In countries where support for 

redistribution has declined, this decline relates to support for unemployment related measures7; in 

countries where support for redistribution has increased, the increase concerns support to lessen 

income inequalities. Again we can witness a decreased dispersion among countries as shown by 

the CoVb measures.  

 

So, in our two country cases, support for employment policies and for amelioration for the 

unemployed has decreased substantially in Britain, while support for income redistribution is 

stable. The drop in support for job-related measures in Britain is unparalleled: in no other country 

does the support for unemployment policy measures drop as markedly as here. The reverse 

pattern applies in the US: support for income redistribution has increased, while support for 

employment-related measures remains stable. The increased support in the US for income 

redistribution is surpassed only in Canada and is similar to two other ‘liberal’ welfare regimes: 

Australia and Switzerland (see also Edlund 2009).  

 

BRITAIN AND THE UNITED STATES: DIFFERENT ‘LIBERAL’ WELFARE 
STATES  
 
In order to place the empirical analyses in context, a brief expose of the welfare state 

characteristics and recent political history of the cases is necessary (see also Hudson, and Hering 

in this volume). Britain and the United States currently both represent ‘liberal’ welfare and 

production regimes (see Aysan in this volume), where the market is the cornerstone for providing 

resources and insurance protection. Public benefits are typically given as low flat-rate or means-

tested benefits, while insurance against income loss for the broad middle class is market-based – 

although heavily subsidized by the state. But they have arrived at this common destination 

through quite different routes. The US has always been a peculiar case as viewed through 

European lenses. State-subsidized corporate welfare plays the main part in allocating resources 
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and supplying insurance protection for the employed (Hacker 2002; Dobbin 2002). The publicly-

provided welfare policy is meagre and, with the important exception of an income-related public 

pension system, largely targeted to those unable to obtain insurance protection through their 

employment. Benefits are largely means-tested, and as of 1996 there was no legal right to social 

assistance. The country has no universal health insurance, although the combination of Medicare 

for the elderly and Medicaid for the destitute provides coverage for large sections of the 

population. Public child care and elderly care services are mainly targeted to the poorest citizens, 

but private child care is subsidized through tax credits (Dobbin 2002; O'Connor et al. 1999: 114–

21; Olsen 2002: Ch. 2; Gornick and Meyers 2003).  

 

In short, when only the publicly-provided welfare policies are at issue, the US stands out as a 

particularly meagre not to say rudimentary welfare state, but when the focus is widened to include 

also privately provided but heavily subsidized policies, the picture changes. Then the social 

spending in the US becomes comparable to that of many European countries. However, this 

‘private welfare state’ tends to distribute coverage and benefits according to corporate hierarchy, 

producing a very ‘top–heavy’ distribution, where risks are not equalized between social groups to 

the same extent as in a welfare state of traditional European design (Hacker 2002). 

 

In the 1990s and 2000s, the main form of social protection for middle-class America – 

employment-based insurance – has eroded significantly (Hacker 2004, 2005, 2006, 2008). This 

hidden retrenchment of ‘semi-public’ welfare policies has been one main aspect of what has been 

described as the ‘great risk shift’ in American society, including also lower employment stability 

and growing income volatility and inequality (Hacker 2005, 2006). A growing number of 

Americans now find themselves less well protected through their employment contracts, which 

may and do affect their orientations towards public policies.  
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The British welfare state is a blend of different system principles, reflecting its mixed 

conservative–socialist heritage. Just as in the US, there is no national income-related social 

insurance in Britain, as benefits are a mix of universal, low, flat-rate benefits and occupational 

income-related cover, which is private, although largely regulated by the state. In contrast to the 

US, however, we find a universal child benefit and a free tax-financed national health service. 

British post-war social policy history displays a peculiar ‘proto-social democratic’ character. 

Labour governments would embark on building up an income-related social insurance only to 

have it dismantled by their Conservative successors (O'Connor et al. 1999: 121–8; Rhodes 2000). 

The most dramatic liberalization, including a determined dismantling of the budding income-

related social insurance, came under the consecutive conservative governments of prime minister 

Margaret Thatcher (1979–1990) (Clasen 2005). After coming to power in the 1990s, ‘New 

Labour’ by and large shed any attempts to continue the ‘proto-social democratic’ path of its 

Labour predecessors; it largely formulated policies within the perimeters of a liberal market-

oriented policy regime. Market-emulating reforms have been ripe within the public sector, and 

the introduction of a subsidized system of child care has been the only major pro-welfare policy 

initiative (Clasen 2005).  

 

So, these two ‘liberal’ welfare states have arrived at their current destinations through quite 

dissimilar routes. The different public policy paths followed by the two countries are a reason to 

take different generational experiences into account. In this respect, one could point to 1979/80 

as an important dividing line, as this was the year of a conservative power-shift in both countries, 

but one which included a more radical shift in welfare policy programs in Britain (Pierson 1994). 

One should ask to what extent the long labourist tradition in Britain, compared to the virtually 

non-existent political left in the US has affected attitudes in different generations. One question 

to be explored is therefore whether cohorts who reached adulthood after 1980 display different 

attitudes compared to those who had already fully entered adult life before that point in time. We 
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also ask to what extent the ‘recommodification’ of policies and distributive outcomes has affected 

class patterns in attitudes (Breen 1997). It could be ventured that such change would affect the 

middle sections in the class structure most, since these groups should feel most clearly the 

increased risk exposure connected with increased marketization. Workers, who have always been 

quite exposed to risk, and the higher echelons in the class structure, who are still quite well 

protected, could be expected to experience less change.  

 

BRITAIN AND THE UNITED STATES: COHORT AND CLASS PATTERNS  
 
To what extent do the convergence tendencies detected in Britain and the US play out differently 

in different cohorts and classes? Is it the case that later cohorts are more similar between the two 

countries than earlier cohorts, and that this may explain the convergence tendencies? Does 

overall convergence also imply class convergence, so that classes tend to become less distinct 

over time in their attitudes towards redistribution? In Figure 9.1, cohort differences are displayed 

for the two countries in 1996 and 2006.8 The figure shows the point estimates and confidence 

intervals (0.1-level) for each cohort, year and country. In the upper panel, we find that there are 

no significant cohort differences at all in Britain regarding view about income redistribution in 

1996, and no significant changes within any cohort 1996–2006 (shown by the fact that all 

confidence intervals overlap 1996, and that confidence intervals for different cohorts overlap 

when we compare 1996 and 2006). In 2006, cohort differences are somewhat more distinct, as 

the youngest cohort is significantly less in favour of income redistribution, compared to the 

1931–45 and 1946–60 cohorts. In the US, we find that in 1996, there are significant cohort 

differences, in that the 1931–45 and the 1946–60 generations are clearly less supportive of 

redistribution than the younger cohorts. However, between 1996 and 2006 we find convergence 

between cohorts in their views about income redistribution, since this support rises more in the 

1931–45 and 1946–60 birth cohorts than in the other cohorts. In 2006, there are no longer any 

statistically significant differences between cohorts in the US. 9 
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Figure 9.1 about here 

 

 

In the lower panel, we find a uniform decline in support for unemployment policies in Britain. All 

cohorts display declining support 1996–2006. Neither in 1996 nor in 2006 do we find any 

statistically significant differences between cohorts in Britain.10 In the US, the 1931–45 and the 

1946–60 cohorts are significantly less supportive of unemployment policy than the younger ones, 

in both 1996 and 2006. None of the intra-cohort changes 1996–2006 are statistically significant.11  

 

So far, we have compared cohort differences and cohort changes within countries. However, 

when comparing the same generations between Britain and the US, data clearly suggest that the 

younger ‘post-conservative’ cohorts are more similar to each other compared to the older ‘pre-

conservative’ cohorts. The differences between the British and American cohorts are summarized 

in Table 9.2. As shown, for both survey years, and on both indicators, the difference between the 

two youngest cohorts is substantially smaller compared to the three older cohorts. This is 

particularly evident in the 2006 data. While significant differences occur between all of the ‘pre-

conservative’ British and American cohorts, national differences between the ‘post-conservative’ 

cohorts are non-significant.  

 

 

Table 9.2 about here 
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In Figure 9.2, cohort is replaced by class. In Britain, we find that class differences in attitudes 

towards income redistribution are substantial in both 1996 and 2006 (upper panel), but that a slight 

decline in class differences among the employees is detectable (the sharp increase in support for 

income redistribution among the self-employed is a curious fact that we fail to make sense of). In 

the US, the overall class differences in attitudes towards redistribution are stable from 1996 to 

2006, in the sense that all classes change towards a more positive view on income redistribution, 

but we find a particularly steep increase in support among lower-level managers and professionals 

(‘Service Class II’). It is only here that the changes are statistically significant.  

 

 

Figure 9.2 about here 

 

 

A similar but less marked pattern is found in the US concerning unemployment policies: a slight 

increase in all classes but a somewhat larger one in Service Class II (lower panel). In Britain, 

support for unemployment policies decreases markedly in all classes, but particularly so among 

workers. Overall, British class differences in support for unemployment policies are therefore 

smaller in 2006 than in 1996.  

 

We also calculated summarized measures of the development of cohort and class differences in 

the two countries, applying the bounded coefficient of variation (CoVb) as a measure of inter-

cohort and inter-class dispersion of index values. Class dispersion diminishes markedly in Britain 

for both indicators, income redistribution (from 23.4 in 1996 to 15.1 in 2006) and unemployment 

policy (from 16.1 in 1996 to 8.9 in 2006) while it is stable in the US with the coefficients being at 

16.1-16.3 for income redistribution and 13.3-13.7 for unemployment policy. Dispersion between 

cohorts, on the other hand, diminishes considerably in the US in 1996-2006 since the coefficient 
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for income redistribution decreases from 14.3 to 3.9 and for unemployment policy from 13.5 to 

7.7. It also shrinks in Britain, but less so and from a smaller level of dispersion in 1996 (10.9 to 

9.6 for income redistribution, 6.8 to 4.5 for unemployment policy). In none of the countries are 

there any signs that cohorts become increasingly divided in their opinions; in fact, the opposite 

seems to be true. At the same time, while Britain in 1996 was clearly more class-divided than the 

US, this was no longer true in 2006. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 
The analyses of cohort and class patterns in Britain and the United States show a number of 

things. First, they indicate that the convergence in attitudes towards redistribution cannot be 

attributed to cohort replacement. In fact, cohort differences in these countries are small and tend 

to become even smaller over time. It is therefore difficult to argue that gradual cohort 

replacement among respondents accounts for the attitudinal convergence. However, it is worth 

pointing out that younger generations are more similar across countries compared to older 

generations, so there are indeed signs that generations reaching adulthood in relation to or after 

the Thatcher–Reagan era are more similar to each other compared to ‘pre-conservative’ 

generations. When it comes to class, it seems that changing class patterns in Britain account for 

some of the convergence, since the drop in support for unemployment policies seems to be 

particularly pronounced among workers.  

 

In general, we believe that the findings in this chapter speak against any scenario of an emerging 

‘generational war’ in these two liberal welfare regimes (see also Goerres 2009b). There are 

absolutely no signs of cohort differences becoming more pronounced over time; the opposite 

seems rather to be the case. There are no signs that the ‘post-Thatcher’ generations in Britain are 

very different from older cohorts, and while cohort differences were substantial in the US in 

1996, they became less so over time. So, compared to class differences, generational differences 
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in attitudes towards redistribution seem rather muted. Turner has argued that age is overtaking 

class as an important stratifying status dimension in contemporary Western societies (Turner 

1989). So far, however, there are no signs in these two countries that cohort differences tend to 

become more pronounced and supersede class differences. The diminishing class differences in 

Britain are not accompanied by any increasing cohort differences, and class differences in the US 

are stable while cohort differences virtually disappear over time.  

 

Instead, we find more complex and fascinating differences when we compare cohort and class 

differences between these two countries. It seems that the increased support for redistribution in 

the US is particularly evident among (formerly) relatively well-protected ‘insiders’ such as lower 

level managers and professionals (Service Class II), and the ‘golden’ generations, born in the 

1930s, 1940s or 1950s. This pattern could plausibly be explained by middle-class anxieties in an 

age of severe constrictions of corporate welfare in America (Hacker 2004, 2005, 2006). Many 

formerly well-protected groups now find themselves more exposed to risk than before; some of 

them look to public policies to fill the gap (see also Hudson in this volume on America’s 

‘exceptionalism’ from a comparative perspective). Conversely, the dramatic decline of support for 

unemployment policies in Britain is particularly marked among workers, the former bastions of 

support for state intervention. One could speculate that the moralistic British debate, often 

demonizing the unemployed as welfare scroungers – even by commentators on the political left – 

has left a clear imprint on attitude development in general and especially so among workers (cf. 

Levitas 2005).  

 

Overall, however, neither changing class patterns nor cohort replacement seems to fully account 

for the substantial convergence between these two liberal welfare regimes.12 What does then? A 

decade ago, Iversen and Wren (1998) described the policy ‘trilemma’ in which the advanced 

political economies found themselves. It was not possible, the authors argued, to maximize all 
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three central policy goals of high employment, earnings equality and price stability. Different 

policy regimes chose different routes when caught in this trilemma. The social democratic 

countries typically maximized equality and employment and had to put up with higher inflation; 

the Christian democratic countries chose fiscal discipline and equality at the expense of weak 

employment growth; the liberal countries took the route of maximizing employment and price 

stability at the cost of rapidly rising inequality. If anything, this predicament has become even 

more drastic since Iversen and Wren published their paper. In the international financial regime 

of the 2000s, it has become virtually impossible to choose the high inflation route for combining 

high employment and low inequality. Caught in this even starker dilemma, the European model 

has become stuck in a high unemployment mode, while the US has become characterized by a 

dramatic rise in inequality and risk exposure for broad sections of the working and middle classes. 

Faced with this situation, it is perhaps not surprising that increasing numbers of Americans find 

that public amelioration of inequality and risk exposure is now something to ask for, and that 

many of citizens of the European welfare states have become increasingly disenchanted by the 

effects of (un)employment policies. Add to this a public discourse that tends to increasingly 

blame unemployment on the behaviour of the unemployed themselves, and the result is an 

emerging de-legitimization of (un)employment policies throughout Europe. 

 

As evident in these concluding and admittedly highly speculative interpretations, we tend still to 

believe that an institutional perspective has the most purchase on the issues at hand. We contend 

that it is the evolving institutional framework, combined with new patterns of social risk and 

public discourse that lies behind current trends in attitude towards redistribution. The challenge 

for future research is to explain exactly why institutional specificities, their pathways and their 

embeddedness in social structures and discourses that in the past tended to produce large and 

resilient national differences in attitudes towards public policies, now rather seem to produce 
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attitudinal similarities and convergence. We suggest that such explanations should be sought in 

the problematic policy predicaments of Western polities in the current era. 
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Goerres, Mikael Hjerm, Ingemar Johansson Sevä, Walter Korpi, Steffen Mau, Michael Shalev, 

Pieter Vanhuysse, an anonymous reviewer, and several other participants at these seminars. 

2 For a typical example from a political commentator, see 

http://samueljscott.wordpress.com/2009/09/12/the-upcoming-generational-war/ . 

3 Answer scale and codes: Absolutely (3); Probably (2); Probably Not (1); Absolutely Not (0).  

4 The recoding of occupations into a common schema is based on the current occupation of the 

individual. In cases where the individual is outside the labour market, the relevant classification is 

based on his or her most recent occupation; should this person never have had an occupation, 

the coding is made according to that of his or her spouse or cohabiting partner (if any). The data 

sets from the US and the 2006 data set from Britain code occupation according to the 

International Standard Classification of Occupations 1988 (ISCO88) at a four-digit level. When 

reclassifying the ISCO codes into Erikson-Goldthorpe classes, the reclassifications made by 

(Ganzeboom and Treiman 1996, 2003) proved immensely helpful. Minor deviations between 

their recodings and the ones used here occur, but the deviations seem to be very minor at the six-

category level of detail aimed for here. As for Britain, the occupational data archived in the data 

material in 1996 were not detailed enough to make relevant classifications, but more detailed 

codes were available in data files from the British archive, and these have been matched against 

those from the ISSP archive. This data set contains classifications using the Erikson-Goldthorpe 

schema based on the British Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) code and Employment 

Status Variables (Goldthorpe and Heath 1992). The recoding algorithms for converting ISCO88 

into Erikson-Goldthorpe classes are obtainable from the authors on request. For the British 

recodings for 1996, see Goldthorpe and Heath (1992).  

5 Only countries from the North-Western hemisphere have been included, leaving Israel, Japan 

and the Philippines out even though they conducted both the 1996 and 2006 surveys. To avoid 

the particular complications of the transformations of Eastern Europe, these countries have also 

 

http://samueljscott.wordpress.com/2009/09/12/the-upcoming-generational-war/
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been omitted from the analysis (the Czech Republic, Latvia, Poland and Russia). For the same 

reasons, data are displayed separately for Eastern (former East) and Western (former West) 

Germany.  

6 CoVb=100*s/√(m-0)*(100-m), where m=mean, s=standard deviation. This measure takes into 

account that a standard deviation of a mean needs to be interpreted in the light of that particular 

mean. Compared to the more commonly known Coefficient of Variation (CoV=s/m), the CoVb 

has the desirable property of taking values between 0 (all units have the same variable value) and 

100 when the variable has only two values that are at the bottom and top limits of the 

distribution. Thus, CoVb varies theoretically between 0 and 100 where higher values indicate 

more dispersion. The measure is insensitive to the ordering of the scale (e.g., whether a high value 

should indicate ‘support for income redistribution’ or ‘resistance against income redistribution’) 

(Escobar 1997). 

7 The two unemployment-related indicators move in tandem, which is a further reason to treat 

them jointly.  

8 The estimates we provide in Figure 9.1 are not substantially affected by controlling for lifecycle-

related factors, such as labour market status, number of people in the household and dependent 

children in the household. However, some differences occur and are commented in footnotes 

(results may be obtained from authors on request). 

9 After control for the lifecycle factors, the two oldest cohorts are in 2006 still significantly less 

supportive of income redistribution policy compared to the younger cohorts. However, the 

pattern of convergence 1996–2006 is little affected. 

10 When controlling for lifecycle factors, the 1946–60 and 1961–75 cohorts are, in 2006, 

significantly more positive to employment policy compared to the two oldest cohorts. This 

suggests that the drop in support for unemployment policies is less emphasized in the 1946–60 

and 1961–75 cohorts.  
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11 After control for lifecycle factors, attitude change between 1996 and 2006 becomes more 

uniform across cohorts. The three oldest cohorts show a similar size of increased support, while 

the attitude change in the two youngest cohorts is best described as stable. 

12  A skeptic could attribute the findings in this chapter to a glitch in the data, especially since 

measurement points are so few and since 2006 shows the only substantive change in attitudes. 

However, national data series with more data points show essentially the same trends for this 

time period: an increasing skepticism in Britain concerning unemployment policies (Taylor-

Gooby and Martin 2008) and increasing concerns in the US about income differences as well as 

increasing support for state intervention to ameliorate inequality (Pew Research Center 2007; 

McCall and Kenworthy 2009).  
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CHAPTER 10 
AUTHOR: ANDREJ KOKKONEN  
 
HOW FAMILY POLICIES AFFECT WOMEN’S FORMATION OF DOMESTIC 
UNIONS - AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR FERTILITY  
 
In recent decades fertility rates have plummeted throughout Europe. In most countries the 

situation is so dire that the population is destined to decrease in the absence of large-scale 

immigration. It is, thus, not surprising that politicians and scholars more and more frequently are 

asking whether changes in policies can increase fertility rates. The research community, however, 

is divided on the answer. Whereas some researchers argue that policies can have a substantial 

positive effect on fertility (McDonald 2006; Björklund 2007), others are more nuanced regarding 

the extent of the effect (Sleebos 2003; Neyer 2003), or remain unconvinced that there would be 

any effect at all (Demeny 2005; Gauthier 2007). 

 

This chapter explores a previously overlooked causal path in which policies could affect fertility, 

namely, by affecting the likelihood of women living in domestic unions (hereafter referred to as 

‘unions’).1 Today, relatively few children are born outside unions in Europe. Policies that increase 

the likelihood of women living in unions are, as a result, likely to increase fertility. In this chapter 

I argue that family policies – and especially dual-earner policies – do so, because they reduce the 

costs of reproduction that follow in the wake of women’s increased earning opportunities in the 

labor market.  

 

The basic assumption on which my argument builds is that previous studies on how policies 

affect fertility have overlooked the fact that fertility decisions tend to be intertwined with union 

decisions and vice versa. This interrelatedness means that policies that affect fertility decisions are 

also likely to affect union decisions. It is therefore improbable that all policy-related effects on 

fertility can be captured by direct estimations of policies’ effects on the fertility of women who 

live in unions. Instead, parts of the effect should be sought in the effect policies have on union 
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decisions. Policies can indeed have a positive effect on fertility; it is just that part of the effect is 

determined by the effect policies have on the likelihood of women living in unions. 

 

The chapter starts with a brief discussion on the association between union formation and 

fertility. It then goes on to discuss theories of union formation and elaborate on why family 

policies are likely to affect the likelihood of women, especially working women, living in unions. 

After presenting the theoretical argument I discuss how to test it empirically. In so doing I 

propose a new way of measuring the generosity of dual-earner policies (see Goerres and Tepe in 

this volume for comparable approaches). In the empirical section I test my hypothesis on data 

from the European Social Survey on more than 14,000 respondents from 22 countries with the 

help of multilevel modeling. The chapter concludes with a brief discussion of the results and 

what they mean for future research. 

 

THEORIES OF UNION FORMATION AND DISSOLUTION  
 
Less than 10 percent of all first births in Europe take place outside unions (Kiernan 1999a, 

1999b, 2004; Heuveline et al. 2003; Sobotka and Toulemon 2008). Second and third births 

outside unions are even less common (ibid.). Given these facts, and the fact that youths form and 

break unions at different ages and rates in European countries, one would expect much of the 

research on how policies affect fertility to explore how policies affect union formation and 

stability; i.e. the two factors that decide whether women live in unions. For example, the 

correlation between the overall fertility rate and the number of women in unions is both positive 

and fairly strong (R .36). It becomes even stronger (R .67) if the UK and Ireland – two extreme 

outliers – are excluded (also see Sevilla Sanz 2009).2  

 

Despite this, overall rates of union formation and disruption, their causes, and their 

interrelationships with policies and fertility are underexplored topics in the demographic literature 
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(though see Baizán et al. 2003, 2004 and Sevilla Sanz 2009). First, most studies tend to focus on 

single countries and thus do not allow for general conclusions on the effect of structural factors 

(such as policies) on union decisions (for an overview see Kalmijn 2007).  

 

Second, the comparative studies that do exist tend to be of the descriptive type. They seldom test 

hypotheses on possible causes for observed differences between countries (see for example 

Schoenmaeckers and Lodewijckx 1999; Billari et al. 2001; Kiernan 2004; Andersson 2003; Prioux 

2006). To the extent that they do so, they focus almost exclusively on comparisons between two 

or three countries, which does not allow for separating the effects of different variables from 

each other (see for example Mulder et al. 2002 and Baizán et al. 2004).  

 

Third, and more important, the majority of studies do not focus on union formation and 

disruption as such, but on the likelihood of particular forms of unions being formed and 

dissolved. That is, they focus on when and whether individuals marry and/or cohabit and on how 

likely marriages and cohabiting unions are to last (see for example Kalmijn 2007). Overall rates of 

union formation and their relationship with fertility have received little attention.3 The only real 

exception to this is an article by Almudena Sevilla Sanz (also see Baizán et al. 2003, 2004), which 

argues that the differences in union formation rates and fertility rates in contemporary Europe 

can be explained (in part) by aggregate social norms regarding the gendered division of household 

labor.  

 

Fourth, the few existing studies that discuss how policies affect living arrangements have focused 

almost exclusively on how policies affect the timing of young adults leaving the parental home 

(Aassve et al. 2002, Billari et al. 2001, Holdsworth 2000, Mulder et al. 2002, Mulder 2006 – also 

see Dalla Zuanna 2001 and Billari and Liefbroer 2007 for cultural explanations of home-leaving 

patterns). The focus in these studies has either been on policies affecting youth unemployment 
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and youth wages and their effects on home leaving or on policies and factors that affect the 

availability and cost of housing. The findings of the studies suggest that the age when young 

adults leave the parental home is important for determining when they enter into their first 

unions, but that the effect varies between countries. Thus there are both theoretical reasons and 

empirical evidence confirming that the age on leaving the parental home and the factors that 

affect it affect people’s likelihood of living with partners. Despite this, no study has explored how 

important the age on leaving the parental home is in relation to other factors (for example family 

policies) in explaining contemporary union patterns.  

 

Despite the lack of previous studies on the topic, there does exist a theoretical framework that 

discusses how different factors relate to the likelihood of women entering and staying in unions. 

Sevilla Sanz’s (2009) article – the only one that explicitly discusses the association between fertility 

and union formation in a comparative perspective – does, for example, build on an extension of 

the (new home) economic analysis of marriage, which underpins most of the marriage market 

literature. Although this literature focuses mainly on marriages, Sevilla Sanz reasonably interprets 

it as if it could be generalized to union formation at large.4 In its classic version the economic 

analysis perceives marriage decisions as ‘cost-benefit analyses’, in which potential spouses weigh 

the ‘costs and benefits’ of marriage against the ‘costs and benefits’ of living alone (Becker 1973, 

1991). This choice basically boils down to how valuable the ‘goods and services’ that can be 

produced in a potential marriage are in relation to the ‘goods and services’ that potential spouses 

can produce on their own if they do not marry (form a union). If the former outweighs the latter, 

individuals choose to marry. One of the most valuable gains with a marriage is the ‘non-market 

goods and services’ that households can produce more effectively than singles, because of the 

division of labor and specialization in housework that households allow for. Typical examples are 

cleaning, laundry, homemade meals, and child-rearing. The most important goods individuals can 

produce on their own are their market incomes (i.e. wages). Wage increases, consequently, reduce 
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the relative attractiveness of marriage and having children, and increase the relative attractiveness 

of market labor. 

  

The observed decline in marriage rates in recent decades is also often explained by the expansion 

of women’s earning opportunities. Historically, women have had few earning opportunities and, 

thus, little to lose economically by marrying and specializing in cooking and child-rearing. When 

women’s earning opportunities opened up during the 1950s and 1960s the relative value of 

marriage declined, and women responded to the new incentives by participating in the labor force 

to a higher degree than in the past and postponing or forgoing marriage (Becker 1973, 1991; 

Kalmijn 2007). Accordingly, the literature assumes a negative correlation between women’s 

earning opportunities (female labor force participation) and marriage rates. Other scholars 

(Oppenheimer 1994) have argued that the negative correlation has been aggravated by the fact 

that men’s wages have simultaneously dropped – both in real terms and relative to women’s 

wages – with the result that there are fewer ‘marriageable’ men available for women to marry 

today than historically has been the case. That is, today there are fewer men who earn the level of 

wages that would make it beneficial for women to marry and specialize in housework.  

 

Scholars in the marriage literature also argue that women who earn their own incomes are less 

likely than traditional housewives to remain in poor marriages. This is because working women, 

who have invested their human capital in the labor market, do not need the economic security 

that comes with a marriage contract to the same extent as traditional housewives, who have 

invested their human capital in ‘household production’ (Becker 1991; Goldin 1990; Kalmijn 

2007). The literature therefore assumes a positive correlation between women’s earning 

opportunities (female labor force participation) and divorce rates.  
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There are other types of unions besides marriage; however, relatively low marriage rates and 

relatively high divorce rates could imply that relatively few women are living in unions, especially 

if we remain true to the original intentions in the literature and treat all kinds of unions as equal. 

Given the assumed close association between female labor force participation on one side and 

marriage and divorce rates on the other, it is reasonable to expect a negative association between 

female labor force participation and the likelihood of women living in unions. This expectation is 

only strengthened by the fact that women often withdraw from the labor market when they have 

children – and that most women who have children are in unions. Hence, 

 

H1. Working women (i.e. women with high earning opportunities) should be less likely than women outside the 

labor market to live in unions.   

 

The expected negative relationship between women’s earning opportunities and their likelihood 

of living in unions should reasonably also be found in cross-country comparisons. However, the 

empirical truth is that there is a strong positive correlation at the country level between the female 

labor force participation rate and the number of women in unions (Pearson’s R .51).5 This does 

not necessarily mean that H1 is false. A positive cross-country correlation between the female 

labor force participation rate and the number of women in unions could coexist with a negative 

correlation within countries between female labor force participation and the likelihood of 

women living unions. The disincentives to invest in household production that arise from 

women’s earning opportunities could, for example, be correlated with country-level factors that 

reduce the costs of household production. Sevilla Sanz (2009), for example, argues that egalitarian 

social norms decrease men’s cost of providing household labor, because they reduce the social 

price they have to pay when doing household chores.6 This means that, other things being equal, 

egalitarian social norms reduce the cost of (men’s) household production and increase women’s 

gains from entering unions. If the female labor force participation rate and egalitarian social 
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norms are positively correlated and the effect of the latter on union formation is strong enough, 

Sevilla Sanz’s argument might explain why the expected negative correlation between the female 

labor force participation rate and the number of women in unions is positive.7 

 

Below, I offer an alternative explanation for the positive correlation between the female labor 

force participation rate and the number of women in unions. I argue that the observed paradox 

can be explained by the fact that countries with high female labor force participation rates 

implement generous family policies, which reduce the negative effect of women’s earning 

opportunities (labor force participation) on their likelihood of living in unions. Countries with 

relatively low female labor force participation rates do not do so, with the consequence that 

women’s earning opportunities in such countries (labor force participation) have a more negative 

effect on their likelihood of living in unions. Women’s earning opportunities (labor force 

participation) do indeed have a negative effect on the likelihood of women living in unions. It is 

just that the negative effect is less accentuated in countries with high labor force participation 

rates and generous family policies. Below, I develop the reasons for assuming that policies should 

increase the likelihood of women living in unions. 

 

FAMILY POLICIES AND WOMEN’S INCENTIVES TO ENTER AND STAY IN 
UNIONS 
 
The desire for children has, arguably, been one of the most important reasons why individuals 

have started unions historically (Becker 1973; Buss 2007). Even though children probably do not 

weigh as heavily in people’s relationship decisions today as they once did, they continue to be an 

important motivation for union formation (Burch and Matthews 1987; Edlund 2006; Stevenson 

and Wolfers 2007). For example, an individual who wants to have children is largely restricted to 

finding a partner and establishing a union with that partner before she or he can have children. 

Even those seeking alternatives such as adoption and artificial insemination are mostly presumed 

to have partners. For example, in most countries it is more difficult for singles to adopt children 
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than it is for couples. Moreover, most people who adopt children have tried to have biological 

children before turning to adoption, which might be an indication of that biological children are 

more highly valued than adopted children (Fisher 2003).  

 

The idea that the desire for children is an important reason why individuals choose to establish 

unions is so deep-seated that it acts as a fundamental theoretical underpinning in most studies on 

partner selection (see for example Regan and Berscheid 1997; Goodwin and Tinker 2002; Buss 

2007). Traits and characteristics that are positive for bearing and raising children are generally 

considered to be decisive for partner selection (Simpson and Gangestad 1992; Buss 2007). Several 

studies have also shown that individuals rank parental qualities and preferences for children 

highly when they evaluate prospective partners (Simpson and Gangestad 1992; Regan and 

Berscheid 1997; Goodwin and Tinker 2002; Buss 2007). In short, there are both strong 

theoretical reasons and ample empirical evidence supporting the idea that the ‘demand’ for 

children is one of the most important motivations for union formation. The presence of children 

has also been shown to strengthen union stability in several studies (Cherlin 1977; Lillard and 

Waite 1993; Manning 2004). Unions that result in children, in other words, seem to be valued 

more highly than unions that do not.  

 

Given that the ‘demand’ for children acts as an important motivation for union formation, it is 

likely that the costs of reproduction act as a co-determinant in union formation decisions. All else 

being equal, low costs of reproduction should increase, and high costs of reproduction should 

reduce, incentives to form a union. If potential partners deem that they will benefit (or not lose 

too much) from having children together they will be more likely to form a union. If they deem 

that they not will benefit (or will lose too much) from having children, not only are they likely to 

abstain from having children but they are also more likely to refrain from forming a union. The 

potential importance of the costs of reproduction as a co-determinant in union formation 
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decisions makes it vital to take the costs of reproduction – and the factors that affect them – into 

account in explanations of current union patterns in Europe.  

 

The economic analysis of fertility suggests that children come with direct and indirect costs 

(Walker 1995; Björklund 2007). Direct costs refer to money spent on the children for clothes, 

food, schooling and so on. Indirect costs are measured by the value of the time parents invest in 

caring for their children, mainly in terms of forgone earnings and lost career opportunities. As 

long as women’s opportunities in the labor market are restricted and their earning potentials 

limited, these indirect costs are low, and families have few reasons, other than the direct costs 

involved, not to have children. But if labor market opportunities are opened up and women’s 

earning potentials expand, children become costly in indirect terms. Families can be expected to 

rationally respond to this situation by having fewer children (Becker 1991). This explains the 

inverse association between female labor force participation and fertility found in many studies 

(Engelhardt et al. 2004; Kögel 2004, 2006; Matysiak and Vignoli 2008). Given the assumption 

that fertility decisions are closely intertwined with relationship decisions, it also constitutes a 

reason for expecting union decisions to be negatively affected by female labor force participation.  

   

This observation might lead to the conclusion that contemporary union patterns can be explained 

by differences in women’s labor market opportunities between countries. However, formally, 

women enjoy equal opportunities with men in all European countries. Even if actual levels of 

employment equity between countries, the positive association between the female labor force 

participation rate and the number of women in unions does suggest that it is not only women’s 

earning opportunities that shape contemporary union patterns.       

 

Another important factor that decides the costs of reproduction is family policies. Family 

policies, for example, child benefits, reduce the costs of reproduction. This is especially true for 
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dual-earner policies, such as subsidized child care and paid parental leave, which reduce the high 

indirect costs that accompany the expansion of women’s earning potential. They do so as they a) 

reduce the time women have to spend caring for their children (subsidized child care) and b) 

compensate them in monetary terms for the time they actually spend on care work (paid parental 

leave). That is, they reduce the costs associated with having children in terms of lost career 

opportunities and forgone earnings (Björklund 2007). By doing so, dual-earner policies also 

reduce the negative trade-off between female labor force participation and fertility. In theory this 

could result in a change in the cross-country correlation between the two, as long as most states 

offer women the opportunity to partake on equal terms in the labor market, but only some states 

adopt dual-earner policies. Many researchers argue that this is what has happened in the 

developed world in recent years (McDonald 2000, 2002; Kögel 2006).  

 

I argue that the positive correlation between the female labor force participation rate and the 

likelihood of women living in unions can be explained in the same way. All else being equal, we 

should expect female labor force participation (women’s earning opportunities) to have a negative 

effect on the likelihood of women living in unions (i.e. H1). But we should also expect this 

negative effect to be mitigated by family policies, especially dual-earner policies. As women enjoy 

equal opportunities in the labor market in most European countries, we should expect that: 

 

H2. Generous family policies, and especially dual-earner policies, should increase the likelihood of women living in 

unions.  

 

However, women differ in their earning capabilities. Some are more employable than others. 

Given that the positive effect of family policies on the likelihood of living in a union builds on 

the fact that policies mitigate the negative effect of women’s earning opportunities on their 

likelihood of living in unions, we should therefore expect H3 to manifest itself as follows: 
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H3. Generous family policies, and especially dual-earner policies, should increase the likelihood of working women 

(i.e. women with relatively high earning opportunities) living in unions. 

  

Studies on the relationship between policies and fertility have largely neglected the possibility that 

policies can have an indirect positive effect on fertility via a positive effect on union formation. 

At the theoretical level, the studies have instead focused on the effect policies have on the fertility 

of women who live in unions. By doing so, some of them might have underestimated the effect 

of policies on fertility. Several micro-level studies on the effect of policies on fertility include only 

women who live in unions (Olah 1998; Hoem et al. 1999; Andersson et al. 2004; however, also 

see Hank and Kreyenfeld 2003 for an exception). Other studies, although they include women 

who live as singles, focus on second or third births (see for example Kravdal 1996; Hoem et al. 

1999). Given that the overwhelming majority of women live in unions at the time they have their 

first child, this means that these studies exclude most single women by default – and miss the fact 

that the samples of women who bear second or third children could vary in size from one 

country to another. This could in part explain why many micro-level studies (see for example 

Kravdal 1996; Andersson et al. 2004) have failed to find substantial effects of subsidized child 

care on fertility (though see Blau and Robins 1989; Mason and Kuhlthau 1992; Olah 1998), 

whereas macro-level studies, which by nature include the fertility of all women disregarding 

whether they live in unions or not, in general have been more successful doing so (see for 

example Castles 2003; Sleebos 2003; Kögel 2006; Bonoli 2008).  

 

Several studies have found positive effects of the provision of generously paid parental leave on 

fertility, both in single-country studies on micro-level data (Hoem, Prskawetz and Neyer 2001; 

Olah 1998; Averett and Whittington 2001; Goerres and Tepe in this volume) and comparative 

macro-level studies on aggregate data (Adserà 2004; D’Addio and d’Ercole 2005; Ferrarini 2006). 
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But several studies have also found the effects to be insignificant (Gauthier and Hatzius 1997; 

Castles 2003; Hardoy and Schone 2004). Thus, the effect of paid parental leave on fertility is still 

disputed. There is more uniform evidence that family benefits have a positive effect on fertility 

(Gauthier and Hatzius 1997; D’Addio and d’Ercole 2005). However, the size of the effect is in 

dispute and is interpreted as being rather small by most commentators (although see Björklund 

2007).  

 

It is likely that the effect of all these policies will stand out more clearly in micro-level studies if it 

is taken into account that they not only have a direct positive effect on fertility, but also an 

indirect positive effect on fertility in that they increase the likelihood of women living in unions. 

Macro-level studies on the effectiveness of pronatalist policies, which use aggregate data on 

fertility, however, are not affected by the critique. Neither are micro-level studies that include 

single women in their estimations. Below, I develop the methodological strategy for testing my 

hypotheses. 

 

DATA AND METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS  
 
To test the hypotheses presented above I use data from the second and third rounds of the 

European Social Survey (ESS) carried out between 2003 and 2006. The data is analyzed with 

multilevel logistic regression models. Multilevel modeling allows for separation of the effect of 

individual-level factors and contextual-level factors. Multilevel modeling, hence, makes it possible 

to separate the effect of family policies from the effect of the main contending explanation of 

union formation (i.e. female labor force participation), as well as other factors that have been 

shown to influence union formation. The latter explanation primarily focuses on how individual-

level factors affect union formation. The effect of dual-earner policies, in contrast, works at the 

contextual level. Another major advantage of multilevel modeling is that it allows the effect of 

individual variables to vary between countries.  
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The dependent variable – the likelihood of a woman living in a union – is defined using a 

dichotomous variable, coded as 1 if a woman is married or cohabiting with a partner and as 0 if 

she is not.8 The effect of family policies is measured by two indexes: the dual-earner index and 

the benefits index. The dual-earner index measures the generosity of dual-earner policies – that is, 

paid parental leave and subsidies for child care. The generosity of parental leave benefits is 

calculated by multiplying the length of the parental leave (in number of weeks, with an upper 

limit of 52 weeks) with its replacement level (in percentage of the average wage). The resulting 

figure represents how much a woman who earns 100 percent of the average wage receives of her 

wage if she stays at home with her child for one year. The generosity of subsidized child care is 

measured by two dimensions: availability and cost. The availability dimension is measured as the 

percentage of 1- to 2-year-old children in child care in a country. The cost dimension is measured 

by the percent of their income a couple that earns 100 percent and 67 percent of the average 

wage must pay to have one child in child care. These dimensions are then multiplied to measure 

the extent to which countries compensate working families for their child-care costs during their 

children’s second and third years of life.  

 

In a last stage, the parental leave index and the child-care index are combined into a single index, 

in which the child-care index is given more weight than the parental leave index. This is to 

account for the fact that the parental leave index measures only the indirect costs families pay for 

a child during its first year, whereas the child-care index measures the indirect costs families pay 

during the child’s second and third years. I first adjust the child-care index for the fact that almost 

no children under the age of 1 attend publicly financed child-care facilities in any of the countries 

included in the study. This is done by dividing the percentage of children under the age of 3 in 

child care by 0.67 (as in practice children only attend child care during their second and third 

years). The resulting figure represents the number of children between the ages of 1 and 3 
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attending publicly financed child-care facilities and the degree to which their places are financed 

by the state. In the final stage, I add this figure twice to the figure of the parental leave index (to 

account for the fact that it represents the compensation parents receive during their child’s 

second and third years, whereas the parental leave index represents only the compensation 

parents receive during their child’s first year. The resulting figure represents how much 

compensation the state offers parents for their forgone earnings and lost career opportunities 

during the first three years of a child’s life. The source of all data is OECD’s Family Policy 

Database.  

 

No index quite like this has been used in the previous research. However, the two indicators that 

make up the index and measure the generosity of paid parental leave and subsidized child care 

have been used, both individually (2003) and in various combined type of indexes (see for 

example Korpi 2000) in other studies. Two differences between my index and other indexes that 

combine the two indicators should be emphasized. First, I give the child-care indicator twice the 

weight of the parental leave indicator. Other studies tend to give both indicators equal weight, 

even though subsidies for child care reasonably reduce the costs of reproduction considerably 

more than paid parental leave does. Parental leave with a high replacement rate is seldom paid for 

more than a year, whereas subsidized child care is provided for several years. I argue that the fact 

that I account for this makes it likely that my index gives a better picture of the combined 

generosity of paid parental leave and subsidized child care than alternative calculations used in the 

previous research. Second, previous studies have tended to focus only on the coverage of child 

care, whereas the cost of bought-in care is often neglected. I argue that this neglect of the 

amounts families have to pay for child care could distort the picture of how generous 

government child-care subsidies are. A realistic estimate of how much subsidized child care 

reduces the costs of reproduction should include the cost of bought-in child care as well as its 

availability.    
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The second family policy index, the benefits index, measures the generosity of child benefits and 

tax cuts for families in which both parents work. It is calculated by comparing the income of a 

typical family with children with that of a similar family without children. My typical family 

consists of two parents and two children under the age of 6, in which one parent earns 100 

percent, and the other 67 percent, of the average wage. This family’s total income, including 

family benefits and tax reductions, is then compared to that of a similar family without children 

using OECD’s tax-benefits calculator. The resulting difference in income between the two family 

types, measured in percent, constitutes the benefits index. Similar indexes have been used in 

several studies on the impact of family policies on fertility (see for example d’Addio and d’Ercole 

2004; for a categorical and a continuous approach, see Goerres and Tepe in this volume). 

 

In addition to the two family policy indexes I also control for four other country-level factors that 

have been argued to influence union formation or affect the costs of reproduction. To control 

for the gender norms explanation I use an index based on five questions regarding gender issues 

from round 2 of the ESS.9 Not all questions are identical to those used by Sevilla Sanz (2009), but 

an alpha test shows that they capture a common dimension (Alpha .58) reasonably well. 

Practically, the variable used in the regressions has been constructed by aggregating individual 

answers to a mean score separately for each country. The country-specific scoring is then 

assigned to all individuals coming from the country in question. To control for the age on leaving 

the parental home explanation I have constructed a variable that measures how many women in 

the relevant age category (percentage of all women in the same group) still live with their parents 

within each country. The idea is that this variable will capture all of the effect the age on home 

leaving has on union formation. I also control for the total unemployment rate (percentage of the 

total workforce) and the availability of part-time work (percentage of the total workforce).  
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The influence of labor market status (earning capability) is measured by whether the respondent’s 

main activity during the last week was paid work, studies, or activities outside the labor market 

(including looking after children). In addition, I control for other variables that have been shown 

to influence the likelihood of living in a union, namely age, educational attainment, frequency of 

church attendance, self-estimated religiousness, religious denomination (Protestant, Catholic, 

Orthodox, or other) and whether the respondent lives in an urban or rural area (see for example 

Kalmijn 2007). Unfortunately, there is no readily available individual-level data on gender 

ideology in round 3 of the ESS. However, religiousness has been shown to be a good indicator of 

traditional gender values in several studies (Pearce and Thornton 2007; Hayford and Philip 

Morgan 2008). It is therefore likely that the included indicators of religiousness capture some of 

the effect of gender norms. For descriptive statistics of the dependent and the independent 

variables see the Online Appendix.  

 

As the focus of this chapter is the type of union formation that is relevant for fertility, the sample 

has been restricted to include only women of childbearing age (18 to 45). In a first stage, the 

purpose of which is to establish the effect of labor market status and family policies on the 

overall likelihood of women living in unions, all women are included regardless of their labor 

market status. In a second stage the sample is restricted to include only working women who do 

not have children under the age of 6. This further restriction is made in part to account for the 

fact that working women are likely to be affected more by the indirect costs of reproduction (as it 

is likely that women who are more employable are likelier to enter paid work) and, thus, are likely 

to be more responsive to policy incentives than women outside the labor market. The reason that 

only women who do not have children under the age of 6 are included in the models in the 

second stage is that dual-earner policies not only increase the likelihood of working women living 

in unions, but also increase the likelihood that mothers who live in unions work. There is, thus, 

an endogeneity problem. However, dual-earner policies only increase the likelihood of women 
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working because they make it easier for mothers with small children to maintain their careers 

without neglecting their children’s care needs. When the children start school, the need for child 

care is drastically reduced. Several studies have also shown that the positive effect of policies on 

women’s labor force participation is strongest for mothers with children below school age (see 

the Online Appendix, which shows that, in the data set used for this study, there is no significant 

association between dual-earner policies and the likelihood that women who do not have children 

below school-age work).  

 

The models on the likelihood of women aged 18 to 45 living in a union include 14800 women 

from 22 countries. The models on the likelihood of working women (who do not have children 

under the age of 6) living in unions include 6569 women from 22 countries. Formally, the first 

model measures the probability that individuals nested within countries live in unions given a 

number of covariates and an intercept. The models also include a random intercept, which 

represents country-specific likelihoods of living in unions.10  

 

FAMILY POLICIES AND THE OVERALL LIKELIHOOD OF WOMEN LIVING IN 
UNIONS 
 
Is women’s attachment to the labor market (earning opportunities) negatively associated with 

their likelihood to live in unions as H1 suggests? According to model 1 in table 10.1, working 

women have significantly lower odds of living in unions than women outside the labor force. The 

difference in predicted probabilities between the groups is illustrated in figure 10.1 below. This 

finding contrasts starkly with the positive correlation between the female labor force participation 

rate and the number of women in unions that can be found at the country level. Labor force 

participation is, in other words, negatively associated with women’s likelihood of living in unions 

within countries, even though a relatively large number of women live in unions in countries with 

high female labor force participation rates.  
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The random part (i.e. the country-specific intercepts) of model 2, moreover, shows that the 

overall likelihood of living in a union varies considerably between countries. Thus, a significant 

part of the variation in the likelihood of living with a partner can be attributed to country-level 

factors, such as policies. Country-specific regressions also show that the negative association 

between labor market attachment and the likelihood of living in a union varies considerably 

between countries (see the Online Appendix for a figure that illustrates the country-specific 

probabilities). In some countries working women are considerably less likely than women outside 

the labor market to live with partners, whereas the two groups are equally likely to live with 

partners in other countries.  

 

 

[Table 10.1 about here] 

 

 

Can (part of) this observed variance be explained by family policies, as H2 suggests? Model 2 

shows that the dual-earner index has a strong positive effect on the likelihood of women living in 

unions. The fit statistics (the log likelihood and Aikike´s information criteria) also show that the 

model fit is improved over model 1 with the introduction of the dual-earner index. Figure 10.1 

gives a graphical illustration of the strength of the association between the dual-earner index and 

the likelihood of women living in unions. It shows that working women in the country with the 

most generous dual-earner policies (Denmark) on average have a .2 (or 33 percent) higher 

probability of living in a union compared to working women in the country with the least 

generous dual-earner policies (Switzerland). Alternatively formulated, each unit increase on the 

dual-earner index is associated with a 0.0025 (or 0.4 percent) increase in the probability of 

working women living in unions.  
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[Figure 10.1 about here] 

 

 

The strength of the association between the dual-earner index and the likelihood of women 

outside the labor market living with partners is somewhat weaker. The difference in probabilities 

between the countries that score lowest and highest on the dual-earner index is in their case only 

.15. That is, women outside the labor market are only 21 percent more likely to live in unions in 

the country with the most generous dual-earner policies. This has to do with the fact that women 

outside the labor market are more likely than working women to live with partners to begin with, 

and as a result are not affected as much in their likelihoods as the latter. A consequence of this is 

that the difference in predicted probabilities between working women and women outside the 

labor market ceases to be significant when countries score higher than 50 on the dual-earner 

index (see the confidence intervals).  

 

The benefits index is also positively associated with the likelihood of women living in unions. 

However, the association is not significant. Policies that mainly meet the direct costs associated 

with having children seem less effective at increasing incentives for women to enter unions than 

policies that address the opportunity costs of having children. This might be interpreted as 

evidence that mainly working women are affected by policies in their relationship decisions and 

that dual-earner policies are more effective than child benefits with respect to reducing the costs 

of reproduction that such women meet.     

 

Two control variables are significantly associated with the likelihood of women living in unions. 

The first is the unemployment rate, which is positively associated with it. This is somewhat 

surprising given previous findings of a negative association between the unemployment rate and 
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fertility (Adserà 2005). However, if we interpret the finding in the tradition of the new home 

economics, the finding is less surprising. When jobs are scarce and the opportunities for men and 

women to earn a decent wage in the labor market decrease, the opportunity costs of reproduction 

are reduced simultaneously. The unemployment rate is, in other words, a good proxy for 

women’s and men’s labor market opportunities. Thus, it is not surprising to see a positive 

association between it and the probability of women living in unions.  

 

The percentage of women who live with their parents is significantly negatively associated with 

the likelihood of women living with partners. This means that women who live in countries in 

which it is customary to stay with one’s parents well into adulthood are considerably less likely to 

live with partners than women who live in countries in which young adults move out relatively 

early from their parents’ homes. However, although the coefficient is 50 percent larger than that 

of the dual-earner index, it cannot explain more of the variance in probabilities between countries 

than the latter can. The reason is that the variation in home-leaving patterns is smaller than the 

variation in dual-earner policies (the former variable only ranges between 6 and 42, with a mean 

of 19, whereas the dual-earner index varies between 10 and 85, with a mean of 32). Dual-earner 

policies can approximately explain as much of the variance in union patterns as home-leaving 

patterns. The association between the gender norms index and the likelihood of living in a union 

is not near to being statistically significant at conventional levels. Neither is the association 

between the availability of part-time jobs and the same likelihood. Gender norms do not seem to 

affect women’s relationship decisions to the extent that Sevilla Sanz assumes.  

 

So far the results confirm both that there is a negative association between female labor force 

participation and the likelihood of women living in unions (H1), and that there is a positive 

association between the generosity of dual-earner policies and the likelihood of women living in 

unions (H2). It has also been confirmed that the latter association is stronger among working 

women (H3). However, there is a caveat. As discussed in the methodological part of the paper, 
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dual-earner policies are not only likely to increase the likelihood of women living in unions, but 

are also likely to increase the likelihood that women who live in unions work. Given that labor 

force participation is associated with a lower probability of women living in unions, the overall 

positive association between dual-earner policies and the likelihood of living in a union could, 

therefore, be smaller than revealed by the models that control for women’s labor market status. 

In the next part of the empirical section I run two new models to account for this endogeneity 

problem and check the robustness of the results from model 2. The second of these models also 

tests how much stronger the association between dual-earner policies and the likelihood to live 

with a partner is among working women. 

 

ROBUSTNESS TESTS  
 
To test how strong the overall association between the dual-earner index and the likelihood of 

women living in unions really is, I adopt two strategies. First, I rerun model 2 without controls 

for labor market status. The resulting model captures both the direct association between policies 

and the likelihood of women living in unions and the indirect association between the two, which 

depends on the association between policies and the likelihood of women participating in the 

labor market. Second, I run a model on the likelihood of working women who do not have 

children below school-age living with partners. The idea is that this model will avoid the 

endogeneity problem that has to do with dual-earner not only increasing the likelihood of 

working women living with partners, but also increasing the likelihood that women who live with 

partners and have children work. The second model also tests how much stronger the association 

between dual-earner policies and the likelihood of living with partners is among working women.  

 

The results from the first strategy are presented in model 3 in table 10.2. As could be expected, 

the overall positive association between the dual-earner index and the likelihood of living in a 

union is somewhat weaker in the new model. However, the difference is extremely small. If the 
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coefficient that shows the change in odds ratios (1.011) is translated into predicted probabilities, 

each unit change on the dual-earner index increases the predicted probability of women living in 

unions by about 0021 (or 0.3 percent). To go from the country with the lowest scoring 

(Switzerland) on the dual-earner index to that with the highest scoring (Denmark) increases the 

predicted probability by .16. In other words, 25 percent more women live in unions in the 

country with the most generous dual-earner policies than in the country with the least generous 

dual-earner policies.   

 

 

[Table 10.2 about here] 

 

 

Model 4 in table 10.2, which presents the results from the second strategy, shows that the dual-

earner index, in line with what could be expected, is more strongly associated with the likelihood 

of working women living in unions than it is with the overall likelihood of women living with 

partners. The difference is considerable. Figure 10.2, which illustrates the association, shows that 

a working woman who does not have children under the age of 6 has a predicted probability of 

about .55 living with a partner in the country with the least generous dual-earner policies. The 

predicted probability of a similar woman living in a union in the country with the most generous 

dual-earner policies is over .8. Thus the approximately 75 units that separate the two countries on 

the dual-earner index are associated with a .25 increase in the predicted probability that working 

women who do not have children under the age of 6 live in unions. This means that 45 percent 

more working women live with partners in the country with the most generous dual-earner 

policies in comparison to the country with least generous dual-earner policies. In other words, 

each unit change in the dual-earner index represents a .0033 (or 0.6 percent) increase in the 

predicted probability of working women living in unions.  
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[Figure 10.2 about here] 

 

 

The fact that the association is so much stronger among working women than it is among women 

in general makes it likely that all of the positive association between dual-earner policies and the 

likelihood of women living in unions depend on the fact that dual-earner policies increase the 

likelihood of working women living in unions.11 Together the results from models 3 and 4 largely 

confirm the findings from model 2. The positive association between the dual-earner index and 

the likelihood of women – and then especially working women – living in unions is robust even if 

the endogeneity problem is taken into account.   

 

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION  
 
This chapter has shown that working women are less likely than women who do not participate 

in the labor market to live in unions. It has also shown that women are more likely to live in 

unions in countries that implement generous dual-earner policies. Finally, it has shown that the 

latter finding can be explained by the fact that working women are more likely to live with 

partners in countries with generous dual-earner policies. These findings are consistent with the 

main argument of this chapter, namely, that women’s increased income opportunities in the labor 

market reduce their incentive to enter unions, but that generous dual-earner policies can work to 

increase the incentives again by reducing the costs of reproduction that accompany women’s 

increased labor market opportunities.  

 

Moreover, the family policy explanation of women’s diverging likelihoods of living in unions 

presented in this chapter fares relatively well in relation to the major alternatives to it: the age on 

leaving the parental home explanation (Aassve et al. 2002; Billari et al. 2001; Baizán, Aassve and 
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Billari 2003, 2004; Holdsworth 2000; Mulder et al. 2002; Mulder 2006) and the gender norms 

explanation (Sevilla Sanz 2009). The gender norms explanation is not significant in any of the 

models that control for dual-earner policies. However, it becomes highly significant if the dual-

earner index is excluded from the regression models (results available from the author on 

request). The reason is that the dual-earner index and the gender norms index are highly 

correlated with each other (Pearson’s R .8). Hence, it is not surprising that Sevilla Sanz (2009) 

finds a positive association between egalitarian gender norms and the likelihood of women living 

in unions. Both egalitarian gender norms and the likelihood of women living in unions are highly 

correlated with the dual-earner index. However, when the explanations are controlled for each 

other, the gender norms explanation fails to make an impact.   

 

The age on leaving the parental home explanation fares better than the gender norms 

explanation. The mean age when adults leave the parental home is negatively associated with the 

likelihood of women living in unions – and strongly so. The association is about equal in strength 

to that between the dual-earner index and the likelihood of women living with partners. This 

means that the policy explanation put forward in this chapter is as important for explaining 

women’s union decisions as the age on leaving the parental home explanation.    

 

However, correlations do not prove causation. For example, many of the decisions underlying 

women’s likelihood of living in unions were taken before the surveys used in this study took 

place. It would be misleading to ascribe such decisions to the family policies that were in 

existence at the time the surveys took place (i.e. after the decisions) – at least without making 

further assumptions. I do, nonetheless, argue that the found associations are likely to reflect the 

assumed causal chain. I do so for one reason: dual-earner policy patterns have remained very 

stable over the years and follow broad welfare regime patterns (Gornick and Meyers 2004). 

Although things have started to change in the last couple of years, with a general trend towards 
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more generous dual-earner policies, the 1990s and early 2000s saw little change in policy patterns. 

Countries that did implement generous dual-earner policies between 2002 and 2006 – Nordic 

Social-Democratic welfare states, Belgium, and France – had long had similar policies already. 

Countries that not did do so, such as Conservative, Liberal and Southern European Familistic 

welfare states had never implemented generous dual-earner policies (see for example Gornick et 

al. 1997 and Korpi 2000 for similar descriptions of policy patterns). The correlation between the 

dual-earner index and the likelihood of women living with partners is, in other words, likely to 

reflect long-standing institutional differences between countries (see also Goerres and Tepe, and 

Aysan in this volume for an analysis of such institutional differences and their effects). 

 

Given the stability of dual-earner policies and the fact that relatively few children are born outside 

unions in Europe, I argue that the found associations constitute evidence that (dual-earner) 

policies can have a positive effect on fertility. The fact that the effect occurs via the effect policies 

have on the likelihood of women living in unions should have implications for future micro-level 

studies on the link between policies and fertility. More precisely, such studies should focus more 

on how policies affect women’s union decisions.  
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ENDNOTES 
 

 

1 ‘Unions’ are here defined as intimate relationships in which the partners live together. That is, 

marriages and relationships that build on cohabitation.  

2 The positive correlation has been calculated by the author by correlating the average yearly total 

fertility rates between 2002 and 2006 (source: Eurostat) with the average percentage of 18- to 45-

year-old women who lived in unions during the same period (this figure has been calculated from 

rounds 2 (2003-2004) and 3 (2005-2006) of the European Social Survey). The UK and Ireland are 

the only countries in the sample in which single motherhood is common and where more than 10 
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percent of first births take place outside unions (Kiernan 1999a, 1999b, 2004). In these countries, 

child-bearing follows a different logic from that in the majority of countries in Europe. It is, 

therefore, reasonable to exclude them from the sample. See the Online Appendix for a figure 

which illustrates the correlation.  

3 This is likely to depend in part on the fact that the major economic theories in the field were 

developed when marriages constituted the overwhelming majority of households and 

cohabitation still was a marginal phenomenon.  

4 Actually, this is in line with the original intentions of the theories that underpin the marriage 

market literature. Becker already defined a household as any family constellation in which 

partners live together (his definition, in other words, does include cohabiting partners) in his 1973 

classical essay on the topic. However, in the empirical literature households have overwhelmingly 

become associated with married partners.   

5 The positive correlation has been calculated by the author by correlating the average female 

labor force participation rate in 2002-2006 (source: OECD) with the percentage of 18- to 45-

year-old women living in unions, 2002-2006 (calculated from rounds 2 (2003-2004) and 3 (2005-

2006) of the European Social Survey). See the Online Appendix for a figure that illustrates the 

correlation. 

6 Sevilla Sanz’s argument assumes that social norms on the division of household labor do not 

affect the cost of women’s household work to the same extent as they affect men’s costs. 

However, no argument is provided for why men’s costs of providing household labor should be 

affected more than women’s costs by social norms.  

7 Sevilla Sanz does not explicitly discuss her argument in relation to the expected negative 

correlation between women’s earning opportunities and their likelihood of living in a union.   

8 Married women who have separated from their husbands are counted as not living in unions. 

9 The index was constructed by the following five statements, which respondents were asked to 

agree or disagree with: “A woman should be prepared to cut down on her work for the sake of 

 



- 33 - 

 

her family”; “Men should take as much responsibility as women for the home and family”; 

“When jobs are scarce men should have more right to a job than women”; “When there are 

children in the home parents should stay together even if they don’t get along”; and “A person’s 

family should be his or her main priority in life.” 

10 Technically, the models have been executed using gllamm in Stata10.    

11 Further regressions show that this is the case (results not shown – available on request from the 

author).  
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CHAPTER 11 
AUTHOR: ROBERT B. HUDSON  
 
EPILOGUE 
CONFLICT AND CONVERGENCE: AN AMERICAN PERSPECTIVE ON THE 
POLITICS OF AGING WELFARE STATES 
 

For a host of interrelated reasons, the policies and politics of aging are under unprecedented 

scrutiny in the industrial nations of the world.  Once accepted and unremarkable, pension and 

health care programs focused on the aged are everywhere front-burner items on these nations’ 

political agendas.  Well-documented demographic and economic forces are widely presumed to 

account for the pressured atmosphere in which policy discussions are now occurring.  Their 

alleged role has recently been formalized under the rubric of ‘convergence theory’ – an 

understanding in which widespread macro-level factors are posited as having common and 

profound effects on contemporary welfare states. 

 

However common this set of pressures may be cross-nationally, it remains a more open question 

as to how political systems will understand and respond to these developments.  As societal 

institutions, will politics and government be marginalized by these presumptively overwhelming 

forces?  Or, will mass and elite political action taking place through longstanding and widely 

accepted institutional channels challenge the presumption that ‘demography is destiny’ and that 

all else much fall before it?  Or, will some form of stalemate emerge?  

 

The preceding chapters in this volume cast considerable light on these fundamental questions.  

The aging of populations and fertility rates hovering near or below replacement levels are 

universal phenomena in the industrial nations (see Kokkonen in this volume on the fertility 

issue).  Not only are populations aging, but older populations themselves are aging as life 

expectancy increases.  Labor force participation rates of older workers remain near historical lows 

despite various attempts in most countries to increase them.  Younger people face both 
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employment and family formation obstacles that may exacerbate the larger demographic 

challenges.  Women of all ages remain especially vulnerable, older women relying 

disproportionately on survivor and dependent benefits and younger women striving to balance 

work and family responsibilities. In turn, women’s shifting roles are affecting work and retirement 

decisions faced by men. 

 

Caught between the converging demographic and economic pressures on the one hand and the 

legitimate demands of their populations on the other, contemporary governments confront 

unprecedented policy challenges.  The new realities bring with them competing concerns and 

demands.  Will aging-related pension and health care costs lead to fiscal crises, requiring major 

reductions in expenditures?  Will both business and popular interests resist tax increases as a 

means of off-setting spending pressures?  Can families and the informal sector be expected to 

assume added responsibilities on a non-monetized or quasi-voluntary basis?  Most fundamentally, 

as the scope of conflict continues to expand and intensify around these issues, how will the 

political and policy response be structured?  It is to this last question that the chapters here bring 

particular insight. 

 

Recent (and not-so-recent) writings in political science help inform this discussion in critical ways.  

An extensive literature focused on mass-level political attitudes and behavior that has long 

documented popular support for a range of welfare state measures is now being ‘contextualized’ 

to acknowledge constraints to further expansion that were little in evidence during the 

economically prosperous and demographically benign post-World War II years.  Forty years of 

comparative and single-state studies of social policy formation – most focused on pension and 

health policy questions – have shed light on elite political activity and how such actors can open 

(and shut) so-called policy windows at critical moments.  Finally, and most profoundly, the 

contemporary ‘institutional’ literature, centered on how policies and policy legacies themselves 
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serve as independent factors shaping subsequent political activity, suggests the political bulwark 

that policy and welfare state regimes may put in place to forestall dramatic curtailments of social 

welfare support on behalf of both seniors and other populations. 

 

Borrowing from the insights of several of the authors whose work appears here, this epilogue 

highlights some of these approaches, tying them to the central question of age-based politics and 

policy.  As a complement to the material found in these pages, much of the following discussion 

centers on how these controversies are playing out in the United States.  While the experience of 

the U.S. is of importance in its own right, America’s standing as the main exemplar of the neo-

liberal welfare state makes its experience of considerable interest in cross-national terms.  Even 

more to the point, the U.S. occupies a special place among contemporary welfare states because 

of the unparalleled standing the aged occupy in American social policy circles (Hudson 2009).  

The United States’ well-known status as an ‘exceptional’ welfare state is further reinforced by this 

special standing that the aged have enjoyed within it.  Thus, while one might expect a modestly 

institutionalized neo-liberal welfare state to bend more easily in the face of demographic and 

economic winds, it may prove to be the case that this particularistic element of America’s ‘old age 

welfare state’ will be surprisingly resilient.  

 

THE RISE OF AMERICA’S OLD AGE WELFARE STATE 
 
The relative success of older people in garnering benefits in the American context is very much a 

part of its widely accepted neo-liberal origins.  Put differently, one of the most essential features 

of American social policy is not only the privileged place of the old but, more importantly, the 

highly marginalized status of other vulnerable populations. A political culture tied to 

individualism, free markets, self-reliance, voluntarism, and a Protestant-based moralism (Lipset 

and Marks 2001) did not lend itself to public support of anyone who might be considered 

‘redeemable’ through individual effort (Haber 1983).  Because the aged were freed of these work-
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related strictures, they gained a place – then and now, quite modest in cross-national terms – that 

other populations in the U.S. did not enjoy.  To a significant degree, even children were denied an 

equal place, not because people did not recognize children’s inherent vulnerabilities, but because 

of widespread distrust of low-income parents and how children’s benefits might weaken their will 

to work (Gordon 1994).  People with disabilities constituted a third group that might also have 

been spared commodification metrics, but here too suspicions associated with moral hazard often 

reigned: ‘[p]eople in wheelchairs are regarded as the deserving disabled by most Americans, but 

mental disabilities… and chronic pain are poorly understood impairments that elicit as much 

skepticism as they do empathy’ (Erkulwater 2006: 16).  

 

The special place of the old in the U.S. can be seen in both historical and expenditure terms.  The 

first national social spending of any kind was directed to Civil War veterans in the late 19th 

century, benefits for whom constituted an astounding 42 percent of all federal government 

expenditures by 1890 (Skocpol 1992).  The birth of the contemporary American welfare state in 

the 1930s found the non-controversial Old Age Assistance program as Title I.  Title II, Old Age 

Insurance, was subject to greater opposition, constituting the nation’s first social insurance plan, 

but again the elderly served as the sole target population.  (Because survivors had not themselves 

worked, they were not added – with considerable controversy – until 1939).  Most notable was 

enactment of Medicare in 1965, the nation’s first national health insurance program, but one 

which, importantly, entitled only the aged.  Limiting benefits to the old served to overcome 

decades of resistance based on fears of socialized medicine and resistance from the American 

Medical Association (Marmor 1970; Quadagno 2005), but no other country had ever followed 

this very particular path.  

 

Much less known but equally telling was the birth of the federal social assistance program for the 

low-income poor elderly, disabled, and blind in the early 1970s.  Enactment of this program – 
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Supplemental Security Income – came in the wake of President Richard Nixon’s failed attempt to 

transform the fourth such social assistance program, Aid to Families with Dependent Children.  

When that effort proved too controversial to pass muster in the Senate Finance Committee – 

involving as it did single parents and especially single parents of color – officials within the health 

and welfare bureaucracy found no such controversy in ‘the adult categories’, and in a matter of 

weeks had completely redirected the legislative effort in the latters’ direction (Moynihan 1973; 

Burke and Burke 1974). 

 

In each of these instances – Social Security, Medicare, SSI – benefits were exclusively or largely 

directed toward the aged.  As for low-income parents with young children, welfare policy became 

yet more restrictive in the 1990s, with passage of a welfare reform law that ended entitlement to 

benefits, introduced strict work requirements, and established lifetime limits to benefits (Weaver 

2000; Currie 2006).  Enactment of this Temporary Assistance to Needy Families program moved 

the U.S. yet further away from other welfare regimes, where family allowance benefits, at least 

until very recently, have been largely free of income tests. 

 

The advantaged position of the aged in social spending grew with time.  In 2008, 38 percent of 

federal outlays of $2.983 trillion, or $1.13 trillion, were spent on behalf of seniors and disabled 

adults.   In contrast, the Congressional Budget Office estimated that federal spending on behalf 

of children would amount to $229 billion, or 9.4 percent of the overall budget.  A different but 

equally sharp contrast is seen in cross-national comparisons where public spending directed 

toward families among OECD-26 nations finds the U.S. ranked 20th (25th in cash benefits).   

 

These very significant expenditures on behalf of America’s aged acknowledged, it is equally 

critical to note that the individual benefits received by elders are extremely modest in cross-

national terms.  This is seen in Jennifer Sciubba’s comparisons (in this volume) and also in 
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Luxembourg Income Study tabulations, where poverty rates among American elders are higher 

than in nine of ten European nations, excepting  only Ireland (Smeeding 2006).  More broadly, 

Garfinkel, Rainwater, and Smeeding’s (2010) cross-national comparisons of public social welfare 

transfers to the elderly find ‘the U.S. being a world apart’ (p. 70),  with transfers constituting 

dramatically lower proportion of total income across all old-age income groups. The combined 

point of these patterns is that in this neo-liberal regime, seniors fare well compared to other 

populations; however, in comparison to other welfare regimes, seniors continue to fare poorly. 

 

THE NEW POLITICS OF AGING 
 
Enactment of each of these age-based policies and growth in spending under them were 

predicated largely on the legitimacy the aged enjoyed had long enjoyed as a social welfare 

constituency.  Widely understood to be a population that could not be expected to support itself 

through work, enjoy prolonged good health, or save for emergencies, elders constituted the pre-

eminent population deserving of social welfare benefits in a market-oriented welfare state.  And 

because these very abject circumstances rendered them unable to directly pursue their own policy 

interests, it fell to so-called elite actors to play critical roles in moving policies forward.  This they 

did, in part, out of concern for the suffering of older people but, as well, as a means of moving 

forward broader policy ideas.   Older people and their plight were to open policy doors so that 

benefits could later be more widely extended.  Dating to the New Deal (Gordon 1994), 

progressive reformers in the U.S. aspired to replicating major elements of ‘the European welfare 

state’, but encountered massive cultural and organized opposition to such efforts, principally 

around public health insurance and family benefits. Yet, in Quadagno’s (1989: 355-6) estimation, 

the age-based policy expansions of the 1965-74 decade did succeed in ‘solidly incorporating the 

middle class into the welfare state’. 
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However, by the late 1970s, both the realities and perceptions of older people associated with this 

benign stereotype came into question.  Social Security and Medicare began facing short- and long-

term financing pressures, conservative publications and ‘think tanks’ emerged, and Ronald 

Reagan became President.  At the same time, and in the years since, the singular vulnerability of 

the aged began to erode.  Using the official U.S. government measure (three times the value of a 

‘basic food basket’, adjusted for family size), poverty among the elderly fell from 35 percent in 

1960 to 12 percent by 1996, and the median income of all elders grew dramatically from $18,133 

in 1974 to $28,567 in 2007 (in constant dollars), twice the rate of the population at large (U.S. 

Bureau of the Census 2008).  As well, the elderly remained the only American population with 

near-universal access to health insurance and nearly the only one protected against the ravages of 

1970s inflation, thanks to Social Security cost-of-living adjustments.  

 

By the late 1980s, the question arose in select circles whether the undeniable success of aging 

policy had become a form of policy excess.  Given that nearly 30 percent of older Americans 

remained poor using the internationally recognized 50 percent of median income standard rather 

than the 10 percent found using the U.S. government’s more restrictive measure, these arguments 

gaining traction would seem unlikely. Nonetheless, groups such as Americans for Generational 

Equity, the Cato Institute, and the billionaire investment banker, Peter Peterson, beat the drum of 

‘out of control’ spending for the old.  Headlines such as ‘The Tyranny of America’s Old’ (Fortune 

1992) and ‘Greedy Geezers’ (New Republic 1988) found their way into the mainstream press. 

 

Such attacks sought to undermine the longstanding policy legitimacy of the aged based on their 

presumed abject condition.  These arguments gained ground in elite policy circles, though 

evidence that the public felt there to be excessive spending for the old could not be found.  

Equally important, however, was a new political reality that was emerging, one that has at least 

partially transformed the political basis for old age benefits from the perception of individual 
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need to the expression of organized interest.  Older people were growing in numbers, becoming 

more secure in retirement, and developing a political self-identity.  Their growing political 

presence was most widely seen in the late 1980s, when they forced repeal of liberalizations to the 

Medicare program based on financing provisions which called for higher income elders rather 

than current workers to pay for the benefits (Himelfarb 1995). 

 

Yet, to political analysts, the question remained as to where the roots of the emerging political 

presence actually lay.  The most widely held view was fully in keeping with power resources 

understandings, whereby a large and cohesive population presses for policy advantages.  The 

largest mass-membership organization, the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP),  

boasted more than 30 million members, and the elder advocacy organizations in Washington 

found themselves so numerous that were compelled to create their own group of 50 

organizational members – the Leadership Council of Aging Organizations. 

 

Yet, more detailed investigation suggested other factors were at work and raised the researchers’ 

warning flag that correlation is not causation.  With the partial exception of Medicare, studies 

suggested that direct pressure by elders could not account for most of the programmatic 

expansion of the 1960s-1970s period.  In one startling example, AARP, whose origins were based 

on the efforts of a businessman to sell life insurance policies to middle-class elders, chose to 

oppose as inflationary a 1972 Democratic proposal to raise Social Security benefits (Pratt 1976). 

 

What much of this scholarship did suggest, however, was that the expansion of aging-based 

benefits in the U.S. was a strong validation of the ‘new institutional’ approach to policy studies 

and its path dependency correlate.  In the first systematic review, Walker (1983) determined that 

more than one-half of the 43 aging-related interest groups in his study came into existence after 

1965, the breakthrough year that saw enactment of Medicare, Medicaid, and the Older Americans 
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Act.  In his words, ‘in all of these cases, the formation of new groups was one of the consequences 

of major new legislation, not one of the causes of its passage’ (p. 403; emphasis in original).  The 

same phenomenon was seen in the wake of the Older Americans Act’s passage, an event that led 

after 1965 to the formalization of the trade association of state agencies administering the 

program  and after 1973 of the sub-state planning organizations created by that year’s 

amendments (Hudson 1994). 

 

Yet the most telling path dependent instance was associated with the most prominent policy, 

Social Security.  Campbell (2003) documents how the growing presence of older people in the 

political process owes much of its existence to the expansion of Social Security, beginning in the 

late-1960s.   Juxtaposing public opinion and voting data with Social Security program expansion, 

she shows how levels of political consciousness, participation, and salience followed in the wake 

of Social Security’s growth.  Seniors were the only group whose electoral participation in 

presidential elections over the past 40 years had increased to the point where a higher proportion 

of older people were voting than were the members of any other age bracket.  Campbell 

concludes that Social Security, by dramatically improving economic well-being of older people, 

created both time and interest – what Pierson (2007) calls material and cognitive incentives – for 

seniors to involve themselves in political matters more than had ever been the case.  ‘Senior mass 

membership groups did not create Social Security policy.  Rather, the policy helped create the 

groups’ (Campbell 2003:77).  A European manifestation of this sequencing is seen in Sean 

Hanley’s findings (in this volume) that ‘gray interest’ parties only arise if there is a high level of 

spending on behalf of older people and if the established parties are only slowly adapting to the 

changing social-economic landscape. 

 

Events of the last decade further institutionalized the policies and politics of aging.  In 2003, a 

major prescription drug benefit was added to Medicare, the result of lobbying by progressive 
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advocacy organizations and raw political calculation on the part of President Bush and the 

Republican party.  More impressive yet, an effort to significantly privatize Social Security – a 

cornerstone of Bush’s second term – was rebuffed by a combination of popular opposition and 

critical analyses by progressive think tanks, finally facing off successfully against their 

conservative counterparts.  Finally, the potency of the elder constituency was seen indirectly in 

run-up to the passage of President Obama’s health care legislation: Republicans, after years of 

trying to curtail Medicare expansion, positioned themselves as its protectors in an effort to 

suggest that the President’s plan was a threat to the future of Medicare.   

 

These last episodes focus on the actions of older people and their allies, and in so doing lend 

initial support to power resources understandings of aging politics in the U.S.  And, while the 

linkages between policies and politics are interactive, the weight of the evidence speaks to the 

causal role of policy provisions and expenditures.  Asserting this primacy of policy does not 

dismiss the role of pressure groups; rather, it helps explain both their origins and the dynamic 

(i.e., benefit protection) that keeps formal members or informal adherents tuned into the groups’ 

messages.  In short, while AARP may be the biggest lobby in Washington, it would not be where 

it is if (1) Social Security had not helped galvanize the elderly and if (2) Social Security and other 

programs were not there as a policy fulcrum around which AARP could rally its membership. 

 

POLICY PROSPECTS IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE 
 

This brief overview of the evolution of aging-related politics touches on a number of the themes 

raised by other authors in the present volume.  Clearly, political culture, elite policy involvement, 

organized interest activity, and policy legacies have heavily shaped American policy 

developments.  Tying those developments to the various cross-national themes raised earlier in 

these pages rounds out the present discussion. 
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The Salience of Age, Cohorts, and Period Effects 
 

This volume is centrally concerned with the salience of cohorts in shaping political attitudes and 

behavior.  Since some cohorts have been dealt better hands than others, the question of 

resentment, if not ‘warfare’, among them naturally arises.  The writings here – notably by Jonas 

Edlund and Stefan Svallfors – find little evidence of cohort difference that can be seen as rising 

to the level of major determinants in shaping political perceptions.  Similar findings are found in 

the U.S., where respondents of all ages overwhelming support maintaining or even expanding 

age-based pension and health care benefits (Cook and Barrett 1992, also see Goerres 2009 for 

West Germany and Britain, for a comparative analysis, see Busemeyer et al. 2009). 

 

Two other effects in addition to cohort are central to any discussion of demography and policy.  

One is aging or life-cycle effects, focusing on how particular life stages, e.g., family formation or 

exit from the labor market, shape values.  The second is so-called period or historical effects, i.e., 

those large events that may color or overwhelm those associated with how old one is or when 

one was born.  Wars and depressions are the clearest instances where such effects may be 

enormous (see Miller/Shanks 1996 for an analysis of electoral effects in the US associated with 

the Great Depression).  In the present context, the factors that underpin ‘convergence’ 

approaches are historical effects – globalization, free trade, major population migrations.  The 

critical question raised in this volume is the extent to which these latter historical effects reduce 

the political relevance of cohort and life-cycle effects, ones that have been more centrally featured  

in the scholarly literature focused on aging politics and policy.   

 

As seen here and in recent international events, they seem very real indeed.  Matrin Hering (in 

this volume) notes that Germany and Great Britain embarked on similar paths to address rising 

pension costs despite notably different institutional bases.  Jennifer Sciubba (in this volume) finds 

that in the three oldest nations – Japan, Italy, Germany – reforms were enacted in ways 
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unfavorable to the old despite what their numbers and power resources theory would suggest.  

The controversial successes of the Sarkozy pension reforms in France and the 2010-2011 across-

the-board social welfare cuts by the Cameron government in Britain speak to these events and 

how they are understood.  Under these circumstances, popular preferences may be marginalized 

as a crisis atmosphere leads policy elites to form high level commissions and/or ‘grand coalitions’ 

(again, see Hering in this volume) designed to insure that heretofore competing parties or 

interests are seen being collectively responsible for policy retrenchment. 

 

It is in times such as these where one sees the potential consequences of an ‘expanding scope of 

conflict’ (Schattschneider 1960).  Positive-sum and even zero-sum solutions become untenable, 

tensions mount, coalitions broaden, and conflicting parties are forced into the arena together.  

Sciubba’s invoking the notion of ‘fiscal leakage’ captures the essence of the Schattschneider 

dictum by positing that the heightened presence of the aged in politics may result in a weakened 

rather than strengthened position, in direct opposition to what a naked power resources 

argument would suggest.  Tepe and Vanhuysse (2009) capture this emerging reality in noting that 

researchers engaged in ‘more richly contextualized analysis’ would not be surprised by weak 

support for elderly power models resulting from ‘the tighter macro-fiscal constraints’ that they 

see as increasingly driving contemporary pension politics.  In short, there should be no question 

that demographic, economic, and budgetary trends have transformed the context and likely the 

outcomes of contemporary pension policies. 

 

Offsetting Factors to ‘the Period of Convergence’ 
 

Acknowledging these new realities does not, however, make self-evident what the policy 

outcomes may be.  Issue-specific interests, whether around unemployment, health care, or 

pensions can be expected weigh in to guard their individual or collective turf.  As noted by Juan 

Fernandez in this volume, older people focus on pension issues, whereas workers are more 
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consumed by employment and sickness politics.  Class cleavages may manifest themselves, with 

an assault on any progressive state benefits may be understood as a threat to the larger 

progressive enterprise.  Institutional patterns associated with different welfare state regimes may 

better withstand pressures than others.  And, deep-seated cultural values associated with the loci 

of responsibility for individual and social well-being may preclude certain kinds of interventions.  

Moreover, normative issues, centered on questions of justice, opportunity, and fairness may come 

more into play than they do in the give-and-take of politics and bargaining under less stressful 

environmental circumstances. 

 

Different chapters here and recent welfare state literature more generally would suggest that 

successful resistance to convergence pressures will lie in institutional patterns and the engrained 

expectations that they have nurtured.  Edlund and Svallfors (in this volume) see merit in an 

‘embedded preference’ understanding, wherein attitudes remain quite stable over time. 

Empirically, Mehmet Aysan (in this volume) finds that, contrary to neo-liberal convergence 

theories, different welfare regimes have followed their institutional welfare regimes in pension 

policies.  Tepe and Vanhuysse (2009) conclude, in part, from their study of pension policy trends 

in eighteen democracies that political-institutional variables still matter crucially. The evidence 

associated with power resources understandings is more mixed. Fernandez finding growth in 

standard pensions tied to population aging (though not to the protection of minimum pensions).  

However, Sciubba, in highlighting the fiscal leakage hypothesis, observes importantly that 

restrictive policies tied to aging have recently been acted in the oldest of the OECD nations, that 

is, those where one might otherwise expect resistance to be strongest and most effective.  

Moreover, as observed by Edlund and Svallfors and others, there seems little evidence that 

generational tensions are fueling welfare state curtailments, at least as expressed in polling and 

survey data. Also compare the analyses of generational family solidarity and welfare state attitudes 

by Achim Goerres and Markus Tepe (in this volume; also 2010) in which the normative concern 
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for other generations within the family are demonstrated to affect young and old people’s 

demands for social policy.  

 

Drawing discussion toward a close, it is also intriguing to bring to the fore two theoretical 

perspectives, dormant for some time in the welfare policy literature, which shed additional light 

on the pensions-in-a-time-of-constraints issue.  The first invokes ‘the rational model’ of  policy 

analysis (Stokey and Zeckhauser 1978), an approach that has long been looked at critically by 

many observers because – being predicated on accepted goals and objectives, readily calculated 

cost-benefit analyses, and logical and deductive policy choices – it is seen as naïve and unrealistic 

in the rough-and-tumble world of politics.  However, today’s convergence arguments are 

grounded in reams of data about population growth, economic retrenchment, and public 

expenditure projections that are widely held to be ‘objective’ and, as such, generate assertions 

such as ‘demography is destiny’ which are then often captured in dramatic (and dire) power point 

presentations.  Audiences of both decision-makers and mass publics are told that present trends 

are ‘not sustainable’, we are ‘a train wreck ready to happen’, and that we will ‘bankrupt future 

generations’.  

 

However, as welfare state proponents argue, the data presented in these presentations are less 

important than how they are constructed, in this case constructed as a crisis in the making.  Thus, 

the so-called crisis associated with Social Security in America is built around the important but 

seemingly less problematic projection that the system will only be able to pay 75 percent of 

benefits in 2042 if nothing is done to the system between now and then, a policy alternative to 

which no one subscribes.  As asserted by Quadagno (1999), ‘with no immediate crisis in sight, 

conservative critics of Social Security have used the salable message of protecting ‘the American 

Dream’ for the next generation to describe a future crisis’ (p. 147).  
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It is this context that makes the Hering chapter here of particular interest.  Beyond noting that 

Germany and Britain charted similar paths around raising the normal retirement age despite 

different institutional histories, the use of data and explicit normative positions on which to base 

decisions is clearly evident in his account.  Issues of generational justice, invoking the well-known 

Musgrave Rule (Myles 2002), and a concern for increasing poverty in old age establish a rational – 

if not necessarily universally accepted – basis for decision-making.  Thus, expert commissions and 

grand coalitions were brought into the mix to address the political ramifications, but the heart of 

the exercise emerges as a rational one based on values largely independent of political power and 

policy pathways. In the German and British cases, clearly documented life expectancy increases 

and their logical connection to both heightened intergenerational inequities and higher rates of 

old-age poverty generated clear and convincing arguments pointing to raising the normal 

retirement age. In the United States, the so-called Greenspan Commission in 1983 followed this 

path successfully (if controversially) by delicately stitching together a package of benefit cuts and 

tax increases.  In December, 2010, the report of President Obama’s Deficit Reduction 

Commission received a serious reading and, for the moment at least, appeared to have established 

parameters – again, ones being fought in many circles – for the fiscal policy debate that is 

unfolding in the U.S. 

 

To be sure, data are used selectively by all parties in these ‘rational’ discussions.  In the case of 

raising the retirement age, where increased aggregate population longevity appears to be 

irrefutable and where the Musgrave rule therefore assumes front and center stage, counter-

presentations note that for many workers and those with chronic illnesses, shortened lives and 

increased morbidity are equally important trends (Burt 2011). In purely labor force terms, an  

especially salient issue is the fate of older workers in physically demanding jobs should either the 

normal or early retirement ages under Social Security be increased.  The President’s Deficit 

Reduction Commission appears to be sensitive to this question, proposing setting aside funds to 
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allow ‘hardship’ retirements for 20 percent of workers.  Yet, an analysis by the progressive Center 

for Economic and Policy Research in Washington, D.C. finds that 35 percent of workers aged 58 

and above were in such jobs; moreover, ‘difficult jobs’ were held by 62 percent of Latino workers 

and 53 percent of black workers (Rho 2010).  Which of these competing narratives and data 

compilations – here centered on fiscal sustainability versus economic security – gains a place on 

the policy agenda is both an open and critical question. 

 

Present conditions also allow resuscitating a second long-forgotten approach to comparative 

welfare state politics that centered on ‘diffusion of innovations’.  A literature from the 1970s, 

most notably Collier and Messick (1975) traced the late-19th/early 20-century initiation of social 

welfare programming and, as well, the growth patterns of the post-World War II period (see also 

Flora and Heidenheimer 1981).  While economic theories of early welfare state expansion 

centered on the consequences of industrialization, the political perspective saw such expansion as 

involving a pattern of  policy imitation, wherein the innovations of one country suggested that 

others might now have a path to follow (Heidenheimer, Heclo and Adams 1990).    Today, of 

course, the circumstances are very different, but the analogous logic would be that if leaders, 

elites, and coalitions in a given nation can do the seemingly unthinkable, maybe it could be 

replicated elsewhere as well. As a matter of conjecture, it might also prove to be the case that it is 

in those nations where social welfare institutions have been most highly developed, are most 

centralized and tightly harmonized, and are understood be part of a common welfare enterprise 

incorporating a range of risks and populations where singular and significant cuts will be more 

readily forthcoming.   

 

Put differently, the absence of veto points in such systems that made building the welfare state a 

more straightforward process than it might otherwise have been might also make it more difficult 

to preclude widespread spending reductions.  Assessing retrenchment efforts during the 
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Thatcher-Reagan years, Pierson (1994) found the politics of retrenchment different from the 

politics of expansion, noting in particular that blame avoidance was unable to trump credit 

claiming when it came to making program cuts. In a similar vein, Markus Tepe and Pieter 

Vanhuysse (in this volume) find ‘medium-size’ cutbacks in the OECD countries in recent years 

but not the large-size ones that might be expected to accompany socio-demographic alarm bells  

Nonetheless, should retrenchment efforts succeed in the years immediately ahead, they would 

reflect the role of period effects associated with today’s convergence thinking. 

 

CONVERGENCE AND THE AGED AS A ‘TARGET POPULATION’ 
 

A final construct, one lending itself to neo-liberal and possibly Southern European realms, 

centers on what the American political scientists Schneider and Ingram (1993) label as the ‘target 

populations’ of social welfare and other public expenditures.  As suggested above, a 

distinguishing characteristic of American social policy is its categorical nature.  Populations and 

problems have largely been identified on a particularistic basis.  Policies follow suit; indeed, an 

entire institutional apparatus surrounds such programs, marked by myriad Congressional 

committees and sub-committees identified with the issue at hand in the policymaking process 

and, in turn, by myriad administrations, bureaus, and desks within the bureaucracy to oversee 

implementation of such programs.  At the height of the Great Society initiatives of the 

Kennedy/Johnson administrations, counts of such recently enacted programs ranged from 80 to 

300 (Estes 1979). 

 

Noting this fragmented approach to social policy serves as a useful coda to the preceding 

discussion.  Needs have trumped rights, and groups have trumped classes in American politics.  

Only selected groups are given a pass from the market.  Progressive policy elites have chosen 

their battles carefully, hoping that modest beginnings on behalf of carefully chosen constituencies 

might lead later to greater inclusion.  As suggested earlier, the elderly have met these tests in U.S. 
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social policymaking.  They were at once needy in their own right and useful to reformers wishing 

to institute social policy initiatives.  Their common interests – fleetingly articulated during the 

Townsend Movement of the 1930s – only emerged in full flower in the wake of the Social 

Security and Medicare initiatives of the 1960s and 1970s that gave them the time, resources, self-

identity, and ultimately a cause around which their raw numbers morphed into political presence. 

 

The four-fold table at the heart of the Schneider and Ingram analysis, bounded by high and low 

levels of power and high and low levels of legitimacy identify four policy population types: 

deviants (low power, low legitimacy); dependents (low power, high legitimacy); advantaged (high 

power, high legitimacy), and contenders (high power, low legitimacy).  It seems clear that, in these 

terms, the elderly have transformed themselves from dependents to advantaged in the U.S. over 

the course of much of the last century.  However, a second transformation may now be well 

underway, one that is captured by the central concerns of the present volume: seniors understood 

collectively appear now to be shifting from the advantaged to the contender clustering.  They are 

a major and cohesive policy presence whose emerging standing has generated countervailing and 

expanding concerns.  This is likely to put the Campbell (2003) path-dependent hypothesis to a 

new test in a new arena, one where the scope of conflict has clearly expanded and where, to 

invoke yet another four-fold policy distinction (Lowi 1964), old-age allocations have shifted from 

distributive to redistributive politics.  

 

Some combination of their growing numbers, heightened involvement, and an institutionalized 

policy standing has given seniors an imposing political presence.  The broader public continues to 

support age-based allocations, although it does increasingly worry about the future of those 

allocations (see also Edlund and Svallfors in this volume).  It is among policy elites, in both 

business and policy circles, where alarms are being raised and counter-pressures are being 

mobilized.  And, much as elders have been singular beneficiaries of social policy expansion in the 
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past, they will inevitably be the target of retrenchment efforts because of that very standing.  

Much as recidivist bank robber Willie Sutton famously responded, when asked why he robbed 

banks, ‘because that’s where the money is’, those fearing a budgetary meltdown in the U.S. point 

to expanding programs for the old. 

 

Yet, in the U.S. and elsewhere, how these issues are framed and understood will be critical.  Trust 

funds supporting Social Security and Medicare have built up surpluses which, while in decline, 

remain in place and – so program defenders say – should exempt them from deficit reduction 

efforts.  Similarly, Medicare spending is rising at an alarming rate, but competing narratives 

struggle for ascendancy, one intoning the dangers of age-based ‘entitlements’ and other warning 

of a completely dysfunctional health care financing and delivery system of which Medicare is only 

one part.   

 

By almost any measure, the forces behind the ‘convergence imperative’ in the U.S. and elsewhere 

are very real, yet longstanding institutional ones stand ready to resist that presumed inevitability.  

Whether these institutional representatives can reframe the debate and suggest alternative criteria 

for settling on its winner will be a critical as retrenchment and renewal encounter one another. 
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