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Abstract 
This dissertation is a three-part analysis examining how the welfare state in advanced 

Western democracies has responded to recent demographic changes.  Specifically, this 

dissertation investigates two primary relationships, beginning with the influence of 

government spending on poverty.  I analyze two at-risk populations in particular: immigrants 

and children of single mothers.  Next, attention is turned to the influence of individual and 

environmental traits on preferences for social spending.  I focus specifically on religiosity, 

religious beliefs and religious identity.  I pool data from a number of international macro- and 

micro-data sources including the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS), International Social 

Survey Program (ISSP), the World Bank Databank, and the OECD Databank.  Analyses 

highlight the power of the welfare state to reduce poverty, but also the effectiveness of 

specific areas of spending focused on addressing new social risks.   While previous research 

has touted the strength of the welfare state, my analyses highlight the need to consider new 

social risks and encourage closer attention to how social position affects preferences for the 

welfare state. 
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1. Introduction  
As rich Western democracies enter a postindustrial economy, political scientists 

and sociologists have debated how and whether this transition could lead to a welfare 

state crisis.  Recently, welfare state retrenchment has been a hot topic among both 

academics and politicians, with many claiming that the welfare state is too expensive 

and too inefficient to maintain its generous levels of provision, especially during times 

of slowing economic growth.  Compounding these concerns, demographic and labor 

market transitions resulting from the postindustrial shift has created a new set of social 

risks that are not adequately protected under the old welfare state.    

Over the last few decades, the West has experienced precipitous growth in 

immigration.  Relative net migration increased three-fold between 1972 and 2007 (World 

Development Index 2015).    The rise in immigration has diversified historically very 

homogeneous populations, creating tensions between immigrants and natives. 

Immigrants arrive with their own languages, cultures, and unique social risks.  Within 

the household, the main driver of changes to family structure has been the rise of single 

motherhood.  Not only do single mothers and their children face the risks associated 

with having only one parent to provide income and care, this fact is compounded by the 

risks associated with being a female in the labor force—lower wages, occupational 

segregation—and the feminization of poverty (Rice 2001).  Finally, the religious 
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composition of the West has been changing, becoming more diverse.  There is more 

representation from non-Judeo-Christian religions.  Likewise, in what are largely 

regarded as secular societies, there remains a continued growth and expansion of new 

and fundamentalist movements, Christian or otherwise (Chaves 1994).  This increasing 

diversity has been a point of political tension, frequently materializing as a discussion 

over the allocation of social benefits.  With these various demographic transitions, 

concern is growing over whether the traditional arrangement of social support can 

adequately address the risks of these new and growing groups in the population. 

The old model of the welfare state aims its benefits at the industrial worker and 

his risks, specifically temporary and permanent disruptions in work.  It is transfer-heavy 

and intended to address the consequences of loss of earnings from old age, sickness, 

unemployment or invalidity.  The intended client of the old welfare state is the blue-

collar, male-breadwinner worker.  Since provisions are typically allocated to the male 

head of household, they are expected to benefit the family in its entirety, under the 

assumption that the needs of family members will be covered by the breadwinner’s 

benefits.  Job availability and stability are assumed, and structural unemployment is not 

viewed as a risk factor.  Beyond unexpected work interruptions, social risks associated 

with old age are also protected by the old welfare state.  Despite the aging demographics 

of post-industrial societies, with longer life expectancies and lower birth rates, old age is 
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still considered an old welfare state risk factor, as pension schemes are often central to 

these institutions (Huber and Stephens 2006).  However, given the demographic changes 

mentioned above, the old welfare state may not adequately protect the risks facing these 

new demographic groups.  To address these concerns, scholars such as Gøsta Esping-

Andersen (2002) have called for a restructuring of the welfare state to both prevent the 

misallocation of funds and to ensure those most at risk are the beneficiaries of state-

provided benefits.       

In contrast, the “new” welfare state is more service-oriented than transfer-

oriented and is based on an individual’s earnings capacity.  It provides support for 

continuing education, training, and care work to encourage a more successful family-

work balance (Huber and Stephens 2006, p. 143).  Unlike the old welfare state, the new 

welfare state has no modal client.  Its client can receive benefits at any point in life, as 

children, adolescents, working-age or in old age.  New social risks are becoming even 

more relevant due to changing economic, demographic, and social structures.  

Particularly, the changing family patterns in rich Western democracies have resulted in 

the traditional male-breadwinner/female-caregiver family becoming a minority in most 

of these countries.  Now, it is typically necessary for households to have a dual income, 

and as countries deindustrialize, work becomes more precarious with fewer benefits and 

limited collective bargaining.  Immigrants, for example, rarely have the strong and 
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lengthy labor market attachment necessary to fully benefit from the old welfare state.  

Furthermore, the role of women has been changing. Female labor force participation has 

increased, as has the number of female-led households.  Similarly, religious minorities 

may desire greater social spending to compensate for perceived discrimination or with 

individuals increasingly identifying with no religion, they may face new social risks 

previously protected by the church social services, such as early childhood education 

(Morgan 2006).  There is no indication the West will return to the structural or 

demographic conditions under which the welfare state was originally developed, 

making these concerns all the more important. 

The chapters to follow seek to investigate two primary relationships.  The first is 

the influence of government social spending on poverty, and the second is the influence 

of personal and environmental traits on preferences for government redistribution.  

While, these two phenomena are also likely to influence one another, this is outside the 

scope of this study.  Instead, I seek to fill lacunae in the literature on both of these 

relationships, giving deeper consideration to subpopulations that have traditionally 

been overlooked or oversimplified in major analyses of the welfare state.  In a world of 

increasing human migration, women’s independence, and religious diversity, welfare 

states are often slower to change, creating friction and gaps in the social safety net that 

are worth researching separately and specifically.          
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The empirical studies to follow primarily engage with the cross-national welfare 

states literature, but also draw heavily on research from the sociology of religion; family 

and marriage; and immigration and migration.  The first two empirical chapters 

consider the effect of welfare generosity on the poverty of specific at-risk groups: 

children of single mothers and immigrants.  The final empirical chapter investigates the 

origins of welfare state preferences by considering the role of religion in determining 

preferences for government redistribution of income.  In all three, the welfare state is 

conceptualized and operationalized as government intervention in the redistribution of 

income through the provision of monetary or in-kind transfers.  Following previous 

cross-national welfare state analyses, the geographic region of study tends to focus on 

the rich, advanced democracies of Western Europe, North America and the Pacific.   

The first new social risk group examined is immigrants.  Specifically, the first 

empirical chapter examines the relationship between welfare generosity and immigrant 

poverty across rich western democracies.  Previous research highlights the 

disadvantaged position immigrants often face in the labor force and the economy more 

generally.  This literature tends to focus on labor market outcomes such as employment 

or earnings.  Extending this literature, this study evaluates the economic exclusion of 

immigrants not as labor market outcomes, but as relative poverty.   It has been 

suggested that immigrants are unlikely to receive similar economic assistance due to 
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restricted or difficult access to the welfare state, but this has yet to be systematically 

tested across counties.  In one of the first cross-national multi-level analyses of 

immigrant poverty, this study uses the Luxembourg Income Study to consider which 

characteristics and contexts most influence the odds that an immigrant is poor across 17 

affluent democracies in 2004 and 14 affluent democracies in 1990.  The results show a 

significant disadvantage of being in an immigrant household, but nonetheless find 

immigrants do benefit from stronger welfare states.  

The second empirical chapter turns the focus to the children of single mothers.  

Much like the previous chapter, this chapter investigates the relationship between 

welfare generosity and poverty among children of single mothers.  Unlike the previous 

chapter, however, countries are the objects of study, not individuals.  I pool data from 

the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) in 19 countries, across 30 years with archival data 

from the OECD to create a unique dataset in which country-year is the unit of analysis.  

Using hybrid fixed effects models, I investigate the influence of a number of structural, 

demographic and economic factors hypothesized to affect poverty as well as several 

measures of the welfare state.  These include more traditional measures, such as overall 

and health spending, as well as those intended to address new social risks: family 

spending, maternity leave and daycare spending.  While the evidence is somewhat 
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mixed, there is support for claims that greater spending in these areas reduce poverty 

among children of single mothers.   

The final empirical chapter investigates a somewhat different topic.  Rather than 

considering how membership in a new social risk group affects the relationship between 

the welfare state and poverty, this chapter considers how religious (un)affiliation 

influences support for the welfare state, or more specifically whether the government 

should be involved in the redistribution of income from rich to poor.  Previous 

scholarship has found more religious individuals to be less supportive of government 

spending, but support for denominational and attendance affects are mixed.  Using data 

from the 2006 and 1996 International Social Survey Program Role of Government 

Modules, I test the effects of measures of religion on preferences for government 

redistribution.  Religion is measured various ways, including religious identity, 

frequency of service attendance, and membership in a minority religion.  There analyzes 

find support for claims Protestants and those attending religious services are less likely 

to favor government redistribution.      

I conclude with a summary of the findings from each study and their 

contribution to the literature.  Each empirical chapter tests the ability of the welfare state 

to adapt to recent demographic changes among advanced democratic countries.  New 

social risks are being created with the growth in the immigrant and single mother 
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populations, and religious tensions abound between the religious and secular and 

between different religions and denominations.  I synthesize the findings and consider 

ways in which the welfare state can be adjusted to better address new social risks.  

Finally, I discuss some of the limitations and avenues for future research. 

Overall the chapters investigate the factors that most influence preferences for 

government redistribution and government redistribution’s influence on poverty.  Both 

sets of analyses engage with thriving themes in the comparative welfare states literature 

and examine socially important populations.  In today’s rapidly changing world, 

policies are much slower to respond.  It is important, however, that those most at-risk do 

not get left behind.  Not only are new social risk groups more disadvantaged 

economically, they are groups least to benefit from traditional welfare policies.  This 

creates a potential double disadvantage in traditional welfare states.  Instead, I seek to 

examine the effectiveness of old and new welfare state spending measures on new social 

risk groups, as well as how changes to the religious compositions of populations may 

affect support for redistribution.  
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2. Immigrant Poverty in Comparative Perspective: A 
Multi-Level Analysis of 17 Affluent Democracies 

The decision to emigrate is seldom an easy one.  Though people emigrate for 

many reasons, one fact is universal: immigrants face many challenges to incorporation 

into their host societies.  Not only do immigrants face the difficulties of learning a new 

culture or language, they also generally face poorer economic outcomes than natives.  

For example, immigrants face worse outcomes in the labor market, typically being 

placed in less stable occupations with lower wages (Emmenegger et. al. 2012).  

Immigrants are often an important source of cheap labor in many countries (King and 

Rueda 2008).   Immigrants also face high rates of residential segregation  (Iceland and 

Scopilliti 2008; Lieberson 1961).  Residential segregation is linked to many negative 

outcomes including inferior health outcomes (Williams 2001).  Finally, immigrants have 

higher levels of poverty than native populations (LIS, own calculations).  Figure 1 shows 

the difference of the immigrant and native poverty rates by country.  While there is 

considerable variation across countries, the trend is clear.  Immigrants, on average, face 

greater economic disadvantage than native populations.  These challenges not only lead 

to poor economic outcomes, but also hinder immigrants’ incorporation into the society 

and economy. 
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Figure 1: Difference of immigrant and native poverty by country in 17 rich 
democracies circa 2004 (Source: LIS). 

Researchers have long attempted to assess what factors best predict poverty. 

Historically, individualist explanations have dominated social science research (Tilly 

1999).  Single motherhood, unemployment, and low education are just a few of the traits 

that have been connected with poverty1.  However, with better cross-national data, 

recent studies have started to take a more institutional approach, evaluating how the 

state influences poverty through the redistribution of resources (e.g. Brady et. al 2009; 

Huber and Stephens 2001; Moller et. al. 2003).   Most of this redistribution is channeled 

                                                      

1 See Brady (2009) for a more detailed discussion of the individualist perspective. 
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through the welfare state, which provides both services and transfers to beneficiaries.  

The welfare state provides support for the poor, and generous welfare states are 

associated with lower levels of poverty (Brady 2009).  Therefore, the welfare state should 

be influential in keeping immigrants out of poverty as well. 

However, there are reasons for skepticism ranging from access being too difficult 

to immigrants growing dependent on the welfare state because they were not forced into 

employment.  One voice of skepticism comes from the economist Gary Becker. In a New 

York Times article, Becker expressed his doubts about the benefits of generous welfare 

states for immigrants.  Comparing the United States, which has few public provisions 

for residents, with Germany, which has strong pensions and protections for workers’ 

rights and wages, Becker said, “I do think there is a trade-off between inclusion and 

equality.  I think if you are a German worker, you are better off than your American 

equivalent, but if you are an immigrant, you are better off in the U.S.” (Stille 2011).  

Becker suggests that immigrants may actually be worse off in more generous countries. 

This study seeks to test these claims by conducting cross-national and historical 

analyses of immigrant status, welfare generosity and individual-level poverty.  

Specifically, this study evaluates whether strong welfare states benefit immigrants and 

natives similarly, and whether certain policies focused on vocational training and 

support provide any particular benefits for immigrants.  I focus on social policy due to 

the well-documented negative relationship between welfare generosity and poverty.  



 

 12 

However, few works have considered the relationship between the welfare state and 

immigrant poverty, particularly beyond case studies (e.g. Zhou 1997 for the U.S.). Using 

the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) for 17 affluent democracies2 circa 2004 and 14 

countries around 1990, I estimate multi-level logistic regressions of the odds of poverty 

for the 2004 sample, and two-way fixed effects logit models on the odds of poverty for a 

14-country pooled data set using the 1990 and 2004 waves.  Comparing many countries, 

the relationship between immigrant poverty and welfare generosity can be empirically 

tested and compared with native poverty. Furthermore, using two waves of data 

controls for any country- or time-specific bias.   Throughout, the effects of the welfare 

states on poverty are evaluated net of a number of individual-level characteristics, with 

particular emphasis on the effects of living in an immigrant household on the odds of 

being poor. 

2.1 Theoretical Background 

To develop a theoretical framework for the analysis of immigrant status, welfare 

generosity and poverty, this study draws primarily from two literatures.  The first is the 

literature on the economic incorporation of immigrants.  Previous research has been 

driven by economics, and hence tended to focus on labor market outcomes, such as 

                                                      

2 Countries in the analyses include: Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, 
Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden, 
Switzerland, and the United States. Greece, the Netherlands and Norway are not included in the 
two-wave sample due to data availability. 
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employment and earnings (e.g. van Tubergen et. al. 2004).  Yet little attention has been 

given to the role of government redistribution in immigrant incorporation.  It is 

important to bridge this gap.  In bringing together the literatures on immigrants’ 

economic outcomes and the welfare state and poverty, both individual and country-

level factors are considered when evaluating the economic inclusion of immigrants. 

This study seeks to answer three specific research questions.  First, does welfare 

generosity affect the odds of poverty?    Second, are some policies more effective than 

others?  Third, are the effects different for immigrants? 

2.1.1 Composition Effects 

There are two main approaches to explaining cross-national variation in 

immigrant economic outcomes.  The first focuses on the individual characteristics of 

immigrants and how the composition of immigrants varies by country.  Certainly, both 

the skills of immigrants as well as other demographic factors are likely to affect the 

economic position of immigrants.  The influence of skills, or education, is one important 

compositional factor.  Lower levels of education are expected to be associated with 

poorer economic outcomes.  According to Becker (1964), the failure or success of 

immigrants in the labor market, for example, is dependent on immigrants’ individual 

skills.  Likewise, in a comparison of Denmark and Sweden, great individual-level 

differences are cited as the source of disparate economic outcomes for immigrants 

(Blume, et. al. 2003).  Therefore, when immigrants have higher levels of poverty it is a 
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reflection of their lower skills.  Indeed, immigrants generally have lower average skills 

than the resident population, yet the distribution is bifurcated into low- and high-skilled 

components (Borjas 1987, 1988; Alderson & Nielsen 2002; Borjas, Freeman & Katz 1992; 

Moller et. al. 2003).  Hence, even though the average immigrant has low human capital, 

with few skills, there are also many immigrants that are highly skilled (Borjas 2000).  

Furthermore, immigrant skill composition varies by country (Borjas 1988; Reitz 1988).  

Therefore, not only are immigrants within countries likely to have different economic 

outcomes due to variations in the individuals’ skill sets, there is also likely to be cross-

national variation in the proportion of high- and low-skill immigrants across countries.    

In addition to education, the influence of such factors as family structure are 

likely to affect native as well as immigrant poverty.  In their cross-national analysis of 

poverty, Misra et. al. (2007) indicate that family structure strongly determines economic 

outcomes.  For example, they find that single mothers are more likely to be poor than 

women with partners or single women without children.  They also find families with 

more children are more likely to experience poverty.  Other factors, such as the age of 

the household head and the number of the earners in the household have also been 

shown to be influential individual-level factors of poverty (Brady et. al. 2009).  While 

many in the poverty literature have not explicitly considered poverty among 

immigrants, it is likely that the individual-level factors are similarly relevant for 
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immigrants and natives.  Such factors not only influence access to the labor market, but 

also how resources are distributed within the household.   

2.1.2 The Welfare State 

The influences of both individual and country level factors are likely to affect 

economic outcomes.  One important but often-neglected country-level factor is the 

welfare state.  The welfare state is the set of social programs and policies that distributes 

resources to vulnerable groups and individuals.  The welfare state is intended to, in the 

words of Esping-Andersen (1990), decommodify individuals, or make them less 

dependent on wage earnings for survival and social inclusion.  Previous research has 

shown that the welfare state can reduce poverty among the overall population (e.g. 

Brady 2009), single mothers (e.g. Misra et. al. 2007), women (e.g. Huber et. al. 2009), the 

employed (e.g. Brady et. al 2010) and children (e.g. Heuveline and Weinshenker 2008).  

Therefore, while the literature on immigrants’ economic outcomes overwhelmingly 

demonstrates the disadvantaged position of immigrants in the labor force (Kogan 2011, 

for Germany; Fullin 2011, for Italy; Demireva & Kesler 2011, for the UK; Lagana 2011, for 

Switzerland), a strong welfare state could counter the negative economic outcomes 

produced by this disadvantaged position and provide economic inclusion comparable to 

natives. 

Not only does the welfare state benefit individuals directly through the provision 

of transfers and services, large welfare states could also reflect the level of power 
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resources held by the middle and lower classes.  If these classes have strong power 

resources, they are likely to demand more egalitarian and redistributive policies 

typically through the election of social democratic governments or collective bargaining 

in unions.  Lenski (1966) makes the argument that political democracy and the election 

of left wing parties lead to greater economic equality in general (see also Hewitt 1977).  

The effect of such elections and ideologies are reflected in the development of the 

welfare state, as countries with histories of leftist governments typically develop larger 

and more universal welfare states (Huber and Stephens 2001).  Extending this theory to 

the immigrant population, van Tubergen et al. (2004) hypothesize that in countries with 

legacies of social democracy, immigrants are more likely to be incorporated into the 

labor market. Hence, they are more likely to be socially and economically incorporated 

as, they suggest, left wing parties often have a more positive attitude toward immigrants 

and tend to reduce inequalities more than other democratic regimes.  Therefore, strong 

welfare states may not only benefit immigrants directly through the provision of 

benefits, but also because strong welfare states reflect ideologies of egalitarianism.    

While much work on the welfare state and poverty has focused on the overall 

population, and particular at-risk groups, immigrants have largely been neglected.  

Scholars of the development of the welfare state have considered the role of 

immigration.  However, in these analyses immigration is treated as an independent 

variable influencing the creation and evolution of the welfare state.  For example, 
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Alesina and Glaeser (2004) argue that the long history of immigration and anti-

immigrant sentiment stunted the growth of the welfare state in the U.S.  On the other 

hand, rising immigration has also been cited for saving the welfare state in countries 

with aging populations such as Spain (Guillen 2010).  Timothy Smeeding and co-authors 

(2009) analyze the relationship between the welfare state and poverty among immigrant 

children, but not other immigrant age groups.  However, given the disadvantaged 

position of immigrants typically and the growing number of immigrants in rich Western 

democracies it is important to evaluate whether the welfare state can facilitate the 

economic inclusion of immigrants.  

Likewise, it is unclear if immigrants benefit similarly to natives from all the 

various aspects on the welfare state.  Prior research has called attention to the inability of 

the traditional welfare state the welfare state to protect from new social risks such as 

single motherhood.  Given their frequent position as an outsider socially, economically, 

and politically, the effectiveness of the traditional welfare state for immigrants relative 

to natives must be examined and alternatives must be considered.  For example, 

traditional welfare benefits are connected to labor force participation and serve as a 

replacement for work in the event of illness, job loss or retirement.  Likewise, benefit 

generosity and allocation is also tied to the level and length of labor force participation.  

Generosity of such benefits is likely to provide a greater level of protection for natives, 

with a stronger connection to the labor market than immigrants who may have weaker 



 

 18 

or shorter ties to the labor market.  Yet policies to encourage labor market participation 

retrain for better labor market placement and/or temporarily substitute for lack of labor 

force participation irrespective of prior labor force participation may be able to better 

address the unique risks faced by immigrants.   

2.1.3 Poverty  

Much of the previous literature on immigrant incorporation has been driven by 

economics, and the discussion of economic incorporation has primarily focused on labor 

market outcomes such as employment and earnings.  For example, van Tubergen et. al. 

(2004) presents an excellent study of the influence of contextual and composition effects 

on employment and earnings, but a replication using poverty as the key economic 

outcome could more adequately assess economic exclusion.  Unlike labor market 

outcomes, poverty evaluates households, not individuals.  Furthermore, unlike labor 

market outcomes, poverty can evaluate the economic position of individuals not in the 

workforce as well, such as the retired, children or the disabled.  Poverty also more 

adequately evaluates an individual’s access to financial resources by considering the 

pooling of risk and resources within the household. 

Secondly, poverty considers exclusion and deprivation not just attainment.   

In the concept advanced by Silver (1994), social exclusion is the degree of 

marginalization or isolation from a community. Without the ability to participate 

economically in society, it is highly unlikely that immigrants will be incorporated into 
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society and will instead perhaps feel a sense of difference, distance, or otherness.  A 

related concept comes from Sen (1999).  Like social exclusion, capability deprivation also 

emphasizes the ability, or lack of ability, for individuals to participate in society.  

Considering only employment or earnings does not adequately account for the ability to 

participate in society or the economy.   Furthermore, as the immigrant population is 

bifurcated between high and low skilled workers, it is possible that immigrants could be 

employed, but still excluded from participating in large sections of the economy.  

2.1.4 Poverty and the Welfare State  

The evidence supporting the relationship between the welfare state and poverty 

has been strong and convincing, despite its neglect of immigrants.  However, there is 

reason to believe that the welfare state may not, in fact, benefit immigrants in the same 

way it benefits other demographic populations.  Some research has actually shown 

generous welfare states to be detrimental to immigrants.  For example, Koopmans (2010) 

finds that immigrants in countries with generous benefits may still have difficulty 

integrating, experiencing low labor market participation, high levels of segregation, and 

overrepresentation among those convicted of crimes.  By providing strong benefits and 

placing less emphasis on integration into the labor market, high levels of dependence on 

public assistance among immigrants can develop.    

There may be other reasons why welfare generosity may not benefit immigrants.  

The main challenge for immigrants is likely to be access.  For example, in the U.S. only 
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naturalized immigrants are eligible for non-contributory benefits with the exception of 

refugees (Sainsbury 2006).  Similarly, in Germany, long-term use of social assistance by 

immigrants can lead to their removal and denial of any citizenship applications (Diehl 

and Blohm 2003:142-3).  Another obstacle to receiving benefits is navigating the welfare 

bureaucracy and overcoming the language barrier (Koehn 2009).  Likewise, considering 

the racialized nature of welfare distribution in the U.S. in which minorities (Latina and 

black) often receive heavier welfare sanctions (Schram et.al. 2009), immigrants are also 

likely to experience such sanctions resulting in fewer benefits.   

A final reason for skepticism is the increasing dualization of the welfare state 

(Rueda 2005).  The result of dualization is different demographic groups have access to 

different welfare states, or provisions therein, creating insiders and outsiders.  Typically, 

insiders are those with secure employment, receiving the strongest pensions, 

unemployment insurance, disability, etc. Outsiders are those with fixed-term contracts 

and are not entitled to such extensive benefits.  Immigrants are more likely to be fixed-

term workers (Hemerijk and Eichhorst 2010), and hence more likely to be outsiders to 

the welfare state.  Even outside of the labor market context, immigrants are often faced 

with a dualized welfare state.  For example, Germany has differentiated benefits for 

immigrants and natives (Sainsbury 2006).  Therefore, even if immigrants do receive 

benefits from the welfare state, it may not be enough to overcome other economic 

difficulties, bring them out of poverty and prevent economic exclusion.   
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* * * 

 Bringing together both the literature on the economic incorporation of 

immigrants and the literature on poverty and the welfare state, the effectiveness of social 

spending overall and in more specific areas can be investigated net of individual-level 

factors such as age, education, and household composition, and considering how the 

effects may vary if living in an immigrant household.  Does the welfare help narrow or 

widen the gulf between native and immigrant poverty? 

2.2 Data, Measures & Models 

2.2.1 Individual-Level Data 

The individual-level data in the analyses comes from the Luxembourg Income 

Study (LIS).  The individual is the unit of analysis.  The LIS is an archival dataset that 

includes micro-data on income and other income-related measures, such as taxes paid 

and transfers received, in several dozen countries from the mid-1960s to the mid-2000s.  

The data is nationally representative and includes information on both households and 

individuals within these households.  A major strength of the LIS is its harmonization 

process.  Rather than constructing original surveys, the LIS uses data collected by 

national statistical bureaus, standardizes many of the variables, adds weights and cleans 

that data to facilitate cross-national comparisons.  For example, the LIS takes the U.S. 

Current Population Survey, recodes and reweights the data, and imputes tax and transfer 

values.  This harmonized version is comparable to similar datasets from different 
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countries and years, having consistent variable names and, often, coding practices.  For 

this reason, the LIS is one of the best data sources when comparing incomes across 

countries in the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). 

I conduct original analyses with a two-wave dataset with 17 affluent democracies 

around 2004 and 14 affluent democracies around 1990.  These countries are chosen due 

to the ability to identify respondents as either immigrant or native and availability of 

country-level data. Respondents are marked as immigrants if they were not born in their 

current country of residence.  This is defined by the variable identifying immigration 

status.  While this not a detailed measure of immigrant status, it allows for a general 

analysis.  Furthermore, previous work using LIS data has measured immigrant status 

similarly (Budig & Misra 2010; Crettaz 2011; Kabrelyan 2000).    To address the 

representativeness of immigrants in the LIS data, Anastassova and Paligorova (2006) 

compared the proportion of foreign-born respondents in the LIS with population census 

data (Eurostat) and found the two data sources to be quite similar.  Regarding the 

United States sample, while it is not possible to verify how well illegal immigrants are 

captured by the data, the Current Population Survey—the source of the U.S. LIS data—

is, for example, representative of all residents and is likely to include undocumented 

immigrants (Current Population Survey: Definitions and Explanations).3  

                                                      

3 http://www.census.gov/population/www/cps/cpsdef.html 
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I do not restrict my samples beyond immigrant background.  Therefore, 

individuals of all ages, both sexes, and any citizenship status are included.  In this way, I 

can evaluate the impact of the independent variables on poverty for all respondents.  

Additional analyses were conducted with immigrants controlling for country of origin 

and citizenship where available. However adding such additional constraints reduces 

the number of countries to as few as 10 in some cases, constraining statistical power and 

providing only minimal additional information.  Analyses available upon request 

indicate some effect of country of origin, but story remains that same.  Furthermore, 

alternative poverty thresholds were tested, namely 60% median income.  While the 

effect is smaller, the overall pattern remains the same.  Further sensitivity analyses 

excluding each country in turn indicate the results are robust. 

The analyses combine data from 17 countries, using both the household and 

individual files to create a master dataset around 2004 containing 607,281 natives and 

91,025 immigrants.  For a second set of analyses, I pool data from around 2004 and 1990 

for 14 Western democracies containing 909,946 native and 138,180 immigrants.  

Observations by countries are quite large for some countries and are at least adequate 

for every country.  The number of cases per country ranges from 99 immigrants in Spain 

in 1995 to 174,259 in the United States in 20044.   

                                                      

4 I also conducted the analyses to follow on a dataset with random samples with the same 
number of observations from each country and the results remain robust.    
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My dependent variable is poverty.   Following the vast majority of cross-national 

poverty studies, I use a relative headcount measure of poverty (Brady 2003a; Moller et. 

al. 2003; Rainwater and Smeeding 2004; Smeeding 2006).  Each country’s poverty line is 

calculated as a certain percentage of that country’s median income.  Those who fall 

below this line are considered poor (poor=1; non-poor=0).  To adjust household income 

for family size, following LIS convention I divide the standardized household income5 

by the square root of the household size. The analyses also include a number of 

demographic variables to control for various aspects of household composition that may 

influence the dependent variable poverty.  Education reflects the education level of the 

head-of-household.  Hence, everyone in the household is assigned the education level of 

the head.  To ensure comparable measures across countries, I utilize the LIS 

standardized measures of education.  Following Misra, et. al. (2007), I include binary 

indicators for low education and high education with medium education serving as the 

reference group.  High education includes those who have attained university/tertiary 

education or more.  Medium education includes upper secondary vocational education, 

and low education is less than secondary education.  I include several other measures of 

household composition.  First, I consider number of earners in the household (HH).  

Following Brady et al. 2009, I include binary indicators for multiple earners in HH and no 

earners in HH, with one-earner in the household serving as the reference.  I also include 

                                                      

5 LIS variable DHI 
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demographic measures to control for the age-risk associated with poverty.  Age of the 

household head is controlled through a series of binary indicators:  head <25, head 25-34, 

head 55-64, and head>64 with household head aged 35-54 serving as the reference group.  

I also include two measures for the number of dependents, or those unlikely to 

contribute significant levels of earnings, living in a household.  These include # of kids in 

HH, that is the number of children in the household under age 18, and # over 64 in 

household, reflecting the number of individuals over 64 in the household.  Both are 

measured continuously.   

Family structure is measured with a set of three indicator variables with married 

couples and single fathers serving at the reference.6  Single mom is a binary indicator for 

whether the head of household is an un-partnered7 (single, divorced, or widowed) 

female with children under 18 in the household.   I also include two measures for those 

living in households without children to parse the differential effects of male and 

female-headed households.  These measures are male head no kids and female head no kids. 

                                                      

6 I was forced to condense two groups into one category due to the very small number of single 
father headed households containing immigrants.  Making a single parent category would not 
reflect previous literature highlighting the unique challenges single mothers face (e.g. Sorensen 
1994; Seccombe 2000). 
7 I use un-partnered rather than unmarried to include cohabitating couples since cohabitating 
(partnered, yet unmarried) couples typically share resources much like married couples (Misra 
et. al. 2007).   
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2.2.2 Welfare State Measures  

The data at the country level come from a number of archival sources; however, 

Brady et. al. (2014) serves as the primary proximate source.  All country-level variables 

are measured circa the LIS survey year.  I include several measures of the welfare state 

ranging from general measures of overall social spending to spending in more specific 

areas.  General measures of social spending have dominated the literature on 

comparative welfare states, making analyses using similar measures more readily 

comparable to previous research.  Yet, these measures, like much of the previous 

literature, tend to focus on traditional social risks of the old welfare state.  More specific 

spending measures, on the other hand, are focused on education, training and 

retraining, important for addressing the social risks facing immigrants.  In this way, the 

effectiveness of old welfare state policies can be examined and compared with spending 

on specific programs that address immigrant risk and determine whether we need a 

new welfare state. 

I include two general measures of social spending.  The first comes from the 

OECD.  Social Expenditure is total public social expenditure as a percent of GDP (for 

comparability).  Total Generosity is a similar measure taken from Scruggs et. al. (2014). 

This is a combined generosity index closely modeled after the decommodification index 

created by Esping-Andersen (1990).  As a result, this index brings together three policies 

focused on labor market attachment and insurance against old social risks: 
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unemployment, sick pay, and public pensions.  The details of the methodology for 

creating this variable are available in Scruggs (2014).  Unemployment Spending is also 

included separately, measured as public spending on unemployment benefits as a 

percentage of GDP.  These three variables reflect those frequently used in this literature. 

These three spending measures are also typically oriented toward protecting against 

risks insured by the old welfare state, namely labor market (un)attachment. More 

specific policy areas are included, while maintaining comparability cross-nationally.  

Public Health Spending is public health spending as a percent of all health spending, or 

the percent of health spending that is public.  Housing Spending is public expenditure on 

housing benefits as a percentage of GDP, including cash and in-kind benefits.   

I also include a number of measures of spending on education and occupational 

(re)training. I examine spending on several active labor market programs (ALMP), 

beginning with an overall measure of active labor market program spending (ALMP 

Spending) as a percent of GDP.   I then consider more specific components of active labor 

market programs by examining the effects of public expenditure on public employment 

services and administration (ALMP Services) as a percent of GDP.  This includes services 

related to job coaching, placement, references and administration for ALMP programs 

and the unemployed.  ALMP Training is public expenditure on job training, both 

remedial and vocational training for the unemployed and directed retraining for the 

employed as a percent of GDP.  ALMP Incentive is public expenditures on employment 
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incentives as a percent of GDP including recruitment subsidies for employers who hire 

unemployed individuals and employment subsidies for necessary restructuring or 

economic hardships.  While active labor market programs are certainly focused on 

employment, unlike many benefits of the traditional welfare state, employment does not 

determine access to these benefits and the overall intention is to provide adequate 

education and training to be employable, not to provide a substitute for work when one 

is unable.  Finally, while not a measure of the welfare state, employment protection 

legislation (EPL) may have an important government influence on immigrant access to 

employment, and, as a result, their poverty.  This variable is measured as an overall 

index of strictness ranging from 0 (least strict) to 6 (most strict).8  I also considered the 

inclusion of the Migrant Integration Policy Index (Mipex) to gauge openness and 

receptiveness to immigrants as a control variable.   However,with the goal of parsimony 

at level-2 and the null-effects found in analyses of this variable, it is excluded from the 

models in this paper, however results are available upon request.    

2.2.3 Multi-level Modeling Technique 

The analyses in this chapter are conducted in two stages.  Due to the clustering of 

individuals within countries as well as the inclusion of country-level variables, a 

standard logistic regression is inappropriate due to the violation of the assumption of 

independent errors.  Therefore, I begin by utilizing multi-level logistic regression models 

                                                      

8 This variable includes legislation for both regular and permanent contracts. 
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with the 2004 dataset.  These models estimate the likelihood an immigrant is poor based 

on a set of both individual- and country-level variables.  I estimate a random-coefficient 

model, treating immigrant as random.  While I have a relatively limited number of 

observations at level 2, likelihood ratio tests provide empirical justification in every 

multi-level model.  Another complication that arises from the limited number of 

countries is the need to keep the models parsimonious at level 2.  Therefore, the number 

of variables entered at the country level is kept to a minimum.   

The second analytic approach takes advantage of the two-wave dataset, which 

pools LIS data from the early 1990s as well as around 2004, using two-way fixed effects 

models.  These models are typical logistic regressions with fixed effects for country and 

year.  The fixed effects are calculated with a series of dummy variables for 2004 and 

country.   The time variable accounts for any unmeasured, general, time-specific trends 

across countries, while the country fixed effects parse out any unobserved, time-stable, 

within-country effects.  This approach allows for an examination of the influence of 

social spending net of unobserved time and country-effects, a major advantage over 

previous research that has relied solely on a single-cross section.  The combination of 

these two methods provides a comprehensive examination of immigrant status, welfare 

generosity and poverty. 

The first, cross-sectional, method creates a detailed descriptive picture of how 

individual and country-level factors are associated with poverty and highlights the 
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degree of variation cross-nationally.  The second, two-wave, approach looks within-

countries over-time and eliminates concern over unobserved bias between countries, 

analyzing change over time within countries.  As a result, I first use between-country 

variation to find influential policies, and then use variation over time within countries to 

isolate the effects of social spending measures net of any country- or time-specific 

effects.  

2.3 Results 

2.3.1 Descriptive Patterns in 2004 

Before discussing the multi-level models, I explore descriptive patterns in the 

sample of 17 countries circa 2004.  Figure 2 displays both immigrant and native poverty 
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rates by country.  

 

Figure 2: Immigrant and Native Poverty by Country in 17 Rich Democracies 
circa 2004 (Source: LIS). 

In some countries there is very little difference in the poverty rates of immigrants 

and natives.  For example, in Australia 13.7% of immigrants are poor while 13.4% of 

natives of poor.  On the other hand, immigrants in other countries experience poverty at 

much higher rate than natives.  In the United States, nearly 24% of immigrant 

households are poor compared with 15% of native households.  From just these two 

cases, it is clear there is considerable variation in the prevalence of poverty between 
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countries, as well as variation in the degree of difference between native and immigrant 

poverty.  One source of this variation is explored in the bivariate associations. 

 

Figure 3: The Association Between Welfare State Generosity and Immigrant 
Poverty Rate in 17 Affluent Democracies circa 2004. 

` The bivariate relationship between overall social spending and poverty is 

presented in Figure 2, separated by immigrant status.  There is strong negative 

relationship between social spending and the percent poor in a country, suggesting 

countries with higher levels of social spending experience less poverty.  This follows 

previous cross-national poverty research.  This relationship is strong for both natives 

and immigrants, but somewhat weaker for the latter with a correlation of -0.63 as 



 

 33 

opposed to natives (r=-0.73).  This results in nearly parallel fit lines, with immigrant 

poverty around five percentage points higher.  However, after controlling for individual 

characteristics this gap may subside. 

2.3.2 Multi-Level Logit Models of 2004 

2.3.2.1 Base-Model 

Table 1: Odds ratios from multi-level logistic regression of the effects of 
individual-level variables on poverty with odds ratios & z-sores in parentheses 

Independent Variables 2006 
Immigrant Household 1.831*** 

(6.83) 
High Education 0.430*** 

(-61.32) 
Low Education 1.777*** 

(51.88) 
No Earners in HH 4.831*** 

(109.24) 
Multiple Earners in HH 0.172*** 

(-143.75) 
Head <25 5.469*** 

(93.87) 
Head 25-34 1.675*** 

(35.47) 
Head 55-64 1.153*** 

(10.03) 
Head >64 1.083** 

(3.01) 
Single Mom 1.662*** 

(34.99) 
Female Head, No Kids 1.782*** 

(38.96) 
Male Head, No Kids 1.637*** 

(29.96) 
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# of Kids in HH 1.310*** 
(61.44) 

# over 64 in HH 0.526*** 
(-40.67) 

*** p 0.001, ** p 0.01, * p 0.05, two-tailed test (n=689,477) 

 

The results from models with only individual level controls are shown in Table 1.  

Odds ratios are presented with t-statistics in parentheses.  All variables are statistically 

significant.  Beginning with the main individual-level variable of interest, being in a 

household headed by an immigrant increases the odds of poverty by a factor of 1.8 

compared with being in a household headed by a native.  High education decreases the 

odds of poverty by a factor of 2.33, while being a household with low education 

increases the odds of poverty by a factor of 1.78.  Likewise, being a household with no 

one employed increases the odds of poverty by a factor of nearly 5, while having 

multiple earners in the household decreases the odds of poverty by a factor of almost 6, 

both relative to the reference of one worker in the household.  Being in a household with 

a young head (<25) increases the odds of poverty nearly 5.5 times, a 25-34 year old head 

1.7 times, 55-65 year old head by 1.15 times, and those in a household headed by 

someone 65 or older are expected to experience odds 1.08 times greater than those in a 

household headed by a 35-54 year old.  Being in a single mother household or in a 

household headed by a man with no kids increases the odds of poverty by a factor of 

around 1.6. Being in a household headed by a female with no children increases the 
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odds of poverty by a factor of nearly 1.80 relative to being in a two-parent family with 

children.  Each additional child in the household increases the odds of poverty by a 

factor of 1.30, while each addition senior citizen decreases the odds of poverty by a 

factor of nearly 2. 

2.3.2.2 Social Spending Analyses 

Given the large number of cases in my sample, the size and significance of the 

effects of the individual-level variables are consistent across models, even when 

country-level variables are added.  Given the consistent effects of the individual-level 

variables, Table 2 displays only the country-level variables.  The individual-level 

variables are included but not shown (available upon request).  

Beginning with classical measures of welfare generosity, the effect of general 

social spending is statistically significant, reducing the odds of poverty by a factor of 

1.88 for each percentage point increase in spending.  The effects of the Scruggs 

Generosity Index are very similar, with a slightly smaller magnitude of a reduction in 

odds of poverty.  Unemployment spending and public health spending also significantly 

decrease the odds of poverty.   The effect of housing spending is not significant. Of the 

four active labor market program measures, three are statistically significant.  The 

overall ALMP, ALMP services and ALMP training are both negative and statistically 

significant, decreasing the odds of poverty by about a factor of 1.67, 16.00 and 5.78 for 

each unit change in spending.  Finally, the effect of  
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Table 2: Odds ratios of the effect of country-level variables on poverty with z-scores in parentheses 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 Model 10 

Immigrant 
Dummy 

1.63 
(1.10) 

1.263 
(0.81) 

1.946*** 
(4.03) 

0.994 
(-0.01) 

1.853*** 
(3.87) 

1.942*** 
(4.44) 

2.063*** 
(3.94) 

2.125*** 
(4.95) 

1.910*** 
(5.20) 

1.166 
(0.82) 

Gen. Social 
Spending 
 

0.919*** 
(-4.03) 

         

Scruggs’ Total 
Generosity 

 0.939*** 
(-3.82) 

        

Unemployment 
Spending 
 

  0.710* 
(-2.28) 

       

Public Health 
Spending 
 

   0.967*** 
(-3.62) 

      

Housing 
Spending 

    0.751 
(-0.53) 

     

ALMP 
Spending 
 

     0.596** 
(-2.96) 

    

ALMP Services       0.062* 
(-2.33) 

   

ALMP Training         0.173* 
(-2.00) 

  

ALMP 
Incentive 

        0.214 
(-1.49) 

 

EPL          0.734* 
(-2.11) 

Immigrant 
Interaction 

1.005 
(0.26) 

1.009 
(1.05) 

0.953 
(-0.44) 

1.008 
(1.10) 

0.859 
(-0.38) 

0.933 
(-0.48) 

0.483 
(-0.82) 

0.495 
(-1.18) 

1.400 
(-0.48) 

1.264** 
(2.64) 

*** p 0.001, ** p 0.01, * p 0.05, two-tailed test  (n=689,477) +All models include all individual-level variables (not shown here).   
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employment protection legislation is statistically significant, decreasing the odds of 

poverty more than a factor of 1.36 for each one-point change in EPL.  Interaction effects 

between living in an immigrant household and all social spending measures were 

tested, yet the only significant effect is the interaction with EPL.  While the main effects 

of EPL are negative, the interaction effect is positive indicating an opposite effect of EPL 

on immigrants and natives. So while employment protection legislation helps natives, it 

hurts immigrants in many ways supporting Becker’s claims.  Yet the lack of significant 

findings for other welfare state measures seriously challenges the claims in the 

dualization literature.   

2.3.3 Two-Way Fixed Effects Logit Models    

2.3.3.1 Base Model 

Table 3: Odds ratios from two-way fixed effects logistic regression of the 
effects of individual-level variables on poverty- with z-scores in parentheses 

Independent Variables 1990/2004 
Immigrant Household 1.619*** 

(49.71) 
High  Education 0.424*** 

(-74.63) 
Low Education 1.936*** 

(79.25) 
No Earners in HH 5.847*** 

(160.45) 
Multiple Earners in HH 0.188*** 

(-176.79) 
Head <25 4.894*** 

(114.56) 
Head 25-34 1.730*** 
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(48.50) 
Head 55-64 1.229*** 

(18.40) 
Head >64 0.975 

(-1.18) 
Single Mom 2.036*** 

(62.92) 
Female Head, No Kids 1.893*** 

(55.48) 
Male Head, No Kids 1.602*** 

(35.93) 
# of Kids in HH 1.330*** 

(85.11) 
# over 64 in HH 

 
0.516*** 
(-52.36) 

Wave 2 
 

0.144*** 
(-18.71) 

*** p≤0.001, ** p≤0.01, * p≤0.05, two-tailed test 
The outcomes of the individual-level variables are all statistically significant, 

with the sole exception of living in a household headed by a senior citizen.  The odds 

ratio for immigrant is lower, increasing the odds of poverty by a factor of 1.62 rather 

than 1.80 in the 2006 models, but overall the effects are consistent with the above 

multilevel model coefficients.  Furthermore, these effects are consistent across models 

even with the inclusion of country-level variables and not shown in subsequent tables.   

2.3.3.2 Social Spending Analyses 

Table 4 presents the results from the two-way fixed effects models with overall and 

more traditional social spending measures and all of the individual-level controls.  The 

effect of general social spending in Model 1 is insignificant while the interaction between 

spending and immigrant household is.  This effect is negative and statistically 
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significant, suggesting larger welfare states especially benefit immigrants.  Using the 

Scruggs index, Models 2 present significant negative effects with additional negative 

effects coming from the statistically significant interaction of the Scruggs index and 

being in an immigrant household.   Unemployment spending significantly reduces the 

odds of poverty in Model 3 but the interaction effect is insignificant.  Likewise, public 

health spending in Model 4 has a significant negative impact on the odds of poverty.  

The interaction effect is also significant.  Housing spending is negatively, statistically 

significant in Model 5 but the interaction between housing and immigrant status is not 

significant.   

All four measures of ALMP spending are significant in Models 5 through 9.  

However, interactions with these four measures all fail to reach statistical significance.  

Finally, higher employment protection legislation significantly decreases the odds of 

poverty, but unlike in the multi-level models there is no evidence of differing effects for 

natives and immigrants.  Therefore, both the multi-level and two-way fixed effects 

models both provide support for claims that more generous welfare states reduce the 

risk of poverty but some polices are more effective that others, and immigrants may 

have a different experience with the welfare state than natives. 
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*** p 0.001, ** p 0.01, * p 0.05, two-tailed test . All models include all individual-level variables (not shown here)

Table 4: Odds Ratios from two-way fixed effects logit regressions of welfare state spending on poverty 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 Model 10 
Immigrant 
Dummy 
 

2.00*** 
(19.44) 

1.808*** 
(23.14) 

1.611*** 
(48.50) 

2.029*** 
(21.21) 

1.447*** 
(25.83) 

3.065*** 
(49.75) 

1.630*** 
(50.16) 

1.621*** 
(49.61) 

1.621*** 
(49.63) 

1.614*** 
(48.68) 

Gen. Social 
Spending 
 

1.004 
(1.60) 

         

Scruggs’ Total 
Generosity 

 0.999* 
(-2.55) 

        

Unemployment 
Spending 
 

  0.997*** 
(-5.86) 

       

Public Health 
Spending 
 

   0.998*** 
(-4.92) 

      

Housing 
Spending 

    0.997*** 
(-7.20) 

     

ALMP Spending 
 

     0.997*** 
(-5.46) 

    

ALMP Services       0.997*** 
(-6.22) 

   

ALMP Training         0.997*** 
(-6.05) 

  

ALMP Incentive         0.999*** 
(-6.03) 

 

EPL          0.997*** 
(-5.81) 

Immigrant 
Interaction 

0.989*** 
(-6.13) 

0.995*** 
(-5.70) 

0.999 
(-0.97) 

0.996*** 
(-7.02) 

1.000 
(0.78) 

0.999 
(-0.63) 

1.000 
(0.23) 

0.999 
(-0.30) 

0.999 
(-0.20) 

0.999 
(-0.38) 
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2.4 Discussion 

As one of the first cross-national examinations of immigrant poverty in affluent 

democracies, this study set out to address three main research questions: do larger 

welfare states reduce the chances of poverty, what areas of spending are more effective 

at reducing poverty, and how does immigrant status affect these relationships.  In order 

to address these questions, a theoretical framework that bridges the literature on the 

economic incorporation of immigrants and the literature on the welfare state and 

poverty is developed.  Both these approaches provide great contributions to the 

identification of factors producing economic exclusion.  However, the immigration 

literature has largely neglected poverty as a measure of economic exclusion and the 

welfare literature has given little emphasis to the impact of the welfare state on 

immigrant poverty.  This is unfortunate as immigrants experience poverty rates nearly 

twice that of natives.  Moreover, as the number of immigrants in rich democracies 

grows, the challenge of incorporating these groups becomes ever more difficult.   

By assessing both individual- and country-level factors, explanations for the 

economic exclusion experienced by immigrants can begin to be unearthed.  The analyses 

indicate that both individual characteristics and contextual effects influence the odds of 

poverty for immigrants.  Living in a household where the head has a high education, is 

older, having multiple earners and more individuals over 64 all reduce the odds and 
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immigrant is poor.  Conversely, living in a household where the head has a low 

education, is younger, single (with or without kids) or being in a household with more 

children or no one employed all increase the odds of poverty.  To address the question 

of what factors most influence the odds an immigrant is poor, the most important 

individual-level factor is the number of earners in the household. 

Welfare generosity is associated with lower odds of poverty, but effectiveness 

depends on the area of social spending.  However, most measures of spending are 

statistically significant, especially overall measures and those focused on training and 

retraining.  The latter measures are intended to protect new social risks such as 

structural unemployment.  Welfare generosity is not only beneficial for natives, but also 

for immigrants.  However, evidence as to whether immigrants especially benefit from 

welfare generosity is mixed.    

Previous research on the influence of the welfare state on immigrants’ economic 

outcomes has suggested that the welfare state may not be as supportive for immigrants 

as it is for other demographic segments of the population or the resident population as a 

whole.  Problems with lack of access, differentiated benefits, dependence, as well as the 

challenges of navigating an expansive bureaucracy and the language barrier have all 

been indicated as potential obstacles for immigrants.  However few have considered the 

possibility that living in a country with a strong welfare state may provide beneficial 
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outcomes for immigrants.  The results presented in this study support this claim and 

challenge previous research, which suggests the welfare state is unlikely to benefit 

immigrants.  Through these analyses, it is clear that residing in a country with a strong 

welfare state does reduce the odds of poverty for immigrants. 

The results also indicate important prospects for policy makers. Increasing the 

size of the welfare state could greatly improve the life chances for immigrants.  While 

these analyses consider overall welfare generosity, not what is targeted or provided for 

immigrants, expanded inclusion of immigrants into the welfare state could only be 

beneficial.  Esping-Andersen (2002) argues that the welfare state should be altered to 

provide more services for immigrants, such as vocational and language training classes 

and extending benefits to immigrants could provide a greater support base for the 

welfare state (Manza and Brooks 2007).   

Future research should extend this study in three ways.  First, a decomposition of 

immigrants by immigration status and/or citizenship status could provide important 

insights beyond what is available with the LIS data.  Second, a more comprehensive 

analysis of country-of-origin should be undertaken.  Again, due to data limitations, only 

crude country of origin controls were available or only or a limited number of countries.  

In this way, not only could the context of reception be evaluated, but also how the 

sending country affects economic incorporation. Finally, this study uses data from 
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previous LIS waves, but newer data is regularly made available.   Data during and 

following the Great Recession can provide interesting insights as to how well the 

welfare state was able to absorb shocks and how immigrants especially may have been 

effected.  While much of the variation is likely to be between countries, rather than 

historically (Atkinson 1998; Cantillion 1998) such analyses could extend the 

generalizability of findings presented here. 

The economic exclusion of immigrants is an important problem.  Not only does 

economic exclusion lead to social isolation, it can also produce a number of other 

negative consequences.  The almost exclusive focus by previous researchers of 

immigrants’ economic incorporation on labor market outcomes has not fully evaluated 

economic exclusion due to its neglect of poverty as an outcome.  Most of these works 

have highlighted differences in the composition of the immigrant populations and has 

given little attention to macro-level factors, particularly the welfare state. If the goal is to 

incorporate immigrants into society and the economy, much more emphasis should be 

placed on the role of the welfare state in reducing the odds of immigrant poverty.  The 

findings presented here indicate that the welfare state can play an important part in 

helping to mitigate the disadvantages immigrants often face in the labor market.
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3. New Social Risk: The Effect of Political Factors on 
Children of Single Mothers in Poverty 

Modern times have seen a drastic restructuring of the household.  No longer is 

the male-breadwinner/female-caregiver the standard model.  Instead, increasingly both 

parents work or families rely on a single parent.  In today’s economy, dual incomes are 

often required, putting single parent families at particular risk of poverty.  Cross-

national research has specifically underlined the risks of single motherhood in 

determining child poverty (Chen and Corak 2008; Heuveline and Weinshenker 2008).  

Single mothers and their children are especially vulnerable to poverty due to their lack 

of spousal support, typically lower wages, and the burdens associated with child-rearing 

(Sorensen 1994; Seccombe 2000).  Moreover, lack of affordable childcare often 

discourages single mothers from entering the labor force, particularly on a full-time 

basis, or from gaining higher education and job skills. Furthermore, comparative 

research on single mother poverty has shown single mothers in affluent democracies 

face higher rates of poverty than the overall population with considerable cross-national 

variation (Brady and Burroway 2012).  For example, among affluent democracies 

between 1969 and 2001, the poverty rate for children of single mothers varies from a low 

of 1.75% in the Netherlands in 1987 to 59.06% in the United States in 1991 (LIS Key 

Figures).   
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This paper seeks to explain the source of this variation by exploiting cross-

national variation in the rate of children of single mothers in poverty considering the 

influence of structural, economic and political factors.  The countries in the analyses 

include: Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, 

Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, 

United Kingdom, and the United States.  I build on two literatures.  The first is the recent 

discussion on poverty found in sociology, both U.S.-focused and cross-national studies.  

The second is the literature on new social risks, primarily from scholars of the welfare 

state in political science.  

  Scholars of stratification as well as policymakers have sought to understand and 

identify the causes of poverty for decades.  Both cross-national differences and change 

over time have given some indication as to why poverty may be higher in some 

circumstances than others.  Most notably, William Julius Wilson (1987, 1996) 

emphasized the influence of structural factors, such as changing labor markets with the 

decline of manufacturing jobs.  While others such as Rebecca Blank (2000) have 

highlighted the importance of economic growth and other liberal economic mechanisms.  

More recently, however, cross-national studies of poverty have taken into account the 

strength of political factors in reducing poverty, such as proportional representation 
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voting systems, union density, left government, women in legislature, and welfare 

generosity (e.g Brady 2009; Huber & Stephens 2001).   

I test three hypothesized causes of poverty: structural, economic, and political 

factors.  While previous research (e.g. Brady 2009) has found the welfare state, a political 

factor, to be the most influential factor on poverty, I extend this research in two 

important ways.  First, I consider whether this relationship applies to the children of 

single mothers in the same way as the overall population.  This approach acknowledges 

the particular risks single mothers and their children face and accommodates the 

possibility that some factors may be more influential for children of single mothers than 

the population as a whole.  Second, I include various measures of social spending both 

generally and on more specific programs.  Not only is overall social spending evaluated, 

but also family-oriented spending and parental leave.    

Here I follow the example in “Combating Old and New Social Risks” (Huber and 

Stephens 2006) by focusing intensely on the capability of the welfare state to reduce 

poverty among various demographics, contrasting those viewed as “at risk” with the 

traditional worker.  They focus closely on various aspects of the welfare state and its 

ability to alleviate poverty among different population groups. This analysis explicitly 

takes a gendered view by analyzing the interaction between welfare state generosity and 

gender, noting particularly the influence on single women’s children.  These finding are 
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supported by others who find daycare spending to be positively and significantly 

related to women’s employment (Nelson and Stephens, 2008).  Yet, in liberal welfare 

states, in which workingwomen pay for private childcare, it is more difficult to enter the 

labor market.  However, Huber and Stephens (2006) neglect alternative explanations, 

such as the structural and economic factors analyzed by Brady (2006).  Therefore, 

bridging the gap between these two, I evaluate the effects of structural, economic and 

political factors on poverty for the new social risk group, children of single mothers. 

3.1 Literature & Hypotheses 

3.1.1 Structural Causes of Poverty 

Structural explanations of poverty use labor market opportunities as well as 

demographic conditions to predict the likelihood of a population being poor.  Analyses 

are based at the macro-level and spans entire populations.  In effect, groups, cities, and 

nations, when affected disproportionately by structural factors, frequently have more 

poverty (Brady 2006).  The more individuals in these vulnerable areas, the more poverty 

persists.  In summation, structural theory is a compositional association between labor 

market opportunities and demographic susceptibilities that dictates a population’s 

probability of being poor.   

Such explanations may be particularly relevant in the context of single mothers 

and their children.  Not only have there been dramatic changes to family structure 
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during recent decades, with the rapid increase of single motherhood throughout the 

west, but there have also been substantial changes to labor market structure that could 

negatively impact the economic outcomes of single mothers and their children.  These 

changes reflect the new social risks of the modern era.  Unlike the demographic 

conditions prevalent during the post-war era—male breadwinner, female caretaker, 

two-parent household—modern households take on a variety of structures from single 

mother to two fathers to childless households. Likewise, labor market structure has 

changed considerably from a primarily male-dominated labor force, employed full-time 

in the agricultural or industrial sector to one with greater female labor market 

participation, and growth in part-time employment and the service sector.  These 

demographic and structural changes have created new social risks that are different 

from the old social risks of the post-war period.  These changes may have a particularly 

profound effect on the economic well being of children of single mothers, putting them 

in an especially vulnerable position.   

3.1.1.2 Service Employment 

Previous analyses of labor market structure have tended to highlight the role of 

industry, and how decline of this sector affects impacts poverty and well-being.  For 

example, Wilson (1987) famously blamed the rise of inner-city poverty on 

deindustrialization and the rise of low-wage service work.  Likewise, Callen and Croux 
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(2009) hypothesize that deindustrialization (through growth of the service sector) will 

lead to grater levels of poverty by increasing entry into poverty and decreasing exits out 

of poverty.  However, for single mothers and their children, the size and growth of the 

service sector is likely to be far more influential than the strength of industry.  Especially 

during the early years of the data in my sample, the vast majority of women worked in 

clerical and service and sales jobs, earning about 68 cents for every dollar a man earned 

(Sidel 1991).  In the US, the rapid and broad expansion of the service economy created a 

large pool of contingent, low paid workers who are usually women (Smith 1986).    

Given the sexual division of labor outside it home, focusing on the size of the 

service sector is important when evaluating the well-being of children raised nearly 

exclusively by their mothers.  These women are often in unstable, minimum wage jobs 

with menial if any benefits including food service, basic retail, elderly and child care 

services.  In fact, among mothers previously receiving welfare benefits in the US, nearly 

2/5 are in such positions, and only about 7% of these women have jobs with union 

contracts (Spalter-Roth, Burr, Hartmann, & Shaw 1995).  With the added responsibilities 

of being a solo parent, keeping such a job can be very difficult.  For example, frequently 

missing work due to a child’s illness could lead to termination.  While a job with greater 

benefits and flexibility could accommodate such a need, low-wage service jobs, such as 

fast food service, are unlikely have such provisions.   Furthermore, low-wage, low-skill 
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jobs, such as the service jobs listed above, frequently have irregular hours that differ 

from the traditional business day making both childcare and transportation challenging 

to arrange.  Therefore, larger service sectors and/or growth in the service sector is likely 

to negatively influence the economic position of the children of single mothers, by 

further heightening the likelihood their mothers working in precarious, low-wage 

service work. 

3.1.1.3 Part-time employment 

Just as women are more likely to be employed in service-work, women are also 

more likely than men to be employed in atypical work, such as part-time work (Horgan 

2005).  Many women choose part-time work to reduce or eliminate the need for childcare 

and  part-time work can also be used as a supplement to full-time work but these 

positions often have poorer terms and conditions than full-time positions.  Supplemental 

part-time work presents similar challenges to service employment with irregular hours 

and working outside standard office hours can make securing childcare difficult.  Single 

mothers are especially likely to have such precarious employment.  Not only do they 

often move erratically into and out of the labor force, they are often dependent on only 

part-time work (Lichter and Crowley 2004).  As mentioned, for some single mothers, 

part-time work may provide the easiest route to enter the labor force, allowing for some 
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semblance of a work-life balance as a sole parent.  However, for most single mothers, it 

is likely to be a last resort or a second job with little pay and even fewer protections.    

3.1.1.4. Female Labor Force Participation 

Previous research on the relationship on the relationship between female labor 

force participation and poverty and inequality have presented ambiguous results.  Some 

studies conclude that increasing female labor force participation increases inequality 

(Alderson and Nielson 2002; Gustafsson and Johansson 1999).  The argument is that 

women entering the workforce inflate the bottom of the income distribution, indirectly 

linking this to single motherhood.  However, for my dependent variable it is 

unambiguous that female labor force participation will have a negative impact on 

poverty among children of single mothers.  Access to the labor force provides both 

employment and wages.  Therefore the availability of work and the provision of income 

allow single mothers to reduce the risk of poverty, indicating an expected negative 

relationship between poverty and female labor force participation among children of 

single mothers. 

Additionally, other poverty researchers support this argument, showing that 

female labor force participation significantly reduces poverty (Bianchi, 1999; Blank; 1997; 

Christopher, England, Smeeding & Ross, 2002).  Through employment many women 

have found a means to establish independence, exit welfare, and escape poverty (Harris, 
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1996), as well as reduce child poverty (Eggebeen & Lichter, 1991).  In this context it 

seems likely that female labor force participation could influence poverty over time 

(Gornick, Meyers, & Ross, 1998).  However, considering the lack of consensus in the 

literature over the impact of this structural factor on poverty, it is important to consider 

specifically how this factor influences poverty for the population in question, children of 

single mothers. 

3.1.1.5 The Youth Population 

Previous research has often highlighted the size of the elderly population as one 

of the most important demographic variables influencing levels of poverty for the 

general population, although often with conflicting results (e.g. Harrington 1981, Blank 

1997, Burtless and Smeeding 2001).  However, for my dependent variable, the size of the 

youth population is a much better measure of demographic influences. For example, 

Horgan (2005) cites the greater proportion of the child population in Northern Ireland as 

compared with the rest of the UK as the cause of its disproportionate levels of child 

poverty.  First, the youth population represents a new social risk, as the old welfare state 

was not designed to directly benefit children, but rather to benefit them vis-à-vis the 

familial breadwinner (Huber and Stephens 2006).  Primarily, however, for my 

dependent variable, a larger youth population is an indicator of larger family size.   
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Moreover, the youth population (those under age 15) is almost entirely 

dependent upon family and society for basic necessities.   Unlikely have employment, 

and highly unlikely to find a job upon which to make a living, the youth population has 

little control over its economic circumstances.  As the youth population grows to a 

greater percentage of the overall population, it is likely that poverty, particularly among 

especially disadvantaged groups, will also increase.  Larger family size also has a direct 

effect on how poverty is measured.  The Luxembourg Income Study (LIS), the premier 

source of micro-data on income, calculates poverty at the household level, and then 

adjusts for household size to calculate individual poverty.  This is done under the 

assumption that families pool resources.  However, unlike in most developing countries 

in which poverty is adjusted by dividing household income by the number of 

individuals in the household, in more affluent countries an economy of scale is taken 

into account, and household income is divided by the square root of the household size.  

Thus, all other things equal, larger families are more likely to be poor. 

3.1.1.6 Children of Single Mothers 

A final examination of demographic conditions centers on the size and growth of 

the population of children of single mothers.  The rise of single motherhood in recent 

decades has been highlighted across the literature as an explanation for the rise in 

women’s and children’s poverty.  Comparing men’s and women’s poverty, Callens and 
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Croux (2009) find significant effects of single motherhood on women’s poverty in their 

research.  Because poverty is based on household income, it follows that their children 

will also be affected.  Lichter and Crowley (2004) find support for this connection 

writing, “Any demographic explanation of child poverty rates over the past quarter 

century must therefore take into account the rise in at-risk single-parent families” (389).  

Earlier work finds that 50% of the rise in child poverty in the 1980s United States is due 

to the transition from overwhelmingly married-couple families to increasingly female-

headed families (Eggeben and Lichter 1991), and going farther back to include the 1970s, 

others have found changes in family structure to fully explain the growth of child 

poverty in the United States.   

Therefore, if children of single mothers are more likely to be poor, it would 

follow that a greater proportion of the population will be poor.  However, because this 

study investigates children of single mothers specifically, a somewhat different process 

may the expected positive relationship between the size of the population of children of 

single mothers.  Instead, a large population of children of single mothers likely means, 

with their unique risks, benefits are stretched more thinly to cover more clients.   

Moreover, while children are typically seen as the deserving poor, the typical 

beneficiary of welfare benefits, their single mothers, are typically not seen as such.  

Likewise, a change in the size of this population, such as a rapid growth like that 



 

56 

 

witnessed in the UK and US, may lead to more poverty due to the state’s inability or 

slow-response to the growing needs of this demographic.      

3.1.2 Economic and Political Explanations 

Previous research and policy has emphasized the importance of economics in the 

explanation of poverty (Brady, 2003b; Gordon, 1972; O’Connor, 2001).  Put simply, 

economic performance affects the level of poverty and inequality by affecting 

unemployment and productivity.  Therefore, to decrease poverty, countries should 

increase economic growth, reduce the level of unemployment and increase levels of 

human capital and productivity.  This has been a popular approach in the U.S., even 

President Bill Clinton has emphasized the importance of economic growth and 

employment as an important strategy in his recently published book Back to Work: Why 

We Need Smart Government for a Strong Economy (2011).  Studies have suggested that the 

best anti-poverty strategy to complement economic growth is to discourage 

unemployment and create employment opportunities for the poor (O’Connor, 2001, p. 

143; Tobin, 1994).  Reducing unemployment has been a focus of Western European 

governments for many years now.  Some scholars have suggested economic 

performance is even more influential on poverty levels than structural factors (Williams 

1991).  Hence the analysis of economic performance on poverty levels could be a better 

explanation than structural factors.   
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More recently, poverty research analyses have found evidence to support a 

political-institutional explanation.  In this case, comparative differences in welfare states 

affect poverty levels (Brady 2003b, 2006).  By analyzing the effects of state transfers and 

redistribution on poverty, explanations for cross-national and historical variances are 

supported.  Many studies support the inclusion of political institutions as a causal 

explanation for poverty in the U.S. as when U.S. social policies expanded, official 

poverty declined (Blank, 1997; Burtless & Smeeding, 2001; DeFina & Twanawala, 2001; 

Page & Simmons, 2000).  Furthermore, Moller et al (2003) found in a cross-national study 

of rich democracies welfare state generosity is related to decreased poverty.   Therefore, 

political factors may be a superior explanation for variations in poverty. 

To measure the effects of the welfare state previous research considers both 

general social spending and public health spending.  Both of these variables are 

spending measures and illustrate the overall strength of the welfare state.  General social 

spending provides a rough estimate of the size of the welfare state or overall generosity.  

The latter is indicative of the government’s investment in human capital. By protecting 

the health of single mothers and their children, mothers can spend less time out of work 

due to their children’s or their own illness. However, I also use alternative measures of 

welfare state generosity.  To evaluate welfare state generosity for families I use a 

measure of the government spending on families as a percent of GDP. 
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 In addition, I include two policies targeted more specifically toward the new 

social risk group children of single mothers in poverty and mothers more generally.  

With the rapid growth of lone parent households, accounting for nearly 20 percent of all 

families with children (Esping-Andersen 2002), this is a demographic group 

necessitating further research.  The balance of work and care is particularly difficult for 

single-mothers.  Yet, Hobson (1994) has shown that single mothers are “least 

disadvantaged when they are fitted into a policy frame that recognizes them as the 

heads of legitimate households, within a policy logic of care as service or care as a facet 

of citizenship.”  Furthermore, if a single mother is entitled to benefits to support her 

family, particularly gendered benefits such as childcare, she is in a much better situation 

to provide for her family. Therefore, it can be reasoned that improved prospects for the 

employment of single mothers, through the provision of childcare, could substantially 

reduce the level of poverty among their children. In fact, it has been shown that single 

mothers’ employment has the power to greatly reduce chances of poverty (Esping-

Andersen 2002; Kilkey & Bradshaw 1999).   

Job security is crucial to maintaining female employment among those with 

children.  The wage penalty associated with work absences could be enough to 

discourage a career-oriented woman from having children in some countries.  Moreover, 

the provision of parental leave affords women an added measure of job security by 
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providing funds during leave and ensuring employment remains available, although 

generosity of these benefits is crucial.  For example, the Scandinavian countries have 

very strong maternity leave policies that correlate with high female labor-force 

participation (Meyers, Gornick & Ross 1999).  Additionally, the availability of affordable 

childcare is argued to be an important variable in reducing poverty among single 

mothers.  Denmark provides the most generous provision of childcare covering 48 

percent of costs in 2001 (Esping-Andersen, 2002, p. 74), which corresponds to the lowest 

level of poverty among single mothers (2010 LIS Dataset).  Therefore, it is likely that the 

provision of family benefits decreases poverty among single mothers and their children. 

3.2 Hypotheses  

Table 5 lists the independent variables used in the analyses and the expected 

impact of each of these on the dependent variable children of single mothers in poverty.   

First I hypothesize service employment will increase poverty among children of single 

mothers.  Second, I hypothesize part time employment will increase poverty.  Third, I 

expect female labor force participation to have a negative effect on poverty.  Fourth, I 

hypothesize a positive relationship between the size of the youth population 
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Table 5: Variable definitions, sources for variables and hypothesized impact 

Variable Description Source 
Expected 
Impact  

Dependent Variables    
Children of Single Mothers in 
Poverty 

Children of Single Mothers below 50% median poverty Luxembourg Income 
Study 

Independent Variables    
Structural Change    
Service Employment % of labor force OECD; Brady et. al.  + 
Part Time Employment % women in part time work OECD + 
Female labor force participation % of women aged 15-64 employed OECD;  Brady et. al.,  - 
Youth Population Population under 15, % total population OECD;  Brady et. al.,  + 
Children of Single Mothers % children in single mother families Luxembourg Income 

Study 
+ 

    Welfare State    
General Social Spending % of GDP OECD;  Brady et. al. - 
Public Health Spending % of Total Health Spending OECD;  Brady et. al. - 
Government Spending on 
Families 

Welfare State Generosity Index OECD - 

Parental leave generosity Total Duration Paid Maternity and Paternity Leave in 
Weeks 

OECD - 

Day care spending % of GDP OECD - 
Economic Performance    
Economic Growth Annual rate of change of GDP in PPP OECD; Huber et. al ,  - 
Productivity GDP per civilian employee OECD; Huber et. al ,  - 
Unemployment Standard measure of % labor force unemployed OECD; Huber et. al ,  + 



 

61 

  

and poverty.  Fifth, I expect a positive relationship between the percent of children of 

single mothers and this group’s poverty.  I anticipate negative relationships between all 

of the welfare state variables and poverty, including general social spending, public 

health spending, parental leave generosity, daycare spending, and family spending. I 

expect a negative relationship between economic growth and poverty.  Additionally, I 

hypothesize that the higher the level of economic productivity, the less poverty.  Finally, 

I expect levels of poverty and unemployment to be positively related.  Primarily, I 

hypothesize generally that more generous welfare states are associated with less poverty 

among children of single mothers.  

3.3. Measurement 

Data for the variables originate from the Luxembourg Index Study (2015), the OECD 

Databank and the Comparative Welfare States (Brady et. al. 2014) dataset. 

3.3.1. Dependent Variable 

Data for the dependent variable come from the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) 

Key Figures.  The LIS is a collection of cross-national and historical nationally 

representative individual-level data sets.  After receiving the micro-data surveys from 

their respective countries, the LIS has each harmonized, standardizing many variables 

across surveys, assigning weights and thoroughly cleaning the data.  Once this 

harmonization is complete, it is posted to the LIS dataset and can be compared alongside 
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other harmonized LIS datasets from other countries and times using the same 

harmonized variables.  For example, the LIS gathers data from the U.S. Census Current 

Population Survey, recodes the data and creates new standardized variables and new 

weights so that this new version is comparable to similar data sets and includes the  

same variables.  This greatly facilitates cross-national comparison, making it the best 

cross-national data for comparing incomes across Organization for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD) countries.   

My dependent variable is the LIS variable percentage of children of single mothers in 

poverty. The level of poverty is measured as the percent of children in single-mother 

households in which the mother makes less than 50% of the median national income for 

that country-year after taxes and transfers and adjusted for family size.  It is important 

to note that this is not the measure of single-mothers in poverty, but of the number of 

children of single-mothers in poverty.  

3.3.2 Structural Variables 

This study analyzes four structural variables in the current year. Service 

Employment is measured as the number of service employees as a percentage of the labor 

force.  Second, Part Time Employment is measured as a size of the labor force in part-time 

employment over the total labor force.  Third, female labor force participation is measured 

as the female labor force as a percent of the female population aged 15-64 years old.  
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Fourth, the youth population is measured as the percentage of the total population under 

the age of 15.  Fifth, the variable children of single mothers is the percent of children in 

single mother families.   

3.3.3. Economic performance variables 

I analyze economic performance with three variables.  The first measure is 

economic growth, the annual rate of change in GDP in real purchasing power parity (PPP) 

dollars, which provides a highly comparable evaluation of economic growth.  Second, 

productivity is measured as GDP in PPP per civilian employee.  This estimates the level 

of economic development as well as the level of human capital held by the population.  

Lastly, unemployment is measured in the current year using standardized unemployment 

rates to ensure cross-national and historical comparison is possible.  These variables 

have been shown to produce powerful results when used individually or when 

combined with each other (Brady 2003b).   

3.3.4. Welfare State Variables 

I first analyze two traditionally used measures of welfare state generosity.  

However, I extend previous work by including three supplementary measures of the 

welfare state in order to better understand the gendered nature of poverty.  First, I 

analyze General Social Spending as a percentage of GDP, which includes sickness and old 

age pensions, family allowances, unemployment and workers’ compensation among 
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other benefits.  Second, public health spending is the level of public health spending as a 

percent of total health spending and includes all public spending on care, medicine, 

including transfers, in-kind benefits and services.  Third, the government spending on 

families is a measure of welfare state generosity towards family specific spending.  These 

three measure public transfers and services intended to reduce the level of poverty 

among the population and redistribute income.  These measures also aid the explanation 

of causal mechanisms that result in poverty.1 

Extending previous research, I also analyze two additional variables that are 

typically most influential on women with children.  These two variables best represent 

benefits provided to protect citizens from new social risks. First, I analyze public 

daycare spending as a percent of GDP; this includes services and subsides provided by 

the state.  Second, parental leave generosity will be evaluated as the number of weeks 

leave provided with full pay.  Therefore, if 10 weeks leave are provided with 100% 

wages provided the measure is 10, on the other hand if 20 weeks leave are provided at 

50% wages provided the measurement is also 10.  

                                                      

1 These welfare state variables can help alleviate poverty among those in need by providing citizens or those 
who qualify with services and transfers to cover such necessities and food, housing, healthcare, 
unemployment insurance, old age pensions, among other things.  These three variables are related to 
welfare state spending and are all general indicators are welfare state generosity. Therefore, the greater the 
welfare state provisions, the less likely those in poverty will necessarily incur out-of-pocket expenses or fall 
deeper into poverty.  This also supports the hypothesis that the stronger the welfare state the less poverty, 
or particularly in this study, children of single mothers. 
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Table 6: Means of the Dependent Variable and Selected Independent 
Variables 

 

Among Advanced Industrial Democracies, there is considerable variation in the 

independent and dependent variables under evaluation.  Table 6 illustrates this cross-

national variation by presenting the means of the dependent variable and selected 

independent variables.  From this table, one can compare and contrast the countries 

 Children 
of Single 
Mothers 
in Poverty 

%Children 
of Single 
Mothers 

Parental 
Leave 
Generosity 
(weeks) 

Daycare 
Spending 

Social 
Expenditure 
(%GDP) 

Australia 35.363 16.777 0 0.466 17.420 
Austria 26.803 11.985 107.5 0.401 26.801 
Belgium 15.496 7.856 16.83 0.178 25.734 
Canada 44.778 14.183 35.714 0.227 17.947 
Denmark 9.405 14.910 47.146 1.777 27.184 
Finland 11.315 11.299 43.229 1.039 26.815 
France 28.487 10.398 24.667 0.812 27.719 
Germany 36.101 11.843 62.363 0.329 25.098 
Greece 29.678 4.465 22 0.123 20.465 
Ireland 41.090 14.608 18 0.368 17.662 
Italy 27.765 5.591 48 0.329 22.551 
Luxembourg 31.531 7.528 29 0.376 21.125 
Netherlands 23.049 8.861 18.25 0.714 23.728 
Norway 17.361 14.338 36.167 0.821 22.498 
Spain 30.326 6.147 15.714 0.286 21.061 
Sweden 9.463 16.390 58.42 1.673 30.763 
Switzerland 16.206 7.688 0 0.260 18.286 
United Kingdom 36.565 19.503 24.25 0.515 20.403 
United States 52.499 21.185 0 0.205 15.425 
Total 28.414 11.798 31.970 0.563 22.467 
Note that theses are means for the years of observations I have in my dataset only; 
they cannot be interpreted as means for the entire period from 1983 to 2010. 
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used in the study.  It is clear that the countries with the most generous welfare states 

also have the lowest percentage of children of single mothers in poverty.  The data for 

Finland, Sweden and Denmark support this statement with both high levels of public 

provision and low levels of poverty among children of single mothers.  Additionally, 

this observation supports the hypothesis that that the more generous the welfare state, 

the lower the level of children of single mothers in poverty.   

3.4. Analytic Technique    

In this research, the nature of the data dictates the estimation methods used.  I 

have compiled a pooled time series data set with an unequal number of observations per 

country, ranging from 4 to 11; country-year is the unit of analysis.  These observations 

include 19 countries (N=19) and 26 time points (T=26), ranging from 1983 to 2010 with a 

total of 126 country-year observations.  Because the Luxembourg Income Study is 

conducted periodically, the observations in the dataset are dictated by the LIS 

availability of values.   

Initially, researchers in this area were satisfied with OLS estimates with Huber-

White corrected standard errors, adjusting for clustering within countries.  However, 

more recently, particularly among economists, fixed effects models have become the 

preferred analytic technique.  These models analyze variation within countries over time, 

accounting for any unobserved country-specific heterogeneity.  Many sociologists (see 
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Brady 2006) have found these methods to be unsatisfactory.  Fixed Effects models 

measure the influence of change over time in the independent variable on the dependent 

variable.   Therefore, due to the focus on within-country change, fixed effects models 

(intentionally) ignore all between country-variation and, as a result, any time-invariant 

measures.  Random effects models have typically been the solution to this problem, but 

the strong assumption that independent variables are independent of the group specific 

effects (in this case, country-specific) is unlikely to be met in most contexts. Yet it can 

provide much more efficient estimates when the assumption is true.  A Hausman test 

can determine the validity of this assumption.   

The data in these analyses fail the Hausman test, indicating the primary 

assumption of random effects models does not apply.  However, fixed effects models do 

not allow for the analysis of some theoretically relevant concerns.  Likewise, the majority 

of comparative work on cross-national poverty is motivated by the great degree of 

variation across countries in their levels of poverty as well as their welfare generosity.  

Analyzing only within country variation does not allow direct observation of these 

differences.  Similarly, policies typically change slowly over time, resulting in 

considerably more variation in social spending between rather than within countries. 

Fixed effects models do not capture this variation, yet the data fail to meet the 

assumptions of random effects models.   
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Considering both the advantages and drawbacks of fixed and random effects 

methods, I utilize a hybrid method bringing together the best aspects of each. This 

hybrid method, elaborated by Paul Allison (2009), allows for both time-variant and 

invariant measures.  Time invariant variables remain untransformed, however, time-

variant variables are transformed into paired variables.  One of the paired variables is a 

country-specific mean, while the other is the deviation from the mean for that country-

year.  The model is then executed with these paired variables and any time-invariant 

measures using a random effects framework, which provides the necessary adjustments 

to the standard errors.  The equation for hybrid effects modeling (taken from Dieleman 

& Templin 2014) is a follows:   

   where    

The time-invariant parameters are represented by , while  captures the fixed effects 

of country-mean, and  captures the errors.   

This equation allows for the estimates of the time-invariant country-means not 

provided by fixed effects models and well as measure of time-variant deviations from 

the mean unbiased by unobserved heterogeneity across countries and identical to those 

produced in fixed effects models.  A major approach to this method given the theoretical 

interest this paper is the ability to capture the effects of both the average level of 
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spending across countries as well as the effect of changes in the amount of spending 

within countries over time.   

3.5. Results 

Because the welfare state variables are highly correlated, particularly daycare, 

parental leave, and the Scruggs index, I estimate each welfare state variable 

individually.  Due to the collinear nature of these variables and the relatively small 

sample size, including more than one of these variables could bias and invalidate the 

results.  A correlation matrix of the political variables can be found in Table 7. 

   

Table 7: Correlation Matrix of Welfare State Variables 

 Social 
Spending 

Public 
Health 
Spending 

Family 
Spending 

Parental 
Leave 

Daycare 
Spending 

Social Spending 1.000     
Public Health Spending 0.530 1.000    
Family Spending 0.562 -0.236 1.000   
Parental Leave 0.562 0.436 -0.077 1.000  
Daycare Spending 0.615 0.380 0.343 0.304 1.000 

 

The results from the hybrid effects models are in Table 8.  Models 1-5 regress the effects 

of individual welfare state variables on poverty among children of single mothers, 

controlling for structural and economic factors.  Models with only the structural factors 

or only the economic factors are available upon request.  Across the models, it is clear 
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that different measures of welfare state policies have different results, often mediating 

the effects of the structural or economic variables.  

Beginning first with the structural variables, there is no significant effect of either 

measure of service employment or part time employment.  Countries with higher female 

labor force participation on average are associated with lower levels of poverty for 

children of single mothers at a statistically significant level, but there is no evidence that 

a change in female labor force participation is related to poverty among this group.  The 

same holds for the size of the youth population.  Counter to the hypothesized effect, 

countries with a larger average youth population are associated with less poverty in 

most models, but there is no support for an association between a change in size of the 

youth population and poverty.  Finally, there is a statistically significant association 

between a country’s average percent of children of single mothers.  A higher average 

value is associated with an increase in the percent poor children of single mothers, but, 

again, there is no statistically significant effect of the change in this value within 

countries.  These results provide no evidence to suggest structural changes are 

associated with poverty among children of single mothers.  There is, however, evidence 

that differences in average values are significantly associated with poverty outcomes for 

children of single mothers.  
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Table 8: Hybrid effects models of determinates of poverty among children of single mothers (n=126, j=19) 

Independent Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
Structure & Demography      
Mean Service Employment 0.313 0.220 0.571 0.148 0.259 
∆ Service Employment 0.010 -0.490 -0.225 -0.721 -0.469 

      
Mean Part Time Employment -0.123 0.184 -0.228 -0.041 -0.064 
∆ Part Time Employment -0.091 -0.088 -0.112 -0.108 -0.086 

      
Mean Female Labor Force 
Participation -0.764*** -0.554* -1.060*** -0.966*** -0.465* 
∆ Female Labor Force 
Participation 0.231 0.283 0.348 0.311 0.285 

      
Mean Youth Population -1.945* -3.166*** -1.051 -2.605** -1.061 
∆ Youth Population -0.213 -0.106 -0.130 -0.130 0.014 

      
Mean Children of Single 
Mothers 2.456*** 1.997*** 2.694*** 2.289*** 1.803*** 
∆ Children of Single Mothers -0.218 -0.156 -0.231 -0.160 -0.065 

      
Economic Performance      
Mean Economic Growth 2.456 5.338 -3.268 0.818 0.989 
∆ Economic Growth -0.724 -0.686 -0.971 -0.954 -0.424 
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Mean Productivity 0.000 0.000*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.000 
∆ Productivity -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 
      
Mean Unemployment -0.295 1.649* 0.301 0.232 0.309 
∆ Unemployment -0.439 -0.620 -0.393 -0.554 -0.641 

      
Social Spending      
Mean General Social 
Spending -1.653***     
∆ General Social Spending -0.785     

      
Mean Public Health Spending   -0.389    
∆ Public Health Spending  -0.039    

      
Mean Spending on Families   -3.816**   
∆ Spending on Families   -4.618*   

      
Mean Parental Leave 
Generosity    -0.132  
∆ Parental Leave Generosity    -0.021  

      

Mean Day Care Spending     

-
15.360**
* 

∆ Day Care Spending     -1.491 
      

Period Controls      
Wave 3 4.916 6.675 5.543 7.889 6.577 
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Wave 4 10.903* 13.766** 12.320* 

17.042**
* 

13.298**
* 

Wave 5 9.056 13.824* 12.192 
18.889**
* 14.852** 

Wave 6 8.871 13.789* 11.944 
19.822**
* 16.222* 

Wave 7 9.357 14.735 12.745 21.823* 19.081* 
Wave 8 12.557 17.794 14.822 24.570** 22.517** 
Constant 96.100 38.529 7.4333 54.06207 17.214 
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These analyses lend very little support for proponents of liberal economic theory as it 

relates to poverty among children of single mothers.  Mean Productivity is statistically 

significant in 3 of 5 models and positively signed.  There is, however, no effect of a 

change in productivity.  This indicates that countries with higher productivity are also 

expected to have higher poverty among children of single mothers, but there is no 

indication that a country should expect an increase in poverty for this group if they 

increase their productivity.  Neither economic growth nor unemployment is significant 

in any of the models with the exception of mean unemployment in the model with 

public health spending, possibly due to the lack of mediating effects from more 

influential spending measures. 

The measures of social spending vary in their influence in expected ways.  

Beginning with the overall measures of general social spending, a higher average level 

of social spending is associated with lower rates of poverty among children of single 

mothers, but there is no evidence to support an association between an increase in 

general social spending and poverty among this group.  That is to say, one can expect 

countries with higher levels of social spending to have lower levels of poverty among 

children of single mothers.  However, there is not sufficient evidence to suggest that if a 

country increases its level of social spending it can expect a decrease in poverty for 

children of single mothers.   Model 2 estimates the influence of public health spending 
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along with the structural and economic controls.  Neither the mean level of public health 

spending nor change in public health spending reach statistical significance.  One 

potential explanation for the null effects is the immunity of children of single mothers to 

changes or differences in the level of health spending.  As children of single mothers, 

they are likely to be entitled to public health services irrespective of spending.  For 

example, children of single mothers are equally likely to be benefiting from public health 

services in countries that spend less (e.g. USA) as in countries that spend more (e.g. 

Sweden).  Likewise, these children’s benefits are unlikely to be significantly impacted by 

cuts or increase in public health spending. 

Models 3-5 are focused more closely on specific policies of the new welfare state, 

intended to address new social risks, particularly changing family structures.  Model 3 

includes measures of overall spending on family.  Both mean spending and change in 

spending are statistically significant and negatively signed.  Countries with higher 

average levels of family spending are expected to have lower levels of poverty, with a 

one percentage point difference in average family spending being associated with a 3.8 

percentage point difference in poverty.  Moving to the fixed effects coefficient, change in 

spending on families, there is a strong negative effect.  These within-effects powerfully 

suggest an increase in family spending is associated with a decrease in poverty for 
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children of single mothers.  For every 1% more a country spends on family, the poverty 

rate for this group is expected to drop 4.6 percentage points.   

There does not, however, appear to be any significant effect of parental leave on 

the poverty of children of single mothers.  This finding, however, is not terribly 

surprising. Parental leave generosity is only likely to benefit single mothers who are 

post-partum.  Yet, most single mothers need extended assistance, including help 

accessing employment.  Neither this measure nor public health spending address these 

specific needs.   

Finally, Model 5 estimates the effects of daycare spending in addition to the 

structural and economic controls.  The mean level of spending is statistically significant 

and positively signed, but the effects of a change spending are not.  Hence, countries 

with higher average daycare spending are expected to have lower levels of poverty, but 

there is insufficient evidence to claim that increasing daycare spending reduces poverty 

for children of single mothers.  This could be due to the lack of variation within 

countries in the level of social spending, making effects difficult to detect.  The null 

effect could also be a true null.  Instead, changes in daycare spending may not be 

influential, but instead the level of spending is the more influential factor.  It is 

important to note, however, that the null findings should be interpreted just as such. 
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Due to the occasionally low degree of within-country variation null findings reflect a 

lack of evidence, not proof of no effect.   

Overall, the relationship between social spending and poverty among children of 

single mothers is negatively signed.  Countries that have higher average levels of 

spending on general social spending, family spending and daycare spending are 

expected to have lower levels of poverty among children of single mothers.  

Furthermore, the results suggest that countries that increase family spending can expect 

a decrease in poverty among the same demographic.  This hybrid approach allows for 

both between and within estimates. 

3.6 Conclusion 

This research has demonstrated the strength of welfare state generosity tor 

reduce poverty among children of single mothers.  By applying Huber and Stephens 

(2006) research regarding new and old social risks to Brady’s (2006) analysis of structural 

and political factors on poverty levels, I have found several factors which may assist 

population groups affected by new social risks.   

Thus there is some support for the hypothesis that the more single mothers 

employed, the less poverty among their children, as well as the hypothesis that larger 

the youth population, the more likely children of single mothers will be in poverty.  

Secondly, despite the importance of some of the structural factors, the welfare state has 
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an impact on levels of poverty.  Additionally, the welfare state has the ability to 

significantly reduce poverty among children of single mothers. More generous welfare 

states are associated with lower levels of poverty among children of single mothers and 

growth in family spending does the same.  Hence, this study illustrates the limitations of 

structural theory and economic performance and champions the power of welfare 

provisions to decrease poverty, particularly among children of single mothers.   

It is clear that single mothers and their children are more likely to face economic 

hardship.  It does not, however, provide reasonable solutions when the focus is on 

changing the individual.  Instead of encouraging single mothers to get married, work 

more hours, have fewer children, we should instead be focused on how we can use 

social policy as a tool to lift children out of poverty.  The location of change should be 

the welfare state.  Policies can be adapted to better address the new social risks of single 

motherhood, stopping a potential cycle of single motherhood and poverty, and truly 

creating equal opportunity. 
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4. Exploring the Relationship between Religion and 
Welfare Preferences: Protestant Ethic, Substitution 
Effect, and Minority Status 

In their 2007 book, Clem Brooks and Jeff Manza pose the question, why do 

welfare states persist?  Their answer, cleverly located in the subtitle, is public opinion.  

Throughout their book, the authors highlight how preferences shape social policy.  In 

democracies, preferences influence political behavior, which in turn influences social 

policy.  But where do preferences come from?  Previous research has attempted to 

answer this question by considering a number of factors, but many questions remain.  

Understanding what shapes preferences can help explain the development and 

evolution of welfare states, making this an important question for those concerned about 

redistribution and economic inequality.   

Previous research has emphasized the influence of income and risk.  Those who 

are most at-risk are most likely to support social polices.  Typically, these approaches 

have only considered the current economic situation, and less so the possibility of lower 

incomes in the future.  Some have taken a sociotropic approach, which takes into 

account the economic performance of the society as a whole, not merely their own 

position (Kiewiet 1983).  Others have considered various demographic factors, such as 

labor market status and gender (Iversen & Rosenbluth 2006).  Finally, some have 
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considered the very structure of the distribution and redistribution systems themselves 

(Beramendi & Rehm 2011; Skocpol 1991; Wilson 1996).   

This study seeks to test these claims by conducting cross-national analyses of 

social policy preferences. Specifically I evaluate the influence of religion conceptualized 

a number of ways.  Using the International Social Survey Program (ISSP) data for 26 

affluent democracies in 2006, I estimate multi-level logistic regressions of the odds of 

support for social policy.  Pooling data from both the 2006 and the prior 1996 wave, I 

estimate two-way fixed effects logit models of the odds of support for social policy using 

data from 14 countries.  I control for a number of individual-level characteristics while 

considering several measures of religion both at the individual and national level.   

4.1 Theoretical Background 

The question of what determines social policy has intrigued scholars of 

redistributive politics for decades.  Comparative political scientists have offered many 

explanations for what shapes the welfare state and redistribution, but the focused has 

tended to be on institutional factors (see Beramendi and Rehm 2011 for a discussion).  

While some may question how and if public opinion influences the welfare state and 

redistribution (Wilensky 2002), recent work has highlighted the importance of public 

support (Burstein 2010; Newman and Jacobs 2010).  Public support reflects the 

preferences of beneficiaries of the welfare state and programs (Svallfors 2007).  
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Therefore, public support not only influences voting but also constrains policy makers 

and sets normative expectations (Brady 2009; Brooks and Manza 2007).  If one is 

interested in what shapes welfare state outcomes, preferences should be evaluated, not 

just institutional factors.  However, there is little consensus on what shapes preferences.   

One approach taken in the literature has been to focus on individual-level 

characteristics that affect preferences.  Self-interest is viewed as the primary motive 

influencing attitudes.  Individuals are expected to assess their level of economic risk, 

with those most at-risk preferring stronger social policy while those less at-risk likely to 

prefer less social policy.  Risk is typically measured through income.  Those with higher 

incomes face a lower risk of poverty or economic hardship.  If preferences are based on 

self-interest, one would not expect an individual with a high income to be in favor of 

redistribution, as income is typically redistributed from rich to poor.  Furthermore, if a 

high income means a low level of risk, a wealthy individual would be unlikely to expect 

to receive benefits and would hence be opposed to redistribution since he has no 

expected returns.  Therefore, it is expected that those with lower levels of risk (higher 

incomes) will have lower levels of support for redistribution.  

Such models, however, are overly simplistic and fail to take into account deep-

seeded beliefs or group identities.  Instead of voting according to their self-interest, 

individuals vote based on their identity, be it class, ethnicity or religion (Shayo 2009).  
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Religion has been shown in previous research to be an important identity when it comes 

to voting, even in the increasingly secular West. Religion is defined as “a public and 

collective belief system that structures the relationship of the individual to the divine 

and the supernatural “(Grzymala-Busse 2012:422).  What is it about religion that makes 

it so influential?  Scholars frequently call upon Max Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the 

Spirit of Capitalism (1905/1956) to explain how religious beliefs affects economic attitudes 

and political preferences.   

In The Protestant Ethic, Weber uses the doctrine of individualism dominant in 

many Protestant denominations to explain the rise of the free market in more heavily 

Protestant nations.  Spiritual individualism, that each person must develop their own 

personal relationship with God, and personal responsibility was demonstrated 

economically through hard work, frugality, and independence.  Over time, the 

Protestant work ethic shaped industrialization, producing free market economies in 

countries with larger proportions of Protestants.  With such strong views of self-

responsibility, many modern scholars have considered if and how these individualistic 

religious beliefs translate into individualistic economic views.  Indeed, Protestants have 

been shown to hold views that reflect economic individualism, namely opposition to 

taxation, spending and government involvement in economic activities (Barker and 

Carman 2000).  Numerous other studies have looked specifically at how identifying with 
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a particular religious group (or not) influences attitudes toward government 

redistribution of income.  Differences have been found between Catholics and 

Protestants with Protestants less favorable of government intervention in redistribution 

of income (e.g. Guiso et. al. 2003; Pyle 2007). Likewise, research on Canadian politics 

finds religion to be the second best predictor of party preferences after region with 

Catholics preferring the Liberal Party, Protestants preferring parties of the right, and 

respondents identifying with no religion voting for parties of the left (Walks 2004). 

These finding seem to support the extension of the Protestant Ethic to apply to 

preferences for social spending, and encourage careful examination of the role of 

religious identity in shaping preferences related to the role of government. 

Not all scholars, however, believe religious doctrine to be so influential on 

political preferences.  Instead, religious individuals may see their religious institutions 

as substitutes for the welfare state, protecting against risks typically protected by the 

welfare state such as unemployment or illness.  This alternative source of social 

protection can discourage support for government social protection, particularly if 

benefits are not expected.  Scheve and Stasavage (2006) find social spending preferences 

to be weaker among religious individuals than non-religious individuals.  Other 

researchers have confirmed these findings as well (e.g. Jaime-Castillo et. al. 2016).  

Rather than rely on and fund the welfare state, religious individuals turn to, or 
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anticipate turning to, their religious communities when in need.  It follows then that 

Catholics and Protestants should have lower levels of support for redistribution than 

those not identifying with a religious group (Stegmuller, et al 2012; Guiso et. al. 2006).  

In fact, these scholars argue there are greater differences between the religious and non-

religious than between religions or inter-religion denominations.  Both the doctrine of 

individualism and the substitution effect should lower support for government 

involvement in redistribution and social provision among Protestants, while the effect is 

mixed for Catholics who encourage social justice yet also provide extensive services for 

its members.  Likewise, the substitution effect is expected to promote the support of 

government redistribution, net of other factors, among those with no religion.   

In addition to religious identity, religious attendance has been shown to be an 

influential factor on attitudes toward redistribution.  Religious attendance not only 

serves as a proxy for religious observance and activity, but also as a concrete measure of 

active group membership.    In the US, more devout individuals are expected to be more 

right leaning (Kaufmann 2004; Layman 1997).  This finding can also be extended cross-

nationally.  De La O and Rodden (2008) argue the religious poor vote counter to their 

own self-interest, finding a strong relationship between church attendance and voting 

against the left among the lowest income group.  Similarly, variation in intensity of 

beliefs is an important determinant of attitudes toward the government, redistribution 
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and market freedom (Guiso et. al. 2003).  While not bulletproof, it would follow that 

those with more intense beliefs attend services more frequently.  Previous research finds 

a decrease in support for redistribution with an increase in church attendance, however 

the effect found is only important for Continental Europe, not Scandinavia (Finseraas 

2009).  This encourages investigation of alternative hypotheses or country-level effects. 

Going to services can strongly influence preferences beyond personal 

convictions, reinforcing doctrinal decrees, increasing solidarity among church members, 

and serving as an area for political discussion.  Politics in religion is nothing new as 

“[t]he theological climate in [Protestant] churches is found to contribute strongly to the 

members’ political conservatism over and above the personal commitment of 

respondents…” (Wald et. al. 1988:531).  In this way, the church becomes more than a 

sum of its parts, influencing preferences far beyond self-identification net of attendance.  

Therefore, it is no surprise that scholars of social policy preferences tend to include a 

measure to control for religious attendance regardless of their specific focus (e.g. Iversen 

and Rosenbluth 2006; Kitchelt and Rehm 2006).  It is not clear, however, whether there is 

an additive or linear effect of church attendance.  For the reasons above, greater church 

attendance is likely to decrease support for government redistribution, but greater 

church attendance could have the opposite effect.  Instead of fostering a conservative 

ideology, greater exposure to religious teaching and text can lead to greater pro-social 
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attitudes of equality, service to the poor, and social justice, encouraging support for a 

larger welfare state and more government redistribution.  Therefore, a curvilinear effect 

is possible with those with the highest level of church attendance having less 

conservative views than those attending services only occasionally.  But following the 

substitution effect argument, those who attend services most frequently should be least 

in need of protection by the welfare state and, hence, less likely to support government 

redistribution.   

Alternatively, religious individuals may feel more generous toward individuals 

of the same faith.  After all, religion is one of the major dimensions of ethnic cleavages.  

Religion makes transnational claims and covers huge populations, it is unusually 

demanding of its members, and there are high stakes of leaving or changing such as loss 

of family ties or fear for one’s immortal soul (Grzymala-Busse 2012).  These connections 

between members create community and solidarity.  Consequently, being a member of a 

country’s largest religious group may encourage more favorable attitudes towards 

government redistribution.  Such an approach would treat the welfare state as an 

extension of social protections in the church, and the assumption would be that taxes 

collected will be used to benefit primarily members of one’s own religious community.   

Yet, the opposite is also possible.  Instead, members of minority religions may 

prefer greater social spending or redistribution, feeling greater economic risk due to 
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their minority status, or greater need for support from the welfare state due to limited 

religious resources.  Surprisingly little has been done to investigate this possible effect, 

though there is cross-national evidence that members of the majority religion are less 

tolerant toward others and the government (Guiso et. al. 2003), encouraging 

expectations of lower preferences for redistribution among members of the majority 

religion.  The findings are especially important as Western societies grow increasingly 

religiously diverse making the effect of being a religious majority- or minority-member 

on preferences for redistribution are increasingly salient.   

Not only are preferences likely to be affected by membership in the main 

religious group in a country, the size of the majority religion is also likely to influence 

preferences.  First, if the majority religion has a large majority, there is likely little 

confusion as to which religious group is likely to gain the most absolutely from social 

provisions and redistribution.  Similarly, the size of the main religious group is also a 

useful measure of the strength and power of this group as a voting bloc and provides an 

easily interpretable measure of religious homogeneity.  More sophisticated measures of 

religious fractionalization are available, but dated using data from the 1980s (e.g. Annett 

2001; Alesina et. al. 2002).  A lower value on this measure is a simple representation of 

religious heterogeneity.  High levels of religious heterogeneity or fractionalization can 

lead to unstable political conditions, with multiple groups vying for control of political 
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power and resources.  Moreover, a higher degree of religious heterogeneity makes it less 

likely voters can be sure they or their religious community will benefit as fully as if there 

were greater homogeneity.  Greater religious fractionalization has been shown to 

decrease support for social spending and redistribution (Finseraas 2009) and may have 

stronger effects across the board than measures that focus more specifically on the 

religious identity or practices of the individual.            

Overall, the literature has highlighted the role of religion in predicting 

preferences for social spending and government redistribution.  However, the results 

have been largely mixed with effects that are difficult to unpack.  Furthermore, detailed 

longitudinal examinations of this relationship have usually been confined to single 

country studies.  However, with growing numbers of migrants from the Global South 

increasing secularization among Western citizens and a simultaneous growth of 

evangelical Christians understanding how religious beliefs, identities, practices and 

population composition influence preferences for social policy can help social scientists 

and politicians prepare for challenges to redistribution associated with these continued 

demographic changes.   

4.2   Methods 

The analyses to follow rely on data from the International Social Survey Program 

(ISSP), a collection of standardized nationally representative national surveys from a 
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number of countries.  I use the most recent role of government module, collected in 2006, 

as well as data from the previous role of government survey taken in 1996.  The first set 

of analyses focus exclusively on the 2006 data.  The sample includes all countries with 

valid data on religion and welfare state dimensions.  Analyzing a broad array of 

countries allows for closer examination of how the relationship between religion and 

preferences for social spending vary across a range of social, religious and institutional 

contexts.  This sample includes more than 27,000 individuals across 27 countries after 

listwise deletion.  The second set of analyses utilizes a two-wave dataset, which pools 

data from both the 1996 and 2006 role of government modules.  All countries in the 2006 

dataset who fielded the 1996 dataset with valid responses for religion and the dependent 

variable are included, resulting in a 14-country sample with nearly 27,000 individuals.  

Several countries did not participate in the 1996 wave or did not ask respondents’ 

religion.  

4.2.1 Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable Income is based on the question, “On the whole, do you 

think it should or should not be the government’s responsibility to reduce income 

differences between rich and poor?”  Response categories are ordinal and possible 

answers are should be, probably should be, probably should not be, and definitely should not be.  

These categories are collapsed into binary measures of should be (1) and should not be 
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(0).  This is a general measure of the preferences for redistribution across classes.  About 

76% supported this item in the broader 2006 sample, and 72% supported it in the two-

wave sample.  Questions asking about the role of government in redistribution are 

preferable to questions asking about spending, such as those used by previous scholars 

(e.g. Scheve & Stasavage 2006).  Questions about spending are very responsive to the 

current level of spending, making them temporally and geographically specific, and as a 

result difficult to compare cross-nationally.  Similarly, previous research, particularly in 

the U.S., has focused on the relationship between religion and party identity not more 

specific views on government (e.g. Kaufmann 2002).  While such analyses do find 

religious individuals are more likely to support the right, they are unable to determine 

the motivation, conflating views on social issues such as abortion or gay marriage and 

economic issues such as government redistribution.  By asking specifically about 

redistribution my dependent variable does not suffer from possible conflation with 

views on social issues. 

4.2.2 Independent Variables 

The main independent variables are measures of religion.  The challenges of 

creating a cross-nationally standardized measure of religious identity are daunting.  

While more nuanced and detailed measures are desirable, for comparability, I measure 

religious identity through a series of indicator variables representing major religious 
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traditions.  These include: Catholic, Protestant, Other, None. This follows other research in 

this area (e.g. van Oorschot 2006) allowing for greater comparability with previous 

findings. While there is growing interest in the Other group, cell sizes grow too small to 

allow for confident analyses of individuals of the Jewish and Muslim faiths, for example.  

Furthermore, scholars such as Brian Steensland and colleagues (2000) argue in their 

work on religion in the United States, further divisions of Protestant are necessary.  They 

find compelling differences between Mainline, Evangelical, and Black Protestants.  The 

divisions between the first two groups may be important in Europe as well; however, in 

several majority Catholic countries, there are too few Protestants to warrant further 

division.  Likewise, eliminating these more homogenous countries from my sample is 

equally undesirable with generalizability as a goal.     

I do, however, use a more detailed coding of religion to measure whether the 

respondent is a member of the most popular religion (or religious denomination) 

majority_religion.  Creating a binary indicator (0=no; 1=yes) allows for larger cells sizes 

even when there are a greater number of religious groups.  While several coding 

schemes were considered, I ultimately adapt the recoding of major religious groups in 

the ISSP to reflect the divisions among Protestants promoted by Steensland et. al. 2000.  I 

take Steensland and colleagues’ categorizations a bit further by including a separate 

category for Christian denominations that do not clearly fit within the 
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mainline/evangelical protestant dichotomy including Latter-Day Saints, Seventh Day 

Adventists, and Jehovah’s Witnesses.1  Using this more detailed religious categorization, 

I calculate the modal religion for each country-year.  This variable is then used to 

determine whether the individual is a member of the modal religious group.  Going 

beyond religious identity, I also consider a measure of religious intensity, service 

attendance, using a set of indicator variables low attendance (“less than once a year” or 

“about once or twice a year”) and high attendance (“several times a year” or more) with 

no attendance as the reference.   Finally, percent_majority is a country-level measure of 

the percent of the population in the most popular (modal) religious group using the 

same religious divisions as majority_religion.     

4.2.3 Control Variables 

The individual-level independent variables represent factors found by previous 

research to affect welfare attitudes and characteristics that may influence an individual’s 

perceived level of risk.  Age and age-squared are measured in years.  Martial status is 

measured with a series of binary indicators: divorced, widow, never married 

(reference=married).  To measure educational attainment I include indicator variables 

for less than secondary education (low education) and university education or higher 

                                                      

1 The coding of religious groups used the calculate majority_religion is as follows: 1=None, 
2=Catholic, 3=Mainline Protestant, 4=Evangelical Protestant, 5=Other Christian (e.g. LDS, 
Jehovah’s Witnesses), 6=Jewish, 7=Muslim, 8=Hindu/Buddhist, 9=other,  
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(high education) with a secondary degree or college as the reference group.  The binary 

variables part-time, unemployed, not in the labor force, self-employed, and public employment 

measure labor force status (reference=private, full-time employed).   Finally, relative 

income is calculated using country specific z-scores to facilitate cross-national 

comparability.  With the 2006 sample I include several additional control variables 

unavailable in the 1996 sample.  These include measures of household composition.  

Household size is measured continuously while children in household is a binary indicator 

(1=any children in household).  Finally, I include measures of population density rural 

and suburb with urban acting as the reference.   

I also include several country-level controls.  Former Socialist is a binary indicator 

for countries that were part of the USSR or a satellite state.  I also include measures of 

various welfare state dimensions demonstrated to affect attitudes toward government 

redistribution (Brady and Bostic 2015): transfer share, targeting, and universalism.  These 

measures are calculated using the Luxembourg Income Study, a cross-nationally 

harmonized database of income microdata, including information on taxes paid and 

transfers received.  These were all calculated using the 1996 and 2006 data.  If data were 

unavailable for these years, data from the closest year was used.  Typically, there is no 

more than 3 years difference.  Transfer share is the mean of transfers as a percent of 

disposable household income.  The Kakwani concentration coefficient of transfers across 
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the pre-transfer, family-size adjusted distribution of household income is targeting.  This 

is the same measure used by Brady and Bostic (2015), who adopted the measure from 

Korpi and Palme (1998).  Targeting ranges from -1 to +1, with +1 indicating the most 

extreme case of targeting, in which the poorest person receives all transfers.   

Universalism measures the uniformity of transfer allocation across society.  It is 

calculated as 1 over the coefficient of variation of the absolute amount of transfers.   

These measures offer several advantages including the non-mutually exclusive 

nature of these welfare state dimensions.  Targeting and universalism, for example, are 

not opposite ends of the same spectrum but distinct measures.  Moreover, unlike 

measures of welfare regimes, welfare dimensions change over time, allowing for a more 

careful statistical analysis and accounts for the reality that welfare states do change.  

Finally, these measures offer advantages over traditional measures such as social 

expenditure, which is very responsive to immediate needs.  Therefore a rise in social 

expenditure may represent a growth in the welfare state as an institution or it could 

simply be a product of greater need. For example, greater spending on unemployment 

benefits is likely to be necessary during a massive recession.  Instead, these welfare 

dimensions provide a more holistic description of the intricacies of the welfare state.    
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4.2.4 Analytic Technique 

Due to the clustering of individuals within countries as well as the inclusion of 

country-level variables, a standard logistic regression is inappropriate due to the 

violation of the assumption of independent errors.  Therefore, with the single cross-

section of 2006 ISSP data I utilize multi-level logistic regression models.  These models 

estimate the likelihood the respondent supports government redistribution based on a 

set of both individual- and country-level variables.  I estimate a random-intercept model 

that can be expressed as two equations.  First, the log odds of support ( ) 

for the ith individual in the jth country is represented by eta  and is a function of 

country intercepts , and a set of fixed individual-level characteristics  : 

 

Second, each country intercept ( ) is estimated as a function of a general 

intercept ( ) and a set of country-level variables ( ) and an error term ( ): 

 

With the relatively low number of countries and no theoretical need to estimate 

random slopes, only random intercepts are estimated.  Another result of the limited 

number of countries is the need to keep the models parsimonious at level 2.  Therefore, 

the number of variables entered at the country level is kept to a minimum.   
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With the two-wave sample, I employ two-way fixed effects models.  These 

logistic regressions include controls for year and each of the 14 countries.  These models 

control for any nonindependence across country-years allowing for longitudinal 

analyses without concern for unobserved within country bias even without individual-

level panel data.  Country dummies control for any within-country unobserved 

heterogeneity, while a control for the year 2006 accounts for any general, time-specific 

unobserved heterogeneity across countries.  Longitudinal analyses such as these have 

many advantages, particularly their ability to account for unobserved time- and country-

specific heterogeneity, yet only recently have these methods been adopted by 

researchers in this area.  Previously, studies have primarily relied on repeated cross-

sections within a single country or a single-cross section nationally.   

Together, these two methods serve as compliments.  The multilevel model 

models provide a comprehensive descriptive picture while taking into account 

clustering within countries, while the two-way fixed effects models are able to control 

for within-country and time-specific unobserved heterogeneity.     

4.3 Results 

4.3.1 Descriptive Patterns for 2006 

Before discussing the models, I first consider general descriptive patterns in the 

data.  Descriptive statistics for the independent variables are listed in Table 9.  Overall, 
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the sample is a majority Christian with around 18% of the respondents coming from 

former Socialist countries.  A sizable majority of the sample is a member of their 

country’s main religious group, and the average person lives in a country that in which 

just over 60% of the residents are member of the country’s most popular religious group.  

Almost half of the sample attends religious services rarely (less than once a year to twice 

a year) and more than 70% attend services at least that often or more.  Likewise, the 

sample is overwhelmingly in support of the role of the government in redistribution of 

income with more than 75% in support; however, there is considerable variation in this 

support.   

Table 9: Descriptive statistics for 26 affluent democracies in 2006 and 14 
affluent democracies in 1996 and 2006 

 2006 (n=28,174) 1996/2006 (n=27,801) 
 Mean SD Mean SD 
Income 0.756 0.429 0.720 0.449 
Catholic 0.387 0.487 0.438 0.496 
Protestant 0.250 0.433 0.292 0.455 
Other 0.143 0.350 0.044 0.205 
Low Attendance 0.478 0.500 0.488 0.500 
High Attendance 0.245 0.430 0.213 0.410 
Majority Religion 0.608 0.448 0.592 0.492 
Age 46.567 17.080 46.631 16.566 
Age Squared 2460.246 1700.01 2448.908 1643.121 
Female 0.532 0.499 0.525 0.499 
Never Married 0.248 0.432 0.207 0.401 
Divorced 0.090 0.286 0.102 0.482 
Widowed 0.085 0.279 0.086 0.281 
Household Size 3.129 1.767   
Children in HH 0.413 0.492   
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Rural 0.291 0.454   
Suburb/Town 0.376 0.484   
Low Education 0.432 0.495 0.456 0.459 
High Education 0.167 0.372 0.155 0.362 
Part-Time 0.118 0.322 0.102 0.302 
Unemployed 0.070 0.255 0.046 0.210 
Not in Labor Force 0.351 0.477 0.367 0.482 
Self-Employed 0.132 0.338 0.086 0.281 
Public Employment 0.251 0.433 0.301 0.459 
Relative Income 0.006 0.994 0.011 1.005 
Targeting -3.667 0.117 -0.411 0.087 
Transfer Share 29.882 13.031 36.548 12.015 
Universalism 3.040 5.367 1.319 0.325 
Former Soviet 0.177 0.381 0.322 0.467 
Percent Majority 61.645 2.011 59.4 2.06 
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Figure 4: Average Support for Government Redistribution of Income by Major 
Religious Group Identification in 2006 with Overall Mean in Red. 

Support for the role of government in the redistribution of income from rich to 

poor exhibits variation between individuals identifying with different major religious 

groups.  These differences are displayed in Figure 4. 

All of the proportions are significantly different from the sample mean, but given 

the large sample size statistical significance this is not surprising.  There are, however, 

substantive differences among the groups that are readily apparent.   Among the groups 

less likely than the average to support government redistribution of income from the 
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rich to the poor are Protestants and those who claim no religion, None.  On the other 

hand, Catholics and those in the Other category are more likely than the sample average 

to support redistribution.  These descriptive results reflect some findings of previous 

research; yet fail to consider alternative explanations. 

4.3.2 Multi-Level Logit Models for 2006 

Table 10 presents the results from multi-level logit models on preferences for 

redistribution.  The effects of the individual-level controls are consistent across models, 

and the significance of these variables is not affected by the inclusion of any additional 

variables with the exception of age, whose significant effect drops out once religious 

attendance is included in the model  

Table 10: Odds ratios from multi-level models of the effects of religions and 
individual- and country-level controls on welfare preferences in 26 affluent 

democracies in 2006 

 Model Model Model Model Model 
Independent Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
           
Catholic 0.976 1.009 1.029 1.032 1.032 

 (-0.541) (0.171) (0.539) (0.605) (0.596) 
Protestant 0.896* 0.913 0.926 0.930 0.930 
 (-2.493) (-1.830) (-1.521) (-1.443) (-1.437) 
Other 1.042 1.054 1.038 1.036 1.035 
 (0.711) (0.864) (0.610) (0.578) (0.563) 
Age 1.013* 1.010 1.009 1.010 1.010 
 (2.266) (1.680) (1.628) (1.643) (1.647) 
Age Squared 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 
 (-1.266) (-0.752) (-0.683) (-0.694) (-0.699) 
Female 1.188*** 1.178*** 1.178*** 1.177*** 1.177*** 
 (5.605) (5.248) (5.223) (5.211) (5.210) 
Never Married 1.130** 1.127** 1.123** 1.123** 1.123** 
 (2.788) (2.668) (2.578) (2.583) (2.588) 
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Divorced 1.098 1.095 1.099 1.097 1.098 
 (1.749) (1.677) (1.728) (1.696) (1.705) 
Widowed 0.978 0.975 0.970 0.966 0.966 
 (-0.323) (-0.363) (-0.431) (-0.495) (-0.490) 
Household Size 1.060*** 1.060*** 1.060*** 1.060*** 1.060*** 
 (4.559) (4.500) (4.494) (4.456) (4.454) 
Kids in Household 0.917* 0.915* 0.913* 0.913* 0.913* 
 (-2.097) (-2.119) (-2.164) (-2.160) (-2.159) 
Rural 1.072 1.074 1.074 1.077 1.075 
 (1.681) (1.692) (1.692) (1.749) (1.714) 
Suburb/Town 1.112** 1.110** 1.109** 1.110** 1.108** 
 (2.878) (2.798) (2.765) (2.793) (2.750) 
Low Education 1.437*** 1.452*** 1.452*** 1.454*** 1.457*** 
 (9.751) (9.849) (9.832) (9.872) (9.917) 
High Education 0.858*** 0.847*** 0.847*** 0.848*** 0.847*** 
 (-3.820) (-4.063) (-4.065) (-4.039) (-4.049) 
Part Time 1.119* 1.123* 1.126* 1.128* 1.129* 
 (2.343) (2.372) (2.432) (2.467) (2.480) 
Unemployed 1.113 1.120 1.121 1.120 1.123 
 (1.520) (1.557) (1.572) (1.552) (1.593) 
Not in Labor Force 1.065 1.049 1.050 1.050 1.051 
 (1.550) (1.153) (1.192) (1.191) (1.199) 
Self Employed 0.750*** 0.751*** 0.751*** 0.751*** 0.751*** 
 (-6.464) (-6.352) (-6.331) (-6.330) (-6.335) 
Public Employment 1.321*** 1.318*** 1.323*** 1.322*** 1.322*** 
 (7.417) (7.257) (7.336) (7.333) (7.325) 
Standardized Income 0.784*** 0.785*** 0.784*** 0.784*** 0.785*** 
 (-15.559) (-15.237) (-15.242) (-15.233) (-15.211) 
Low Attendance  0.920* 0.918* 0.918* 0.917* 
  (-2.077) (-2.129) (-2.148) (-2.165) 
High Attendance  1.038 1.029 1.028 1.029 
  (0.718) (0.557) (0.532) (0.550) 
Majority Religion   0.930* 0.929* 0.926* 
   (-2.117) (-2.144) (-2.246) 
Transfer Share    0.993 0.987 
    (-0.625) (-1.226) 
Targeting    0.064* 0.117* 
    (-2.498) (-2.002) 
Universalism    0.965 0.956 
    (-1.305) (-1.716) 
Former Socialist    1.547 1.426 
    (1.703) (1.462) 
Percent Majority Religion     1.010* 
     (1.967) 
Constant 1.352 1.487* 1.550* 5.628*** 3.104* 
 (1.577) (2.058) (2.254) (3.489) (2.044) 
Constant 0.369*** 0.360*** 0.364*** 0.226*** 0.195*** 
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 (-3.481) (-3.565) (-3.519) (-5.100) (-5.562) 
      
Observations 28,174 28,174 28,174 28,174 28,174 
Number of Countries 26 26 26 26 26 
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05     t-statistics in parentheses 

 
Model 1 includes all of the individual-level controls and the measures of religious 

identity.  The estimates for religious identity are in reference to the group None.  With 

the individual-level controls, the only statistically significant religious identity in Model 

1 is Protestant.  The odds of supporting government redistribution are nearly a factorof 

1.12 lower than for the Nones, all else equal. In Model 2, I add measures for religious 

attendance.  Those with low religious attendance are less likely to favor government 

redistribution with odds nearly a factor of 1.9 lower than those with no attendance at a 

statistically significant level.  The effects for high religious attendance are not significant.  

Also of note is that the previously significant effect of identifying as Protestant is 

reduced to insignificance.  Model 3 adds the variable Majority Religion.   The effect is 

statistically significant, decreasing the odds of support for government redistribution by 

a factor of 1.75 relative to those who are not a member of the majority religion, all else 

equal.  All religious identities remain insignificant, and low attendance remains 

significant.    

The last two models introduce country-level variables.  Model 4 includes the 

welfare state variables.  The only of these variables to reach statistical significance is the 

measure of targeting, which is associated with reduced support for government 
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redistribution.  These findings are similar to those found in previous studies.  All 

variables significant in Model 3 are also significant in Model 4.  Model 5 adds a measure 

of religious homogeneity, percent majority religion.  The higher the percent majority, the 

more likely one will support the role of government in redistribution.  All variables 

significant in the previous model remain significant here. 

4.3.3 Two-Way Fixed Effects Models for 1996 and 2006 

The second set of analyses pools data from two years of the ISSP.  Following the 

same series of models, Table 11 lists the results from the two-way fixed effects logit 

models.  Country fixed-effects are included but not shown in the tables.   

Table 11: Two-way fixed effects logistic regression on welfare preference 
across 14 countries in 1996 and 2006 

 Model Model Model Model Model 
Independent Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
            
Catholic 1.007 0.999 0.969 0.980 0.979 
 (0.167) (-0.015) (-0.624) (-0.406) (-0.413) 
Protestant 0.883** 0.890* 0.870** 0.877** 0.877** 
 (-2.933) (-2.435) (-2.838) (-2.676) (-2.679) 
Other 1.002 0.984 0.998 1.012 1.012 
 (0.026) (-0.210) (-0.031) (0.152) (0.153) 
Age 1.019** 1.017** 1.016** 1.016** 1.016** 
 (3.237) (2.813) (2.727) (2.699) (2.693) 
Age Squared 1.000* 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 
 (-2.051) (-1.764) (-1.678) (-1.654) (-1.649) 
Female 1.246*** 1.244*** 1.243*** 1.244*** 1.244*** 
 (7.327) (7.063) (7.030) (7.047) (7.045) 
Never Married 1.079 1.084 1.081 1.080 1.080 
 (1.824) (1.867) (1.794) (1.778) (1.776) 
Divorced 0.933 0.937 0.940 0.944 0.944 
 (-1.416) (-1.283) (-1.219) (-1.137) (-1.134) 
Widowed 0.905 0.903 0.903 0.903 0.903 
 (-1.523) (-1.533) (-1.532) (-1.523) (-1.522) 
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Low Education 1.653*** 1.705*** 1.702*** 1.709*** 1.708*** 
 (14.457) (14.823) (14.756) (14.655) (14.636) 
High Education 0.820*** 0.815*** 0.812*** 0.809*** 0.809*** 
 (-4.923) (-4.948) (-5.014) (-5.082) (-5.084) 
Part Time 1.119* 1.104* 1.109* 1.111* 1.111* 
 (2.293) (1.967) (2.058) (2.084) (2.084) 
Unemployed 1.324*** 1.351*** 1.355*** 1.359*** 1.358*** 
 (3.592) (3.705) (3.736) (3.767) (3.765) 
Not in Labor Force 1.059 1.045 1.048 1.049 1.049 
 (1.418) (1.071) (1.120) (1.147) (1.145) 
Self Employed 0.677*** 0.689*** 0.691*** 0.694*** 0.694*** 
 (-8.015) (-7.502) (-7.431) (-7.337) (-7.334) 
Public Employment 1.327*** 1.348*** 1.351*** 1.358*** 1.358*** 
 (7.964) (8.154) (8.212) (8.322) (8.322) 
Standardized Income 0.694*** 0.697*** 0.697*** 0.697*** 0.697*** 
 (-23.396) (-22.518) (-22.477) (-22.368) (-22.368) 
2006 1.193*** 1.167*** 1.167*** 1.198*** 1.197*** 
 (6.025) (5.055) (5.051) (5.663) (5.625) 
Low Attendance  0.916* 0.915* 0.912* 0.912* 
  (-2.327) (-2.333) (-2.432) (-2.437) 
High Attendance  0.981 0.988 0.984 0.984 
  (-0.372) (-0.230) (-0.313) (-0.316) 
Majority Religion   1.071* 1.072* 1.072* 
   (1.969) (2.007) (2.007) 
Transfer Share    1.001 1.000 
    (0.162) (0.114) 
Targeting    1.977 1.934 
    (1.044) (0.991) 
Universalism    1.715 1.716 
    (1.948) (1.949) 
Percent Majority Religion     0.999 
     (-0.175) 
Constant 0.482*** 0.538*** 0.540*** 0.143** 0.148** 
 (-4.983) (-4.074) (-4.043) (-3.231) (-2.990) 
      
Observations 27,801 27,801 27,801 27,801 27,801 
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05; z-statistics in parentheses 

 

Model 1 includes all of the individual-level controls as well as a series of indicator 

variables for religious identity.  Once again, identifying as Protestant produces a 

statistically significant, negative result.  The odds of supporting government 
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redistribution of income are about a factor of 1.13 lower for Protestants than for those 

identifying with no religious group.  Model 2 adds measures of church attendance.  

Once again, low attendance is the only statistically significant measure of attendance.  

Attending church less than once a year to twice a year decreases the odds of supporting 

government redistribution of income by a factor of 1.09 relative to those who never 

attend church services, all else equal.  The effects of identifying as Protestant remain 

significant.  In Model 3 an indicator for being a member of the country’s main religious 

group is added along with all of the variables in previous models.  In contrast to the 

multi-level results presented in Table 10, being a member of the majority religion 

actually increases the odds a respondent supports government redistribution at a 

statistically significant level.  Being a member of the majority religion increases the odds 

of support by a factor of 1.07. Model 4 adds measures of the welfare state, none of which 

are statistically significant.  Finally, I include a measure of religious homogeneity in 

Model 5.  There is no statistically significant effect of the percent of the population part 

of the majority religion.   

Many of the estimates produced by the two-way fixed effects models are very 

similar to the multi-level estimates.   However, there are some important differences.  

Unlike the multi-level models, once general time and country-specific effects are 

controlled, none of the country-level variables have a statistically significant effect.  This 
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suggests that the effects captured in the multi-level models may not actually reflect the 

influence of welfare dimensions, but instead some other correlated measure.  Also 

noteworthy is the persistent statistical significance of identifying as Protestant.  As 

opposed to the multi-level models, the effects of identifying as Protestant never drop 

below the level of significance throughout each addition of independent variables.  

Moreover, the magnitude of the effects of identifying as Protestant is greater than any 

other variable of interest.   

4.4 Conclusion 

In what is often deemed a secular world, the influence of religion on the 

economics and politics of the West is rather striking.  Religion continues to be a 

dominant identity when it comes to preferences for redistribution.  The findings here 

support two major theories in this area.  First, those connecting Weber’s Protestant Ethic 

and the Spirit of Capitalism with fiscal conservatives and lower preferences for 

redistribution are supported with a fairly strong and consistent effect of identifying as 

Protestant.  Second, the analyses also support claims by Scheve and Stasavage (2006) of a 

replacement effect.  Those who attend services have lower levels of support for 

redistribution net of personal characteristics and religious identity, supporting a general 

effect.  There is also less strong support for theories of religious heterogeneity and 
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majority group membership, though the differences between the models on the latter 

warrants further examination.   

All in all, this chapter set out to examine how various aspects of religion 

influence preferences for government redistribution.  After a review of the literature 

identifying possible explanations, religious identity, service attendance, membership in 

the majority religion, country-level controls for welfare dimensions and the size of the 

majority religion were all examined.  The major influential factors undermining support 

for government redistribution are identifying as Protestant and having low levels of 

church attendance (as opposed to no church attendance).  Furthermore, with growing 

numbers of conservative Protestants, tensions may also increase.  However, future 

research should take a more careful look at differences between mainline and 

evangelical Protestants as well as the rate of change in the religious composition of a 

country.  Similarly, very little attention is given in these analyses to any specific case.  

However, the intra- and inter-group dynamics could vary drastically by country, as 

could religious practices.  Overall, however, the findings encourage a closer look at the 

ways in which religion affect preferences for redistribution, and indications as to where 

the debates on the welfare state may be heading. 
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5. Conclusion 
The goal of the previous studies was to investigate how recent demographic 

changes have influenced the efficacy of and support for the welfare state.   The first two 

studies focus on the ability of the welfare state to protect new social risk groups, 

specifically immigrants and single mothers.  Overall, evidence supports the relationship 

between higher levels of social spending and lower poverty but not all polices are 

equally effective.  Benefits addressing more traditional risks prove less effective than the 

service-oriented spending intended to protect against new social risks.  For immigrants, 

education and retraining spending seem particularly important.  Family spending and 

daycare spending help children of single mothers.  These findings encourage growth in 

these spending areas, especially as the size of the beneficiary populations shows little 

sign of decline. 

The final study looks not at welfare state effectiveness, but instead at support for 

the welfare state.  Specifically, this chapter examines the role of religion in preferences 

for redistribution.  Cross-national consideration of this relationship has been limited, 

and rarely are multiple measures of religion evaluated.  The results from the analyses 

indicate Protestants are less likely to support government redistribution than those 

identifying with no religion, and those attending religious services only occasionally but 
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not frequently are also less likely to support government redistribution when compared 

with those who never attend religious services.  The results lend strong support for 

theories of welfare substitution.  These theories argue religious individuals turn to their 

religious communities for support during times of economic need and, therefore, have 

little need for the welfare state leading to lower support for government redistribution.  

The results support this claim.  

Each of these chapters makes important contributions not just to the literature on 

new social risks and the welfare state, but also in the areas of religion, family and 

marriage, and immigration and migration.  Welfare state scholars should pay more 

attention to these new social risk groups, and scholars of these new and growing 

demographic groups should pay more attention to the welfare state.  Future research 

can build on these studies in a number of ways.  While the focus here is on three 

different segments of the population broadly, each of these groups and dimensions 

warrants further exploration.   For example, immigrants are a diverse group and a more 

detailed examination of migration history can provide valuable insight.  Furthermore, 

digging deeper into the social policy preferences for each of these groups can help 

illuminate some of the sources of variation within groups and across countries.  Not 

only must we dive deeper into various subpopulations, but also more carefully 

investigate the cases.  Admittedly, aggregate measures of social spending only provide 
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limited information.   As a result, subsequent researchers may select a few case studies, 

quantitatively examining individuals within the same country and conducting 

comparative historical investigations of social policy across countries.  Not only can one 

better examine social policy differences between countries with this approach but also 

provide a more detailed look at how the effect of individual characteristics, such as age, 

gender or education, varies across countries or over time.  

Lastly, future research should consider additional measures of inequality and 

social exclusion.  Poverty is but one measure of social position.  Future research should 

expand the focus to include the additional outcomes of education attainment, social 

mobility, employment, morbidity, and occupation.  Poverty is an important measure of 

exclusion and associated with numerous other negative outcomes, but due to its focus 

on the low end of the income distribution it does not capture the full degree of social 

inclusion and participation.  Moreover, various processes are likely to apply to these 

outcomes that do not apply or apply differently to poverty.  Furthermore, it is unclear 

that social policy has the same impact on other measures of inequality and attainment as 

it does on poverty.  

In a political and social environment increasingly oriented toward addressing 

and evaluating new social risk groups, it is important to analyze which factors most 

influence poverty among these groups.  The modal client of the welfare state is no 
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longer the blue-collar male-breadwinner, the welfare state must be revised to include 

protection for new social risks.  If the welfare state is not supporting those who cannot 

support themselves and are not adequately protected by the old welfare state, it is not 

efficient or maximizing its utility.  

This research has demonstrated the profound impact a strong welfare state can 

make on society generally and disadvantaged demographic groups specifically. 

Presented with tough economic times and a growing conservative agenda and voice, the 

outcomes of this study should be considered in policymaking.  The key to effective 

social spending during a time dominated by new, non-traditional social risks is to 

provide assistance accessing the labor market.  Immigrants benefit from training, single 

mothers benefit from care services, both of which may have a better chance of political 

support than traditional cash transfers given the lack of support among the religious 

community for the redistribution of income.  In all, this set of analyses provide a picture 

of the current condition of the welfare state and where it may be headed in the future.   
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