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Abstract

This chapter examines the long-run relationship between public opinion, party politics, and the welfare
state. It argues that when large parties receive a clear signal concerning the median voter’s position on the
welfare state, vote-seeking motivations dominate and the large parties in the party system converge on
the position of the median voter. When the position of the median voter is more difficult to discern,
however, policy-seeking motivations dominate, and party positions diverge. This argument implies that
the effects of government partisanship on welfare state policy are more ambiguous than generally
understood. The countries covered in the chapter are Denmark, France, Germany, Norway and the United
Kingdom (going back to the 1960s). The number of observations is (necessarily) limited, but the diverse
cases illustrate a common electoral dynamic centered around the position of the median voter.
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One of this volume’s main goals is to show how party-political competition in different political systems has
influenced the “transformations” of the welfare state, both in the long term and in present-day Europe.1 In this
chapter, we examine the long-run relationship between public opinion, party politics, and the welfare state. We
begin by developing an argument about how mainstream political parties balance policy-seeking and vote-
seeking motivations in the welfare state domain. We then present empirical evidence on how the main parties
on the left and on the right in five countries have responded to changes in public opinion between the 1960s
and the 2000s.

While Chapter 1and the rest of the volume emphasize the differences between four types of welfare
democracies (Anglo-Saxon, continental, Nordic, and southern), we wish to conceptualize and explore the long-
term political determinants of convergence and divergence across all groups of countries. We do not object to
the general approach of the volume: identifying the distinct ways in which political economies structure party
systems, the dimensionality of political competition, and public policies is a useful strategy. But it is also
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important to consider the common electoral pressures that political parties must respond to. In Chapter 1, the
editors correctly argued that social policies influence political competition by changing the preferences of
pivotal groups of voters. We examine the reverse casual mechanism: the influence of public opinion on the
welfare state. As in the rest of this volume, welfare states are thus understood as simultaneously shaping and
being shaped by political competition.

Since we are interested in examining data that go back to the 1960s, or even earlier, we concentrate exclusively
on the socio-economic dimension of party competition, as opposed to the socio-cultural dimension that many
of the L other chapters in this volume analyze. This is an important limitation of our approach, which we
acknowledge right away.

Our chapter brings together ideas from two literatures: the literature on how the party composition of
governments has influenced the development of welfare state programs and the literature on how public
opinion regarding the welfare state has changed over time.

We start from the assumption that large parties are both policy-seeking and vote-seeking. Like smaller “niche”
parties, large mainstream parties have well-defined ideological goals (which are typically associated with the
interests and preferences of their core voters), but unlike niche parties, large parties also care a great deal about
winning the support of swing voters, rendering them responsive to broad shifts in public opinion. We argue
that when large parties receive a clear signal concerning the median voter’s position on the welfare state, vote-
seeking motivations dominate and the large parties on the left and on the right tend to converge on the
position of the median voter. When the position of the median voter is more difficult to discern, however,
policy-seeking motivations dominate, and party positions diverge (parties on the left become more pro-
welfare, parties on the right less so).

In Section 4.1, we develop our theoretical argument and show how our chapter contributes to the existing
literature on the politics of the welfare state. In the following four sections, we present empirical evidence on
how parties have responded to long-run changes in public opinion in Denmark, France, Germany, Norway, and
the United Kingdom, going back to the 1960s. The number of observations is (necessarily) limited, but the
diversity of cases is nevertheless meant to illustrate what we see as a common electoral dynamic centered
around the position of median voters (a dynamic that is not overdetermined by institutional factors). Our
selection of countries therefore contains at least one representative from each of the welfare democracy types
emphasized in the rest of the volume: Denmark and Norway belong to the Nordic category, the United Kingdom
to the Anglo-Saxon one, Germany belongs to the continental category, and France is at least sometimes seen as
belonging to the southern welfare state regime.”

4.1. Voters, Parties, and the Welfare State

4.1.1. A Long-Term View

We start by presenting some macro-level evidence about political developments in a large sample of countries,
putting the analysis that we conduct in the rest of the chapter in context. This macro-level evidence suggests
that it would be a serious mistake to omit underlying changes in public opinion from analyses of the
relationship between party politics and welfare state reforms.

Because of the difficulty of finding direct measures of public opinion for a large number of countries during the
long period that we are interested in, we first examine the left-right position of the median voter, using a
measure of ideology that has been developed by Kim and Fording (1998, 2003). This measure of ideology is a
summary variable and acts as a proxy, however imperfect, for public support for the welfare state.” The
Comparative Manifesto Project data identifies fifty-four policy areas and reports the percentage of “quasi
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sentences” of election manifestos that fall into each of these areas. The left—right index developed by Laver and
Budge (1992) summarizes twenty-six of these categories and has been employed by numerous authors (e.g.
Budge et al. 2001). While several studies (including Powell 2000) have shown that the standard left-right
scores from the Manifesto Project provide a reasonably good summary of what parties stand for in elections,
and that the left-right dimension is in fact meaningful for voters, it is nevertheless the case that the welfare
state is only one dimension (even if a fundamental one) of this more general ideological measure. We will focus
on more welfare state-specific measures in the more detailed country cases presented later.

Figure 4.1 describes the cross-national annual average of this left—right median voter measure, which ranges
from 0 to 100, where greater numbers L indicate greater support for left-wing policies (the position of the
median voter is only measured in election years, but we assume that voters continue to have the same positions
in the years between elections). For data-availability reasons, we restrict our analysis of median voter positions
to fifteen countries: Australia, Austria, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Luxembourg, the
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the United States.”
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Figure 4.1. Average median-voter position, 1950-2003

Comments: The figure describes the average median-voter position in the left-right dimension, with higher values representing
left-wing preferences, in Australia, Austria, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, New
Zealand, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the United States. The figure is based on an indirect estimate
of left-right ideology that has been developed by Kim and Fording (1998, 2003) on the basis of data from the Comparative
Manifesto Project (Volkens et al. 2015).

Figure 4.1 reveals that the median voter in the fifteen countries included in the analysis moved to the left from
1950 until around 1970. The “Golden Age” of the welfare state was thus characterized by general, and
increasing, support for leftist policies (chief among then, policies associated with the welfare state). The figure
makes equally clear the dramatic move to the right by the median voter from the early 1970s to the end of the
available time series. Although the pattern is not completely smooth, there is convincing evidence in the figure
for a conservative shift in the ideological position of the median voter in the last few decades.’

This pattern has important implications for analyses of the role that political parties play in welfare state
politics. Figure 4.2 describes the relationship L between the percentage of left-wing heads of government and
the average replacement rate in the four main social insurance programs—work accidents, pensions, sickness,
and unemployment—in a sample of eighteen advanced democracies.
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Figure 4.2. Left-wing government and the welfare state

Comments: The figure describes the relationship between the proportion of left-wing heads of government and the average
replacement rate in social insurance programs in Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany,
Ireland, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the United
States.Data sources: Brambor et al. (2013) (heads of government) and Korpi and Palme (2008) (replacement rates).

The evidence in Figure 4.2 suggests that in the 1950s and 1960s, when the welfare state expanded greatly,
parties on the left were historically weak, at least in terms of winning control over governments. The fact that
the welfare state stopped growing around 1980 (even becoming less generous on average in the 1980s and
1990s) also seems unrelated to the aggregate balance of power between left and right in our data—if anything,
the patterns that we observe when it comes to welfare state generosity appear to be more closely related with
the evolution of median voter positions described in Figure 4.1: when public support for leftist policies
increased during the “Golden Age” of capitalism, after World War II, governments appear to have promoted
welfare state generosity regardless of partisanship; when public support decreased, after the “Golden Age,”
there was convergence again, but this time governments limited welfare state generosity regardless of
partisanship.6

We do not mean to suggest that there is a direct causal relationship between underlying changes in public
opinion and the social policy choices of governments. There clearly isn’t. What we infer from the evidence in
Figures 4.1 and 4.2, however, is that we need to understand how political parties respond and adapt to
underlying changes in the policy preferences of voters.

4.1.2. Policy-Seeking, Vote-Seeking, and Social Policy

Scholars of the welfare state have long sought to understand whether political parties “matter” for social policy,
or, in other words, whether governments made up of parties with different ideological orientations tend to
pursue different policies. Many empirical studies have consequently examined the empirical relationship
between the ideological orientations of governments on the one hand and public policy on the other, finding,
in most cases, that left-wing governments (and, to a lesser extent, Christian democratic governments) tend to
adopt more generous social policies than governments made up of conservative and secular-centrist parties
(Huber and Stephens 2001; Korpi and Palme 2003; Allan and Scruggs 2004).

Meanwhile, scholars of electoral behavior and political sociology have made similar efforts to understand the
general public’s views regarding the welfare state, how those views have changed over time, and how they vary
among countries (see, for example, Svallfors 2007, 2012). One of the standard findings in this literature is that
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there are no secular upward- or downward-sloping trends in support for the welfare state: support is normally
found to be L either stable, explaining welfare state persistence (Brooks and Manza 2006), or changing
cyclically over time, as a result of more general ideological trends (Pettersen 1995).

Studies in the first tradition have typically not taken underlying changes in public opinion into account.
Studies in the second tradition have typically not taken the relationship between government partisanship and
public policy into account. By contrast, we wish to examine the relationship between public opinion, party
politics, and social policy jointly.

Our theoretical argument is based on two important insights from the contemporary literature on party
competition: on the one hand, the idea that parties cannot be understood either as strictly policy-seeking or
strictly vote-seeking, the main challenge being to determine when either of these motives dominates the other
(Strgm 1990); on the other hand, the argument that it is essential to examine the reciprocal interaction of
voters and parties (Adams et al. 2005; Erikson et al. 2002).

The simple theoretical expectation that guides our analysis in this chapter is that when voters are either
strongly against or strongly in favor of the expansion of the welfare state, the differences between parties on
the left and parties on the right should be small (both in terms of party positions in elections and in terms of
policy decisions in government). When public opinion is more evenly divided, however—or when public
opinion fluctuates greatly, making the signals that parties receive highly variable—the underlying policy
preferences of parties should matter more. In short, parties balance vote-seeking and policy-seeking
motivations, which means that the relationship between party politics and social policy depends on the
electoral incentives that parties face.

To be more specific, we argue that parties can operate in three different types of electoral environments: (a) an
environment where the median voter is unequivocally opposed to cuts in the welfare state (in favor of
expansion); (b) an environment where the median voter is unequivocally in favor of cuts in the welfare state
(against expansion); and (c) an environment where there is a great deal of uncertainty about the median voter’s
position on the welfare state, either because welfare state attitudes are evenly balanced or because of large
fluctuations in public opinion over time. In environments (a) and (b), political parties that have vote-seeking
motivations are likely to converge, both with respect to policy positions and the policies that they actually
pursue in office: powerful electoral incentives drive parties to advocate either (a) expansion or (b) cuts. In
environment (c), by contrast, parties do not receive a clear signal regarding the median voter’s level of support
for the welfare state. In the absence of such a signal, policy-oriented motivations (connected to the preferences
of core constituencies) are likely to dominate, and we therefore expect party positions to diverge.

This argument applies mainly to large, mainstream parties. Another key insight from recent work on party
competition—in addition to the ones we have just cited—is that different types of parties have different types
of political strategies (Meguid 2005). Of particular relevance to this chapter is the argument that whereas
mainstream parties are highly vulnerable to shifts in the position of the median voter, “niche” parties—which
we do not study in this chapter—are more sensitive to the preferences of core voters (Ezrow et al. 2011). We
restrict our empirical analysis to the main parties of the left and right; we do not expect our argument to apply
to niche parties.7

We end this theoretical discussion by emphasizing some of the premises of our argument. We conceive of the
main left-wing and right-wing parties as organizations that seek to maximize their electoral support for the
purpose of controlling the executive branch of government. In other words, the parties in our analysis are vote-
seeking because they are office-seeking (Strem 1990). We also assume that voters prefer the parties that are
closest to them along salient policy dimensions. Two general frameworks exist to approach party competition
(Adams et al. 2005): a sociological one, emphasizing socio-economic factors and partisan loyalties, and a
spatial one, emphasizing policy issues and electoral strategies. We accept that socio-economic characteristics
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determine political preferences, but we assume that voting for the main left and right parties in a typical party
system is determined by a proximity metric that measures the distance between the policy positions of parties
and voters (Adams et al. 2005: 15).

4.1.3. Related Literature

This chapter connects the literature on the political economy of the welfare state with the general comparative
politics literature on dynamic party competition (Stimson et al. 1995; Adams et al. 2004, 2009; Adams and
Somer-Topcu 2009). Our chapter also contributes to the emerging “second-generation” literature on party
politics and the welfare state that was recently surveyed by Hausermann et al. (2013: see especially 229-31).
Moreover, this chapter is an attempt to respond to Brooks and Manza’s call for “fruitful synthesis between
existing welfare state theories and the newer policy responsiveness literatures” (2006: 825).

Another way of making the main point that we have made about the tension between policy-seeking and vote-
seeking motivations is to distinguish between appeals to “core” voters and appeals to “swing” voters. As
Downs (1957) recognized long ago, political parties are torn between two countervailing forces. On the one
hand, they have strong incentives to move ideologically to seek the support of pivotal, centrist voters (at least if
they are motivated, as the parties in our story, by the desire to control the executive L. branch of government).
On the other hand, since voters depend on stable ideological signals when they choose which party to vote for,
parties have strong incentives to be true to their core supporters and, consequently, to previous ideological
commitments. In the contemporary literature, this tension is typically formulated in terms of “swing voters”
(Lindbeck and Weibull 1987) and “core voters” (Cox and McCubbins 1986; Dixit and Londregan 1996, Cox 2009).
Dixit and Londregan (1996: 1143) express the logic for parties to cater to the interest of swing voters in the
center, noting that groups “that are densely represented at the center will be the beneficiaries of redistributive
politics,” whereas individuals closer to the extremes “will be written off by one party and taken for granted by
the other.” Others (see, for example, Cox and McCubbins 1986) argue that political parties have strong
incentives to mobilize core voters by targeting benefits to those groups (Stokes et al. 2013 review the empirical
evidence supporting this argument). Our own argument is that party strategies depend on public opinion: we
expect large, mainstream parties to appeal to swing voters rather than their core voters when they know that
they must—or, in other words, when they receive a clear signal that groups “densely represented at the center”
have policy preferences that are markedly different from those of their core voters. Otherwise, parties prioritize
core voters.

4.2, Scandinavia

We now turn to a more detailed country-by-country analysis of three of the countries for which we have been
able to find consistent public opinion data that go back fifty years or more, allowing us to examine the
relationship between public opinion, party politics, and the welfare state in the long run. We begin with two
Scandinavian countries, Denmark and Norway.

For information about party positions and election outcomes, we rely on evidence from the Comparative
Manifesto Project (Volkens et al. 2015). As already mentioned, several studies (see, for example, Powell 2000)
have shown that the standard left—right scores from the Manifesto Project provide a reasonably good summary
of what parties stand for in elections and that the left-right dimension is in fact meaningful for voters. There is
also evidence in the literature that suggests that these scores can be used to predict what parties actually do
when they come to power (Budge and Hofferbert 1990). Furthermore, the left—right index correlates reasonably
well with various party classification schemes based on expert surveys (see Gabel and Huber 2000). For the
analysis in this chapter, however, a measure focusing more directly on welfare state policies is needed. We
follow Barth et al. (2014), who construct a measure of party positions on the welfare state. We use two variables
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from L the Manifesto Project dataset (“Welfare State Expansion” and “Welfare State Limitation”), and then—
following not only Barth et al. (2014) but also the recommendations in Lowe et al.(2011)—we measure the
difference between favorable mentions of welfare expansion and mentions of the need to limit such policies.

For information about social insurance programs, we rely on data from the Social Citizenship Indicator
Program, which provides data on replacement rates in four major programs: old-age pensions, sickness
benefits, unemployment benefits, and work accident benefits (Korpi and Palme 2008). To produce an aggregate
measure of welfare state “generosity,” we calculate the average of the replacement rate in these programs for
both single and family 1:ecipients.8

The main constraint is information about public opinion. Only a few national election studies in the world have
developed longitudinal data on public opinion regarding the welfare state that go back to the 1970s or earlier.
Although we have been able to complement the election study data with evidence from Gallup polls and other
commercial polls in some cases, we have only found consistent data on public opinion regarding the welfare
state going back at least to the 1960s from five countries: Denmark, Norway, Sweden, the United Kingdom, and
the United States. We discuss three of those five countries here. We complement our analysis of these three
countries with a study of France and Germany that relies on more indirect measures of public opinion (we
explain the approach that we take in those two cases in Section 4.4).

When we describe the relationship between the party composition of the government and changes in social
policy, we distinguish between five different types of government, mindful of the literature that argues that
coalition dynamics are key to welfare state politics (see especially Iversen and Soskice 2006 and Van
Kersbergen and Manow 2009): (1) single-party left governments, (2) left party-led coalition governments, (3)
centrist governments (whether single party or coalition), (4) right party-led coalition governments, and (5)
single-party right governments. In Figures 4.4, 4.6, 4.8, 4.10, and 4.12, we color code these different types of
governments from white (1) to dark gray (5).

Average replacement rate (right-hand scale) 0.8
F0.7
- 0.6
- 0.5

Type of government {white: left single-party, dark gray: right single-party) 0.4

o]

80 - Percent in favor of cuts (left-hand scale)

218 l.. E =B F BH 0e =

1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010

Figure 4.4. Opinion, governments, and policy in Denmark

Comments: The figure describes the relationship between the percent of voters who agreed with the statement that the welfare
state should be cut (the bars at the bottom of the figure), the ideological orientation of the government (the bar in the middle of
the figure; white = left single-party government, dark gray = right single-party government, other shades of gray = coalition
governments and centrist governments), and the average replacement rate in pensions, accident insurance, sickness insurance,
and unemployment insurance (the circles and lines at the top of the figure). On the survey items used to determine public
opinion, see the comments to Figure 4.3.
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Figure 4.6. Opinion, governments, and policy in Norway

Comments: The figure describes the relationship between the percent of voters who agreed with the statement that the welfare
state should be cut (the bars at the bottom of the figure), the ideological orientation of the government (the bar in the middle of
the figure; white = left single-party government, dark gray = right single-party government, other shades of gray = coalition
governments and centrist governments), and the average replacement rate in pensions, accident insurance, sickness insurance,
and unemployment insurance (the circles and lines at the top of the figure). On the survey items used to determine public
opinion, see the comments to Figure 4.5.
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Figure 4.8. Opinion, governments, and policy in the UK

Comments: The figure describes the relationship between the percent of voters who agreed with the statement that public
spending on social programs should increase (the bars at the bottom of the figure), the ideological orientation of the
government (the bar at the top of the figure; white = left single-party government, dark gray = right single-party government,
other shades of gray = coalition governments and centrist governments), and the average replacement rate in pensions, accident
insurance, sickness insurance, and unemployment insurance (the circles and lines in the middle of the figure).
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Figure 4.10. Opinion, governments, and policy in Germany

Comments: The figure captures the relationship between the vote share weighted average of party positions on the welfare state
(the proportion of mentions of the need for welfare state expansion minus the proportion of mentions of the need for welfare
state cuts, the gray bars at the bottom of the figure), the ideology of the government (the bar in the middle of the figure; white =
left single-party government, dark gray = right single-party government, other shades of gray = coalition governments and
centrist governments), and the average replacement rate in pensions, accident insurance, sickness insurance, and
unemployment insurance (the circles and lines at the top of the figure).
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Figure 4.12. Opinion, governments, and policy in France

Comments: The figure captures the relationship between the vote share weighted average of party positions on the welfare state
(the proportion of mentions of the need for welfare state expansion minus the proportion of mentions of the need for welfare
state cuts, the gray bars at the bottom of the figure), the ideology of the government (the bar in the middle of the figure; white =
left single-party government, dark gray = right single-party government, other shades of gray = coalition governments and
centrist governments), and the average replacement rate in pensions, accident insurance, sickness insurance, and
unemployment insurance (the circles and lines at the top of the figure).
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4.2.1. Denmark

Figure 4.3 describes the relationship between public opinion and party positions in Denmark. The gray bars at
the bottom of the figure are point estimates of the percentage of survey respondents in a given year that said
that social reforms had gone “too far” The lines are Comparative Manifesto Project estimates of the welfare
policy positions of the main parties on the left and the right. The main party on the left is and has been the
Social Democrats. When it comes to the main party on the right, two parties have competed for L this
position: the Liberal Party (Venstre) and the Conservative Party; we report the average position of these two
parties.

Party positions on welfare state (right-hand scale) -

100 - =10
B0 4 Percent in favor of cuts (left-hand scale)

60 -
i« B B B Y gu &

40 4
1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010

23:5& i

Figure 4.3. Public opinion and party positions in Denmark

Comments: The figure describes the relationship between the percent of voters who agreed with the statement that the welfare
state should be cut (the gray bars at the bottom of the figure) and the position of the main parties on the left and the right when
it comes to the welfare state (defined as the proportion of each manifesto that mentions the need for welfare state expansion
minus the proportion of each manifesto that mentions the need for welfare state cuts). For estimates of public opinion, we rely
on data reported in Pettersen (1995: Table 8.3) (for the period 1964-90) and on data reported in Stubager et al. (2013: 37) (for the
period 1979-2011). For most of the data points, we rely on the following survey question: “Which of these statements fits your
own opinion: (a) Social reforms have gone too far, people should manage without social support and benefits from government;
(b) The social reforms which have been introduced in Denmark should at least be maintained at the present level. Which do you
agree with?” Since one of the sources includes “no opinion” in the percentage base, we have recalculated the numbers for the
period 1964-78 to make the series consistent (“no opinion” is not included in the base in the data reported in this figure).

As Figure 4.3 shows, opposition to the welfare state has been relatively weak in Denmark throughout the period
that we examine here, with the exception of the mid-1970s (which is when the anti-tax Progress Party
emerged).

The main parties on the left and on the right have also been relatively close in terms of support for the welfare
state. One of the two main exceptions—as our theoretical argument leads us to expect—is the period after the
public opinion “shock” in the mid-1970s, when public support for the welfare state suddenly dropped: the
distance between the parties became relatively large and the main right-wing parties moved into the
“negative” spectrum of our welfare position variable (in other words, there were more negative mentions L of
the welfare state than positive mentions). The other exception is in the early to mid-1990s. Here, the behavior
of political parties is less straightforward to explain on the basis of our theoretical argument, but it is worth
noting that when the left-wing parties adopted a more positive stance concerning the welfare state in an
environment where the median voter was not in favor of further cuts, they started to do well—the right-wing
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parties lost control of the government in 1993 and lost the elections in 1994 and 1998—which is exactly what
one would expect given the apparently solid support for the welfare state in the Danish electorate at that time.
Ever since the late 1990s, however—a period of increasing support for the welfare state—the parties have again
followed each other closely. In sum, the pattern that we find when it comes to the relationship between public
opinion and party positions is largely what we expected on the basis of our theoretical argument: party
positions have been more differentiated when there has been more uncertainty about the electoral support for
the welfare state (and in periods when parties have not behaved as expected, they were punished electorally).

p.100 We turn now to the relationship between public opinion, governments, and public policy (Figure 4.4). The color

of the fields in the middle of this figure describe the type of government that was in power: a white field means
that a left single-party government was in power, a dark gray field (1973—5) means that a right single-party
government was in power, light gray (early 1960s, 1990s) means that a left-led coalition government was in
power, medium gray means that the government was centrist (around 1970), a shade of gray between medium
gray and dark gray means that a right-led coalition was in power (much of the 1980s and 2000s). The line at the
top of the table reports average replacement rate.

In the 1960s—when there appears to have been solid support for the welfare state—replacement rates
increased, also under the centrist (Social/Liberal Party-led) governments in the late 1960s. In the 1970s—in
more difficult economic times and after the public opinion shock in the early 1970s—replacement rates at first
fell somewhat (during a period when the right-wing Liberal Party controlled the government) and then
increased more slowly than before. They then fell sharply in the 1980s, fell more slowly in the 1990s, and
seemed to have recovered slightly in the early 2000s.

Social policy is not only a function of public opinion and party politics, of course, so policy developments
cannot be fully explained by these two factors. We note, however, that the Danish trajectory is largely what we
would expect given our theoretical argument. In the early part of the period, with solid support for the welfare
state, all governments tended to increase welfare state generosity. In the middle part of the period—following
the public opinion shock in the 1970s, when a larger part of the electorate appeared to be in favor of cuts—there
are starker differences between the policies pursued by left- and right-wing parties. At the very end of the
period, however, when support for the welfare state had been strong for much of the 1980s and 1990s, the
right-wing government that won power in 2001 did not cut the welfare state further.

4.2.2. Norway

Figure 4.5 describes the relationship between public opinion and party positions in Norway. We treat the Social
Democrats (Arbeiderpartiet) as the main party on the left and the Conservatives (Hgyre) as the main party on
the right.
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Figure 4.5. Public opinion and party positions in Norway

Comments: The figure describes the relationship between the percent of voters who agreed with the statement that the welfare
state should be cut (the gray bars at the bottom of the figure) and the position of the main parties on the left and the right when
it comes to the welfare state (defined as the proportion of each manifesto that mentions the need for welfare state expansion
minus the proportion of each manifesto that mentions the need for welfare state cuts). For our estimates of public opinion, we
rely on data reported in Pettersen (1995, Table 8.3), and on our own calculations based on data from the Norwegian National
Election Studies. The survey item that we have relied on is the following: “Many people think that by now we have more than
enough social security benefits, and that we should attempt to limit them in the future, while others claim that we should
maintain our social benefit programmes and if necessary extend them. Do you have an opinion on that? What is your opinion?”

As before, the bars at the bottom of the table report point estimates of the percentage of survey respondents
each year who claimed that social reforms had gone “too far” Just like Denmark, Norway experienced an
increase in opposition to the welfare state in the early 1970s—and just as in Denmark, it is likely that this was
connected to the rise of a right-wing populist anti-tax party, later renamed the Progress Party (note, however,
that the change in public opinion appears to have preceded the formation of the new party in 1973). But the
change L in public opinion around 1970 was much smaller in Norway than in Denmark. In fact, Norway
appears to be a country where support for the welfare state was consistently high throughout the period that
we examine.

This arguably explains why distances between the main political parties have been relatively small (with the
exception of a period in the 2000s), and why neither the main party on the left nor the main party on the right
has ever moved into the “negative” spectrum of the welfare position variable. With the exception of the period
in the 2000s that we just mentioned, this pattern is exactly what one would expect from the relationship
between public opinion and party policies given the theoretical ideas that we formulated earlier.

The pattern described by Figure 4.6 is also exactly what we would expect from a country with solid support for
the welfare state (and the oil money to pay for it): in the 1960s and 1970s, welfare state generosity increased
greatly L under both centrist and social democratic governments, until they stabilized at comparatively high
levels (approximately 80 percent); there is no discernible relationship between the party composition of
government and social policy (cf. Brooks and Manza 2006).
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4.3, Britain

Figure 4.7 illustrates the relationship between public support for the welfare state and the positions of the main
political parties in the United Kingdom since 1963 (the Labour Party is the main party on the left and the
Conservatives the main party on the right).
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Figure 4.7. Public opinion and party positions in the UK

Comments: The figure describes the relationship between the percent of respondents who, when asked what the government
should do if it had a choice between reducing taxes and spending more on social services, chose spending more on social
services (the gray bars at the bottom of the figure) and the position of the main parties on the left and the right when it comes to
the welfare state (defined as the proportion of each manifesto that mentions the need for welfare-state expansion minus the
proportion of each manifesto that mentions the need for welfare-state cuts).

We rely on a combination of different surveys carried out under the auspices of the British Election Study. Of
the survey items that tap the types of preferences we are interested in, the one that is available for the longest
period of L time gives respondents a choice between reducing taxes and spending more on social services.
This type of question presents respondents with a clear trade-off between taxation and spending on social
programs. The percentage of respondents who chose spending more is low at the beginning of our time series.
In 1963, 28 percent of respondents believed that more spending on social services was needed. The support for
more welfare spending declined further in 1966 (26 percent) and 1970, the nadir of support in the period we
analyze (14 percent). Starting in the 1979 election, however, the support for the welfare state underwent a
significant increase (note that we have no data for the 1974 election). At this time, almost 61 percent of
respondents were in favor of keeping up social services, even if it meant not reducing taxes. In 1983, support for
spending more on social services declined to 44 percent but it then climbed back up to 59 percent in the 1987
election, and then steadily continued to grow to 65 percent in 1992 and 73 percent in 1997 In the 2000s these
high levels of support for the welfare state experienced a final (relative) decrease and decline to 64 percent in
2001, 46 percent in 2005, and 51 percent in 2010.

The picture that emerges from Figure 4.7 is remarkable. As one would expect, the positions of the main party of
the left are almost always more favorable to the welfare state than those of the main party of the right: when
looking at the difference between the proportion of welfare expansion and welfare cuts mentions in the
respective manifestos, the Labour Party is to the left of the Conservatives in all elections except the ones in
1959 and 1970. What is surprising, however, are the electoral strategies of the parties. As mentioned in the
previous paragraph, the levels of support for the welfare state (even using this question that explicitly presents
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social spending as related to increasing taxes) in the United Kingdom have been remarkably high since 1979.
While Labour’s electoral positions on welfare reflect this support (becoming more leftist until the 1997
election), the positions of the Conservative Party are quite distinct. In the United Kingdom, then, a high level of
support for the welfare state has not led to a reduction in the ideological differences between the two main
parties; quite the opposite.

The other remarkable pattern in Figure 4.7 comes into focus when we introduce electoral support into the
analysis. From 1979 until 1997, Labour’s emphasis on the expansion of the welfare state appears to match public
opinion better than the positions of the Conservative Party. And yet, all these elections, until 1997, were lost by
Labour. Margaret Thatcher won three of these elections with clear majorities. Only in 1997, when Tony Blair
moved the Labour Party toward the center on the welfare state, did Labour win (note that the movement to the
center by Labour coincides with a decline in public support for the welfare state that starts in 2001 and last
until the end of our series).

We should be cautious, however, when we interpret the relationships in Figure 4.7. It is possible that our
measure of public opinion overestimates welfare state support. Starting in 1979, responses range from one
extreme (taxes should be cut and we should spend much less on social services) to the opposite extreme (taxes
should be increased and we should spend much more on social services), and are divided by a midpoint (usually
chosen by a large number of respondents). We code all categories from the midpoint to the extreme (taxes
should be increased and we should spend much more on social services) as support for spending more on
welfare. The number of categories varies over time. We make the responses more comparable over time within
Britain by following this coding rule—but we lose information about the intensity of support for social
spending, and it is possible that the level of support is lower when restricted to more intense preferences.

Figure 4.8 describes the relationship between public support for the welfare state (as in Figure 4.7) and the
generosity of social insurance programs during various governments since 1963. The average replacement rate
in the UK starts at 47 percent and steadily increases to 61 percent in 1975. It then progressively L (and
dramatically, particularly from 1975 to 1985) declines throughout the rest of the period. It reaches 38 percent in
1985, and 27 percent in 2005. It is not straightforward to match this pattern with the views of the public. The
decline in generosity starting in 1975 is followed by a period of high support for social spending in the UK (as
described in more detail earlier in this section). The Conservative governments also cut public spending on
health care and other services— outcomes that would be more closely related to public opinion data in the US.

The relationship between government partisanship and policy is perhaps less surprising. The decrease in
generosity that we see starting in 1980 is correlated with the Conservative governments of Thatcher and Major
(which, as mentioned earlier, had underemphasized welfare in their manifestos). The Blair governments
starting in 1997 follow the move to the center on welfare policy illustrated in Figure 4.7 and continue the
declining trend in welfare generosity of previous Conservative governments (even if at a less dramatic pace).

4.4, Germany and France

In the cases of Germany and France, we lack public opinion data on the welfare state that go sufficiently far
back in time. Because of the importance of these two cases as examples of continental welfare states, however,
we will use an alternative empirical strategy to provide an analysis of Germany and France that can be
compared with the analyses of the other three countries. Although we are quite conscious of the weaknesses of
this new measure, we use a strategy similar to that of Kim and Fording (1998, 2003) to approximate the level of
public support for the welfare state in these two cases.

The logic behind this proxy is that a measure of support for the welfare state can be extracted from the way
people vote. We proceed as follows. First we take all party manifesto positions on the welfare items (expansion
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minus retrenchment mentions). We then aggregate them for each election and weigh them according to the
vote share obtained by each party. We assume that the welfare state dimension matters to voters, and that the
more “popular” positions are the ones that attract most votes. While we understand that voting is not only
about the welfare state positions of parties, we think that the vote share weighted average of party positions on
the welfare state we have created should be correlated with general levels of welfare state support.lO

4.4.1. Germany

Figure 4.9 describes the relationship between our proxy for public opinion and party positions in Germany
since 1949. Once again, the lines at the top of the figure are Comparative Manifesto Project estimates of the
welfare policy positions of the main parties on the left and the right. In this case, the main party on the right is
the Christian Democratic Union/Christian Social Union (CDU/CSU), and the main party on the left is the Social
Democratic Party (SPD). The gray bars are the values of our support for the welfare state measure (the vote
share weighted average of party positions concerning the welfare state questions).

Party positions on welfare state (right-hand scale)

- 20

20 4 Estimated voter position on welfare state (left-hand scale) - =10
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Figure 4.9. Public opinion and party positions in Germany

Comments: The figure describes the relationship between the position of the main parties on the left and the right (the lines in
the middle of the figure) and the vote share weighted average of party positions (the gray bars at the bottom of the figure)
concerning the welfare state (the proportion of mentions of the need for welfare state expansion minus the proportion of
mentions of the need for welfare state cuts).

In agreement with the general hypotheses in this chapter, Figure 4.9 shows that the early period we have
German data for is characterized by relatively low levels of divergence between the main and the right parties.
Setting aside the first election after the war, the high level of support in the 1953 election coincides with a small
difference between the CDU/CSU and the SPD (at a high number of positive welfare mentions) and the low level
of support in the 1957 election again coincides with a small difference between the CDU/CSU and the SPD (but
this time at a lower number of positive welfare mentions). However, and again in agreement with our
expectations, as average welfare state support stabilizes at an intermediate level starting in the 1961 election,
the L divergence between the two main parties grows. During all elections between 1961 and 1980 the
difference between the positive and negative mentions of the welfare state in the vote share weighted mean
hovers just below ten, and the difference in the positions between the CDU/CSU and the SPD are quite
significant (as much as about ten mentions, for example, in the 1976 election). Again, this is generally
consistent with our expectations, and the brusque decline in our proxy for welfare support in the 1983 election
is accompanied by convergence between the two main parties at a low level of positive welfare mentions. After
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three elections (1987, 1990, and 1994) with average levels of support, however, the divergence between the two
parties once again increases. At the end of the period under analysis (the elections between 1998 and 2013) the
low levels of support, proxied by our weighted average, are accompanied by a remarkable convergence between
the two main parties around the lowest number of welfare state mentions in their manifestos.

We now turn to the relationship between public support for the welfare state and the generosity of the welfare
state in Germany (Figure 4.10). The figure shows a strong correlation between our proxy for public support for
the welfare state and its generosity. Average replacement rates start at 50 percent L right after the war but,
following the initial rise in public support, soon rise up to more than 80 percent in 1965. Starting in the mid-
1970s, the decline in public support is accompanied by a slow but steady decrease in the generosity of the
welfare state (from replacement rates averaging more than 80 percent to around 75 percent by 2005).

A relationship between government partisanship and the generosity of the welfare state is much harder to
discern from the data in Figure 4.10, however. The original dramatic increase in generosity (from 1955 until
1965) took place under governments led by Konrad Adenauer (which in the figure we have coded as right
coalition governments). During the coalition governments starting in 1966, first characterized by a balance
between left and right and then (in 1970) characterized by left party dominance, the generosity of the welfare
state remains at this high level. The right governments of Adenauer and the left-dominated governments of
Willy Brandt and Helmut Schmidt, therefore, promoted similarly high levels of welfare state generosity. The
decline in public support for the welfare state starting at the end of the L. 1970s is accompanied by a decrease
in the generosity of the welfare state that, once more, is not clearly related to government partisanship.
Retrenchment begins with the right-dominated coalition governments of Helmut Kohl but continues with the
left-dominated coalition governments of Gerhard Schroder.

4.4.2. France

We finally turn to France as our last country case, starting the analysis in 1960 (Figure 411)." As before, the
lines in the middle of the figure are Comparative Manifesto Project estimates of the welfare policy positions of
the main parties on the left (dotted line) and the right. In this case, the main parties of the right are (in different
elections) Rally for the Republic, the Gaullists, and the Union for a Popular Movement (UMP). The main party
on the left is the Socialist Party. The gray bars are, as in Figure 4.9, the values for our support for the welfare
state proxy (the vote share weighted average of all party positions on the welfare state dimensions in the
dataset).

920Z YoJe\ GO UO Jasn swieysfin paquiay - SeIpn1S npulH 1o} a1juad ploixO Aq GL0yS8 L1 1L /491deyo/L00z/400g/woo dnoolwepeoe//:sdiy Woll papeojumod



p. 110

Party positions on welfare state (right-hand scale)

20

20 - Estimated voter position on welfare state (left-hand scale) --10

10
3:E%ﬁﬂmmﬁﬁmﬁ§§

1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010

Figure 4.11. Public opinion and party positions in France

Comments: The figure describes the relationship between the position of the main parties on the left and the right (the lines in
the middle of the figure) and the vote share weighted average of party positions (the gray bars at the bottom of the figure)
concerning the welfare state (the proportion of mentions of the need for welfare state expansion minus the proportion of
mentions of the need for welfare state cuts).

The first thing to note about Figure 4.11 is the position of our proxy for welfare support. Even though our
measure is a vote share weighted average of all party welfare positions, it remains less supportive of welfare
expansion than the positions of both the main party of the left and the main party of the right throughout the
period under analysis. This is both because of the moderate positions held by our main party on the right
(Rally for the Republic, the Gaullists, and UMP), but more importantly because of the significant vote share
obtained by parties with more conservative welfare positions than our main parties. Let’s illustrate this point
with one example. In the 1978 elections, both the Socialist Party and the Gaullists obtained 22.8 percent of the
vote. Both had similar welfare emphases in their manifestos (as shown in Figure 4.11). A number of parties with
manifestos that supported the welfare state less, however, received a substantial amount of votes (like the
Union for French Democracy, which obtained 22 percent of the vote).

We can distinguish between two periods in Figure 4.11. During a period with moderately low and stable support
for the welfare state—from 1960 to the end of the 1990s—there were a number of elections with patterns that
conform to our expectations (low levels of support in our proxy variable and divergent welfare positions from
the two main parties): 1962, 1967, 1968, 1981, 1986, 1988, and 1993. But the elections of 1973, 1978, and 1997 do not
follow the same pattern (as low levels of support coincided with relatively high convergence between the main
parties regarding welfare positions). Starting in 1997, support for the welfare state increases and our
hypotheses seem again to be valid: the signal of increasing support from the public is matched by a stronger
emphasis on welfare by both the main parties of the left and right.

Figure 4.12 describes the relationship between the proxy for public support and the generosity of the welfare
state and also reflects the partisan composition of the government. The figure shows that there is no strong
correlation between our measure of public support for the welfare state and its generosity. Average replacement
rates start at around 57 percent in 1960 but soon rise to more than 62 percent in 1980. As mentioned in the
previous paragraph, this does not follow any particular pattern of public support (since our proxy measure of
support stays relatively stable from 1960 to 1997). The decline in generosity between 1980 and the beginning of
the 1990s (when the replacement rate declines to almost 58 percent) is again not correlated with a significant
decline in support for the welfare state. Nevertheless, the increase in support for the welfare state starting in
1997 seems to be loosely associated with an increase in generosity (back up to 64 percent in the mid-2000s).
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As was the case with Germany, moreover, Figure 4.12 does not suggest any relationship between the nature of
government partisanship and the generosity of the welfare state. The original dramatic increase in generosity
(from L 1960 until 1980) took place under mostly conservative governments; the post-1980 decline and
resurgence of welfare generosity seems to have occurred under both left- and right-led coalitions.

4.5, Conclusions

When it comes to the relationship between public opinion and the strategies of political parties, the temporal
patterns within our five countries are quite distinct. In most countries, support for the welfare state changes
over time. The exception is Norway, which exhibits consistently strong support for the welfare state during the
period that we analyze. The most important finding, given the goals of our chapter, is that our theoretical
expectations are largely confirmed by the evidence: party positions have typically been more differentiated
when survey data suggests that it was difficult for parties to discern whether the median voter was in favor of
expanding or cutting the welfare L state (and in periods when the parties did not behave as expected, they
were often punished in elections).

In Chapter 1, the editors note that today’s political parties have the difficult task of forging electoral majorities
in a political environment where political mobilization is increasingly short term and issue-based. This chapter
points to another important challenge, which is not so new: responding to underlying changes in public
opinion. The long-term trajectories that we have examined in this chapter are the background to the more
immediate predicaments of the present.

When it comes to the relationship between government partisanship and policy, our main finding is that the
correlation between the ideological orientation of the government and the generosity of the welfare state is not
straightforward. The only country where the traditional expectation that left-wing parties are more likely to
expand the welfare state holds is Denmark (where the expansion of welfare took place under centrist and left-
wing governments in the 1960s and 1970s and cuts took place under right-wing governments in the 1980s and
early 1990s). The rest of the countries in our sample have experienced both expansion and cuts under
governments with opposing ideological orientations (Germany expanded the welfare state under the Christian
Democrats but not under the Social Democrats). In our view, we understand these patterns better if we think of
the effects of government partisanship as conditional on underlying patterns of public opinion.

The case that fits our theory the least is the United Kingdom, but it is important to remember that the survey
items that were available for the United Kingdom were very different from the survey items that we used in the
other cases for which direct measures of public opinion were available.

One of the main implications of the ideas and evidence in this chapter is that if we wish to examine the
relationship between party politics and the welfare state, then merely introducing a measure of the partisan
composition of the incumbent government in a statistical model is potentially very misleading. Scholars such
as Huber and Stephens (2001) have made this point before: they prefer to include a measure of the total amount
of time that social democratic and Christian democratic parties have been in power. Our argument explains
why this type of variable is often related to the observed policy outcomes, while the ideology of the current
government is not (the behavior of past governments affects the strategies of present governments). But our
analyses suggest that the argument should be taken one step further: the reciprocal relationship between
public opinion and party competition—not the strength of particular parties or groups of parties—explain the
policy choices that governments make.

We end by noting once more that the analysis in this chapter is necessarily one-dimensional. Given our
emphasis on a long-term view of the relationships L between public opinion, party positions, governments,
and welfare policy, this strikes us as a reasonable approach. A consensus exists within the comparative political
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economy literature that for most of the period under analysis, the traditional socio-economic left—right
dimension dominated politics and was importantly affected by welfare state considerations. Tensions between
core and swing constituencies regarding the role of the welfare state are, we argue, an important part of this
story. We do not claim, however, that second-dimension considerations are insignificant. Some of the existing
literature posits that socio-cultural divisions—such as ethnic, religious, and national cleavages—matter
greatly for welfare policy demand. A recent and very well-known example of this type of argument is the
contention that socio-cultural issues (particularly racial and religious ones) outweigh economic issues for the
working class in the United States (see Alesina and Glaeser 2004; Frank 2004; and the critique in Bartels
2006).”> We don’t disagree with the proposition that idea dimensions matter for the politics of the welfare state,
but the evidence in this chapter suggests that conflicts in the socio-economic dimensions have played and
continue to play an important role.

Notes

1. We are grateful to the editors of this volume, and to the other contributors, for their kind help and advice. We thank the
National Research Foundation of Korea for its support (Grant 2014S1A3A2044032). Lindvall also received support from the
European Research Council (Starting Grant 284313).

2. As Chapter 1 explains, France is an ambiguous case: its welfare and family policies are closer to the continental model,
whereas its party system, its dualized labor market, and its fragmented industrial relations system resemble those of other
countries in southern Europe.

3. Using Comparative Manifesto Project data, Kim and Fording have identified the midpoints between the parties that have
been ranked on the left-right dimension and use this information to estimate the median ideological position in the
electorate (their estimates are based on the assumption that the policy preferences of those who voted for a particular
party are evenly distributed across the interval between the two midpoints that separate this party from the parties to its
immediate right and immediate left).

4. Unfortunately, the measure is only available until 2003.

5. But note the incipient move to left in the early 2000s. See Kimberly J. Morgan’s chapter in this volume, which argues that
this increasing support for the welfare state is a reaction to previous cuts in welfare generosity.

6. See Silja Hdusermann’s chapter in this volume for a complementary analysis emphasizing how social democratic parties
turned into middle-class parties and moved away from classical social risks.

7. L Butsee Chapter 1 for an argument emphasizing the influence of core voters on main parties.

8. The pensions data are not subdivided on the basis of family structures, so the weight of the (single) pension component is
doubled in our calculation.

9. Note that, starting in the 1983 election and until the end of our series, questions do not only refer to social services but
rather ask respondents whether they would support increasing taxes and spending more “on health and social services.”

10.  Note that, by construction, there is a relationship between the measure we created and the welfare state positions of all
parties (including the main left and right parties). As we show later, however, the correlation between these variables is
highly dependent on the electoral success of the main parties of the left and right—when other parties obtain a large share
of the vote, our measure of welfare state support moves away from the positions of the main parties—and, more
importantly, the convergence of the estimated party positions is not automatically associated with the level of our
measure of public support for the welfare state.

11.  The constant parliamentary instability of the Fourth Republic in France makes the analysis of public opinion, party
positions, government partisanship, and policy complicated. We begin our analysis, therefore, in the Fifth Republic.

12.  Seealso the chapters by Jonathan Polk and Jan Rovny and by Herbert Kitschelt and Philipp Rehm in this volume.
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