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This book has its origins in a conversation that began around ten years 
ago when two of us (John Hudson and Nam K. Jo) met for practically 
the first time and together pondered the foundations of social solidarity. 
More specifically, we wondered why some societies seemed to be more 
disposed towards the support of pro-welfare state political parties than 
others and, in particular, why such parties often seemed to struggle to 
gain traction among the electorate. This, in turn, reflected curiosity 
about the dominance of the right in our countries (the United Kingdom 
and South Korea, respectively) that had resulted in both of us looking 
outwards at other countries in order to help better understand our 
own. Over time this topic of discussion gradually evolved into a set of 
research projects examining societal values – as a proxy for national 
cultures – and their impact on welfare state politics. We were lucky to be 
joined for the work presented here by our colleague Antonia Keung who 
brought not only great methodological expertise to the project but also 
a great knowledge of policy areas excluded from our earlier work. The 
work presented here is a collective effort drawing on the contribution of 
all three of us.

The core of the text is broken into four chapters. In Chapter 1, we outline 
the theoretical context for our work. We highlight the often-implicit role 
the notion of culture plays in debates about cross-national differences 
in welfare. We critique culturally deterministic approaches, favouring 
models of social policy-making that view culture as a significant but not 
decisive influence on welfare. However, we suggest that much work in 
this sphere is constrained by what we might loosely describe as either 
macro- or micro-level conceptions of culture. The macro-level approach 
views cultural/ideological traditions as a force filtering policy decisions 
by constraining policy options to those that are in accordance with the 
dominant cultural/ideological traditions of each nation. Meanwhile, 
in the micro-level approach, the role played by public opinion in 
policy-making is the main focal point, with empirical work based on the 
analysis of micro-level survey data. We suggest that an ‘in-between level’ 
approach is possible that falls between these macro- and micro-level 
approaches, in which the focus is on the empirical analysis of stable soci-
etal values. We round off the chapter by using our in-between approach 
to examine four waves of European Values Study (EVS) and the World 
Values Survey (WVS) in order to extract examples of societal values on 
which we build-in the remainder of the text.
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In Chapter 2, we report findings from a series of regression models 
exploring how far the cultural context helps us to understand cross-
national variations in social policy provision. More specifically, we 
explore how far the cultural context helps us to understand variations in 
key policy inputs associated with traditional social risks (we use unem-
ployment policy as our main example) and variation in policy responses 
to new social risks (using family policy as our main example). Our quan-
titative analysis provides strong support for the ‘culture matters’ thesis, 
with the inclusion of societal values in the regression models almost 
always clearly improving their explanatory power. We highlight too the 
particular significance of some societal values in creating a ‘pro-welfare’ 
context and consider why some values seem to boost welfare effort and 
others diminish it. However, we also note some limitations inherent in 
our approach, pointing to the limits of a regression-based analysis that 
is to a considerable degree data-driven and based upon a modest overall 
number of observations.

In Chapter 3, we ‘drill down’ below the big picture provided by our 
regression models. We use fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis 
(fsQCA) in order to do so, it being a particularly useful method when 
investigators have a modestly sized sample and where they wish to explore 
the impact of combinations of factors on an outcome. We develop a new 
application of the approach we dub a ‘three-step model’ that allows us to 
disentangle long-, medium- and short-term influences on policy differ-
ences. We place a specific emphasis on trying to explore what appear to 
be potentially important interactions between key examples of societal 
values and welfare regimes: so, for example, we explore how the influence 
of strong traditional family values on family policy might vary by welfare 
regime or how its influence might be contingent on the presence of other 
societal values such as a high degree of religiosity. However, we also note 
that fsQCA methods have their own limits. Indeed, they are ultimately 
designed to help researchers bridge parsimonious big picture analyses 
and more detailed case-based analyses and, in so doing, to sharpen 
conceptual thinking by creating an ongoing dialogue between parsimo-
nious theorising and more detailed case study analysis. Consequently, 
we flag interesting cases that seem worthy of more detailed analysis. This 
sets the context for our final substantive chapter.

In Chapter 4, we focus, in more detail, on some of the key trends and 
key cases that Chapters 2 and 3 suggested may be of particular interest. 
More specifically, we examine four issues: the Conservative/Corporatist 
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regime puzzle; the Liberal regime bifurcation; the meaning of traditional 
family values; and, the significance of optimistic values. In exploring 
these issues we demonstrate how more detailed exploration of case study 
evidence may help understand how the culture-welfare nexus operates 
in practice, offering a more nuanced perspective than is possible through 
broad-brushed macro-level comparisons alone. We also explore some of 
the methodological challenges uncovered in Chapters 2 and 3, pointing 
to refinements to our approach that may be taken forward in future 
research.

Finally, in Chapter 5, we summarise the core arguments advanced 
in the book as a whole before taking stock of our contribution and the 
future research agendas suggested by our analysis. We suggest that there 
are strong reasons for bringing culture ‘back in’ to the comparative 
analysis of welfare states and that advances in data collection and data 
analysis mean that there will be still greater potential for fruitful analysis 
in the future.
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1
Exploring the Cultural Context 
of Welfare Policy Making

Abstract: After reviewing debates on the role of culture in 
shaping cross-national variations in social policy, we argue 
that culture is best viewed as a significant but not decisive 
influence on patterns of welfare. We argue that empirical 
analysis has been somewhat constrained by conceptions 
of culture that are either too broad or too narrow, offering 
an ‘in-between approach’ that identifies stable patterns 
of societal values that we suggest can act as useful proxy 
measures for the cultural context of policy making. 
Examining European Values Study /World Values Survey 
data covering a period from 1981 to 2009 we identify 
eight examples of societal values on which we build in the 
remainder of the book.

Keywords: culture; societal values; welfare state models

Hudson, John, Nam Kyoung Jo and Antonia Keung. 
Culture and the Politics of Welfare: Exploring Societal Values 
and Social Choices. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015. 
doi: 10.1057/9781137457493.0006.
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Exploring culture and welfare

It is commonly claimed that culture matters in welfare, not least because 
social policies are based on the shared answers to normative questions 
such as why someone should care about others?, who deserves our care? 
and what should be done by governments?, the answers to which reflect 
diverse understandings of human nature that are shaped by different 
values systems in different countries and at different times (Deacon, 2002: 
1; Marshall, 1972; Titmuss, 1974: 49; van Oorschot, 2000). Indeed, key 
theorists who have examined the links between culture and welfare have 
suggested that widely and deeply embedded cultural values form a key 
context for social policy making and are likely to be a significant factor 
in explaining cross-national variations in welfare (Pfau-Effinger, 2005). 
To this end, comparative social policy analysts have shown a growing 
interest in questions around culture in recent years and a paper by Pfau-
Effinger (2005) published in the Journal of Social Policy is, at the time of 
writing, among the top ten most cited papers in the journal’s history with 
over 200 citations according to Google Scholar.1 On the whole, however, 
culture remains an issue largely dealt with in passing – or implicitly – in 
comparative analyses of welfare, with relatively little attention paid to 
how culture relates to the commonly cited welfare regimes or models of 
welfare that underpin much comparative welfare states research.

The absence of extensive empirical investigation of such issues has 
been partly due to the limited availability of data on cultural dimensions, 
but difficulties in operationalising culture empirically have also played a 
role. Recent developments have addressed both of these issues directly. 
The European Values Study (EVS) and the World Values Survey (WVS) 
now provide us with detailed quantitative data on values stretching back 
over several decades with more than four waves of each having been 
completed spanning a period from 1981 to 2009. As importantly, detailed 
debates about how this data might be analysed in order to identify proxy 
measures of culture have provided us with established methodological 
approaches on which to build. Indeed, in an earlier work we (Jo, 2011) 
provided a key contribution to the recent literature in this regard basing 
our approach on the analysis of stable societal values.

In this chapter we review debates on the role culture plays in shap-
ing cross-national differences in welfare. In so doing, we draw out key 
conceptual themes found within the literature on culture and welfare 
and, in so doing, also outline the distinctive contribution provided by 
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our own analytic and methodological frameworks. Building on this 
work we then examine EVS and WVS data in order to extract examples 
of societal values that might act as a useful proxy for culture and, in turn, 
facilitate empirical explorations of welfare-culture linkages. We round off 
the chapter by demonstrating these examples of societal values operate 
independently from commonly identified ‘welfare regimes’ and so merit 
separate inclusion in analytic models seeking to explain cross-national 
variations in welfare.

Culture and models of welfare

The ‘welfare modelling business’ (Abrahamson, 1999) has been at the 
heart of comparative social policy analysis since the publication of 
Esping-Andersen’s (1990) path-breaking The Three Worlds of Welfare 
Capitalism and attempts to classify welfare states continue to command 
much attention (see Abrahamson, 2011; Powell and Barrientos, 2011). 
Indeed, with the increased availability of reliable comparative data from 
bodies such as the OECD (Castles, 2002) and a continual refinement 
of classificatory methods (see Hudson and Kühner, 2010), it is hardly 
surprising that there should be a lively and ongoing debate nearly 25 
years after Esping-Andersen’s classic first appeared in print. We will not 
rehearse the basics of the welfare regimes debate here (but see Arts and 
Gellisen (2002), Abrahamson (1999; 2011) and Powell and Barrientos 
(2011) for overviews), other than to note that the core theme from this 
literature is broadly supported by many comparative scholars: that each 
nation’s welfare system on balance reflects a long-term historical path of 
development and that distinctive paths of development exist that reflect 
the outcome of complex long-term social, political and economic proc-
esses in which historical-institutional forces play a key role in fostering 
the path-dependence of welfare systems (Abrahamson, 1999; Esping-
Andersen, 1990). As hinted above, culture has played a largely implicit 
role in these debates, though it has also been suggested that culture can 
foster the path-dependence of welfare systems2 (Jo, 2011; Pfau-Effinger, 
2004a; van Oorschot, 2006: 24); for instance, deeply embedded cultural 
values can bolster support for existing social provisions if the two are 
well matched. Indeed, in reflecting on the longue durée of policy, Pierson 
(2004: 39) notes that there can be significant positive feedback effects 
at play that reinforce dominant ideas in a society over time, meaning 
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collective understandings in a society may be path-dependent too.3 How, 
then, have key theorists in the welfare typologies debate approached 
questions of culture?

In his ground breaking The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism Esping-
Andersen (1990) made two passing references to culture (Esping-
Andersen, 1990: 13 and 191), but there were no substantive references to 
questions of culture despite the fact that his three welfare regime types 
are presumed to be fundamentally shaped by ‘the historical legacy of 
regime institutionalization’ (Esping-Andersen, 1990: 29). This might 
be regarded as something of an omission, particularly given that some 
of the factors he placed under the umbrella phrase ‘historical legacy of 
regime institutionalization’ might be viewed as cultural influences: for 
instance, with respect to the conservative/corporatist regime he (1990: 
27) suggested the influence of the Church and a related commitment to 
preserving ‘traditional familyhood’ were key. His follow-up text (Social 
Foundations of Post-Industrial Economies) offered few additional clues, 
though a footnote talked of ‘a culture of universalistic solidarities’ in 
Scandinavian societies (Esping-Andersen, 1999: 78).

However, his edited collection Welfare States in Transition – published 
in-between the two solo contributions highlighted above (Esping-
Andersen, 1996a) – is interesting insofar as some of the contributors 
explicitly highlighted culture as a key factor in understanding welfare 
state types. For instance, Castles (1996: 111, emphasis added), based on 
his analysis of Australia and New Zealand, noted that ‘Policy options are 
broadly shaped by the economic forces and social and cultural structures 
which shape a generation’s dilemmas and opportunities’, while Goodman 
and Peng (1996: 193, emphasis added) suggested that East Asian welfare 
states such as Japan, South Korea and Taiwan had developed on the basis 
of seeking ‘solutions from within [their] own traditional cultural frame-
work rather than adapting Western patterns’. Indeed, Esping-Andersen 
(1996b: x, emphasis added) observed in the introduction to the book 
that the different regions examined within it are ‘quite distinct in terms 
of cultural and political legacies, economic development, and shared social 
policy traditions’. Perhaps one of the reasons Welfare States in Transition 
gave culture a more prominent role is that it embraced perspectives, 
and cases, that featured heavily in early challenges to the trichotomous 
classification of welfare regime ideal types outlined in The Three Worlds 
of Welfare. Hence, for instance, Castles’ (1996) chapter built directly on 
his work with Mitchell (Castles and Mitchell, 1993) that argued Australia 
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and New Zealand were misclassified by Esping-Andersen as liberal 
regimes because key features such as redistribution through collective 
bargaining had been missed despite their centrality to these distinctive 
‘wage earners welfare states’. Meanwhile, the chapter by Goodman and 
Peng (1996) built on, among others, Jones’ (1990, 1993) suggestion that a 
distinctive ‘Confucian’ model of welfare could be found in East Asia in 
which values distinctive from those found in ‘Western’ countries lead to 
a welfare system that is also distinct. What is interesting here is not only 
that both of these strands sparked important debates about the existence 
of an additional and distinctive welfare regime in their region (see Arts 
and Gellisen, 2002), but also that in both instances culture was seen as a 
central factor in understanding distinct welfare state types.

Castles (1998; see also Castles and Mitchell, 1993) ultimately offered 
a rival set of welfare types based on: ‘the identification of differences 
between groups of nations defined in terms of common cultural, histori-
cal and geographical nations [termed] ‘families of nations’ [ ... ] which 
correspond substantially to the borders of what appear to be quite clearly 
identified cultural zones’ (Castles, 1998: 8, emphasis added). In other 
words, he placed culture centre stage in defining welfare state clusters. 
Many of those involved in driving the East Asian welfare model thesis 
took a similar approach, Jones’ (1990; 1993) arguing a common core of 
Confucian beliefs underpinned a distinct model of welfare while Rieger 
and Liebfried have suggested that ‘Confucian culture can be identified 
as the fundamental cause of an independent path of welfare state evolu-
tion in East Asia’ (2003: 243).

However, despite these important strands of debate, it is fair to say 
that the ways in which culture and welfare regimes interact or intersect is 
relatively underexplored. Moreover, it should be noted that the culturally 
deterministic approaches espoused by those such as Jones (1990, 1993) 
are now generally eschewed (Hudson, Kühner and Yang, 2014): with 
respect to claims about a culturally rooted East Asian welfare model, 
for instance, critics have pointed to the diversity of social policy frame-
works found in the region (see e.g., Jacobs, 2000 Peng, 2002; Ramesh 
and Asher 2000; Walker and Wong, 2005; White and Goodman, 1998), 
with Kwon (1998: 27) concluding that cultural-historical approaches are 
relatively ‘weak in explaining the precise national profiles of social policy 
and differences between welfare systems’ in the region.

More nuanced contributions to the debate on culture and welfare 
dispense with culturally deterministic perspectives altogether and 
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instead see culture as one of the factors that might interplay with other 
forces in shaping social policy. For instance, in Pfau-Effinger’s (2005; cf. 
2004b: 37–61) ‘welfare culture approach’ the impact of culture on welfare 
policy making is mediated by a social system, her model recognising 
the roles of political actors, social structures and institutions in policy 
making. This is a more sophisticated model altogether, and its reasoning 
naturally leads to the admission that cultural dimensions are not the sole 
determinants of social policy (Deacon, 2002: 8; Pfau-Effinger, 2005: 11) 
and are probably less influential than economic and political factors (van 
Oorschot and Halman, 2000: 21).4

Conceptualising culture

Underpinning these different arguments about the ways in which culture 
and welfare influence each other are implicit differences in how culture is 
conceptualised. Indeed, studies exploring the links between culture and 
social policy generally fall into two broad camps in terms of how they 
conceptualise culture.

The first approach – most commonly found in more long-range histori-
cal analyses - views cultural/ideological traditions as a macro-level force 
filtering policy decisions in a manner that constrains policy options to 
those that are in accordance with the dominant cultural/ideological tradi-
tions of each nation (e.g., Castles, 1998: 52–58; O’Connor and Robinson, 
2008; Stjernø, 2008; van Kersbergen, 1995; van Kersbergen and Kremer, 
2008; van Kersbergen and Manow, 2009). From within this tradition 
Opielka (2008) talks of ‘cultural institutionalism’, viewing religion as 
the foundation of differing social systems, and Lockhart (2001) explains 
the origins of institutional differences by reference to a series of cultural 
types. The conception of the effect of culture in this camp is broad and 
comprehensive, with a dominant tradition understood as having shaped 
not only social policy but also broader social structures. However, as 
Stjernø (2008: 55) notes, there is a risk that very broad conceptions of 
culture such as this offer overly abstract explanations of the impact of 
culture that are focused on ‘post hoc explanation’. Moreover, there are 
good reasons to doubt whether just one or two fundamental cultural 
dimensions can capture the complexity of the real world (Lockhart, 
2001: 227–228). In short, while these macro approaches can illuminate 
the cultural foundations of welfare, their generality means they are less 
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useful in facilitating the concrete analysis of the role of culture in shap-
ing the specifics of welfare state activity in particular contexts.

At the opposite pole, the second approach focuses on the exploration 
of micro-level data regarding public opinion about welfare related issues. 
Here the role played by public opinion in policy making is the main 
focal point of both theoretical (Burstein, 1998) and empirical (Page and 
Shapiro, 1983) analyses, key studies highlighting the role it plays in setting 
the agenda, constraining policy choices and legitimising policy decisions 
(Cnaan et al., 1993; Pfau-Effinger, 2005; van Oorschot, 2006). Empirical 
investigations within this tradition have pointed to distinctive welfare 
attitudes across countries regarding issues such ‘welfare responsibility’ 
(Gundelach, 1994), the appropriate scope of welfare state interventions 
(Andreβ and Heien, 2001; Svallfors, 1997, 2007), the desired extent of 
social support for the unemployed (Blekesaune and Quadagno, 2003), as 
well as of perceptions of the cause of poverty (van Oorschot and Halman, 
2000) and deservingness of welfare target groups (van Oorschot, 2000, 
2006). While this approach has successfully facilitated empirical analyses 
of the cultural dimension in relation to welfare, it has been less success-
ful in identifying causal impacts of welfare attitudes on social policy. 
The temporal instability of public opinion is the major stumbling point 
here; as Gelissen (2008: 247) notes, public opinion is influenced by ‘the 
immediate surrounding socio-economic conditions’. For instance, how 
deserving the unemployed are viewed to be is affected by the unemploy-
ment rate (van Oorschot, 2006). We might also note that policy makers 
can influence public opinion (Page et. al., 1987) and that opinion survey 
findings can be sensitive to the specifics of the welfare context addressed 
in survey questions too. In short, attitudes uncovered in public opinion 
surveys simply too often lack the long-term stability required in order to 
be deemed indicators of broad cultural values.

In between these two camps, our own contribution to this debate 
(Jo, 2011) outlined the potential for an alternative conception of culture 
based on ‘in-between analysis’ that is both more specific and more 
clearly empirically rooted than the abstract approach of the first camp 
but has advantages over the second approach because it distinguishes 
the analysis of stable values from the analysis of fluctuating public 
opinion. This, we suggest, offers an empirically and conceptually robust 
route to analysing the impact of culture on welfare: one where culture 
and the social system are interrelated but not decisively determined by 
each other, where the relationship between culture, actors and the social 
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system is an interactive and iterative one. This tallies with the ‘welfare 
culture approach’ advocated by Pfau-Effinger (2005; cf. 2004b: 37–61). 
In this perspective, the cultural system and the social system interrelate 
and interplay, mainly through social actors whose ideas and interests are 
shaped by each, with social policy the outcome of this interplay. In short, 
our ‘in-between level’ analysis conceptualises culture as the cultural 
context for policy making and is able to facilitate quantitatively rooted 
cross-national analyses based in such a presumption (Jo, 2011).

The in-between approach: identifying stable  
societal values

Hofstede (2001: 9–11) has argued that if the cultural context is stable then 
we can usefully focus on values as a key cultural dimension. In conceptual 
terms, values are trans-situational and more immutable than attitudes 
(Hitlin and Piliavin, 2004), representing the most lasting ideas regarding 
what is desirable and ultimately affecting attitudes (Aalberg, 2003: 5–8). 
As with culture as a whole, this sub-concept of culture might be viewed 
to operate at different levels. Indeed, Haller (2002: 143) distinguishes 
between three kinds of values: universal values that must be equivalent to 
the basic human values in Psychology (e.g., see Schwartz, 1992); ‘societal 
values’ which are more concrete and ‘valid in a specific societal context’; 
and ‘situational values’ which are related to ‘the concrete application of 
values to social behaviour in specific circumstances’. We suggest that soci-
etal values represent an ‘in-between level’ of this sub-concept of culture, 
operating between concrete public opinion and abstract basic human 
values. Societal values are expected to vary more greatly across societies 
than universal values because they contain ‘references to concrete social 
circumstances’ (Haller, 2002: 143) but at the same time are more deeply 
embedded within a society and more stable than situational values. To 
this end, the analysis of aggregated micro-level data on societal values 
holds the potential for capturing the cultural context of policy making.

Crucially, the existence of successive waves of the EVS and the WVS 
contain detailed quantitative data on values stretching back over several 
decades with more than four waves of each having been completed 
during a period spanning from 1981 to 2009. Although the sample size 
for each country at each wave is not large (mostly between 1,000 and 
1,500), particularly for an attitudinal survey, there are few cross-cultural 
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surveys focusing on values and attitudes and fewer still with data for a 
relatively long period and wide range of countries. There have been few 
criticisms of the sample quality of these data, especially for the high-
income countries which are the focus of the welfare state types debate 
we focus on here (Larsen, 2006: 27). In short, the EVS/WVS provide 
us with sufficient cross-national micro-level of data on values in order 
to identify societal values shared by the majority of the population in a 
large number of countries. In order to meet our ‘in-between level’ defini-
tion of values, however, we need to pinpoint values that are stable within 
individual countries over time and are independent of economic and 
political context. Here ‘stability’ does not mean immutability. As flagged 
above, our approach is rooted in a view of a cultural system existing 
alongside a social system where both influence the other in an iterative 
fashion. Consequently, the cultural context should be conceived as being 
‘dynamically stable’ rather than being fixed and immutable (Oyserman 
and Uskul, 2008: 149–150). We suggest that, in practical terms, this means 
that any attempt to identify societal values using EVS and WVS data 
should not look for scores that are static but instead deploy dynamically 
stable scores of measures on the basis that cultural differences should be 
relatively enduring (Hitlin and Piliavin, 2004; Inglehart, 1990).

In an earlier piece of work (Jo, 2011) we developed a method for doing 
using EVS and corresponding WVS data that entailed looking at the 
persistence of differences in the cultural context between societies in 
order to draw examples of stable societal values from all three waves of 
the EVS and corresponding WVS data available at that time (1981/1982, 
1990 and 1999/2000), examining data for 22 OECD countries with estab-
lished welfare states in so doing. In order to allow for the stability of items 
to be tested, only questions repeatedly asked in all three waves of EVS/
WVS were selected for examination and these were then filtered again 
by data availability, which left us with 83 items. Based on correlations 
ten groups emerged and each group was factor analysed with the pooled 
dataset. These factor solutions were compared with those from the data 
by each wave, each country and both in order to test comparability of 
underlying factors across time and country (van de Vijver et al., 2008) 
and in this process it was found that many notions not only differed 
across countries but also changed over time. Comparable latent factors 
were extracted through an iterative process of discarding items contain-
ing incomparable notions and re-analysis. Following van de Vijver et al. 
(2008) comparability of extracted underlying dimensions across levels 
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(i.e., individual and country levels) was tested. The individual level 
values and the country level values can have differing internal logics and 
be different (Hofstede, 2001; Schwartz, 1994), so this process is key in 
terms of testing whether our extracted factors are meaningful examples 
of underlying values found at both individual and country levels. There 
was a further drop of items following this. Finally, stability of the cultural 
context was examined by looking at how stable the differences in cultural 
context between societies were over time; drawing on Hofstede (2001) 
the correlation between ranks of countries by the means of underlying 
values at 1981/1982 and at 1999/2000 was examined in order to do this.5 
Figure 1.1. provides an overview of this process.

Based on the above approach, in our original study we (Jo, 2011) found 
six examples of societal values that were comparable across time and 
countries, cross-level equivalent and, when aggregated, stable over time 
in terms of their differences between societies: religiosity; traditional ethi-
cal values; legal permissiveness; tolerance; traditional family values; and, 
optimism. We then proceeded to explore the impact of these examples of 
societal values on welfare systems (van Oorschot, 2007: 134–135; cf. Pfau-
Effinger, 2005). In order to capture the broader social, economic and politi-
cal context of policy making, and the specifics of social policy activity, in 
this stage of the analysis data from the EVS/WVS was supplemented with 
data from the OECD SOCX database, the ‘Comparative Welfare Reform 
Dataset 1960–2001’ (Kühner, 2007a) and the ‘Comparative Political Data 
Set 1960–2005’ (Armingeon et al., 2008), along with data on welfare regime 
types drawn from Arts and Gelissen’s (2002) summary of this literature.

In undertaking the analysis we found some strong indicators of the 
link between the cultural context and welfare (Jo, 2011: 12–16). For 
instance, public opinion on the causes of poverty appeared to be strongly 
dependent upon cultural context. Indeed, our regression models explor-
ing perceptions of the causes of poverty were vastly improved by the 
addition of data on societal values. Substantively, we found in particular 
that societies with stronger religiosity were more likely to emphasise the 
role of an individual’s actions in explaining poverty. Similarly, we also 
found that the proportion of social expenditure allocated to unemploy-
ment spending was linked to the cultural context, with our regression 
models again being greatly improved by the addition of cultural vari-
ables. Substantively we found that unemployment spending was likely 
to be allocated a higher share of social spending in societies where opti-
mism and tolerance were more strongly embedded.
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All waves of EVS-WVS data

Select items asked in all waves

Identify groups based on correlaions 

Analyse each group

Extract underlying dimension(s)

Initial principal components analysis

1) PCA with pooled dataset

Comparability test
2) PCA with datasets of each wave

Find the same dimension(s) Find different dimension(s) Discard items including
changing notions over time

3) PCA with datasets for each country

Find the same dimension(s) Find different dimension(s) Discard items with notions
that differ across countries

4) PCA with datasets for each country by each wave

Find the same dimension(s) Find different dimension(s) Discard items differing
across country and time

5) PCA at the culture level

Find the same dimension(s) Find different dimension(s) Discard items causing cross
level non-equivalence

Cross-level equivalence test 

Stability test 
6) Examination of rank correlation at country level

Stable over time Unstable over time

Decision 
Accepted as societal values Drop group

figure 1.1 The process for extracting examples of societal values

Despite these strong examples of links between welfare and cultural 
context found in our earlier work (Jo, 2011), and suggestions from 
scholars exploring related themes that the examination of culture at the 
 in-between level of societal values is a fruitful avenue (Busemeyer, 2013), 
there were nonetheless some important limitations within our earlier 
work. Data limitations placed some rather specific constraints on our 
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analysis. For instance, though the values data stretched back over two 
decades, a longer time frame would have improved our certainty that 
stable values had been extracted. The subsequent release of an additional 
wave of both the EVS and WVS has provided us with an opportunity to 
test the robustness of our earlier findings. It is to this task that we now 
turn.

The cultural context revisited: identifying  
societal values

The starting point for our new analysis was to repeat the procedure 
outlined in Figure 1.1 for the identification of societal values but including 
data from the latest waves of the EVS and WVS. While the original study 
examined data from 1981/1982 to 1999/2000, the latest releases extend 
this until 2009. We also took this opportunity to expand our sample, 
extracting data on societal values from a broader range of countries. In 
total, this provided us with 173 societal level cases (counting countries 
by time point separately), covering some 59 countries at a maximum of 
four time points each and 243,976 individual cases. The initial analysis 
extracted 11 factors.6 Subsequent exploration reduced this to eight 
examples of societal values, two more than found in our original study 
(Jo, 2011). Though there was a good degree of overlap in the extracted 
examples when compared to our earlier study we also found some slight 
variations in their composition and so use slightly varying labels for 
some of the overlapping societal values. These are:

Religiosity: capturing the depth of attachment to religious  

institutions and the strength of faith in God and religion.
Conservative social norms: capturing how socially illiberal  

societies are around issues such as divorce, abortion, sexuality and 
euthanasia.
Permissive values on adherence to laws: capturing the extent  

to which the flouting of laws is seen as acceptable, for example, 
cheating on taxes, accepting bribes, claiming benefits fraudulently.
Optimistic values: capturing the degree to which people in a society  

have a positive outlook and feel in control of their lives.
Traditional family values: capturing the degree to which the nuclear  

family based around marriage is valued.
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Inter-personal tolerance: capturing the extent to which people in  

a society are tolerant of living next door to groups sometimes seen 
as difficult, deviant or problematic such as drug addicts, convicted 
criminals or emotionally unstable people.

In addition, we found two sets of values around what we might loosely 
term notions of political participation and citizenship that we have 
labelled:

Political activeness: capturing the extent to which participation in  

political activities (beyond voting) such as demonstrating, signing 
petitions or joining unofficial strikes is a feature of the society.
Political orientedness: capturing the extent to which people in a  

society show an interest in politics and discuss political matters 
with friends.

Table A1.1 provides an overview of all the input items from EVS/WVS 
that each of these factors is based on.

We should note that there are limitations in our approach arising 
from the fact that it is data driven and so the examples of societal values 
extracted decisively depend on the items covered by our survey data. The 
EVS and WVS are the most extensive international attitudinal surveys in 
terms of a focus on the values of people but this does not alter the fact 
that the findings from this method are always merely some examples of 
societal values that are dataset-biased and not exhaustive. In addition, we 
might also note that the factors themselves require conceptually rooted 
interpretation in order to create qualitative labels for them. Though for 
some factors a straightforward interpretation is possible based on the 
values they comprise (religiosity for instance) for others interpretation is 
more complex and contestable, meaning alternative labels may be more 
apposite (inter-personal tolerance for instance might be alternatively 
labelled as something lower order such as ‘open-minded neighbourli-
ness’). Nonetheless, the extracted societal values provide us with a useful 
base on which to explore ways in which the cultural context impacts on 
welfare and, crucially, open up numerous possibilities for undertaking 
quantitatively rooted analyses of the impact of culture on welfare policy 
be it through traditional regression style techniques or less well known 
approaches gaining traction in comparative analysis such Qualitative 
Comparative Analysis (QCA) (Rihoux and Ragin, 2008; see also, Hudson 
and Kühner, 2013). Having outlined the examples of societal values 
we are utilising, we round off the chapter by demonstrating that while 
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these values overlap with the commonly cited groupings of welfare state 
types but are sufficiently different to be viewed as operating independ-
ently from them. This is important, for our theoretical model outlined 
above presumes culture and welfare systems influence each other in an 
iterative fashion – while also interacting with political, economic and 
social factors – which means that we should expect some close relation 
between welfare types and societal values but should not expect them to 
overlap fully. We then, in subsequent chapters, move on to explore how 
the societal values data can be used to explore the impact of culture on 
welfare policy making.

The embeddedness of culture in welfare types

A simple way of exploring whether culture operates independently from 
welfare types is to examine how far our examples of societal values overlap 
with commonly cited welfare types. If shared cultural foundations are 
key in determining different models of welfare then the clusters of both 
ought to be broadly similar. If, however, culture operates independently 
from welfare regimes/types then the picture should be more mixed. One 
simple way of exploring this is to perform a cluster analysis using all of our 
examples of societal values. We used Ward’s method with values standard-
ised as Z-scores. We included 23 countries commonly included in welfare 
typologies and, for each societal value, used the latest year for which factor 
scores were available for each example of societal values for each case.7

Table 1.1 presents the outcomes of the analysis, grouping countries 
by cluster and listing the commonly cited welfare types alongside each 
case. One challenge here, of course, is that typologies – and member-
ships within typologies – are contested (Arts and Gellisen, 2002). Based 
on our reading of the literature, guided by Arts and Gellisen (2002), 
the third column of Table 1.1 provides our view on where these cases 
are most commonly classified, but in column four we also list common 
alternatives. We should note that this does not mean that we agree with 
these common classifications: for instance, we include the East Asian 
type because it aids our exploration of the more deterministic analyses 
of culture and welfare but are highly sceptical about claims that an East 
Asian model exists (Hudson, Kühner and Yang, 2014; Jo, 2013). All told 
this gives us five welfare types: the conservative/corporatist, liberal 
and social democratic regimes identified by Esping-Andersen plus the 
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Southern European (Ferrera, 1996) and East Asian (Rieger and Liebfried, 
2003) types. To allow for ease of comparison we have interpreted our 
cluster analysis as having identified five groupings, though we should 
note that the distance between Clusters 1 and 2 is modest and that an 

table 1.1 Cluster analysis of societal values data

Cluster Cases Assumed welfare type Common alternatives

 Austria Conservative/corporatist
Switzerland Liberal Conservative/corporatista

Germany Conservative/corporatist
United Kingdom Liberal Radicalb

Luxembourg Conservative/corporatist
Netherlands Conservative/corporatist Social democraticc

 Australia Liberal Radical
Canada Liberal
Denmark Social democratic
Finland Social democratic
Norway Social democratic
New Zealand Liberal Radical
United States Liberal

 Belgium Conservative/corporatist
Spain South European
France Conservative/corporatist
Sweden Social democratic

 Greece South European
Ireland Liberal
Italy South European Conservative/corporatistd

Portugal South European
 Japan East Asian Conservative/corporatiste

South Korea East Asian

Notes: a Arts and Gelissen (2002: table 2) read Esping-Andersen as classifying 
Switzerland in the conservative type, but in a footnote to a regression model in 
Esping-Andersen (1999: 77) suggests it falls in the liberal type (see Hudson, 2012: 12).
b  Australia, New Zealand and UK all classified as radical in Castles and Mitchell 
(1993), distinguishing them from Liberal cases such as the USA.

c  We should note that Arts and Gelissen (2002: table 2) read Esping-Andersen 
as classifying the Netherlands in the social democratic type but its often a 
contested case and is undefined in Wildeboer Schut et al. (2001).

d  Esping-Andersen, of course, did not include a Southern European cluster (Italy being the 
only case from the sub-region in his analysis), placing it within the conservative/corporatist 
cluster. In suggesting this additional type, Ferrera (1996) placed Italy firmly within it.

e  Esping-Andersen, of course, did not include an East Asian cluster (Japan being the only 
case from the sub-region in his analysis), placing it within the conservative/corporatist 
cluster. Many of those suggesting this additional type placed Japan firmly within it 
though critics often note its dissimilarity with other welfare systems in the region.
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alternative reading would be that they should form a single cluster (as 
can be seen from the dendrogram in Figure 1.2).

Though arguably a somewhat crude approach, cluster analysis is 
commonly used by scholars trying to identify welfare types (e.g., Powell 
and Barrientos, 2004). The results of the cluster analysis suggest at best 
a modest overlap between the patterns of societal values and common 
welfare type memberships, with most clusters contain at least two 
examples of at least two welfare types and Cluster 1 being very diverse 
if we use the alternate welfare type classifications. The clear exception is 
Cluster 5 which comprises only East Asian cases, though given our data 
set only contains data on two cases in the region it may not capture the 
full diversity of values there.8 Or, alternatively, it may be that the East 
Asian ‘model’ of welfare has been mistakenly identified as a welfare state 
type rather than a cultural ‘type’. This would chime with our previous 
suggestion (Jo, 2013) that there is a coherence in terms of values in these 
two cases (Japan and South Korea) but that this does not translate into a 
common model of social policy. Further support for the conclusion that 
welfare types and our examples of societal values are weakly associated 
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figure 1.2 Cluster analysis of societal values data (dendrogram using ward 
linkage).
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comes from manual inspection of the data for our examples of societal 
values by welfare regime type: though the patterns vary by each of the 
examples of societal values, in the round data plots underline that there 
is often considerable range within each welfare regime type with respect 
to the scores for each societal value. So, for instance, while some loose 
patterns are discernable (e.g., inter-personal tolerance is lower in the 
East Asia type than elsewhere or that permissive values on adherence 
to laws are more evident in Conservative and South European types) 
on the whole the picture defies simple explanation. Moreover, there are 
instances where the variation in scores within a type is as telling as vari-
ation in scores between types: for example, there is a wide (and skewed) 
range of scores for religiosity in the Liberal type and in traditional family 
values in the Conservative type.9

In short, there is at best only very limited support for the notion that 
culture and welfare state types are heavily connected. Indeed, there is 
good reason to presume the two are related but act independently of 
each other, providing a strong rationale for including societal values in 
analysis of welfare alongside indicators of welfare state type.

Chapter summary

This chapter makes three key points:

In debates about cross-national variations in welfare, culture  

is often said to be an important factor in explaining difference, 
and has featured as an important explanatory factor in core 
contributions to the welfare types debate. However, its impact on 
varying policy structures has rarely been subjected to detailed 
empirical analysis, with its significance often implied or tied to 
crude deterministic accounts.
In part, the relative paucity of studies is a result of complexities in  

conceptualising culture and developing robust ‘measures’ that can 
act as a proxy for culture in empirical analysis. We suggest that 
our ‘in-between’ approach that uses examples of societal values 
as a proxy for culture can address both these issues and open up 
extensive opportunities for empirical analysis of the impact of 
culture on welfare.
Our examples of societal values do not merely capture the  

commonly identified welfare state types by another route, with 
scores for our societal values being only loosely related to common 
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welfare type memberships. There is good reason to presume the 
two are related but act independently of each other, providing a 
strong rationale for including societal values in cross-national 
analyses of welfare.

Having argued that there are good reasons to include societal values in 
cross-national analyses of welfare and shown how it is possible to do so, 
in the following two chapters we move onto this task, beginning with 
traditional quantitative approaches and then utilising QCA techniques. 
In so doing, we aim to explore the ways in which the culture context 
of policy making impacts on cross-national variations in social policy 
across OECD nations.

Appendix

table A1.1 Examples of societal values extracted

Societal value Input variables 

Religiosity God is important in my life 
Have confidence in  
churches 

I am a religious person 
How often do you attend  
religious services

Conservative 
social normsa

Justifiable: divorce 
Justifiable: abortion 
Justifiable: euthanasia 

Justifiable: prostitution 
Justifiable: homosexuality 
Justifiable: suicide 

Permissive 
values on 
adherence to 
laws

Justifiable: cheating on  
taxes
Justifiable: claiming  
government benefits not 
entitled to 

Justifiable: someone accepting  
a bribe
Justifiable: avoiding a fare on  
public transport

Optimistic 
values 

Feeling of happiness 
Satisfaction with your life 

How much freedom of choice  
and control in your life

Traditional 
family valuesa

Marriage is an out-dated  
institution 

Approve of a single woman  
becoming a parent

Inter-personal 
tolerancea

People that you would not  
like to have as neighbours:
Drug addicts 

Heavy drinkers 
People with a criminal record 
Emotionally unstable people 

Political 
activeness

Political action: joining in  
boycotts
Political action:  
attending lawful/peaceful 
demonstrations

Political action: signing a  
petition
Political action: joining  
unofficial strikes

Political 
orientedness

Interest in politics  How often discuss political  
matters with friends 

Note: a Scores reversed.
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Notes

See http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayJournal?jid=JSP and http://1 
scholar.google.com/scholar?oi=bibs&hl=en&q=pfau-effinger respectively
We should note that it has been argued that culture can help us to 2 
understand why and path-deviance occurs too (Jo, 2011; Pfau-Effinger, 
2004a; van Oorschot, 2006: 24): for example, if societal values change.
To this end he approvingly cites the arguments of Wuthnow (1989), noting 3 
his ‘subtle analysis of the comparative development of ideologies has 
elegantly shown how emerging worldviews, once they reach critical mass, 
can generate a set of culture-reproducing institutions, organizations, and 
specialized actors that greatly facilitate the spread and reproduction of that 
ideology’ (Pierson, 2004: 39).
Even those offering what might be seen as a near deterministic approach 4 
offer suitable qualifications in this regard: Rieger and Liebfried (2003: 243), 
for instance, concede it is ‘not culture per se that explains patterns in welfare 
state building’.
Whilst Hofstede applied a criterion of 0.5 in terms of the rank correlation 5 
coefficient (2001), we applied 0.7 (Jo, 2011) on the basis that with a small 
number of cases, the correlation coefficients may be comparatively higher.
Although all 11 factors show both unique and shared aspects of value-6 
characteristics of society, some appeared to show more shared aspects than 
unique ones when inspected closely and were dropped in order to leave us 
with eight distinctive examples of societal values.
In most cases this was 2008, but in some cases missing values meant data 7 
for an earlier year had to be used for some factors for some cases. Primarily 
this was for non-European countries where specific questions had not been 
included in the national variant of the WVS.
We should also note that there are some missing values here that might add 8 
some noise to the analysis. Details of data coverage for each case can be 
found on the book’s accompanying FigShare site.
For readers who are interested in exploring this further, we have placed plots 9 
for each example of a societal value, by welfare regime type, on our Fig Share 
site.
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2
Exploring the Culture–Welfare 
Nexus: A Quantitative 
Comparative Analysis

Abstract: In this chapter we report findings from a series 
of regression models exploring how far the cultural context 
helps us to understand cross-national variations in social 
policy making provision. Our models treat culture as one 
aspect of the context for social policy; while we include our 
examples of societal values as key independent variables 
in our regression models we also include indicators that 
aim to capture the economic, political and historical-
institutional (welfare regime) context of policy making. 
Our quantitative analysis provides good support for the 
‘culture matters’ thesis particularly when exploring ‘old 
social risks’. However, we also note some limitations 
inherent in our approach, particularly when exploring ‘new 
social risks’, and point to the value of supplementing our 
regression analyses with complementary approaches.

Keywords: culture; welfare state variations; societal values
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Culture-Welfare Nexus: A Quantitative Analysis

Exploring culture and welfare quantitatively

In this chapter we turn to the task of using our examples of societal values 
in quantitative empirical analyses of the impact of culture on welfare. We 
do some from a perspective cognisant with Pfau-Effinger’s (2005; cf. 2004: 
37–61) ‘welfare culture approach’ in which the impact of culture on welfare 
policy-making is mediated by political actors, social structures and insti-
tutions. We present a series of regression models that include independ-
ent variables related to each of these aspects (culture, politics, economy 
and institutions) in order to explain cross-national variations in key 
social policy provisions. Our examples of societal values extracted from 
European Values Study (EVS)/World Values Survey (WVS) data represent 
key independent variables in our models. They are supplemented by data 
on economic contexts (unemployment rate, female participation in the 
labour market rate, economic growth rate, gross domestic product [GDP] 
per capita) drawn from OECD datasets and the recently updated version 
of Kühner’s (2007a, 2013) ‘Comparative Welfare Reform Dataset’ which is 
based on authoritative sources (OECD and International Monetary Fund 
[IMF]). Data on the political context (party composition of government; 
trade union density) also comes from Kühner’s ‘Comparative Welfare 
Reform Dataset’ based on the ‘Comparative Political Data Set 1960–2010’ 
compiled by Armingeon et al. (2008, 2012). Finally, to capture the histori-
cal-institutional policy context for policy making countries were grouped 
into welfare regime types on the basis of Esping-Andersen’s key works 
(1990, 1999) and Arts and Gelissen’s (2002) intensive review of welfare 
regime typologies.1 The dependent variables for our analysis are drawn 
from two key sources: social expenditure data from the OECD’s SOCX 
database and data on family policy structures from the OECD’s Family 
Policy Structures Database (OECD, 2013a). While we have data on societal 
values for some 59 countries, data on policy characteristics only covers 
OECD countries, reducing our sample to between 20 and 21 countries in 
our regression models.2To explore the influence of the cultural context on 
welfare we utilise proxies for policy decisions as our dependent variables. 
Firstly, replicating some of the analysis undertaken in our earlier work 
(Jo, 2011), we examine policy supports for the unemployed. Exploration of 
this area is at the core of much of the comparative welfare state literature, 
not least because it captures well what Esping-Andersen (1990) refers to 
as the extent to which welfare decommodifies labour: that is, the extent 
to which social policy provision protects citizens from the commodifying 
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effects of capitalism by offering them income that is independent from 
their ability to sell their labour in the market. As such, it offers us a useful 
proxy for social rights generally and, indeed, for this reason the strength 
of support for the unemployed was one of the elements included in the 
decommodification index that was at the core of Esping-Andersen’s 
ground breaking Three Worlds of Welfare analysis (Esping-Andersen, 
1990).

However, as early critics of Esping-Andersen’s work noted, while a focus 
on unemployment policy might capture the work-welfare nexus well, it 
does not speak to the care–welfare nexus that is also central to the overall 
shape of welfare regimes (Bleses and Seeleib-Kaiser, 2004; Ferragina, 
Seeleib-Kaiser and Tomlinson, 2013; Lewis, 1992). Esping-Andersen (1999) 
acknowledged this limitation in later work, constructing a defamilialisa-
tion index that captures the extent to which social policy promotes inde-
pendence from family support and caring roles. Consequently, our second 
set of models focus on family policy in order to capture the care–welfare 
nexus. Significantly, this also allows us to include an area of policy in which 
there has been significant policy change over recent decades (Ferragina, 
Seeleib-Kaiser and Tomlinson, 2013). Indeed, following Taylor-Gooby 
(2004a, 2004b), we might usefully label our two policy areas as represent-
ing the ‘old’ social risks at the core of the traditional industrial welfare 
state and the ‘new’ social risks that are an increasingly prominent focus 
as high-income countries move away from male-breadwinner industrial 
economies towards post-industrial knowledge–based economies with 
high levels of female participation in the labour market.

We should note at the outset that we face some not insignificant meth-
odological constraints in our task. Chief among these, arguably, is that 
the overall number of cases in our models is rather modest. While this 
is far from unusual in macro-level comparative welfare state research, it 
does nonetheless restrict the number of independent variables we can 
sensibly include in our models, particularly given that we have eight 
examples of societal values along with a range of variables relating to 
economic, political and social dimensions. Consequently, for each of 
our models we have constrained the number of independent variables 
included using a three-step process. While we detail the actual selection 
of indicators for each set of models in the sections that follow, it is worth 
outlining the general process here before we do so. First, we manually 
inspected descriptive statistics and simple charts that facilitated simple 
exploration of the relationship between each dependent variable and 





DOI: 10.1057/9781137457493.0007

Culture-Welfare Nexus: A Quantitative Analysis

the proposed independent variables, allowing us to divide the latter into 
strong, medium and weak candidates for inclusion in our regression 
models, with the latter group dropped; secondly, our prima facie conclu-
sions were tested through correlation analyses, with further adjustments 
made at this stage if necessary; finally, the candidate variables were 
matched against a priori theoretical assumptions about which variables 
ought to be included and final adjustments made here if necessary.

The cultural context and unemployment  
expenditure

Turning first to the ‘old’ social risks represented by unemployment policy, 
we use two different dependent variables that capture unemployment 
expenditure, one based on the percentage of GDP commanded by this 
area of activity (our primary measure) and the other based on the share 
of total social expenditure allocated to it. While the latter provides us 
with an effective indicator for exploring where unemployment expendi-
ture fits in the balance of welfare state priorities, it has the potential to be 
misleading insofar as it tells us nothing about the overall level of welfare 
state effort for which an examination of the percentage of GDP allocated 
to unemployment spending is necessary.

In order to select the independent variables for our analysis we 
followed the procedure outlined above. After conducting a graphical 
examination through scatter plotting of the pooled data, data for each 
time point and data for each country,3 the following were identified as 
strong candidates for inclusion:

the unemployment rate (+) appeared to be the most likely  

influential factor, showing a positive relationship with our primary 
measure of unemployment policy in the pooled data, for each time 
point and for each country data (bar a few exceptions in the latter).
GDP per capita (–), union density (+), interpersonal tolerance  

(+), and conservative social norms (–) also appeared likely to be 
influential as they showed the same pattern in the pooled data, for 
each time point and in many countries.

In addition, the following were identified as possibly influential:

Traditional family values  (–) and optimistic values (+). These variables 
showed the same pattern in the pooled data and for each time 
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point, but in many countries the relationship pointed in the 
opposite direction

Other candidate variables were not expected to have a significant and 
constant impact on unemployment spending based on inspection of the 
raw data (GDP growth rate, cabinet composition, religiosity, permissive 
values on adherence to laws, Political activeness and political oriented-
ness) and were removed from our analysis except for cabinet composi-
tion, which remained in on the basis of a priori theoretical assumptions. 
Key studies in the comparative welfare state literature have suggested 
that there is a partisan effect on welfare spending, with left-leaning 
governments more likely to be pro-welfare in their policy decisions 
(e.g., Castles, 1982; Hibbs, 1977). Though important contributions to the 
literature have suggested that partisan effects have weakened since the 
end of the era of welfare expansion (e.g., Huber and Stephens, 2001) we 
retain this variable given there is on-going debate. Finally, the welfare 
regime variables have to be included as they are our sole measure of 
the historical-institutional context, but for completeness we conducted 
a similar inspection of this data, which suggested that some impacts 
should be evident, albeit with variations across different regime types.

As a result of the above, nine variables were selected as candidates for 
our unemployment policy regression models: two economic contextual 
factors (unemployment rate, GDP per capita); two political contextual 
factors (union density; cabinet composition); one historical-institutional 
contextual factor (welfare regime); and, four cultural contextual factors 
(tolerance, conservative social norms, family values, optimistic values). 
Correlation analysis was undertaken to confirm these decisions (see 
Table 2.1); while this suggested that we might drop GDP per capita as a 
measure we retained this on the basis that having two separate measures 
of economic context might be useful, particularly given that unemploy-
ment (unsurprisingly) appears a key driver of unemployment spending.

Table 2.2 presents the results of our Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) 
regression models with unemployment expenditure as a percentage of 
GDP as the dependent variable. As expected, the unemployment rate 
drives a good deal of the variation in this field, with higher levels of 
unemployment clearly linked to higher levels of unemployment expend-
iture as a percentage GDP, underlining the (at least partially) cyclical 
nature of expenditure in this area. GDP per capita shows no significant 
influence until we add all other contexts into our model, when it shows 
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table 2.1 Correlations with social expenditure on unemployment (as  GDP)

N N

Economic context
Unemployment rate .**  GDP per capita –. 
GDP growth rate –. 
Political context
Cabinet composition .  Union density .** 
Cultural context
Interpersonal  

tolerance
.**  Conservative  

social norms
–.** 

Traditional family  
values

–.**  Optimistic values .* 

Religiosity –.  Permissive values  
on adherence to 
laws

–. 

Political activeness .  Political 
orientedness

–. 

** 0.05 level; *0.1 level.
Note: Historical-Institutional contextual factors (regime variables) are 
not examined here as they are purely categorical variables.

a negative significant association. Ostensibly this indicates that societies 
will allocate less of their overall resource to this area of policy as their 
economies become larger; it may be that this is capturing the changing 
dynamic of policy in this area over time, with the trend across the OECD 
generally being one of incremental reduction in the level of spending 
from the early 1990s until the mid-2000s, with particularly marked 
reductions in most of the countries that were high spenders in the 1980s 
(e.g., Denmark, the Netherlands, Sweden).4

Crucially, our earlier finding (Jo, 2011: 13–14) that the cultural context 
matters too is confirmed: we find that the predictive capacity of our 
model is clearly improved when the cultural context is added. Beyond 
this headline finding, some of the more detailed findings with respect to 
societal values merit reflection too.

Firstly, Table 2.2 shows that conservative social norms appear to have a 
significant negative association with the share of GDP allocated to unem-
ployment spending. This makes sense insofar as we might reasonably 
expect more pejoratively judgemental attitudes towards the unemployed 
in societies where conservative social norms are stronger. Cross-national 
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studies of public opinion data have more commonly explored this ques-
tion from what might be seen as the reverse perspective, asking whether 
strong social solidarity (e.g., van Oorschot, 2000, 2008) or more egali-
tarian values (e.g., Blekesaune and Quadango, 2003) lead to higher social 
spending for the unemployed. Indeed, these key studies have suggested 
that they do: for example, Blekesaune and Quadango (2003: 422) found 
that public support for welfare policies towards the old was significantly 
correlated with the degree of egalitarianism in a nation. Arguably our 
conservative social norms societal value operates in a similar spectrum 
to social solidaristic or egalitarian values, but capturing the degree to 
which some groups are ‘othered’ through entrenched social norms. We 
would expect that the influence of this societal value on public opinion 
to feed through into policy decisions if our model of policy making 
advanced in Chapter 1 holds true and our regression model provides 
support for this hypothesis.

Secondly, Table 2.2 shows optimistic values to be positively associated 
with unemployment spending. This societal value comprises responses 
to questions about: how much freedom of choice and control there is in 
life; feelings of happiness; and, satisfaction with life. That this societal 
value has a significant positive association with unemployment spending 
echoes findings in our previous study (Jo, 2011); we argued there that it is 
difficult to explain why this should be so. Indeed, it is not unreasonable 
to assume that where people feel they have more control over their lives 
that the state might be expected to provide less support and so the asso-
ciation should point in the opposite directions. However, it might equally 
be surmised that people are more likely to feel in control of their lives – 
and show high levels of subjective well-being – if they are more strongly 
protected against economic risks by the state (i.e., this may reflect welfare 
provision feeding back into optimistic values or, at least, an iterative 
relationship between the two). Indeed, some theorists have suggested 
that the high levels of subjective well-being found in Nordic countries 
are connected with their strong social rights: Marklund (2013: 17) notes 
that ‘the Nordic countries have scored well in comparative statistics on 
SWB [subjective well-being ... and] the Nordic model of welfare, with 
its focus upon collective and universal social security, has typically been 
seen as a key factor for these favourable results’. Similar observations 
about the links between high subjective well-being and high welfare 
spending – and the key role of Nordic countries in driving such associa-
tions in quantitative analyses – are made by Rothstein (2010). Beyond 
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this, however, we might also point to the more theoretically rooted 
arguments of Berlant (2011) who, in her book Cruel Optimism, suggests 
that expansion of the state in key areas of social and economic policy 
‘motored’ much of post-War optimism in Europe and America, but that 
the ‘retraction, during the last three decades, of the social democratic 
promise’ of this era (p. 12) has contributed to an ‘attrition of a fantasy, a 
collectively invested form of life, the good life’ (p. 26). Might it be that 
our models are pointing towards this thesis in some loose manner, with 
a ‘post-War’ sense of ‘optimism’ and the ‘social democratic’ model (or 
the overall decline thereof) in some way connected? We will explore this 
question in more detail in Chapter 4.

Our remaining societal values variables do not show significant asso-
ciations with the overall level of unemployment spending, though it is 
worth noting that the effects point in the expected direction and hence 
we offer some tentative reflections here. Tolerance showed a positive 
(and significant) influence in our earlier work (Jo, 2011) and, given that 
the interpersonal tolerance factor in many ways captures the strength of 
social liberalism in a similar way that conservative social norms captures 
social illiberalism we might reasonably expect this to be so. Why, then, is 
there no clear influence this time? It may be that interpersonal tolerance 
is no longer significant in our latest models because: (i) our extracted 
examples of societal values inevitably are at best partial and overlapping 
dimensions of real societal values, (ii) that interpersonal tolerance and 
conservative social norms are two sides of an at least similar coin and 
(iii) that while our models struggle to pin down the specifics, on balance 
these results suggest that increased social liberalism fosters increased 
social spending on the unemployed and that the reverse is true also. 
Our remaining societal value is traditional family values and Table 2.2 
shows a negative but not significant association, which is in line with 
our earlier findings (Jo, 2011). Given the repeated absence of a significant 
association we should perhaps not dwell on the potential link here too 
long, though the multi-level models computed as a robustness check 
did flag a significant negative association here. It could be hypothesised 
that in countries where traditional family values are stronger we might 
expect the role of the family in income protection to be stressed over the 
role of the state.

Interestingly, if we examine the impact of welfare regimes we can see 
(compared with the Liberal regime) the Southern European regime 
having a significant negative association until our societal values are 
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added into the model, at which point this regime no longer has a signifi-
cant association and the direction shifts from negative to positive. Given 
that both conservative social norms and traditional family values are 
strong in this regime it may be that our models struggle to disentan-
gle the impacts of these multiple, perhaps overlapping, factors; we will 
return to this issue in Chapter 3. We can see a strong – and significant 
– positive influence of Conservative/Corporatist regime membership, 
which perhaps reflects the impact of the typically Bismarckian model of 
unemployment insurance in this regime whereby contributory schemes 
produce relatively generous earnings-related benefits (Esping-Andersen, 
1990), though we should note that these schemes have faced increased 
pressure for reform in recent years (Palier, 2010). It is perhaps surprising 
that the Social Democratic regime does not show a significant positive 
association given the strong social rights associated with this regime; this 
could be because more recent changes to unemployment support in this 
regime have weakened the strength of social protections for the unem-
ployed – this would chime with some parts of the analysis undertaken 
by Ferragina et al. (2013: 794) which suggests some Social Democratic 
nations have shifted away from the traditional model in this area – but 
it may also reflect that trade union density (which shows a positive and 
significant association with unemployment spending) is generally higher 
in this regime and that our models cannot easily disentangle the effects 
of the two. Finally, we should note that cabinet composition does not 
have a significant association with spending and, moreover, the direction 
of influence varies across our models, perhaps lending support to claims 
that partisan effects have weakened over time.

Table 2.3 reports the findings using our alternative dependent vari-
able: unemployment spending as a share of total social spending. This 
allows us to explore the relative priority – within welfare state budgets – 
attached to protecting the unemployed as opposed to overall level of 
finance allocated to it. The core findings are extremely similar, including 
that inclusion of the societal values improves the explanatory power of 
our models. The welfare regime and political contexts operate in largely 
the same manner, the level of unemployment continues to be a key 
driver and, with respect to societal values, we again see optimistic values 
being an important factor.5 Conservative social norms no longer displays 
a significant association (though the direction remains the same), but 
traditional family values now shows a significant negative association. 
This is consistent with the tentative explanation we advanced above for 
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this societal value – that in countries where traditional family values are 
stronger we might expect the role of the family in income protection to 
be stressed over the role of the state – but, crucially, given that this model 
deals with the share of welfare spending allocated to the unemployed 
rather than the overall level of spending we can extend this hypothesis 
a stage further by suggesting the effect of traditional family values ought 
to be stronger here (than when examining overall spending as  GDP) 
because we should expect (the generally smaller) welfare state budgets 
in countries with strong traditional family values to display a greater 
emphasis on welfare provisions that are more clearly outwith the scope 
of budgetary redistribution within the family. So, for example, we might 
expect expenditure on items such as health care to form a larger share of 
the total social budget and cash transfers a smaller amount.

In summary, our regression models provide strong support for the 
‘culture matters’ thesis when exploring unemployment policy. The 
explanatory power of our models improved by inclusion of the societal 
values data and we are able to detect statistically significant influences 
for some our examples of societal values that are largely consistent with 
findings from previous work and suggestions made by key comparative 
welfare state theorists. Indeed, we might even argue that the cultural 
influences show through more clearly – and more consistently in terms 
of matching key theoretical suggestions – than is the case for our politi-
cal or historical-institutional contexts.

The cultural context and family policy expenditure

Normative debates about ‘who should get what and why’ are expected to 
particularly show the impact of societal values on decision making where 
normative issues are prominent in political discourse (Jo, 2011: 7; see also 
van Oorschot, 2000). We chose to examine unemployment expenditure 
because debates around support for the unemployed have been amongst 
the most contentious in recent years. There are good reasons to extend our 
analysis to embrace different policy decisions, not least because different 
values ought to impact on different policy debates, and we repeat our 
approach here with an examination of family policy expenditures. This 
allows us to compare the impact of the cultural context in a policy area 
firmly associated with traditional social risks, the industrial welfare state 
and class-based political conflict (i.e., unemployment policy), with one 
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at the centre of debates about the new social risks addressed by the post-
industrial welfare state and perhaps tied to a new form of welfare politics 
(Taylor-Gooby, 2004a). We again examine spending as a percentage of 
GDP and as a share of total social expenditure.

As with our analysis of unemployment policy, we began by narrowing 
down our independent variables using the procedure outlined at the start 
of the chapter. After conducting a graphical examination through scatter 
plotting of the pooled data, data for each time point and data for each 
country, the following were identified as strong candidates for inclusion:

Female labour participation rate (+), religiosity (–), conservative  

social norms (–), GDP per capita (–), and welfare regime (though 
with varying impacts across types): they each show the same 
pattern in the pooled data, data for each time point data and in 
many countries.

In addition, the following were identified as possibly influential:

Unemployment rate (–), cabinet composition (+), union density  

(+), interpersonal tolerance (+), traditional family values (–), 
optimistic values (+) and political orientedness (+). They showed 
the same pattern in the pooled and each time point data, but the 
relationships were very weak and in many (around the half) of 
the countries the relationship was in the opposite direction. In 
some respects, it might just mean that these factors have no strong 
impact.

Other candidate variables were not expected to have a significant and 
constant impact on spending based on inspection of the raw data – GDP 
growth rate, permissive values on adherence to laws, and political active-
ness – and removed from our analysis except for cabinet composition, 
which remained in on the basis of a priori theoretical assumptions.

Based on the above, we could select just the 5 variables that are strong 
candidates, the 12 that are strong and possibly influential, or the 5 strong 
candidates supplemented with a smaller number of others based on a 
priori theoretically rooted assumptions and the results of correlation 
analysis. We adopted the latter on the basis that 5 is a modest number 
of independent variables but 12 is too many. Assisted by our correlation 
analysis (Table 2.4) we selected female labour participation rate and 
GDP per capita for the economic context. We stuck with both cabinet 
composition and union density for the political context; although our a 
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table 2.4 Correlations with social expenditure on family (as  GDP)

N N

Economic context
GDP per capita .***  GDP growth rate –. 
Unemployment rate –.*  Female labour 

participation rate
.*** 

Political context
Cabinet composition .***  Union density .*** 
Cultural context
Religiosity –.***  Conservative social 

norms
–.*** 

Interpersonal tolerance .***  Traditional family 
values

–.*** 

Optimistic values .***  Permissive values on 
adherence to laws

–. 

Political activeness .***  Political orientedness .*** 

*** 0.01 level; ** 0.05 level; *0.1 level.
Note: Historical-Institutional contextual factors (regime variables) are not examined here as 
they are purely categorical variables.

priori theoretical assumption is that trade union density is less likely to 
be linked to this area of policy than cabinet composition,6 the two show 
a similar correlation. Finally, religiosity and conservative social norms 
perform as expected, showing the strongest correlation so remained in 
our selection. Of the remaining societal values, most show the same 
modest strength of correlation; given this we selected traditional family 
values as our final variable on the basis of a priori assumptions that family 
values ought to have an impact on family policy. Along with the regime 
variable this provided us with a total of eight independent variables, just 
one fewer than in our models for unemployment expenditure.

Table 2.5 presents the results of our regression models with family 
policy expenditure as a percentage of GDP as the dependent variable. 
Though the inclusion of cultural contexts improves the model, it does 
so much more modestly than in our unemployment expenditure models 
and so the model provides much less clear support for the culture matters 
thesis. Moreover, only one of our societal values shows a significant asso-
ciation with spending – religiosity – with a negative association being 
flagged. Esping-Andersen’s (1990: 27 and 112) original conceptualisation 
of his three welfare regimes acknowledged that religion ought to play 
a key role in shaping cross-national policy difference, with a particular 
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nod towards the role of the Church in limiting the extent of family 
policy in the Conservative/Corporatist regime.7 However, it is puzzling 
that while religiosity shows the negative association with family spend-
ing this suggests, we find no significantly negative association between 
spending and membership of the Conservative/Corporatist regime; in 
fact, our model displays a positive but insignificant one. This may be 
because the regression model cannot disentangle interactions between 
religiosity and membership of this type. In a similar vein, the direction 
of conservative social norms and traditional family values in the regres-
sion model is the reverse from that in the bivariate correlations in Table 
2.4: this might again be because the models cannot easily disentangle 
complex interactions between the societal values and some of the regime 
types. We explore this issue more in Chapter 3, but overall these issues 
mean that our model provides modest support for the culture matters 
thesis with respect to the overall level of family policy spending.

Indeed, the most influential factors seem drawn from outside of the 
cultural context. We have already noted that our model does not capture 
a clear regime effect for the Conservative/Corporatist type, but else-
where we do see some clear regime effects and, on the whole, we might 
argue that they appear to outweigh the cultural factors. Compared to the 
Liberal regime, Social Democratic regime members are likely to have 
higher levels of family policy spending which is to be expected given 
Esping-Andersen’s (1999) suggestion that defamilialisation patterns 
map onto decommodification patterns. By contrast, membership of the 
Southern European regime, which Esping-Andersen did not include 
as a separate cluster in his work, is significantly associated with lower 
spending still than the Liberal regime. This fits with key theoretical 
works identifying this cluster, which suggest that a key feature of this 
ideal type is the limited degree of state penetration in the provision of 
welfare (Ferrera, 1996).

In terms of political and economic factors, Table 2.5 shows cabinet 
composition is positively and significantly associated with the level 
of spending on family policy. This is particularly interesting given the 
weak link it displayed with unemployment spending. It is, perhaps, also 
consistent with the developmental theory of realignment (Giger, 2009; 
Inglehart and Norris, 2000, 2003) which suggests that women have 
shifted from being more right leaning than men in their voting prefer-
ences to being more left leaning than men voting preferences as econo-
mies have moved from industrial to post-industrial structures, though we 
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should be cautious in presuming both that left parties have responded by 
increasing support for family policy and that such an approach would be 
successful in attracting the votes of women (Manow and Emmenegger, 
2012). Morgan (2009) notes that trade unions have adopted varying 
responses to promoting/blocking expansion of childcare across Europe 
historically, so it interesting to note the a (weakly) significant positive 
association is shown here. Finally, our model shows that GDP per capita 
is positively and significantly associated with the overall level of family 
policy spending, reflecting that there has been strong growth in this area 
of policy in more recent years; it is unlikely there is a ‘causal’ link here 
and that, instead, this merely reflects the rise of ‘new’ social risk agendas 
as economies have become more post-industrial.

Our second model, which explores the share of social spending allo-
cated to family policy (Table 2.6), shows remarkably similar findings: the 
influence (and significance) of our economic, political and institutional 
factors remains very much the same.8 Inclusion of the societal values 
again improves the explanatory power of the model, but only modestly so 
and religiosity remains significantly negatively associated with spending. 
Though not showing a significant association in either case, conservative 
social norms and traditional family values again show a positive associa-
tion. These consistent patterns are, perhaps, worth flagging as curious 
despite the lack of statistical significance: as we note above, in bivariate 
analysis the variables show a clear negative association with the level 
of spending, so it may be that there are complex interactions between 
welfare regimes and societal values operating here. For instance, in 
regimes where state intervention is more common, conservative social 
norms may facilitate an expansion of state spending on (say) cash 
benefits that support the traditional nuclear family, but in regimes 
where state intervention is typically eschewed they may serve to further 
constrain state spending. Indeed, a good deal of comparative work 
exploring gender in the welfare state has noted that seemingly common 
(e.g., feminist) political movements have produced divergent policy 
outcomes across countries with respect to policies targeted at families 
with children (e.g.,Myles and Quadango, 2002: 48; Orloff, 1996).

All told, however, these are rather modest findings and at first sight 
an examination of family policy spending appears to provide less strong 
support for the culture matters thesis than our analysis of unemploy-
ment expenditure. That said, it might be argued that while the explo-
ration of unemployment expenditure has a clear link to an identifiable 
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and relatively coherent policy area, this is less true for family spending. 
Indeed, the OECD expenditure data for this area conflates spending on 
very different policies such as universal child benefits, in-work supple-
ments for families with children and supplementary payments to house-
holds that might include items such as income top-ups for lone parent 
families or large families. It also includes expenditure on day care services 
and home help. In other words, a broad range of policies falls under this 
heading. If our goal is to focus on the deeply normative debates about 
‘who should get what and why’ (Jo, 2011: 7; see also van Oorschot, 2000) 
then family policy expenditure may lack some suitability as a proxy for 
competing value laden policy choices, not just because it covers a broad 
range of policy areas, but also because it tells us nothing about some 
key value laden choices such as whether cash benefits for families with 
children provide extra support for lone parent families (on the basis of 
their increased risk of poverty) or reduced support for them (on the basis 
that traditional two parent households are ‘penalised’ if policy favours 
lone parents). Indeed, there is a long-standing critique of comparative 
analyses that use aggregated expenditure-based dependent variables (for 
an overview see Clasen and Siegel, 2008; Kühner, 2007b). What matters 
more for such critics are the details of programme structures and rules: 
can an examination based in such an approach provide clearer support 
for the culture matters thesis in the area of family policy?

To explore this, we offer a final regression model below that makes 
use of data on family policy structures using a dependent variable relat-
ing to maternity leave policy structures: the full-time equivalent rate 
that multiplies the length of leave by the replacement rate. However, 
we should note that our data set only covers 1996–2009 so we trade-off 
selecting a more focused dependent variable for a smaller number of 
cases.9 The results are presented in Table 2.7. In terms of the core ‘culture 
matters’ thesis, we still find only modest support for it when examin-
ing programme structures rather than spending, with the explanatory 
power of the model increasing only marginally once our societal values 
are included, though more of our societal values are significant in this 
model. Religiosity continues to have a clearly negative association with 
the generosity of provision. The direction of conservative social norms 
points in the same direction as for our spending data and is now signifi-
cantly association with the policy outcome; this further deepens the 
puzzle noted above, suggesting that either the welfare regime-societal 
value interactions are very complex (and so masking the true influence 
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of this societal value) or it may be highlighting that conservative social 
norms do in fact play a role in supporting policies that are seen to be 
‘pro-family’; we explore this issue more in the next chapter. Traditional 
family values does not show a significant association.

In terms of the other factors, the significant role of left parties in 
supporting more generous support continues to show in this model and 
the enhanced level of support in Social Democratic regime members 
is more clearly pronounced when we examine programme structures 
rather than spending data, while trade union density shows a significant 
negative association, perhaps hinting at the conflicting strategies they 
have adopted across countries. Interestingly, economic growth is not a 
significant factor, perhaps reflecting that reforms to these supports tend 
to take place in a slow and incremental manner that is not sensitive 
to short-term changes; the direction of influence is positive, perhaps 
reflecting that some countries expanded support during the relatively 
strong growth years of the early-to-mid 2000s.

As with the exploration of expenditure data, we must acknowl-
edge some limits in looking very closely at specific policy structures. 
Capturing policy decisions via programme rules makes sense only if we 
can meaningfully represent the underlying values of those decisions with 
simple indicators. Our programme rules data is by no means perfect: 
for instance, the USA scores 0 in each element of our maternity policy 
structures data but these scores mask the fact that there are at least 
partially functioning schemes in place. We should also acknowledge that 
support comes in the form of packages of complimentary benefits with 
entitlements varying on the basis of household composition and income 
(cf. Bradshaw and Finch, 2002), so capturing programme structures in a 
single indicator requires a good degree of simplification of the complex 
reality. As such, we have some sympathy for Castles’ (2002) suggestion 
that OECD SOCX expenditure data still provides a useful proxy for 
welfare state effort in most instances.

To summarise our exploration of family policy spending and struc-
tures, our regression models provide at best lukewarm support for 
culture matters thesis. However, it should be stressed that our models 
do not provide clear evidence against the culture matters thesis. Indeed, 
when interpreting findings we find plenty of hints that culture may 
matter and, as we reflect above, it may be that our models struggle to 
disentangle the intertwined influences of welfare regime, cultural context 
and politics. Partly this may be because there is greater dynamism in 
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the area of family policy than in most other areas of social policy, with 
significant and in some cases quite fundamental expansions of state 
activity having occurred since the 1980s (Ferragina, Seeleib-Kaiser and 
Tomlinson, 2013). This, in turn, creates analytic challenges and may 
require us to adopt less common methods that are better able to handle 
‘spiky’ distributions of data (Ferragina, Seeleib-Kaiser and Tomlinson, 
2013). We turn to the question of whether alternative methods can help 
us tease out the ways in which societal values are shaping family policy 
below and in the next chapter.

Conclusion

There are limitations in our approach that must be accounted for when 
interpreting our findings. These naturally include limits in the measures 
chosen, not just our use of our examples of societal values as a proxy for 
culture, but limitations in our other variables too. Indeed, our analysis of 
family policies in particular has demonstrated the on-going relevance of 
‘dependent variable problem’ debate (Kühner, 2007b). Beyond this, we 
should acknowledge that viewing culture as a series of societal values 
treated as independent variables means we cannot easily capture what 
might be important interactions between them and other variables such 
as the welfare regimes. Though we have analysed a large amount of data 
here, the limited number of observations in our models prevents us from 
undertaking more complex regression analyses that might capture some 
of these interactions: for instance, we cannot include interaction terms 
for key independent variables.

Nonetheless, the results presented here add value to the culture and 
welfare debate. In particular, we have shown that the in-between concep-
tion of culture offers a fruitful avenue for exploring the impact of the 
cultural context on social policy making. We have exposed our analytic 
framework to tougher tests than in our earlier work, using data covering 
a longer time period, more countries and a broader range of policy areas. 
In so doing, we believe that we have provided strong empirical evidence 
to support the ‘culture matters’ in welfare policy making thesis with 
regard to old social risks and some more qualified support with regard to 
new social risks represented.

As future waves of EVS/WVS are released and more data on policy 
inputs is collected, some of the limitations we note will be slowly 



 Culture and the Politics of Welfare

DOI: 10.1057/9781137457493.0007

overcome. In the meantime, some of the key hypotheses advanced 
above concerning the impacts of specific societal values on policy might 
usefully be explored via detailed country case studies and/or using 
configurational comparative methods (Rihoux and Ragin, 2008) that are 
better placed to draw out complex interactions with modestly sized data 
sets. It is to this task we now turn in Chapters 3 and 4.

Chapter summary

This chapter makes three key points:

Using our examples of societal values as a proxy for culture in  

regression models we can provide strong evidence for the ‘culture 
matters’ thesis with respect to old social risks represented by 
unemployment spending. Our models suggest that optimistic 
values are positively associated with higher levels of overall 
spending on the unemployed, while the converse was true for 
conservative social norms.
The same approaches provide less strong support for the culture  

matters thesis when we explore new social risks represented by 
family policy spending. There was fairly strong evidence to suggest 
that higher levels of religiosity are linked to less extensive family 
policy provision. However, historical-institutional and political 
factors appear more clearly influential in this area of policy, with 
membership of the Social Democratic regime and a left-wing 
government providing the most favourable environment(s) for 
expansive family policy.
Despite the methodological advances outlined here, our models  

struggled to capture some of the complex interactions between 
culture and welfare regimes though they pointed to many 
ways in which culture might be influential in shaping social 
policy, particularly for family policy. We suspect the influence 
of conservative social norms and traditional family values are 
not being detected in this area because of interactions with 
welfare regimes. Supplementing our regression models with 
configurational methods may help us to dig deeper.
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Notes

Liberal: Australia, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand, Switzerland, United 1 
Kingdom and the United States; conservative/corporatist: Austria, Belgium, 
France, Germany, Luxembourg and the Netherlands; Social Democratic: 
Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden; and Southern European: Greece, 
Italy, Portugal and Spain.
Having data for up to four time points for each country usefully adds 2 
additional cases to our models but also creates the possibility that the values 
of a variable at different time points from a particular country might be 
associated with each other and so violate regression assumptions. Multilevel 
models (MLM) are able to handle hierarchical nested data by allowing 
the intercept and/or slope to vary from country to country but bring their 
own methodological challenges particularly for work based on relatively 
small samples (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007; Twisk, 2006). We therefore 
supplement standard OLS models with multi-level models able to identify 
patterns of nested data: we report the OLS models in the text here in the 
main, but use our MLM findings act as a sensitivity analysis, noting in the 
footnotes when these deviate. With regards to the temporal dimension of 
our models it is important to note (as detailed in Chapter 1) that data for 
our societal values is not available on annual basis. Rather than matching 
our variables to individual years covered by the EVS/WVS data we chose to 
use five-year averages in order to minimise the impact of any exceptional 
and unrepresentative scores in the independent or dependent variables (e.g., 
a short lived government from outside the political mainstream or a very 
temporary rise in unemployment).
The charts can be inspected on our FigShare site.3 
Plots for each variable, by country and over time, can be found on our 4 
FigShare site.
Our fixed effects multi-level model finds a positive but not significant 5 
association for the conservative/corporatist regime type.
We assume this partly because union membership tends to be higher within 6 
traditionally male dominated industrial sectors but also because union 
membership has tended to decline as economies have become post-industrial 
and it is the rise of the latter that key theorists have connected with the shift in 
focus towards new social risks (e.g., Taylor-Gooby, 2004b).
As he put it (Esping-Andersen, 1990: 27) the corporatist regimes are ‘typically 7 
shaped by the Church, and hence strongly committed to the preservation 
of traditional familyhood. Social insurance typically excludes non-working 
wives, and family benefits encourage motherhood. Day care, and similar 
family services, are conspicuously underdeveloped; the principle of 
‘subsidiarity’ serves to emphasise that the state will only interfere when the 
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family’s capacity to service its members is exhausted’. Similarly, in constructing 
a quantitative model of welfare politics (Esping-Andersen, 1990: 112), he 
included measures capturing Catholic and Christian Democrat mobilisation 
based on the ‘presupposition that where Catholicism is strong, the dominant 
ideals of social justice are likely to be coloured by the world-view of the 
Church [ ... so] the variable seeks to capture a general presence of the Catholic 
teachings on social policy’
The cabinet composition is no longer significant in our OLS model, but it 8 
remains so in our fixed effects multi-level model.
In other words, we pay a different price in terms of the overall robustness of 9 
our analysis. Given this shortened to frame, and in order to maximise the 
number of observations in our model, we therefore deviate from using five-
year averages for the dependent variable for this stage of our analysis, instead 
using a four-year mean for 1996–1999 and five-year mean for 2004–2008.



DOI: 10.1057/9781137457493.0008 

3
Exploring the Culture–
Welfare Nexus: A Qualitative 
Comparative Analysis

Abstract: This chapter builds on the findings presented 
in Chapter 2, using fuzzy set Qualitative Comparative 
Analysis (fsQCA) to explore issues that our regression 
models struggled to disentangle. After reviewing some of 
the key aspects of the approach, we outline a three-step 
model of fsQCA that allows us to drill beneath the headline 
findings of some of our regression models. Focusing on the 
example of family policy expenditure we explore the ways 
in which societal values and welfare regimes appear to 
interact.

Keywords: culture; fsQCA; societal values; welfare state 
models
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The limits to exploring culture and welfare 
quantitatively

In this chapter we aim to shed light on some of the issues our regression 
models struggled to explore, using a fuzzy set Qualitative Comparative 
Analysis (fsQCA) approach in order to do so. A full treatment of the 
principles of QCA is not possible here (see Ragin, 2000, 2008; Rihoux 
and Ragin, 2008), but given the method is likely to be unfamiliar to 
many readers we sketch some key features here at the outset. The method 
was initially designed for those undertaking cross-national work with a 
small number of cases (Hudson and Kühner, 2013; Ragin, 2000; Rihoux 
and Ragin, 2008) and is designed to act as a bridge between qualitative 
and quantitative approaches.1

The starting point of QCA is that cases (in our study, countries) are 
best understood as distinct configurations of multiple conceptually 
rooted dimensions. The approach requires researchers to specify the 
key conceptual dimensions that are the focus of analysis, each of which 
becomes a set in which cases can have varying degrees of member-
ship (Ragin, 2000). In crisp set QCA (csQCA) cases are simply either 
members or non-members of a set, but in fsQCA membership is more 
‘fuzzy’ and each case is placed between ‘0’ (full non-membership) and 
‘1’ (full membership) for each set. Crucially, calibration of set member-
ship need not (ideally: should not) be simply based on rescaling raw 
statistical data via arithmetic computation so the top and bottom cases 
are scored as 1 and 0 with others scaled between the two. Instead, QCA 
allows researchers to reconsider data from a conceptual viewpoint: for 
example, if a study included a set on ‘high spending welfare states’ it may 
be, following review of conceptual debates and based on case knowledge, 
that the researcher decides that spending in excess of 20 of GDP is 
high so all countries spending at or above this level score 1 (fully in the 
‘high spending welfare states’ set). Table 3.1 outlines the most common 
approaches for calibrating sets (see Ragin, 2008).

Determining the scores for each set is central to QCA, but equally 
important is how multiple dimensions are combined. Here QCA relies on 
Boolean algebra and set logic (Ragin, 2008; Schneider and Wagemann, 
2006), with two key principles utilised to analyse combinations of sets: 
the logical NOT (the negation principle) and the logical AND (the 
intersection or minimum principle). Together, these two principles can 
be used to calculate all possible combinations of the multiple sets being 
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analysed (the property space).2 Two further key principles of QCA are 
particularly pertinent for exploring some of the unresolved issues we 
flagged at the end of Chapter 2. The first is conjunctural causation: that 
the impact of a condition may be contingent upon its combination 
with another condition. For example, traditional family values may not 
impact on policy decisions about family spending alone but will do so 
when combined with high levels of religiosity. The second is equifinality: 
that there may be different routes to the same outcome. For example, 
high levels of family spending may arise due to strong left wing govern-
ments OR strong Christian Democrat governments.3 Proponents of 
fsQCA approaches argue that, even with interaction terms, regression 
models struggle to incorporate these principles and that fsQCA offers 
clear advantages here as consequence (Ragin, 2008). As Ragin puts it, in 
looking to explore the impact of combinations of factors on a particu-
lar outcome, QCA methods offer advantages over regression models 
because they see ‘causal conditions not as adversaries in the struggle to 
explain variation in dependent variables, but as potential collaborators 
in the production of outcomes’ (Ragin, 2008: 113).

Given that we flagged potentially hidden interactions between compo-
nents as a limiting factor of our regression-based analysis of family 

table 3.1 Creating scores for QCA sets

Crisp set
Four-value fuzzy 
set

Six-value fuzzy 
set Continuous fuzzy set

 = fully in the set  = fully in the set  = fully in the set  = fully in the set
. = mostly, but 
not fully in the set More in than out of 

the set: . < Xi < . = more in 
than out of the set

. = more or less 
in the set

. = neither in nor 
out of the set

. = more out 
than in the set

. = more or less 
out the set

More out than in the 
set:  < Xi < .. = mostly, but 

not fully out of 
the set

 = fully out of the 
set

 = fully out of 
the set

 = fully out of 
the set  = fully out of the set

Source: Adapted from Ragin, 2008.
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policy, fsQCA approaches may well be able to help us dig deeper into 
the welfare–culture links in this area policy. Indeed, this is particularly 
so given that we struggled to see the influence of one of the societal 
values we would, based on a priori assumptions, expect to see playing a 
role: traditional family values. This gives us good reason to explore the 
potential for using fsQCA methods to supplement our regression models 
in this area.4 However, while the case for using fsQCA here sounds 
compelling in principle, there are significant challenges in adapting the 
approach to ‘match’ our regression models. It is to these challenges that 
we now turn.

Methods

Overview of approach
Exponents of fsQCA argue that it is particularly suited to the analysis of 
how complex combinations of conditions might be linked to a particu-
lar outcome when the overall number of cases in a study is small or 
medium sized. However, one of the issues typically encountered when 
undertaking fsQCA is that of limited diversity. Because the approach 
proceeds on the analysis of all logically possible combinations of each 
set, consideration of even a relatively modest number of conditions can 
create a large property space. With a large number of sets, limited diver-
sity means many possible combinations are unlikely to be populated by 
real world examples so remain purely hypothetical unobserved cases 
dubbed logical remainders. Our regression models for family policy had 
up to 9 independent variables, 12 if we count each welfare regime type 
separately, and these 12 factors provide a total 4,096 possible logical 
combinations across a maximum of 57 cases. Consequently, the number 
of logical remainders would be enormous were we to simply place all 
independent variables from our regression models into a single fsQCA 
model.

Schneider and Wagemann (2003, 2006) have suggested that some 
of the challenges arising from limited diversity can be dealt with using 
a two-step approach to fsQCA. As the name implies, in essence their 
approach involves breaking the analysis into two separate steps. In the 
first-step analysis focuses on remote or distant factors (defined as ‘those 
characteristics of cases that do not change easily over time or that cannot 
change under any circumstances’ – Schneider and Wagemann, 2003: 25), 
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table 3.2 Factors and outcomes in three-step fsQCA

Distant factors Intermediate factors Proximate factors

Conditions Historical-institutional 
context (welfare 
regimes):

Conservative / 
Corporatist
Liberal 
Social  
Democratic
Southern  
European

Cultural context 
(examples of societal 
values):

Conservative  
social norms
Religiosity 
Traditional family  
values

Political and 
economic contexts:

Party  
composition of 
government
Economic  
growth

Time Assumed to be fixed Long-term average, 
–

-year averages, time 
points circa , 
, , 

Outcomes Family policy spending 
( GDP) 

Family policy spending 
( GDP)

Family policy 
spending ( GDP)

Time Long-term average, 
–

Long-term average, 
–

-year averages, time 
points circa , 
, , 

reducing the number of factors (and so the number of combinations) in 
this stage. Then, in the second stage, the proximate or near factors (those 
that are faster moving and more changeable) are analysed but, crucially, 
separate analyses are conducted for each of the sub-groupings identified 
in the first stage of the analysis.5

Promising though this approach is for our purposes, we face chal-
lenges in deploying it within our theoretical framework for we have what 
might be seen as three stages operating at different speeds: historical-in-
stitutional contexts represented by welfare regimes (theorised as very slow 
moving remote factors); political/economic contexts (that seem to be good 
candidates for being treated as regularly changing proximate factors); 
and, societal values (that we theorise as being dynamically stable and 
so seem to fit in-between the two as intermediate factors). Rather than 
adapt our theoretical model outlined in Chapter 1 – whereby culture is 
believed to interact with historical-institutional, political and economic 
contexts – we instead modify Schneider and Wagemann’s two-step 
model for our analysis here, creating a three-step fsQCA that examines 
remote, intermediate and then proximate factors. However, adapting the 
technique is by no means straightforward. A key challenge is that even 
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adding a second step reduces the number of cases analysed together as 
we move from step 1 to step 2 because the sub-branches identified in step 
1 are analysed separately. Adding a third step would often leave almost 
no cases in many instances as we move to the third step. To circumvent 
this we add a further consideration of the temporal dimension to our 
analytic strategy. Specifically, in steps 1 and 2 – which are based on the 
analysis of very slow moving distant factors and slow moving intermediate 
factors – we base our sets on data relating to long-term averages and treat 
each country in our sample as a single case. However, in step 3, when we 
examine faster changing proximate factors, we base our sets on medium 
term averages and include multiple time points for each country in our 
sample, treating each time point for each country as a separate case6 
(see Table 3.2). The goals of our approach here should be read as being 
deliberately modest: we are not aiming to reinvent fsQCA or claiming 
our approach establishes a new standard for such studies. Instead, we 
are merely adapting existing fsQCA approaches to fit with both our 
theoretical model of how culture might influence social policy making 
and the dependent and independent variables included in our regression 
models. Our ultimate goal here are to use an fsQCA approach to help us 
move from the rather abstract, data driven and variable centred analysis 
presented so far, towards a better understanding of the findings from 
this analysis by connecting us more closely with the cases themselves. 
As such, what we present here might best be viewed as an attempt to 
adapt existing fsQCA techniques to help us map patterns within our cases, 
identifying different branching effects in policy arising from the influ-
ence of different process, that is, the long-term historical-institutional 
influences, medium term cultural influences and shorter term economic 
and political influences. To this end, we keep technical information to 
a minimum in the core text, with more detail in the chapter appendix; 
the figures illustrating our findings contain some technical data that is 
explained in the chapter appendix.

Creating sets and identifying pathways
Our analysis explores whether or not countries are members of the ‘high 
family policy spending’ set. ‘High’ spending evidently a relative concept 
and we base membership (or non-membership) of it on the basis of 
long-term averages for family policy spending as a percentage of GDP. 
(Fuller details of the thresholds for this, and other, sets can be found in 
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the chapter appendix.) This provides us with our outcome measure. The 
distant factors are merely the welfare regime type memberships for each 
case (Chapter 2). The intermediate factors comprise the three examples 
of societal values included in our regression models: conservative social 
norms; traditional family values; and, religiosity. Finally, in terms of the 
proximate factors we include one each for the political and economic 
contexts: the party composition of government and economic growth; 
we chose economic growth rather than GDP per capita for the economic 
context and cabinet composition rather the union density for the politi-
cal context on the basis these factors are the most likely to fluctuate over 
the short term. Table 3.2 provides a summary of all sets included here.

As well as specifying how our sets are constructed, we also need to 
specify how the analysis will move from step to step. In principle this is 
straightforward: for each step of our analysis we simply aim to identify 
set relations analytically important. There are well established bench-
marks in the fsQCA literature here (more technical detail can be found 
in the chapter appendix), and computer software aids our analysis, 
but put simply the goal is to find configurations of sets that are highly 
consistent with the high (or low) spending outcome. (e.g., whether the 
combination of religiosity AND traditional family values is likely to 
produce low family spending.) With a two-step approach identification 
of analytically important relations adds an additional dimension to the 
analysis because in the second step only combinations of factors that 
are analytically significant proceed to the second stage. However, in 
order to adapt the approach of Schneider and Wagemann (2003, 2006) 
for our purposes we deviate from it in a number of key regards. Perhaps 
the most crucial deviation is that we treat it as a process for identifying 
pathways towards outcomes in either the ‘high family policy spending’ 
set or its negation (which we dub ‘low family policy spending’). This 
process involves, as we move from step to step, breaking our analysis 
into sub-samples representing different pathways based on configura-
tions identified in the preceding step; in effect, we perform separate 
QCA investigations for each pathway. In addition, our injection of a 
third step obviously deviates from their two-step model, but we also 
include data from multiple time points in the final step to capture its 
short-term nature. We also ascertain whether short-term political and 
economic factors create ‘exit routes’ from the general paths we identify. 
Figure 3.1 provides an overview of our approach with a fictional example 
alongside it.
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Culture–Welfare Nexus: A QCA Approach

We should stress again the modest nature of our goals here; we devise 
a three-step analysis here to match our regression models and, specifi-
cally, to help us explore the ways in which our cases are configured in 
terms of institutional, cultural, political and economic contexts and how 
this overlaps with family policy outcomes. Ultimately, this helps us to 
better describe our data and flag areas for more detailed case analysis. 
In short, we use fsQCA as a tool to help us describe properties in our 
cases. In order to make the analysis more digestible we refrain from 
presenting our analysis in an overly technical fashion, instead placing 
stress on presenting the pathways visually and exploring the findings 
through exploration of the cases here and in Chapter 4. Ultimately 
QCA is first-and-foremost a ‘qualitative’ approach for it aims to achieve 
thick description of complex cases in order to learn more about them 
(Berg-Schlosser et al., 2009); that software packages allow for complex 
computations should not be reason for pursuing a ‘push-button’ logic at 
the expense of theoretical and empirical reflection (Skaaning, 2011: 405). 
However, in the chapter appendix we provide more technical details and 
formal solution formulae.

Findings

Welfare regime effects overall
In step 1 we analyse the influence of the distant factors – that is, welfare 
regimes – on family policy spending. Two of the ideal types stand out as 
having a very strong and consistent influence on the level of spending: 
the Social Democratic regime with a high family spending outcome and 
the Southern European regime a consistency with a low family spend-
ing outcome. These strengths of the links are such in these cases that 
we might describe the welfare regime as being a dominant influence on 
spending in these types. These findings are consistent with our regression 
model findings, which reported significant associations (and in the same 
directions) for these two regimes alone. They also accord with much of 
the theorising in the literature. Esping-Andersen’s (1999) suggested that 
the level of defamilialisation should be greatest in the Social Democratic 
welfare state type and Ferrera (1996) proposed a separate Southern 
European model partly on the basis of the limited degree of state 
penetration in the provision of welfare in the region. Indeed, with regard 
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to the latter type, the commonly presented view is that ‘in Southern 
Europe, the state “locked” into the family unit the responsibility for the 
provision of care and social protection, thus, minimising the employers’ 
and the state’s political and economic costs for societal reproduction’ 
(Papadopoulos and Roumpakis, 2013: 206).

In the remaining two regime types the picture is more complex. In the 
Liberal regime there is a relatively high consistency with a low family 
spending outcome but is much closer to the cut-offs used in fsQCA to 
establish consistent relationships exist, implying factors other than the 
regime have more influence in shaping outcomes than in the Social 
Democratic and Southern European regimes. That membership of the 
Liberal regime is closely tied to low public spending on family policy 
would tie with Esping-Andersen’s (1999) suggestion that defamilialisa-
tion is relatively modest because of the limited role of the state in the 
Liberal regime, but that the consistency is close to the border of our 
threshold perhaps hints that there is a degree of diversity in this regime 
with respect to family policy provision. That the level of spending is low 
but less consistently low than in the Southern European regime also 
accords with our regression findings. Meanwhile, in the Conservative/
Corporatist regime the picture is very mixed indeed and there is no 
consistent link to either a high or low family spending outcome, suggest-
ing a very weak regime influence for this type. Our regression models 
also struggled to identify a regime effect for this type. Perhaps, though, 
this inconsistency is consistent with theorising on this regime type: 
Esping-Andersen (1999) predicted the state would play a subsidiary role 
in family policy, so we might expect variations in state provision based 
on variations in the capacity of local non-state actors to deliver provision, 
while Taylor-Gooby (2004b: 219) noted that this regime faced particular 
challenges in adapting to new social risks because ‘The responses to new 
social risks do not sit comfortably within the established structure of 
the corporatist regime’. Indeed, in the sample of countries he examined 
(which was restricted to European states), he noted variation in the 
extent to which welfare states had been adapted in this regime, with 
France standing out as exceptional in terms of developing pre-school 
and childcare policies.

Analysis of the distant factors represented by welfare regimes 
demonstrates the continuing relevance of welfare regimes in key areas, 
but also leaves some questions unanswered. Taylor-Gooby’s (2004b) 
observations on how welfare regimes are adapting to new social 
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risks perhaps provide a useful context for the overall picture here; he 
concluded the Social Democratic regime has the most extensive policy 
frameworks, the Liberal regime is rapidly responding but with a bias to 
private schemes, the Southern European regime is moving slowly and 
remains reliant on family, while the Conservative/Corporatist regime 
also moves slowly with negotiated political compromises necessitated 
by corporatist politics. This also hints at the significance of broader 
non-regime level factors in shaping change beyond the regime level. 
Analysis of the intermediate and proximate factors for each of the four 
pathways (i.e., for each regime type) ought to help fill some of the gaps 
here. It is to this we now turn.

Social Democratic and Southern European regimes
Given the very strong regime effects identified in the Social Democratic 
and Southern European regimes it is useful to discuss these routes 
together. Indeed, for both of these regimes (Figure 3.2) the picture is, 
in many regards, rather straightforward once we consider intermediate 
and proximate factors because of the strong regime effects. Nonetheless 
some interesting findings are identified. In both regimes we find tradi-
tional family values have no consistent impact on policy outcomes, with 
strong and weak family values spread throughout cases in both regimes. 
In each regime we can see cases where traditional family values are 
strong (Norway and Sweden; Greece and Italy) and where they are weak 
(Denmark and Finland; Portugal and Spain); we will explore this issue 
in more depth below and in Chapter 4. Our other societal values are 
consistent in both regimes, but the two are mirror images: in the Social 
Democratic regime the combination of low conservative norms and low 
religiosity7 is fully consistent with high family spending, while in the 
Southern European regime it is the same picture in reverse. Indeed, the 
regime effects are so strong in these regimes that other factors seem to 
play a supporting role – and there are no consistent exit routes into the 
low (for Social Democratic) or high (for Southern European) spending 
types.8

In Chapter 2, we reflected on the role that conservative social norms 
might play in shaping family policy but we noted then that while bivari-
ate analysis suggested a clear negative correlation between conservative 
social norms and family policy spending, our regression models found 
no such link; across these two regimes the strength of this societal value 
is fully in line with expectations. Importantly, we also see religiosity 
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aligned in the same way. Though we must acknowledge that there is a 
difference between the influence of religiosity and the influence of specific 
religion(s), what we observe here ties with suggestions in the literature 
on the role of religion in shaping welfare states (see van Kersbergen and 
Manow, 2009 for an overview). Davie (2012: 591), for instance, argues 
that ‘the state–church cleavage [ ... ] can still be felt in much of southern 
Europe, where the welfare system remains rudimentary’, stressing the role 
of the Catholic Church in limiting state expansion into areas it regards 
as central to its own purpose, particularly the family. With respect to the 
Social Democratic regime, Morgan (2009: 58) argues that a historically 
rooted process whereby the transfer of responsibility for the family from 
church to state was facilitated by the fusion of the two meant that from a 
relatively early period ‘Secularization [ ... ] shaped the conceptualization 
of women with rights independent of their familial ties’ and suggests 
that ‘It is of little surprise, then, that in many Nordic countries the state 
would take an active role in promoting gender equality and dismantling 
the male-breadwinner model in the late 20th century’.

Liberal regime
Membership of the Liberal regime is consistent with membership 
of the low family spending type, but less strongly than for the Social 
Democratic or Southern European regimes meaning other factors come 

SOUTHERN EUROPEAN

Intermediate factors
(societal values)

Proximate factors
(politics/economics)

No theoretically important
impacts

Remote factors
(welfare regime)

CONSERVATIVE SOCIAL
NORMS AND RELIGIOSITY

No clear impacts

SOCIAL DEMOCRATIC

conservative social norms
AND religiosity

Consistency with LOW
SPENDING of 0.966

Consistency with LOW
SPENDING of 1.000 and

coverage of 0.814

Consistency with HIGH
SPENDING of 0.886

Consistency with HIGH
SPENDING of 1.000 and

coverage of 0.776

figure 3.2 Intermediate and proximate factors in the Social Democratic and 
Southern European regimes
Note: UPPER CASE denotes IN set, lower case denotes OUT of set
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into play more clearly as we move to consider intermediate and proxi-
mate factors (Figure 3.3). We should note that there is no clear (medium 
term) route into the higher spending set based on societal values alone 
but it appears that proximate factors are able to become influential in 
facilitating a more generous level of spending. Indeed, we can see an ‘exit 
route’ from this low spending path whereby a left government increases 
chances of membership of the high spending set for countries within the 
Liberal regime.9 In terms of real world governments, the key examples 
that fit this profile are what might be labelled as the ‘Third Way’ govern-
ments of the late 1990s/early 2000s headed by Tony Blair in the United 
Kingdom and Helen Clark in New Zealand. This is interesting insofar 
as some present these Third Way governments as an attempt to reinvent 
traditional Social Democratic politics under the banner of a ‘social 
investment’ model in which increased expenditure on early interven-
tions and stronger attempts to support female participation in the labour 
market are emphasised over more traditional social protections (see 
Morel, Palier and Palme, 2012: 17–19).

However, the picture is more complex than this because societal 
values come into play before these proximate factors and there are hints 
that some societal values might work against left politics exerting an 
upward influence on spending. Significantly, in contrast to the Social 
Democratic or Southern European regimes, traditional family values 
appear influential, working against high family policy spending in 
the Liberal regime, but in two different pathways. Where traditional 
family values combines with high religiosity left politics does not 
mitigate against the low spending pathway – there are no actual cases 
in fact, perhaps hinting a deeper influence of these societal values on 
political coalitions – and the condition of the economy matters (the 
only instance in our study where it does) with scores in the low family 
spending set strengthened further when growth is lower. The key real 
world cases here are the United States of America and Ireland. In the 
second pathway, we see traditional family values combined with low 
conservative social norms with key real world cases fitting this pattern 
being Australia, New Zealand and Switzerland. This route is highly 
consistent with low spending, but we do see left politics providing an 
exit route though it is weaker than for the Liberal regime as a whole and 
the solution has low coverage (i.e., is rather uncommon).10 What, then, 
might these patterns in the Liberal regime be pointing towards? There 
are perhaps three key points to draw out.



DOI: 10.1057/9781137457493.0008

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 fa
ct

or
s

(s
oc

ie
ta

l v
al

ue
s)

Pr
ox

im
at

e f
ac

to
rs

 (p
ol

iti
cs

/e
co

no
m

ic
s)

le
ft 

go
ve

rn
m

en
t A

N
D

 g
ro

w
thLI

BE
RA

L

Re
m

ot
e f

ac
to

rs
(w

el
fa

re
 re

gi
m

e)

gr
ow

th

C
on

sis
te

nc
y 

w
ith

 L
O

W
SP

EN
D

IN
G

 o
f 0

.9
42

 a
nd

 ra
w

co
ve

ra
ge

 o
f 0

.6
13

C
on

sis
te

nc
y 

w
ith

 L
O

W
SP

EN
D

IN
G

 o
f 0

.7
53

Tw
o 

ro
ut

es
 w

ith
 c

om
bi

ne
d 

co
ve

ra
ge

 o
f 0

.7
73

 a
nd

co
ns

ist
en

cy
 w

ith
 L

O
W

 S
PE

N
D

IN
G

 o
f 0

.9
01

TR
A

D
IT

IO
N

A
L 

FA
M

IL
Y

VA
LU

ES
 A

N
D

 c
on

se
rv

at
iv

e
so

ci
al

 n
or

m
s

TR
A

D
IT

IO
N

A
L 

FA
M

IL
Y

VA
LU

ES
 A

N
D

 R
EL

IG
IO

SI
T

Y

C
on

sis
te

nc
y 

w
ith

 L
O

W
SP

EN
D

IN
G

 o
f 0

.9
46

 a
nd

 ra
w

co
ve

ra
ge

 o
f 0

.3
28

LE
FT

 G
O

V
ER

N
M

EN
T

C
on

sis
te

nc
y 

w
ith

 H
IG

H
SP

EN
D

IN
G

 o
f 0

.9
01

 a
nd

 ra
w

co
ve

ra
ge

 o
f 0

.3
15

EX
IT

 R
O

U
TE

C
on

sis
te

nc
y 

w
ith

 L
O

W
SP

EN
D

IN
G

 o
f 0

.9
57

 a
nd

 ra
w

co
ve

ra
ge

 o
f 0

.6
70

LE
FT

 G
O

V
ER

N
M

EN
T

C
on

sis
te

nc
y 

w
ith

 H
IG

H
SP

EN
D

IN
G

 o
f 0

.8
13

 a
nd

 ra
w

co
ve

ra
ge

 o
f 0

.2
65

EX
IT

 R
O

U
TE

C
on

sis
te

nc
y 

w
ith

 L
O

W
SP

EN
D

IN
G

 o
f 0

.9
13

 a
nd

 ra
w

co
ve

ra
ge

 o
f 0

.5
03

fi
gu

re
 3

.3
 

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 a
nd

 p
ro

xi
m

at
e 

fa
ct

or
s i

n 
th

e 
Li

be
ra

l r
eg

im
e

N
ot

e:
 U

PP
ER

 C
A

SE
 d

en
ot

es
 IN

 se
t, 

lo
w

er
 c

as
e 

de
no

te
s O

U
T

 o
f s

et





DOI: 10.1057/9781137457493.0008

Culture–Welfare Nexus: A QCA Approach

The first key point is that our analysis seems to underline the 
significant role religiosity (or religion) plays in shaping distinctive policy 
making processes in some countries within the Liberal welfare regime 
type. Specifically, high religiosity seems consistent with low family policy 
spending. Religion is an underexplored issue in the welfare regimes 
literature (van Kersbergen and Manow, 2009) and much of the work 
to date has focused on demonstrating how religion has played a key 
role in facilitating the emergence of the different welfare regimes that 
are presumed to exist (Davie, 2012; van Kersbergen and Manow, 2009). 
However, a question that arises from our analysis is whether this dimen-
sion of difference might divide the Liberal world of welfare through 
important differences in societal values. For instance, in none of the 
Anglophone members of the Liberal regime religion is a key cleavage on 
which political parties have been based – in contrast to much of Western 
Europe where Christian Democrat parties often feature prominently – 
so religion might be expected to play a minor role in policy decisions. 
However, these same societies also show some marked differences in 
terms of their degree of religiosity/secularism. The United Kingdom and 
United States of America, for example, have widely contrasting religios-
ity scores in our societal values data, reflecting very distinctive social 
attitudes and practices with respect to the importance of God, confi-
dence in churches and attendance at religious service. (For instance, in 
wave four of the EVS/WVS data only around 1 in 10 respondents in the 
United Kingdom say God is very important in their life, compared with 
almost 2 in 3 respondents in the United States.) Indeed, Quadango and 
Rohlinger (2009) suggest that the religious cleavage is central to much 
social policy debate in the United States, but operating indirectly through 
its impact on social attitudes and debates both within and between 
political parties. As they put it: ‘Religious conservatives have influenced 
welfare state politics in the United States by defining policy debates in 
moral terms; penetrating deeply into the Republican Party machinery 
at the local, state, and national level; and forcing the Democratic Party 
to move in a conservative direction on social welfare issues’ (Quadango 
and Rohlinger, 2009: 262).

The second key point is that we see traditional family values operating 
in a similar way to religiosity insofar they are highly consistent with low 
spending. Given our examples of societal values are necessarily partial and 
data driven measures of actual real world societal values, one reading could 
be that they are overlapping aspects of the same real world societal value. 
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However, it is interesting to note here that when our traditional family 
values factor it is not combined with religiosity there seems to be more 
scope (or, at least, some scope) for left politics to exert on upward pressure 
on family policy spending. Moreover, as we note in other regimes, the two 
are not always present together, so there are reasons to conclude the two 
are overlapping but distinct societal values. One conclusion may be that 
strong traditional family values will carry more weight in policy debates 
when the degree of religiosity in a country is higher because ‘responsibility’ 
for the family is a key area of contestation between church and state and so 
a key area in which religious institutions will seek to exert their influence. 
We might also add that when there is more confidence in churches – a key 
aspect of our religiosity factor – that the intervention of religious institu-
tions in political debates will likely carry more legitimacy.

The final key point is that left politics may be particularly significant 
in the Liberal regime. As we point out above, Esping-Andersen (1999) 
expected the state to play a minimal role in promoting defamilialisation 
here and Taylor-Gooby (2004b) concluded Liberal regime countries were 
rapidly developing policy responses to new social risks but that the level 
of change was constrained by a reliance on market-based approaches. In 
other words, the dominant approach in this regime is expected to be one 
where state intervention is modest. Our fsQCA analysis confirms this, 
but also suggests that left wing governments have been able to deviate 
from this pattern on consistent basis (as have a good number of non-left 
governments, but they do so much less consistently). Our regression 
models presented identified left politics as playing a role in supporting 
higher levels of family policy spending, but it might be suggested that 
while the regression models demonstrated how left politics can shape 
differences in the (quantitative) degree of spending across all nations 
and regimes, our fsQCA points to a more conceptually significant quali-
tative shift in spending (from a ‘low’ to a ‘high’ spending type) that left 
politics can facilitate in the Liberal regime and perhaps hints that policy 
frameworks are more malleable to shorter term political agendas in this 
regime than others, for in none of the other regimes can such a consist-
ent influence be detected.11

Conservative/Corporatist regime
Finally we come to the Conservative/Corporatist regime (Figure 3.4). 
The regime effect appears weak in this type, with cases split across high 
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and low spending outcomes. In fact, the fuzzy set analysis struggles to 
find any consistent set relationships across all of our distant, intermedi-
ate and proximate factors in this regime type, identifying just one, that 
strong traditional family values are highly consistent with low spending 
in the Conservative/Corporatist regime though we should note this solu-
tion’s coverage of the low spending Conservative/Corporatist nations set 
is modest so other recipes leading to low spending exist that we do not 
find with our limited range of factors. The key real world cases falling 
into this pattern are Germany and Japan, though whether the latter 
should be deemed a member of this welfare regime or an alternative East 
Asian regime is a moot point (see Chapter 1 – it probably should not 
and the link is weaker still if Japan is excluded). It is worth underlining 
that many cases in this ideal type end up in the high spending set but 
there are no clear routes to this that can be identified at regime level; 
the absence of strong traditional family values, for instance, does not 
guarantee a higher level of spending.

Why are the results so unclear for this regime type particularly when 
compared to our regression analysis? One reason may be that regime 
effects are in fact very weak here; so weak, in fact, that we might ques-
tion whether talk of a Conservative/Corporatist regime grouping is 
relevant to family policy. Indeed, in her recent review of work–family 
policies in Western Europe, Morgan (2009: 57) argues, with respect 
to key Conservative/Corporatist cases, that a significant historically 
rooted bifurcation in policy frameworks can be identified that is rooted 
in ‘patterns of religious practice, religious divisions, and related politi-
cal conflict [in the late 19th/early 20th century] that [has had] lasting 
significance for gendered aspects of the welfare state’. More specifically, 
she argues that entrenched patriarchal familialism limited state involve-
ment in the family in continental Europe, but that anticlericalism 

Intermediate factors
(societal values)

Proximate factors
(politics/economics)

No clear impacts

CONSERVATIVE/
CORPORATIST

Remote factors
(welfare regime)

Consistency with
NEITHER outcome

TRADITIONAL FAMILY
VALUES

Consistency with LOW
SPENDING of 0.968 and

raw coverage of 0.590

figure 3.4 Intermediate and proximate factors in the conservative/corporatist 
regime
Note: UPPER CASE denotes IN set, lower case denotes OUT of set



 Culture and the Politics of Welfare

DOI: 10.1057/9781137457493.0008

successfully challenged this position in some countries (she cites France 
and Belgium as key examples, Italy as one where forces were strong, but 
the impact limited), whereas in others (she cites Austria, Germany and 
the Netherlands) Christian Democrats bolstered the traditional view and 
squeezed the challenge from the left. As she puts it: ‘in countries such as 
France and Belgium, where anticlerical forces challenged the hegemony 
of the Catholic Church, the state expanded its responsibility for children’s 
education and family well-being, and later proved pragmatic, rather 
than moralizing, on the issue of working mothers. In much the rest of 
continental Europe, in contrast, public policy would discourage moth-
ers from working while their children were young, an approach that has 
deep historic roots and has proven slow to change’ (Morgan, 2009: 84).

What Morgan’s analysis implies – and this is arguably consistent with 
the findings we have presented so far – is while there is a sufficiently 
consistent and coherent set of policy frameworks around old social 
risks such as unemployment to group the usual set of countries together 
under the Conservative/Corporatist welfare regime banner, this is not 
the case for new social risks represented by family policy. This, in turn, 
reflects significant differences in the nature of welfare policy making and 
politics in these two policy areas and of the power of different actors 
involved in these spheres.12 There are two further and more specific 
implications for our study. The first is that, if Morgan is correct, then it 
underlines an important point about the key role societal values play in 
shaping or modifying welfare regimes. At a minimum we can suggest 
that there is clear interplay between welfare regime, societal values and 
policy outcomes that appears to be shaping cross-national variations in 
family policy in key ways.13

The second implication of Morgan’s analysis is that, if correct, it also 
suggests that ‘hard coding’ countries as members of specific welfare 
regime types at the start of our three-step fsQCA was wrong headed 
when examining family policy and that, in fact, we ought to have 
explored alternative possible groupings as the first step of our analysis. 
We have some sympathy for this view but note that our task at the outset 
of the book was to explore how culture might interact with commonly 
established welfare state types rather than to establish a new set of 
groupings. Nonetheless, we have recoded our data set for some post-
hoc analysis with two new groupings: one representing Belgium and 
France as full members, with Italy at the cross-over point; the other with 
Austria, Germany and the Netherlands as members. The former group 
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is consistent with high family spending as Morgan’s thesis would suggest 
but not significantly so unless Italy is dropped from the grouping; this 
provides some degree of support for Morgan’s thesis with regard to 
what we might dub the ‘anticlerical’ grouping within the Conservative/
Corporatist regime. Analysis of intermediate and proximate factors adds 
nothing of substance, though we might note that both cases feature low 
scores for traditional family values. For the second grouping, by contrast, 
there is no consistent link with either high or low spending and inspec-
tion of the societal values (which are rather mixed) adds no further clues 
for this group. Overall, this provides some degree of support for Morgan’s 
thesis and we return to this in Chapter 4.

Conclusion

There are undoubtedly limitations in the analysis we have undertaken 
in this chapter, many of which arise from our attempt to match the 
approach undertaken in our regression analysis as closely as possible, 
including the variables used to create our sets and the time periods 
they cover. That we developed a new application of fsQCA in order to 
accommodate our established analytic framework, rather than revising 
our analytic framework in order to accommodate an established fsQCA 
approach, will also raise the eyebrows of some readers. There are also 
the standard questions that can be asked about all QCA studies around 
issues such as the calibration of sets and the application of consistency 
tests. It has been noted that QCA generally has a weak spot with respect 
to time; breaking our analysis into three steps that separately examine 
long-, medium- and short-term influences was an attempt to address 
this, but we should acknowledge that this is not a fully satisfactory treat-
ment of the temporal dimension, not least because the crucial issue of 
sequencing (the order in which events occur) is not fully addressed by 
our approach (Pierson, 2004). We will try to address some aspects of the 
temporal dimension in Chapter 4 when we explore some key changing 
trends.

However, detailed reflection on how our findings match existing theo-
ries, key cases and empirical trends shows that they sit well with existing 
evidence and this, in turn, lends plausibility to our approach. Moreover, 
despite some limitations arising from so doing, in matching our fsQCA 
with our regression model we have been able to probe questions around 
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how societal values influence welfare policy making in ways that we 
would not otherwise have been able to do so. In particular, in combining 
a quantitative linear analysis with a closely matched three-step fsQCA we 
have been able to highlight some of the complex non-linear and iterative 
processes at the heart of the culture-welfare nexus. We end the chapter 
by drawing out some of these processes.

Firstly, welfare regime effects are often strong but are not always so. 
We see what appear to be strong regime effects in the Social Democratic 
and Southern European types, reasonably strong (but not immutable) 
regime effects in the Liberal regime but no consistent effect at all in 
the Conservative/Corporatist type.14 At the same time, our findings 
also provide some challenges to the welfare regime argument, at least 
when applied in a simplistic manner. Our analysis of the Liberal regime 
seems to suggest that societal values play an important role in shaping 
important differences within the regime, most notably religiosity seem-
ing to be key in dividing lower spending countries like the United States 
of America from higher spending ones like the United Kingdom. More 
broadly, the analysis of the Conservative/Corporatist regime suggests 
that this type may be ill-conceived (or weakly specified) with respect to 
family policy, failing to capture important (culturally rooted?) factors 
that shape cross-national policy variations.

This hints at a second point, which is that our analysis underlines that 
deeply embedded historical-institutional factors can shape contemporary 
societal values that in turn shape policy outcomes in any given area of 
policy. So, for instance, in the Social Democratic and Southern European 
regimes, the levels of religiosity and conservative social norms seem likely 
to be tied to longer term influences around religion, the church and estab-
lished positions about the authority of the church and state in the sphere 
of the family. In the Corporatist/Conservative regime there are some indi-
cations the same is true, especially with respect to the cluster of countries 
Morgan (2009) identifies as having had a strong anticlerical response in 
the late-19th/early-20th centuries. In other words, we can see the enduring 
influence of the more abstract notions of culture that we characterised as 
‘macro’ level in Chapter 1. However, this does not negate the value of our 
in-between approach to exploring culture but, instead, strengthens it inso-
far as the societal values that matter in each area of policy are likely to vary: 
while religiosity might be significant in some contexts for family policy, 
optimistic values may be more important for support for the unemployed 
and so on. Our in-between conception of culture should sit in-between the 
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macro- and micro-level conceptions (see Chapter 1), not just in theoretical 
terms but also in acting as bridge between the two in the real world.

Thirdly, our analysis also suggests that which societal values are impor-
tant appears to be context dependent, not just with regard to policy area 
but also with regard to each country’s historical-institutional legacy. For 
instance, we find that traditional family values is consistent with low 
spending outcomes in two regime types, but does not have a consistent 
influence in two others. This perhaps reflects the different policy battles 
that exist in different regimes with their differing welfare systems, but 
also likely reflects the subtle ways in which historical-institutional lega-
cies mobilise bias by shaping which groups have power and so which 
issues are more likely to rise up the policy agenda. In other words, 
because welfare politics differs across countries, so too do the influen-
tial societal values. At this same time, though, we should note that the 
interaction between policies and our societal values data might operate 
in the direction of policy context affecting values data. For instance, our 
traditional family values factor score is in large part based on responses 
to the question of whether marriage is an outdated institution, but the 
nature of marriage varies across countries on the basis of different policy 
frameworks, including issues around who can marry, where, on what 
basis and with varying rules in terms of how a marriage can be dissolved. 
Reponses to the question of whether marriage is outdated seem likely to 
be in part contingent on these policy differences and even for the same 
individual could vary over time as a consequence. Indeed, as Camarero 
(2014) demonstrates we can observe rather different values underpinning 
public conceptions of marriage across Europe, so much so that we can 
meaningfully talk of different (normative) models of marriage existing. 
This gives us a further reason to be cautious when interpreting data and 
we reflect more on both the practical and methodological implications 
of this issue in Chapters 4 and 5.

These arguments about how the significance of specific examples of 
societal values varies across context, and how welfare regime-societal 
value shape each other, come together in our final point. In Chapter 2 
we noted a number of puzzling features in our quantitative analysis of 
family policy spending:

Despite a priori assumptions that traditional family values ought to  

be influential in shaping family policy our regression analyses could 
not detect how and where this might be so.
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Graphical analysis and correlation analysis suggested that  

conservative social norms ought to be influential, but regression 
analysis provided only limited support for this conclusion. In 
addition, the direction of influence in the regression model was not 
as a priori assumptions would lead us to expect, showing a positive 
association with family policy spending rather than the negative 
influence expected.
Religiosity appeared influential in our models, but we faced a  

puzzle regarding the negative influence on generosity of this 
societal value and the seemingly positive (though not significant) 
influence of membership of the Conservative/Corporatist regime 
when the two are often seen as interlinked in key theories.

We asked at the start of this chapter whether fsQCA methods might help 
address the puzzling findings and we believe they do, showing that:

Traditional family values do appear consistent with low family  

spending in the Liberal and Conservative/Corporatist regimes, but 
are not consistent with any outcome in the Social Democratic and 
Southern European regimes.
Conservative social norms are not consistent with high family  

policy spending; indeed they are consistently low in the consistently 
high spending Social Democratic regime and consistently high in 
the low spending Southern European regime.
Religiosity is influential, but perhaps in more complex ways than the  

regression models can detect. In the Liberal regime it seems to play 
a key role in creating a firmly low spending path. It is consistently 
low in the consistently high spending Social Democratic regime and 
consistently high in the low spending Southern European regime, 
but does not appear influential in the Conservative/Corporatist 
regime. However, with respect to the latter, we find some support 
for theories that break this grouping into different clusters based on 
historic conflicts between church and state.

Chapter summary

This chapter makes three key points:

Using fsQCA methods alongside regression based analyses can  

provide useful insights, particularly when the small number of 
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cases under investigation prevents more sophisticated regression 
techniques from being deployed.
Welfare regimes and societal values interact with each other in  

complex ways. Contemporary societal values often reflect (at least 
partially) deeply rooted historical-institutional legacies. This can 
make disentangling the culture–welfare nexus a difficult task.
Whether societal values are influential, and the impact they may  

have, seems likely to be context dependent. This is so not only 
across different policy areas, but also across countries within a 
specific policy area. Consequently, there may be times when a 
particular societal value may be influential in one regime type, but 
not in another. This creates challenges for linear forms of analysis.

We noted at the outset that our aim was to use fsQCA as a bridge between 
our variable centred regression analysis and some more detailed reflec-
tion on our cases. We have injected a good deal of reflection on cases in 
this chapter, but space has limited the depth of discussion. In our final 
substantive chapter we will offer a lengthier examination of some of the 
key cases, trends and issues highlighted in Chapters 2 and 3.

Appendix

Set calibration
High family policy spending:  Boundaries are established by 
reference to descriptive statistics capturing the long-term picture 
(1981–2008) but with an eye on ‘natural’ breaks in the data. 1 of 
GDP represents fully out, 3.5 fully in, 2.5 the cross-over. This 
places a similar number of cases fully in and fully out, with a 
clear break between the first cases above and below the cross-over 
(Belgium 2.55, Germany 1.98).
Intermediate factors:  Averages factor scores computed across 
all time points for each country provided the basis for these sets. 
(Not all cases have values for all years, adding some noise: see 
our FigShare site for data coverage details.) Factor scores are 
arithmetically derived so have no clear conceptual meaning; we 
therefore calibrate these set arithmetically using a direct allocation 
method that codes the top case for each set as 1 and bottom as 0 
with values in-between allocated based on their distance between 
the top and bottom cases.
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Proximate factors  (Party composition of government and 
economic growth): We use five-year averages around the four 
waves of the EVS/WVS, matching our regression models. Cabinet 
composition data (scale of 1–5) is used to capture the presence of 
a left government. Fully out is coded at 2.5 (indicating an average 
position as close to dominance of right wing parties [2] as to a 
balance of power between left and right [3]), fully in at 5 (left wing 
hegemony) and the cross-over at 3.5 (as close to dominance of left 
wing parties [4] as to a balance of power between left and right 
[3]). The economic growth set is coded to capture ‘clearly growing 
economy’ and was created by reference to long-term averages: 
5 fully in, 1 fully out, 3 (around the long-term average) the 
cross-over.

Software usage
We used Longest and Vaisey’s fuzzy program for Stata (Longest and 
Vaisey, 2008). It has many advantages (chiefly integration with Stata) but 
limitations around necessity tests and the ability to compute intermediate 
solutions when performing Boolean reductions (Thiem and Dusa, 2013: 
88). Its functions in part represent Longest and Vaisey’s interpretation 
of, and preferred approach to performing, fsQCA. There are two key 
implications for our study. Firstly, using it means we are also following 
Longest and Vaisey’s preferred approach: see Longest and Thoits (2012) 
for a useful empirical illustration of Longest’s use of fsQCA that informs 
our approach a good deal. Secondly, one of the features of QCA is it that 
allows for reduction of multiple overlapping configurations to more 
parsimonious solutions using the Quine-McCluskey algorithm. Though 
such reductions are robust arithmetically when using fuzzy, theoretically 
important combinations can be missed so manual post-estimation of 
solutions is sometimes necessary. The way the package operationalises 
this algorithm meant manual checks of output from fuzzy were neces-
sary when there was good reason to believe the assumptions built into 
the package might have oversimplified findings. This increases the scope 
for human error of course.

Set relations
The most significant decisions in our fsQCA are probably those concern-
ing how we determine which combinations of factors are deemed 
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analytically important in influencing our outcome at each of the three 
steps; at step 2 this also entails determining which combinations of soci-
etal values proceed to step 3. Primarily this is done via examination of 
the consistency scores for each configuration: these scores represent the 
extent to which a configuration is sufficient for producing the outcome. 
Ragin (2008) suggests that it becomes somewhat difficult to maintain 
that a set relation exists when scores are below 0.75, but Schneider and 
Wagemann’s two-step approach (2003, 2006) operates on the basis that 
scores of 0.70 or above are acceptable, partly because using two steps 
replaces complex combinations with simpler ones that are less likely to 
be consistent. They also require configurations to have at least one case 
present and a significance level of 0.05 or below. We employ a consist-
ency level of at least 0.700 (and significance level 0.05 or below), with 
the exception being for welfare regimes that are presumed to exist as a 
generalised remote (and, so perhaps, inconsistent) influence on family 
policy. We also examine the coverage indicator, which shows the amount 
of an outcome explained by a specific configuration; solutions with very 
low coverage but high consistency were deemed to be empirically less 
significant and dropped from the analysis.

We deviate from the two-step approach in key regards, treating it as a 
process for identifying pathways towards membership of either the ‘high 
family policy spending’ set or its negation (‘low family policy spending’). 
In each step we break our analysis into sub-samples representing differ-
ent pathways based on configurations identified in the preceding step; in 
effect, we perform separate QCA investigations for each pathway. That 
our welfare regimes are mutually exclusive ideal types necessitates frag-
menting our sample from step 2, where we perform our analysis based 
on separate sub-samples (one for each regime) as we look to establish 
which configurations of societal values influence the policy outcomes 
in each regime. At this juncture our approach is fairly consistent with 
Schneider and Waggeman’s with the very crucial exception that we do 
not test whether welfare regimes consistently influence outcomes. (We 
are instead guided by a priori assumptions that regimes are important.) 
Injection of a third step clearly deviates from their model. In Step 3 we 
analyse the impact of proximate factors based on further sub-samples 
for each configuration of societal values found to be important within 
each regime type; we also examine the influence of proximate factors 
within each regime as a whole in order to ascertain if generalised ‘exit 
routes’ from the dominant spending path exist. We boost what would be 
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small samples in the third step by including data from four time points 
for each case; this also allows us to detect shorter term influences on 
outcomes and better match our regression models.

Summary of solution pathways
To HIGH FAMILY SPENDING outcome:i 

FAMILY SPENDING

FAMILY SPENDING

To LOW FAMILY SPENDING outcome:ii 
 

SPENDING

FAMILY SPENDING

LOW FAMILY SPENDING

FAMILY SPENDING

Notes

There are a number of variants of the approach – crisp set QCA (csSA), 1 
multi-value QCA (mvQCA) and fuzzy set QCA (fsQCA) – but the latter is 
our focal point here (see Ragin, 2008; Rihoux, 2011for overviews).
The number of logically possible combinations is 22 k, where k is the number 
of sets under consideration. Each combination may correspond to several 
real world cases, which in turn allows an insight into the causal relationship 
between specific configurations of conditions (i.e., sets) and any given 
outcome. Indeed, QCA tests each possible configuration of conditions 
together to uncover whether these are sufficient or necessary for the outcome 
(Ragin, 2008).
Taking these two principles together we have 3 multiple conjunctural causation.
Given that one of our aims here is to use fsQCA techniques to fill in some 4 
of the gaps unfilled by our regression-based analysis we place some limiting 
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constraints on our approach here. The key limitation is that the sample of 
countries analysed, the time points, data sources and the variables included 
in the analysis are largely pre-determined by the processes outlined in 
Chapters 1 and 2. However, we believe that utilising a mixed-methods 
research design enhances the robustness of our overall approach and 
aids both analysis and theorising. We will, though, reflect on some of the 
limitations arising from this approach when discussing our findings.
This approach addresses the challenge of limited diversity because the 5 
highest possible number of logical remainders (zmax) that can exist is radically 
reduced: with a one step fsQCA zmax=2k – 1 (where k is the number of sets), 
but in a two step fsQCA zmax =2k1 – 1 + 2k2 – 1, so with 8 factors in the first 
approach zmax would be 255 but if the 8 factors are broken into two steps with 
four in each then zmax is a mere 30 (Schneider and Wagemann, 2006: 762).
One advantage of this is that it allows us to capture changes in the outcome 6 
set that occur over time – there have been considerable shifts in the level of 
family policy spending in some cases – and then to see how far proximate 
factors have allowed cases to deviate from their longer term oaths.
Technically non-membership of the high conservative social norms and high 7 
religiosity sets but we simplify the narrative here.
Some combinations of proximate factors pass the set tests, but are of either 8 
such low coverage or inconsistent meaning to add anything significant to the 
picture.
There is a consistency of 0.901 and coverage 0.315 for this combination; 9 
simplifying a good deal, this is a little like saying around 9 in 10 left wing 
governments in the Liberal regime have high family policy spending, but 
that only around 3 in 10 Liberal regime governments with high spending are 
left wing, what we might call a sufficient but not necessary condition for high 
family spending in the Liberal regime. We should note that a good number 
of non-left governments have also delivered high spending too in this regime 
but do so less consistently.
We might note that, in this regime, the absence of left government combined 10 
with low economic growth is highly consistent with low family spending and 
has a much higher coverage as a solution.
There may be a temporal dimension here insofar as many of the examples 11 
of left-governments come from the late-1990s/early 2000s when the social 
investment model gained purchase across much of the OECD and so this 
effect may disappear in the future.
Morgan (2009) views the differences between the groups she identifies to be 12 
sufficiently fundamental to label them gendered welfare regimes.
We might even go so far as to say it implies societal values can be so deeply 13 
embedded in the historical-institutional context of a nation that attempts to 
develop independent measures of societal values and historical-institutional 
context will be challenging.
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That we see consistent combinations of our key societal values in the two 14 
types where regime effects are strongest could raise questions about the 
direction of welfare regime-culture influence, though that clear regime 
effects for these types have been found in other policy areas where other 
societal values are influential gives us reason to believe these are genuine 
welfare regime influences.
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4
Exploring the Culture–Welfare 
Nexus: Key Trends, Key Cases

Abstract: In this chapter we focus in greater depth on some 
key trends and key cases highlighted in chapters. More 
specifically, we examine four issues: the Conservative/
Corporatist regime puzzle; the Liberal regime bifurcation; 
the meaning of traditional family values; and, the 
significance of optimistic values. In exploring these issues 
we demonstrate how more detailed exploration of case 
study evidence may help understand how the culture–
welfare nexus operates in practice, offering a more nuanced 
perspective than is possible through broad-brushed macro-
level comparisons alone. We also explore some of the 
methodological challenges uncovered in Chapters 2 and 3, 
pointing to refinements to our approach that may be taken 
forward in future research.

Keywords: culture; welfare state models
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Introduction

In the final substantive chapter, we dig deeper into the data that our 
analysis of the culture–welfare nexus is based on. However, rather than 
offering what would be a very lengthy exploration of each case or indica-
tor, our focus here is very much driven by the findings of Chapters 2 
and 3, examining in more depth some key trends and cases (or groups 
of cases) that our earlier analyses suggested may be of particular interest. 
Consequently, this chapter has a somewhat ‘episodic’ feel, but deliber-
ately so, for our aim is to look more deeply at a small number of issues. 
More specifically, we examine four issues: the Conservative/Corporatist 
regime puzzle; the Liberal regime bifurcation; the meaning of traditional 
family values; and, the significance of optimistic values. In doing so we 
not only tease out some of the finer points of culture–welfare nexus, we 
also point to some possible priorities for future research and highlight 
some areas where methodological refinements might improve our 
approach in future work.

The Conservative/Corporatist regime puzzle

In exploring family policy we found something of a puzzle with respect 
to the Conservative/Corporatist regime insofar as no clear regime effects 
were detectable. Morgan’s (2009) claim that two distinct family policy 
frameworks have developed in continental Europe as the consequence of 
historic church–state power struggles was advanced as a possible expla-
nation. Interestingly, a cluster analysis of all societal values data for the 
Conservative/Corporatist cases alone produces a grouping that appears 
to fit with Morgan’s thesis (see Table 4.1): we see France and Belgium 
clustered together as she suggests; they are joined by Luxembourg, 
which she did not explore, but in terms of state–church power conflicts 
we might usefully note that Messner (1999; cited in Minkenberg, 2003) 
groups it alone with Belgium in terms of its church–state relations. 
Meanwhile, each of the countries that she suggested appear on the other 
side of this bifurcation are also grouped together – Austria, Netherlands 
and Germany.1 This provides some further support for the suggestion 
that there are distinctive differences within this regime type that need to 
be further understood; quite what it means for our own study is a tricky 
question to disentangle. On the one hand it could be read as evidence of 
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a fundamental flaw in the notion of a Conservative/Corporatist welfare 
regime that spans this grouping of countries. On the other, if societal 
values are viewed as operating independently from welfare regimes (as 
is our contention), then it may hint at ways in which sub-groupings of 
countries can emerge within regime types that have relatively coher-
ently clustered societal values that in part reflect important and deeply 
rooted institutional differences within regimes (and in turn shape policy 
differences).

However, we ought to be cautious here, for our cluster analysis is based 
as it is on all of our examples of societal values; selecting fewer provides 
a more dynamic picture.2 If we only select the societal values included in 
our regression and fsQCA analyses of family policy – conservative social 
norms, traditional family values and religiosity – we see much less stabil-
ity in the groupings over time (Table 4.2). In fact, if we assume that these 
three societal values can be read as representing a more general notion 
social conservatism, then the pattern we see is one of the Conservative/
Corporatist countries becoming progressively less conservative over 
time. In Table 4.2, we include a ‘conservatism index’ computed by simply 
averaging the factor scores for these three societal values; a higher score 
indicates a higher degree of conservatism. As can be seen, the clusters 
become more conservative as we move from Cluster 1 down to 4; what 
is less obvious at first glance is that all the countries move from more to 
less conservative clusters over time, but this is captured more clearly in the 
data visualisation in the bottom right panel of Table 4.2. As this shows, 
the Netherlands is a long-established member of the least conservative 
grouping, arguably unsurprisingly so given its place in Esping-Andersen’s 
(1990) framework is ambiguous (Hudson, 2012), some classifying it as 
Social Democratic rather than Corporatist/Conservative (e.g., Goodin 
et al., 1999). Indeed, comparative analysts have debated how to classify 
the country for some time, it sitting uneasily in many typologies because 
it features elements that are both corporatist and social democratic (Cox, 
1993; Therborn, 1989). We can also see that France has long been on the 
less conservative side of this grouping, consistent with Morgan’s (2009) 
argument about the different values that have existed here with respect 
to the roles of church and state in the sphere of the family.

In Table 4.2 we can also see an incremental drift away from conserva-
tism in Germany.3 This might be seen as particularly significant given 
that Germany was identified as the key example of the Conservative/
Corporatist regime in Esping-Andersen’s (1990) study. A number 
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of analysts have suggested that Germany’s welfare regime has been 
fundamentally reformed since the turn of the century as social policy 
has adapted to new social risks and a post-industrial economy, Bleses 
and Seeleib-Kaiser (2004) even talking of a ‘dual transformation’ of the 
German welfare state as protection for ‘old’ social risks has weakened 
while protection for ‘new’ social risks has strengthened. In an analysis 
of childcare politics, Naumann (2012: 164) highlights the role specific 
societal values have typically played, pointing to secularization and an 
associated weakening of religious cleavages in voting as ‘factors condu-
cive to the development of postindustrial childcare policy’. But, in the 
case of Germany, she also points to unique factors, chiefly reunification; 
debates around family policy that laid bare some differences in societal 
values in the East and West of the country, for at the moment of reuni-
fication ‘most East Germans held gender norms that differed consider-
ably from the West German conservative family image and were more 
in line with the adult-worker model’ (Naumann, 2012: 173). Indeed, she 
suggests that a ground-breaking expansion of childcare approved shortly 
after reunification was passed with much grumbling from within the 
conservative government’s own ranks. This, in turn, hints at another 
key issue she highlights in Germany’s case, which is that the shifting 
landscape of societal values has altered both voting behaviour and the 
electoral strategies of the key political parties. Indeed, she places great 
stress on the shifting and intersecting political cleavages, with religion, 
class and gender all playing an important role. As we noted in Chapter 
2, Manow and Emmenegger (2012) suggest that similar processes are at 
play across much of the Conservative/Corporatist regime.

Bleses and Seeleib-Kaiser (2004: 152) argue that recent changes to its 
welfare state mean ‘that Germany can no longer be accurately described 
or characterised as a conservative welfare state’. Interestingly, while the 
general trend across all the countries we examine is one of declining 
social conservatism, the rate of decline is sharper in some regime types 
than others (Figure 4.1): while there has been a rapid shift downwards 
in our ‘conservatism index’ scores for the Liberal and Conservative/
Corporatist regimes, the changes have been more modest elsewhere (we 
have added an East Asian grouping comprising Japan and South Korea 
to capture the slow change in these countries). The impact of this is that 
the index scores for the Conservative/Corporatist regime are, in the 
late 1990s and 2000s, well below the average for our sample as a whole 
and much closer to those of the Social Democratic regime than they are 
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to those of any other regime type, a contrast to the 1980s/early 1990s 
when the scores for the Conservative/Corporatist regime were very 
close to average and further from the Social Democratic regime score 
than those for the (relatively socially conservative) Southern European 
and East Asian types. In short, the shift in these values seems notable in 
this regime and raises the question not only of whether Germany ought 
still to be labelled as ‘conservative’ but in fact the type as whole; this is 
perhaps particularly so given the normative value-based stance the term 
‘conservative’ implies.

This slow dissolving of socially conservative values in the Conservative/
Corporatist regime may go some way towards explaining why our regres-
sion and fsQCA models struggled to disentangle the societal values – 
welfare regime interactions for type, particularly for family policy where 
the most relevant societal values appear to be in a greater state of flux and 
the established policy frameworks requiring more fundamental reform 
than is the case for other regimes. Indeed, Häusermann (2012: 122) hints 
at this, suggesting ‘The saliency of family policy reform is particularly 
high in continental Europe, where all countries – except France – have 
been relying on the ‘old’ male breadwinner model family policy [ ... ] way 
into the 1990s’. As we noted, in Chapter 2, Taylor-Gooby’s (2004a) explo-
ration of how welfare states were adapting to new social risks concluded 
that the ‘modernisation’ challenges faced by this regime type have more 
profound implications for policy than is the case for other regimes but 
the politics of reform in a corporatist system means that the pace of 
change is typically rather slow. Interestingly, Palier (2012) has suggested 
recent reforms mean that we can no longer observe the ‘frozen land-
scape’ of fixed policy frameworks Esping-Andersen (1990, 1996b, 1999) 
once identified in this regime. This does not necessarily mean that we 
have recently seen sudden and dramatic shifts in policy; indeed, Palier 
(2012: 236) stresses that ‘though the changes only became fully appar-
ent over the past decade, they must be understood as the culmination 
of a longer reform trajectory’. In their analysis of Germany, Bleses and 
Seeleib-Kaiser (2004) similarly stress the evolution over frameworks 
over time. All this would tie in well with the suggestion that gradual 
shifts in societal values have helped facilitate a gradual shift away from 
traditional policy frameworks.

However, we should avoid jumping to simple and deterministic conclu-
sions here. Societal values seem likely to have fed into reform processes, but 
will not only interact with other factors in so doing, but do so in ways that 
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might defy simple analysis, even if only because the finer details of policy 
settlements are so often loaded with complex multiple meanings that they 
do not easily map onto one set of values as opposed to another. This is even 
so when considering broad questions such as whether a ‘dual transforma-
tion’ of the German welfare state has taken place as flagged by greater 
emphasis on family policy as opposed to traditional social protection for 
the unemployed. As Häusermann (2012: 113–115) suggests, presenting the 
picture as one of old versus new social policy may be too simplistic, for 
a more nuanced analysis might find old and new social policy responses 
within each area of policy. She suggests, for example, that in family policy 
we find examples of old social policies (e.g., cash benefits aimed at social 
protection) and new social policies (e.g., child care that aims to be a social 
investment). This, in turn, means that we might see complex value posi-
tions supporting not just a shift towards more family policy but towards 
specific types of family policy. We might also expect political actors to try 
to exploit these different potential readings of policy change in order to 
build new political coalitions that seek to adapt to changing societal values 
without compromising too heavily. Interestingly, Naumann (2012: 175) 
notes that growing support for the dual earner model in the 2000s created 
political challenges for the Christian Democrats in Germany; ultimately 
they embraced the dual earner model, but crucially they did so through 
a ‘strategic reframing of childcare as an economic, rather than a gender 
equality issue’, permitting a reconciliation of their ‘old’ and ‘new’ values.

The Liberal regime bifurcation

Our fsQCA exploration of family policy flagged a seemingly important 
bifurcation in the Liberal regime. The key dividing point seemed to be 
around religiosity, but if we perform a cluster analysis on the ‘conservatism 
index’ explored above then we can observe a broader bifurcation across 
the type more generally (Table 4.3) with Canada, Ireland and the United 
States on one side and Australia, New Zealand, Switzerland and the United 
Kingdom on the other.4 Even accounting for a general reduction in social 
conservatism over time does not alter this picture; we can usefully observe 
that the mean conservatism index for the first group is higher in 2008 (i.e., 
more conservative) than for the second group in 1981. This underlines 
the arguments presented in Chapter 3 about the role differing patterns of 
societal values may play in shaping within regime differences.
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One of the limitations of our fsQCA exploration was the treatment 
of time, with societal values analysed on the basis of medium-term 
average scores. Because societal values are theorised as being broadly 
stable over the medium term (Chapter 1) – and our examples of them 
extracted from the EVS/WVS data on this basis – this decision ought 
not to impact heavily on our findings, but it does risk missing cases that 
deviate from the norm in having more rapidly changing societal values. 
As Table 4.3 shows there are some cases that fit this pattern with regards 
to the ‘conservatism index’ in the Liberal regime. A more fine-grained 
reading of the cluster analysis might suggest five groupings rather than 
two: we label them 1a–1c (which we might view as three sub-groupings 
of the Canada/Ireland/USA cluster) and 2a–2b (which we might view 
as two sub-groupings of the Australia/New Zealand/Switzerland/UK 
cluster). In so doing we gain some insights into how societal values have 
shifted over time; in the bottom right panel of Table 4.3 we present a 
graphic that highlights movement in cluster membership from more 
to less conservative groupings over time, showing that most countries 
have moved into less conservative clusters over time. However, while an 
upward shift is commonplace, the case of Ireland stands out in moving 
across three clusters, capturing what appears to be a particularly deep 
shift in societal values in this case. Interestingly, Ireland is also the stan-
dout case in this regime in terms of changing family policy spending 
(Figure 4.2), moving from below regime average spending in 1981 to well 
above regime average spending in 2009 (and this despite a rapidly rising 
regime average).

We might usefully contrast Ireland with the United States here for two 
reasons. First, in terms of spending, the United States began the 1980s 
with a low level of family policy spending, but unlike Ireland has not seen 
its expenditure shift upwards in the period since; indeed, it has remained 
consistently low (Figure 4.2). Secondly, our fsQCA model suggested 
that, when examining the picture over the medium term, a combination 
of high religiosity and high traditional family values worked strongly 
against high family policy spending in the Liberal regime. This was the 
picture for both Ireland and the United States over the medium term, 
but we noted in Chapter 3 that in examining medium-term averages that 
we risked missing some cases where significant short-term shifts had 
occurred and Ireland is such a case. Crucially, however, this is so not just 
with regards to Ireland’s level of spending but also these two examples 
of societal values, its scores for religiosity and traditional family values 
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declining sharply in the 1990s/2000s, particularly so for traditional family 
values. It might be argued therefore that Ireland provides a clear instance 
of where a relatively rapid change in societal values has facilitated a rapid 
change in policy. Indeed, in a review of family policy in Ireland, Fahey 
and Nixon (2014: 134) note that normative conflict between liberal and 
Catholic views of the family has been a feature of family policy debates 
in the country, concluding that the ‘resolutions arrived at on these issues 
by the 1990s were quite liberal relative to what had prevailed up to the 
1960s’.

It is tempting to take this as a confirmation of the pivotal role that 
societal values play in reshaping social policy. However, Fahey and 
Nixon (2014: 134) also hint at the underlying complexity of policy change 
and, indeed, values shift in actuality, arguing that while a more liberal 
set of values influenced family policy in Ireland by the 1990s, ‘on some 
issues (especially abortion but also, to a lesser extent, divorce), [views 
on the family] were still at the conservative end of the European range’. 
We noted in Chapter 2 that an examination of spending alone can be 
misleading both because it tells us little about where spending is allo-
cated and because some key policies do not require large expenditures. 
A more fine-grained analysis of Ireland’s changing family policy shows 
that while some areas (such as cash benefits) have rapidly expanded, 
others (such as child care) have not (see OECD, 2011). Moreover, one 
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of the most significant debates in this sphere of policy has surrounded 
abortion; though changes have occurred since the early 1980s, Ireland’s 
strict laws around abortion continue to mark out the country as unusual 
in European terms, reflecting the ongoing influence of Catholic values. 
Importantly, in this particular instance, current policy frameworks also 
demonstrate the added complications for analysis arising from the influ-
ence of institutional structures, for having seen the risk to traditional 
policy frameworks presented by changing social norms, a socially 
conservative coalition of actors successfully campaigned for insertion 
of a ‘protection of the right to life’ amendment into the constitution 
in the 1980 (Fahey and Nixon, 2014). Given such amendments require 
approval by a referendum, this has added a complex layer of veto points 
to policy-making in this area, not only in requiring further referenda to 
permit fundamental policy change, but also bringing the Supreme Court 
into play in this area of policy (Fahey and Nixon, 2014). This underlines 
that while in some areas of policy a rapid change in societal values 
can feed relatively directly into changing policy frameworks, in others 
governments face bigger institutional barriers in changing policy and so 
we might reasonably expect a less direct connection between changing 
societal values and policy outcomes.

We can add a further layer of complexity here too by observing that the 
connection between broad societal values and public opinion on specific 
policy issues (which we characterised as the ‘micro-level’ conception of 
culture in Chapter 1) may be mediated by specific national contexts. In 
the case of abortion policy in Ireland, we should note that there have 
been further referenda and constitutional amendments since the 1980s 
but the outcome of these referenda have reflected an underlying social 
conservatism – compared to European norms – in this particular area of 
policy that is somewhat out-of-line with the declining social conserva-
tism captured in our societal values data for Ireland. This likely reflects 
the heightened significance of normative issues in this area of policy for 
some of Ireland’s key political actors. On a similar note, the fuzzy way in 
which changing societal values may permeate the details of family policy 
is also evident in the area of cash benefits where, according to Fahey and 
Nixon (2014: 132–3), the growth in family policy spending was until very 
recently either unconnected to a pro-female employment agenda or even 
reinforced traditional parenting patterns (see OECD, 2011 also). Again a 
focus on spending alone cannot pick up these important nuances in the 
detail of policy.
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This reinforces the point made in the previous section about the 
complexity of selecting appropriate outcome measures in comparative 
analyses of ‘new’ social policy: a simple focus on spending or programme 
rules cannot tell us everything and, ultimately, the thick description of 
case studies is key in confirming the validity of broad brush hypoth-
eses concerning the culture–welfare nexus. It also underlines some of 
complexities we face in interpreting the meaning of societal values, not 
least because seemingly common cross-national patterns of societal 
values may have subtly different implications in different countries 
because of their unique policy contexts. However, these important 
provisos aside, our underlying contention that changing societal values 
can help us understand why Ireland and the United States have taken 
divergent family policy paths since the early 1980s seems a reason-
able one. This is particularly so when we consider that, like in Ireland, 
family policy in the United States has been a zone of normative conflict, 
particularly abortion law which has been entwined with Supreme Court 
rulings and is a touchstone issue for some political groups. Indeed, in the 
United States it has even permeated debates around health care reform 
with conservatives repeatedly blocking plans to extend the coverage of 
publicly funded health care provision whenever proposals might have 
the potential to permit state-funded access to abortion on a pro-choice 
basis (Quadango and Rohlinger, 2009). In short, while governments in 
both countries have faced a complex set of institutional constraints in 
the family policy sphere, in Ireland shifting societal values have meant 
that religiosity, and associated debates around traditional family values, 
have not been so central in driving political competition in the way 
they have in the United States (see Chapter 3; Quadango and Rohlinger, 
2009). In other words, the ‘softening’ of these key societal values seems 
to have been important in facilitating a political climate more conducive 
to expanding state provision in the sphere of family policy.

Traditional family values

The above discussion is connected with the third topic we explore 
in this chapter: the meaning of traditional family values. We noted a 
number of puzzles with regard to this societal value in Chapters 2 and 
3, particularly that it seemed to perform less strongly as an explanatory 
factor for family policy difference than might be expected. Figure 4.3 
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displays trends for this societal value for our core sample of countries, 
each chart also displaying the average for this value for the 16 OECD 
countries we have full data for. The average score for our traditional 
family values factor has dropped over time, suggesting that these values 
have weakened over time. Bar occasional outlier cases in each type, 
across most of the welfare regimes the story is one of traditional family 
values either remaining static or more usually declining over time. The 
key exception to this story, which runs contrary to expectations, is the 
Social Democratic regime where we actually see a good degree of relative 
strengthening of traditional family values over time. As Figure 4.3 shows: 
in Demark traditional family values strengthen as the country moves 
from well below average to around average; in Finland we can see the 
same pattern; in Norway scores are around average in 1981 and 2008 – so 
lower at the end point than the start point of our data set – but they 
move to well above average in the 1990s; and, Sweden is very similar to 
Norway, starting around average and ending at just above average but 
with a clear above average spike in the middle of our data set. Given the 
consistently low levels of social conservatism in this regime, this picture 
seems surprising to say the least. What, then, might be behind this?

On the basis of an analysis of EVS data for all EU states, Camarero 
(2014) demonstrates that we can observe rather different values under-
pinning public conceptions of marriage across Europe, with normatively 
different models of marriage existing. For instance, there is clear varia-
tion between EU countries on questions such as whether faithfulness is 
important to marriage, whether affairs can be justified, whether divorce 
is acceptable and whether a long-term stable relationship is necessary 
to be happy (Camarero, 2014). She develops a series of ideal types of 
marriage through analysis of such data, but her typology offers few 
immediate clues to the Scandinavia puzzle; Norway is excluded from her 
analysis by virtue of not being an EU member, but this proviso aside 
her findings demonstrate clearly that Scandinavia is home to the least 
traditional view of marriage in the European Union, both in terms of 
the highest proportion of people viewing marriage as a ‘contingent’ 
(i.e., flexible, negotiated) institution (Sweden, Finland and Denmark 
occupy the top three positions in the European Union here), but also 
in terms of the model of marriage with the lowest proportions support-
ing the traditional institutional model (Camarero, 2014: 455). Not only 
does her study underline the socially liberal view on marriage found 
in the Social Democratic regime, we cannot ascertain any significant 
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differences between Scandinavian countries in Camarero’s study either, 
with the three cases she examines ranked closely together in almost all 
dimensions.

What her study does suggest, however, is that responses to one of the 
two EVS/WVS questions that feed into our traditional family values 
factor scores – is marriage an out-dated institution? – seem likely to be 
contingent on the social and legal norms around marriage in a country. 
Across the Social Democratic countries the proportion disagreeing that 
marriage is an out-dated institution is around or above the average for 
our sample of countries at each time point of the EVS/WVS. Indeed, 
the proportion is well above average in many instances, particularly 
since the 1990s, with around 4 in 5 people disagreeing with the view 
that marriage is an out-dated institution across the four countries in 
2008. We need to ask, however, whether this carries the same meaning 
as the near 4 in 5 people holding the same view in Greece or Italy, where 
Camarero’s (2014: 455) study suggests the most traditional institutional 
view of marriage is held by 39 of people compared to just 8 in 
Sweden or 12 and 13 in Finland and Denmark respectively. Throw 
into the mix that in 2008 neither Greece nor Italy had laws permitting 
same-sex registered partnerships or marriage, while the Scandinavian 
countries were the first in the world to introduce same-sex registered 
partnerships (beginning with Denmark in 1989, the others following in 
the 1990s/early 2000s), and the complicated multiple meanings that can 
lurk beneath responses to this question are evident. Indeed, it arguably 
tells us much that both sets of countries have high support for the view 
that marriage is not out-dated yet have such different laws on same-sex 
partnerships/marriages.

This offers a useful reminder of how the meaning of our societal values 
scores may be context dependent rather than universal. It also helps us 
understand why some of the Social Democratic nations may appear more 
conservative than they are on the basis of responses to this question. It 
perhaps suggests too that the framing of the question around whether 
marriage is ‘out-dated’ is problematic given the possibility of social 
and legal ‘modernisation’ exists; indeed, Ohlsson-Wijk (2011) observes 
that there has been a revival in marriage rates in Sweden in the 2000s, 
confounding both what appeared to be the long-term trend in the coun-
try that led the world in the decline in marriage rates from the 1960s 
onwards and broader theoretical predictions around the features of social 
modernisation. Changing values are a big part of this story in Sweden; 
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as she puts it: ‘The meaning of marriage and partner relationships seems 
to have changed [ ... ] and marriage is no longer the conventional form of 
union formation that it was when the transition in values and behaviour 
started’ (Ohlsson-Wijk, 2011: 194). We will return to the methodological 
implications of this in the next chapter.

Interesting though these issues around marriage may be, they do not 
help us to understand why Norway and Sweden ended in our strong 
traditional families fsQCA set, or Denmark and Finland out of it, for 
there is little to distinguish between the four in terms of their responses 
to the question of whether marriage is out-dated; indeed, Sweden tends 
to show slightly lower proportions disagreeing with the ‘marriage is out-
dated’ view (see Figure 4.4). Instead, and perhaps surprisingly so once 
again, the explanation for this – and for the relative hardening of tradi-
tional family values in the Social Democratic regime – is to be found 
in attitudes towards lone mothers. In the cases of Sweden and Norway 
both have years where the EVS/WVS data show their disapproval for 
lone mothers well above the average for our sample as a whole and it is 
this that pushes them into our high traditional family values set over the 
medium term.

Once again it may be that the meaning of responses to this question 
will vary according to the cultural and policy context in which a survey 
respondent is located. It is worth clarifying at the outset the precise 
wording of the question, for it outlines a rather specific scenario of 
lone parenthood: ‘If a woman wants to have a child as a single parent, 
but she doesn’t want to have a stable relationship with a man, do you 
approve or disapprove?’ There is, evidently, a normative tone to this 
question, but from our perspective as analysts exploring the implications 
of societal values for welfare states, it does not tightly match normative 
debates around lone parents and putative dependency on welfare that 
have featured in some countries, so we should not read across scores 
for this question directly in this way. Moreover, the policy context is 
important here, for Norway and Sweden have child benefit packages that 
strongly compensate lone parents in order to reduce their risk of poverty 
(Bradshaw and Finch, 2002: 11; Skevik, 2006); in fact, their systems are 
easily among the most generous in the OECD in this regard and the 
continued cross-party support for these arrangements makes it difficult 
to read the data as representing a deep societal desire for introducing 
punitive welfare arrangements for lone parents. Indeed, Skevik (2006: 
244) argues that while the Scandinavian nations have relatively high 
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proportions of lone parent households ‘there has at no point been a 
moral panic regarding this fact’.

Nonetheless, the figures are striking and it would be wrong to dismiss 
them out-of-hand. While Skevik is clear that there has been no moral 
panic over the issue, she also notes that key reforms have taken place in 
both countries. In Norway, where the EVS/WVS data for the 1990s show 
well above-average scores for disapproval, the package of support for 
lone parents was by far the most extensive across the OECD at this time 
(Bradshaw and Finch, 2002; Skevik, 2006: 247). This comparative gener-
osity was displayed not just in benefit payment levels, but also condi-
tions of receipt, with separate benefit arrangements for lone parents that 
were not tied to labour market activation programmes (Skevik, 2006). A 
separate benefit structure for lone parents meant that there were some 
controversies around when benefits should be withdrawn when new 
relationships formed, with centre-right parties expressing concerns 
about marriage penalties existing. By the late-1990s, Skevik (2006: 253) 
says, ‘The time had come for a thorough review of the benefit arrange-
ments for lone parents’. Major reforms were introduced in 1998 and 1999, 
with labour market activation becoming a key focus (e.g., those with 
children over three years old would be required to seek at least part-time 
work or education), time limits were placed on some benefits and rules 
around co-habitation tightened (Skevik, 2006). Whether this had an 
impact on the pattern of EVS/WVS data for Norway is hard to say, but 
we can observe that the proportion disapproving of lone parenthood 
declines sharply between the 1999 and 2008 surveys, going from well 
above average for our sample of countries to below average. The picture 
in Sweden is slightly different, with above-average disapproval ratings in 
1991 and 2008 separated by a dip to around average in 1999. With respect 
to 2008, closer inspection of the EVS data shows that there is some 
noise in the data for Sweden in 2008, for the survey was administered 
slightly differently in Sweden on this question at this time, with an ‘it 
depends’ response normally offered removed. It is impossible to know 
how the data would appear without this change, but when compared to 
earlier surveys it appears that this change provided a greater boost to the 
numbers agreeing, rather than disagreeing, with the acceptability of lone 
parenthood, so perhaps we might conclude that 1990 is the real outlying 
year for Sweden. If that is so, it perhaps ties with a moment of debate 
over policy supports for lone parents, with preferential tax treatments 
for lone parents coming under the spotlight before being temporarily 
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discontinued in 1992 (with some compensating supports) and abolished 
altogether in 1993 (Skevik, 2006: 249).

Although we would not want to place too great a stress on the links 
between this data and the policy changes we flag – more directly relevant 
data on state support for lone parents would be preferable – it does 
nonetheless suggest that something has happened in these two countries 
with respect to support for lone parents both in policy and value terms. 
Echoing our discussion of marriage, perhaps this too hints that societal 
values display policy feedback effects, with normative judgements on 
what is acceptable shaped in part by relevant policy frameworks. This 
naturally creates challenges in interpreting data: an increase in the disap-
proval for lone parenthood in a country with generous state support may 
merely be flagging that more people feel the balance of support for those 
cohabiting or married versus lone parents needs some minor readjust-
ment rather than an overt stigmatisation of lone parenthood, whereas 
in a residualised welfare system that penalises lone parents this may not 
be so.

We noted at the outset of this section that the Southern European 
regime also displays a bifurcation in our fsQCA exploration of tradi-
tional family values. Here, perhaps, the puzzle is easier to explain. 
While all four countries in this regime were low spenders, Greece and 
Italy had strong traditional family values while Portugal and Spain had 
weak traditional family values. In contrast to the Scandinavian nations, 
Camarero’s (2014) study echoes these differences: whereas Greece and 
Italy are among the nations with the highest proportion in the European 
Union endorsing the most traditional institutional form of marriage 
(39 in both, compared with 8 in Sweden), Portugal and Spain have 
comparatively low levels (29 and 20 respectively, with the EU-24 
average at 28). Laws on same-sex marriage and civil partnerships 
map onto our data well too: whereas (by 2008, the last year of the EVS/
WVS data) Spain had already introduced same-sex marriage rights (in 
2005, the first country do so) and Portugal’s laws had de facto recogni-
tion of same-sex unions from 2001 (with marriage laws introduced in 
2010), Greece and Italy had no laws in place for either civil partnerships 
or marriage. In other words, the different conceptions of family and 
marriage appear to have fed into different legal frameworks in these two 
sets of countries, but these differences would not impact in a substantial 
way on the spending data we examined in Chapters 2 and 3. This again 
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reinforces the ongoing relevance of the ‘dependent variable problem’ in 
comparative social policy research (Kühner, 2007b).

Optimistic values

In Chapter 2, we found that optimistic values were positively and 
significantly associated with spending on unemployment, whether we 
looked at the share of GDP or the share of total social spending, echoing 
findings from our previous work (Jo, 2011). This societal value comprises 
responses to questions about: how much freedom of choice and control 
there is in life; feelings of happiness; and, satisfaction with life. Some 
may feel there is perhaps some degree of conceptual discordance within 
this factor, the freedom/control dimension differing perhaps from the 
satisfaction/happiness dimension; however, Flavin, Pacek, and Radcliff, 
(2014, pace Rothstein, 1998) see a clear connection between the two: 
‘Simply put, one is more in control of one’s life if one has more security, 
such that to the extent that the welfare state does provide such security, it 
contributes to agency, which contributes to greater satisfaction with life.’

What all dimensions certainly do share, however, is they might be 
seen as either inputs to, or outcomes of, policy frameworks. Indeed, 
more normally the latter is the focus in policy studies. So, for instance, a 
growing body of work has explored the links between policy and subjec-
tive well-being (Pacek and Radcliff, 2008), but the presumption is gener-
ally that the direction of causality is one whereby social policies impact 
on levels of subjective-well-being. So, for example, Sjöberg (2010) uses 
data from the European Social Survey to conduct a multi-level model 
analysis of the links between unemployment generosity and happiness, 
finding a strongly positive link between the two. Crucially, this applies 
not just when examining those with recent experience of unemployment 
or in vulnerable jobs, but across the whole population, leading him to 
conclude that ‘from a cross-national perspective, the generosity of unem-
ployment benefits seems to be as important for the subjective well-being 
of the employed as it is for the well-being of unemployed individuals’ 
(Sjöberg, 2010: 1297), which he surmises is likely tied to the way strong 
unemployment protection reduces risk and uncertainty for all members 
of society. Similar arguments have been made at the welfare state level 
as a whole. Flavin, Pacek and Radcliff, (2011; 2014) use WVS data to 
construct multi-level models exploring the links between life satisfaction 
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and state size; whether examining data for 2008 (Flavin, Pacek and 
Radcliff, 2011) or from 1981 to 2008 (Flavin, Pacek and Radcliff, 2014), 
they find a positive link between the size of the (welfare) state and the 
level of life satisfaction. Similar to Sjöberg, these findings hold true 
irrespective of the income of individuals (Flavin, Pacek and Radcliff, 
2011: 263), suggesting that policies protecting individuals from economic 
insecurity seem to have the greatest impact on happiness (Flavin, Pacek, 
and Radcliff, 2014). Ono and Lee (2013), in examining micro-level cross-
national data from the International Social Survey Program to explore 
the determinants of happiness, offer a slightly different take, suggesting 
that social democratic welfare states ‘redistribute’ happiness, rather 
than expanding it per se, social policy boosting the happiness of some 
groups at the expense of others. We should note that some studies have 
produced still more equivocal findings (e.g., Veenhoven, 2000), but the 
general picture from this research is much as Pacek and Radcliff (2008: 
189) conclude: ‘that the welfare state, as a manifestation of government 
has a tangible impact on life-satisfaction and happiness’. While this body 
of work makes a good case for a link between optimistic values and 
higher welfare spending existing, it poses problems for our study insofar 
as the presumed direction of causality is policy impacting on societal 
values. There are good reasons why this should be so, particularly given 
the promotion of happiness and well-being has become a point for policy 
and political debates in recent years (see OECD, 2013b). Does this suggest 
that optimistic values should not be seen as representing an aspect of 
culture however? If it is merely an output of policy-making rather than 
an input, then perhaps so. Are there reasons for believing that optimistic 
values may act as an input into policy making?

Our method for extracting examples of societal values from EVS/
WVS data (see Chapter 1) specifically isolates (dynamically) stable 
patterns of responses to EVS/WVS questions. In other words, there 
is a good degree of stability across countries and across time with 
regards to the patterns of survey response to the questions this factor 
comprises. Figure 4.5 shows the scores for optimistic values for each of 
our countries (compared to the average for the 15 OECD countries we 
have full data for); the average picture is one of gentle upward drift in 
the scores for the factor and the national scores have remained broadly 
stable once a general uplift is accounted for, more so than is the case 
for almost all other societal values. A general stability of data within 
and across nations has been noted by those specialising in the analysis 
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of subjective well-being data generally (e.g., Veenhoven, 2012: 348) and, 
indeed, that cross-national differences seem rather stable has been raised 
an issue when subjective well-being data is used to evaluate the impact 
of policy change because subjective well-being scores do not seem very 
sensitive to short-term policy changes (Jarden, 2011: 187). This stability 
in cross-national patterns of happiness has prompted much debate over 
whether culture influences levels of self-reported happiness and there is 
a well-established literature in this area (see OECD, 2013b; Veenhoven, 
1987, 2012). Ordinarily, however, the culture–happiness link only feeds 
into debates about whether measurement errors exist in subjective well-
being data, some arguing data biases arise when cultural differences lead 
people in different countries to respond differently to questions about 
their happiness in ways that do not reflect actual differences in levels of 
happiness (see Veenhoven, 2012). As Lane (2000: 31) notes:

National differences in average happiness always interest people – who are 
nevertheless usually ready to dismiss them on the grounds that responses are 
merely reflecting cultural norms and do not reveal whether people in one 
culture actually feel happier or unhappier than other peoples. [ ... ] In a collo-
quial phrase, is America happiness happy, that is, does the United States rank 
high among nations because of the high value placed upon being happy?

Lane, in common with most specialists in the area, suggests arguments 
about American ‘happiness’ are rooted more in stereotype than reality 
(for the United States is outranked by other nations) and that the meas-
urement bias is not significant. Veenhoven (2012: 350) takes a strong line 
here, arguing cross-national differences in self-reported happiness ‘cannot 
be denounced as mere measurement bias, nor can they be explained as a 
result of cultural difference in the evaluation of life [ ... they] denote that 
not all societies meet universal human needs equally well’. In making his 
claim he points, for example, to the fact that an analysis of the happiness 
of migrants shows their patterns and levels of happiness more closely 
mirror those of the country they have migrated to than the one they 
migrated from.

These commonly held positions on the happiness–culture debate not 
only undermine arguments that differences in optimistic values may 
be culturally rooted they also conceptualise well-being as influenced by, 
rather than influencing, policy. Some dissenting voices in the debate offer 
food for thought however. Interestingly, Mathews (2012) suggests that 
those downplaying the measurement bias issue do so, on the basis of a 
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flawed conceptualisation of culture. Echoing some of the arguments we 
review in Chapter 1, but drawing on contributions from anthropology, 
he points out that ‘Culture today, in the anthropological world, can be 
used in its adjectival form, but not as a noun; one can speak of some-
thing being cultural, in terms of it being socially constructed, but not of 
“Indonesian culture,” or “the culture of Turkey” ’ (Mathews, 2012: 304). 
This is significant because many of the attempts to empirically disprove 
that culture biases measurements of subjective well-being assume the 
cultural influence is national in character rather than something more 
nuanced: to take the language we use in Chapter 1 it is a macro- rather 
than meso-level understanding of culture and rather deterministic to 
boot. Mathews (2012) see a complex interplay of cultural, social and 
institutional contexts, along with individual characteristics, shaping 
happiness, permitting useful study of the interplay between culture 
and happiness, albeit his view being that statistical research needs to 
be accompanied by anthropologically rooted work in order to gain a 
fuller understanding of these processes. Approached from this direction, 
though Matthews does not put it like this, it is reasonable to see opti-
mistic values (comprising aspects akin to happiness) as a malleable but 
sticky societal value often shaped by nationally rooted institutions.

It seems reasonable to presume that this malleability includes the 
potential for social policies to shape optimistic values, allowing for some 
reconciliation of these competing arguments. In other words, we should 
expect to see policy feedback in this area. Indeed, we might expect 
particularly complex feedback loops to exist between social policy and 
optimistic values. In Chapter 2, we highlighted Berlant’s (2011) argument 
that expansion of state activity in key areas of social and economic policy 
‘motored’ much of post-war optimism in Europe and America, but that 
the ‘retraction, during the last three decades, of the social democratic 
promise’ of this era (p. 12) has contributed to an ‘attrition of a fantasy, 
a collectively invested form of life, the good life’ (p. 26). At first sight 
this might seem like another argument that the welfare state shapes 
optimistic values, but her argument is more subtle, about how shared 
visions of the ‘good life’ can be sustained in the face of growing struc-
tural inequality. One aspect of her argument of particular relevance here 
is her analysis of what she dubs ‘the neoliberal feedback loop’ (Berlant, 
2011: 192), whereby the growing precarity of life arising from ‘neoliberal 
practices’, including shrinkage of the welfare state and reduced job 
stability, ‘permeates the affective environment’ and so makes the social 
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democratic post-war vision of ‘the good life’ seem a more distant reality 
than in the past. How far this picture fits with the empirical reality is a 
moot point – we do not have systematic cross-national data that stretches 
back this far to assess the claim – but her suggestion that policy feedback 
loops impact the affective environment might chime with our data given, 
in the round, that countries with broadly more generous welfare systems 
over the medium term (and those most similar to the post-war Social 
Democratic model) also tend to be those with the stronger optimistic 
values. This consideration of the way the affective environment might 
foster collective visions of what is politically possible perhaps echoes 
Pierson’s (2004: 39) suggestion that path dependency may be evident not 
just in terms of policy structures but also in terms of patterns of belief 
which may be self-reinforcing to a degree too, not least because national 
policy frameworks and societal values are often mutually reinforcing. 
Intriguingly, some recent research on subjective well-being and voting 
behaviour (based on analysis of the United Kingdom alone) finds that 
those with higher levels of subjective well-being are more likely to vote 
for the incumbent political party (Liberini, Redoana and Proto, 2013); 
if these patterns repeat cross-nationally then strong optimistic values at 
the societal level may even help foster path dependency in policy frame-
works through the ballot box.

In short, while the dominant perspective in social science research 
is that the dimensions comprising our optimistic values factor are 
influenced by, rather than influencing, social policy, there are theoreti-
cally plausible suggestions in the literature that give us reason to believe 
there are complex feedback loops between optimistic values and 
policy frameworks. Establishing proof that these loops exist is a vexed 
task, exacerbated by the limited timeframe for which data is available. 
Uncovering how such loops operate is likely, as Mathews (2012) suggests, 
to require in depth multi-method, multi-disciplinary research and so we 
cannot provide a definitive picture here. However, the stable patterns of 
values that exist in this sphere give us reason to believe that our optimis-
tic values factor is something more than a mere outcome of policy and 
points the way to a fruitful line of exploration for future research.

Chapter summary

This chapter makes two key points:



Exploring the Culture–Welfare Nexus: Key Trends, Key Cases

DOI: 10.1057/9781137457493.0009

Analysis of case evidence can help us to understand key instances  

where our regression and fsQCA explorations struggled to explain 
expected culture–welfare linkages in the ‘new’ social policy. This 
includes puzzles around the role of conservative social norms in 
the Conservative/Corporatist regime and a complex bifurcation 
in the Liberal regime. In each case, changing societal values seem 
important in helping us understand policy change.
Deeper examination of specific societal values points to some  

challenges that we face in interpreting quantitative cross-national 
information about societal values because of policy feedback 
effects. Not only might changing policy frameworks alter the 
underlying normative meaning of some societal values, but policies 
and societal values might influence each other in an iterative 
manner that produces a complex multi-directional model of 
causality.

These findings add strength to the ‘culture matters’ thesis but also point 
to some important future research agendas and to potential refinements 
to our ‘in-between’ approach to the analysis of the culture–welfare nexus. 
We turn to these issues in our final chapter.

Notes

Morgan also included Italy as in-between the two; we do not include Italy 1 
in Figure 4.1 because we allocate it to the Southern European regime, but 
adding it to the cluster analysis places it in a separate cluster altogether, 
further support for Morgan’s thesis perhaps.
We should also note that there is insufficient data on some values to allow for 2 
a comprehensive analysis that stretches back to 1981.
We see this too in Austria towards the end of the 2000s.3 
Performing a cluster analysis on 4 all our examples of societal values for 
this regime does not produce a similar bifurcation (with cases somewhat 
randomly spread amongst a large number of clusters), suggesting that the 
point of difference is connected to the extent of social conservatism across 
the regime type.
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5
Conclusion: Bringing Culture 
‘Back In’ to Comparative 
Social Policy Analysis

Abstract: In this chapter we draw the book to a close, 
pulling together the key arguments advanced across each 
chapter. We suggest that there is considerable value in 
bringing culture ‘back in’ to debates about cross-national 
variations in social policy and that the exploration of 
societal values may help us to understand more not only 
about how and why welfare states differ but also how 
and why their long-term paths may change over time too. 
However, there are considerable methodological challenges 
faced in exploring the culture–welfare nexus empirically 
and we reflect on some of the key challenges here.
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Summary of key arguments

In Chapter 1 we noted that culture is often said to be an important factor 
in explaining cross-national variations in welfare and has featured as an 
important explanatory factor in core contributions to the welfare types 
debate, but the role it plays in shaping cross-national variations in varying 
policy structures has rarely been subjected to a detailed empirical analysis. 
We argued that, in part, this results from complexities in conceptualising 
culture and developing robust ‘measures’ that can act as a proxy for culture 
in empirical analysis. We suggested that our ‘in-between’ approach that uses 
examples of societal values as a proxy for culture can address both these 
issues. Using our approach we extracted eight examples of societal values 
from EVS/WVS data. We showed that our examples of societal values do 
not merely capture the commonly identified welfare state types by another 
route, being only loosely related to common welfare-type memberships. 
This gave us good reason to presume that culture and welfare regimes are 
related but act independently of each other, providing a strong rationale 
for including societal values in cross-national analyses of welfare.

In Chapter 2 we used our examples of societal values as a proxy for 
culture in regression models. The models provided strong evidence for 
the ‘culture matters’ thesis when examining old social risks represented by 
unemployment spending, highlighting in particular that optimistic values 
are positively associated with higher levels of overall spending on the 
unemployed and the converse for conservative social norms. Our models 
provided less strong support for the culture matters thesis when we were 
exploring new social risks represented by family policy spending. There 
was fairly strong evidence to suggest higher levels of religiosity are linked to 
less extensive family policy provision. However, historical-institutional and 
political factors appeared more clearly influential in this area of policy, with 
membership of the Social Democratic regime and a left-wing government 
providing the most favourable environment(s) for expansive family policy. 
This led us to conclude that our models struggled to capture some of the 
complex interactions between culture and welfare regimes, particularly for 
family policy, though they pointed to many ways in which culture might 
be influential. We argued that supplementing our regression models with 
fsQCA methods may help us to dig deeper into the culture–welfare links.

In Chapter 3 we used fsQCA methods to explore culture–welfare links 
in the areas of family policy. The findings from this analysis showed that 
welfare regimes and societal values interact with each other in complex 
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ways and that contemporary societal values often reflect (at least partially) 
deeply rooted historical-institutional legacies. This can make disentan-
gling the culture–welfare nexus a difficult task. Our analysis suggested 
that whether societal values are influential, and the impact they may 
have, seems likely to be context-dependent. Consequently, there may be 
times when a particular societal value may be influential in one regime 
type, but not in another. For example, we found traditional family values 
to be important in restricting the level of spending in the Liberal and 
Conservative/Corporatist regimes, but not in the Social Democratic 
and Southern European regimes. The combination of values sometimes 
mattered too: in the Liberal regime the strong traditional family values 
seemed to work more strongly still against high family policy spending 
when combined with a high degree of religiosity. This creates challenges 
for linear forms of analysis because the impact of a societal value may vary 
according to context. We suggested that fsQCA methods may help address 
this and that using them alongside regression models can provide useful 
insights, particularly when the small number of cases under investigation 
prevents more sophisticated regression techniques from being deployed.

In Chapter 4 more detailed analysis of case evidence helped us to 
understand key instances where our regression and fsQCA explorations 
struggled to explain expected culture–welfare linkages in the ‘new’ social 
policy. This included puzzles around the role of conservative social norms 
in the Conservative/Corporatist regime and a complex bifurcation in the 
Liberal regime. In each case, changing societal values seemed important in 
helping us understand policy change. Deeper examination of specific soci-
etal values pointed to some challenges we face in interpreting quantitative 
cross-national information about societal values because of policy feed-
back effects, particularly in the area of optimistic values but also, in some 
countries, traditional family values. A particular issue we highlighted was 
that changing social policy frameworks can alter the underlying normative 
meaning of some societal values; this points to some of the ways in which 
policies and societal values might influence each other in an iterative 
manner that produces a complex multi-directional model of causality.

Taken together, the evidence and arguments presented across the book 
as a whole add strength to the ‘culture matters’ thesis and show that our 
quantitatively rooted ‘in-between analysis’ can help us to better understand 
the culture–welfare nexus. However, we have aimed to be deliberately 
modest in our interpretation of the evidence, aware of some limitations we 
face in this task, including the ‘fuzzy’ nature of our data and the challenges 
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of capturing complex interactions between political, economic, social, 
historical-institutional and cultural contexts. Indeed, throughout the text 
we have highlighted areas where further research or alternative approaches 
might prove fruitful in unpicking the culture–welfare nexus still further. 
We conclude by taking stock of what we have found here and reflecting on 
how our findings might usefully inform future research agendas.

Capturing societal values

One of the core contributions of our text is confirmation of the utility 
of our in-between approach to the analysis of culture. Having replicated 
our earlier work (Jo, 2011) with an additional wave of EVS/WVS data 
we are now in a better position to judge the validity and stability of the 
examples of societal values we extract using this data. In this regard, it is 
significant that we found a strong degree of overlap between the factors 
extracted when using three waves of data in our earlier work and four 
waves in this study, for it gives us good reason to conclude not only that 
these factors are dynamically stable patterns of values (as required by 
our theorisation of culture) but that they have a reasonable degree of 
external validity. That said, we have acknowledged from the outset that 
a limitation of our approach is that it is data-driven. This is necessarily 
so given our rationale for developing the in-between approach, but in 
Chapter 4 in particular we noted some conceptual weaknesses that can 
flow from the data-driven approach, such as traditional family values 
scores being rooted in survey questions about marriage that might be 
sensitive to context-specific changes in policy.

However, a fifth wave of EVS/WVA data will be available soon; if 
repetition of the exercise again identifies similar factors then we might 
usefully consider whether there are sufficient grounds for relaxing our 
data-driven approach in order to strengthen the conceptual basis of 
our examples of societal values. One way this might proceed is that if a 
factor loosely pointing towards ‘traditional family values’ (for example) 
is again identified then we might base analysis first on the original factor 
scores, but then accompany this with an analysis in which a bespoke 
traditional family values index is developed using handpicked questions 
from the EVS/WVS data that best match the policy area we are explor-
ing. In such an approach, our original method would still point us in 
the direction of the appropriate stable societal values, but we would also 
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use our conceptual and case knowledge to supplement this data-driven 
approach. This would echo some aspects of the fuzzy set approach to 
constructing sets in which an interplay between data, case knowledge 
and conceptual knowledge is key.

Fusing multi-method, multi-disciplinary,  
multi-level perspectives

Modifying our approach to the measurement of societal values in the way 
suggested above would also allow us to modify societal values that may 
be particularly sensitive to complex feedback loops when this is deemed 
problematic. We noted in Chapters 2–4 that these feedback loops present 
a particular challenge to analysis of the culture–welfare nexus, especially 
when some of the factors we identified – optimistic values being the key 
example – are more ordinarily seen as outcomes of, rather than inputs to, 
the policy-making process. Modifying societal values in order to remove 
factors that are most likely to be deemed contentious in terms of the 
direction of causality would be one way around this.

At the same time, however, we would suggest that it is the explora-
tion of the complex interplay between culture–policy–politics–society 
that provides the most fruitful future research agendas. Here we agree 
with Mathews (2012) that quantitative analysis can only provide us with 
part of the answer, not least because feedback loops between policy and 
societal values mean that the latter can never be seen as truly independ-
ent variables. Add in the complexity of cross-national analysis in which 
even factors such as language may subtly bias survey responses and 
the limits of relying on quantitative data alone soon become apparent. 
Some of the challenges here will be resolved over time: measurements 
are undoubtedly becoming more sophisticated and the collection of 
ever greater amounts of statistical information not only means that we 
will have a greater range of indicators to choose from in the future, but 
the increased the number of cases that can be included in quantita-
tive models will permit usage of more complex regression techniques. 
Nonetheless, we believe multi-disciplinary, multi-method work will 
always add value in this area of analysis. We hope that we have shown 
here the value of combining macro-quantitative work with fsQCA 
and some limited case-based analysis. Deeper case-based analysis and 
subsequent refinement of regression and fsQCA models would take our 
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understanding still further. Mathews (2012) suggests that anthropologi-
cally rooted analysis of discourses in each country under investigation 
can further understanding and we agree with suggestion too, though 
obviously this adds much complexity to the research task when many 
countries with many different languages are the object of investigation. 
In this study we have usefully drawn on research from a wide range of 
disciplines and sub-disciplines including social policy, politics, sociol-
ogy, economics, cultural studies, anthropology, demography, religious 
studies. As social policy specialists, our limited understanding of some 
of these subject areas has no doubt limited the depth of our analysis, 
which would undoubtedly be strengthened by working with specialists 
from each area.

In addition to the value of a multi-method, multi-disciplinary approach 
we might add the value of undertaking multi-level analysis in the future. 
Our analysis has been very much on the macro-level of societal values 
and national policy frameworks. This is par for the course in comparative 
social policy analysis, particularly when welfare regimes are a focus for 
analysis, but it brings limitations (Hudson, 2012). Chief among these are 
that we might miss very important ways in which social divisions might 
shape values within a country, but the assumption that societal values are 
coterminous with the borders of nation–states is problematic in some 
countries where culturally distinct geographic regions may exist. It is 
difficult to address some of these limitations when using EVS/WVS data 
because of the modest sample sizes involved, but it is worth noting that a 
good deal of work has used multi-level regression models to explore the 
interplay between cross-national and national factors; in Chapter 4, for 
instance we pointed to interesting studies examining whether national 
unemployment protections interact with individual factors such as 
income levels, precarity of employment and recent experience of unem-
ployment in explaining levels of happiness across nations (Sjöberg, 2010). 
Adding perspectives from this kind of analysis to macro-level quantitative 
analyses of the sort we present here seems likely to be useful.

Bringing culture back in

Sensitivity to these kinds of issues means that we have been tentative in 
advancing some of our detailed findings here; but the big picture ‘culture 
matters’ thesis finds strong support nonetheless. Indeed, the suggestions 
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we advance above point to ways in which we might be bolder in exploring 
the finer details in future studies. The case for bringing culture ‘back in’ to 
comparative analysis of welfare seems strong, not only because we are able 
to shine a light on some key ways in which culture matters in this book, 
but also because it seems that societal values may become more significant 
in shaping change as some of the uncertainties of the old class politics 
melt as the post-industrial economy unfolds. That the frozen landscape of 
some welfare regimes may be melting too adds further reason to explore 
how societal values might shape reform processes. The suggestions we 
make above will help strengthen the analysis of how culture shapes cross-
national differences in social policy. But still bolder research agendas exist 
that we can take forward as we gain more sophisticated and more extensive 
measures of both societal values and policy frameworks. We end by point-
ing to three agendas that seem likely to be particularly fruitful.

Our focus here has been on how societal values feed into policy-
making, which van Oorschot (2007: 134–135) dubs the analysis of 
culture’s ex ante influence: how it feeds into policy-making decisions 
before policies are implemented. However, he also highlights that the 
‘ex post legitimacy control effect’ culture can play after policies are imple-
mented. Our societal values data holds potential for exploration of these 
effects too. So, for instance, we might usefully explore whether take up 
of parental leave schemes is mediated by the strength of ‘traditional 
family values’ or ‘conservative social norms’. We do not undertake such 
an analysis here because robust cross-national data on policy take-up is 
thin on the ground. However, advances in data collection (e.g., the very 
detailed EU-Statistics on Income and Living Conditions data collected 
by Eurostat) and sophisticated tax-benefit micro-simulation tools that 
include fine-grained detail on policy provisions (e.g., EUROMOD) offers 
us greater potential than in the past for developing such analyses.1

Whether societal values impact on the take-up or acceptance of imple-
mented policies links to a second potentially very interesting research 
agenda: how societal values data might be used to assist understanding of 
cross-national policy transfer processes. It is commonly observed in the 
policy transfer literature that cultural differences can be a barrier to the 
movement of policy lessons from one country to another; for instance, 
the Evans and Davies model of policy transfer (Evans, 2004, 2009; Evans 
and Davies, 1999) cites cross-national cultural differences as a cognitive 
barrier in the search for policy lessons and public opinion/attitudes as a 
barrier to the acceptance of ideas from abroad. Rose (2005: 93), however, 
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is critical of the nebulous conceptualisation of culture often used in this 
context, arguing that such positions tend to ‘imply that trying to draw 
lessons across national boundaries will fail. The success of a programme 
in a given country is ascribed to its distinctive values and beliefs or style 
of policy, implying that any attempt to export it elsewhere would be 
doomed to failure because each national culture is deemed unique. [ ... ] 
However, such general statements do not identify the specific features of 
a culture that are obstacles to lesson-drawing.’ The role societal values 
data might play here is self-evident. Although we acknowledge that 
considerable methodological and conceptual challenges exist, explora-
tions of how and when similarities or differences in societal values have 
influenced the success or failure of policy transfer processes might help 
us to improve both theorisations of how policy transfer operates and 
more applied cross-national lesson drawing tools.

It is sometimes said that one of the reasons the concept of policy 
transfer gained traction in the policy analysis literature is that it focuses 
on policy change rather than policy stability (Hudson and Lowe, 2009). 
This ties with a third potentially fruitful future research agenda, which is 
a more focused examination of how changing societal values might foster 
policy change. We have flagged some instances where relatively rapid 
change in societal values seem to have been accompanied by change in 
policy frameworks – for example family policy change in Ireland – but 
we could only scratch the surface with our account here. Significant ques-
tions remain, such as how far did changing values drive policy change and 
what facilitated the change in societal values. We might usefully explore 
countervailing trends here too, such as instances where policy frameworks 
have successfully resisted reform in the face of rapidly changing relevant 
societal values. In short, more systematic analysis of how, when and why 
changing societal values influence social policy change, focusing perhaps 
on outlier cases that buck the trend for stability, may provide important 
insights on the politics of policy more generally and on the conditions 
that facilitate path-breaking change in welfare state provision.

Note

See http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/microdata/eu_silc and 1 
https://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/euromod respectively.
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