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This book, the second in the series, seeks to contribute to a better understanding of the similarities and differences
between the European societies of the enlarged European Union. Unlike TÁRKI’s first European Social Report, however, this issue concentrates on “soft” rather than “hard” facts. Whereas the previous edition1 focused on demographic, labour market, income distribution and housing characteristics, this book concentrates on the perceptions,
opinions and attitudes of Europeans. From the wide range of potential issues we selected those fields that are most
relevant to economic activity. People choose, decide and cooperate on the basis of their preferences, and are driven
by cultural background, values, traditions and the like. This is the reason for the choice of such topics as attitudes to
welfare, trust, risk, self-reliance, opinions on the role of knowledge, conscious consumption, attitudes to getting ahead
in society, etc.
Ideally, the best source would have been a single, pan-European data set that covers all these issues. However,
there is no such single source. Instead, we tried to collect data from different sources that might contain at least some
of the relevant questions/variables. Fortunately, there is a wealth of various high-quality data sets that we can pick and
choose from. Among these numerous international comparative social science data sets we had the privilege to analyse various waves of the European Social Survey (ESS), the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP), the World
Values Survey (WVS), the European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS) and the Eurobarometer (EB). 2
These data sets are all the product of carefully designed international research exercises, and have already undergone a detailed harmonization process. Still, the various surveys are not totally consistent with one another, and so we
had to invest a great deal of effort in making them so – at least at the level of analysis presented in the various chapters. Part of this harmonization was carried out by TÁRKI staff, but the authors, too (who represent a good selection
of the TÁRKI social research network in Hungary), put a great deal of effort into common definitions and understanding of the individual variables.
Still, this is not a single-authored book: research questions, applied methods and interpretations of the findings
reflect various personalities, methodological tastes, etc. However, it is hoped that the current selection and combination of issues, data sets and methods adds a clear value-added to the already existing research on the topics.
Though it is hard to summarize the collection in an “executive summary”, here we attempt to provide a loose
sketch of the main findings:
•• There is a great deal of heterogeneity in the attitudes of various segments within Europe. Some value clusters reflect different phases of economic development (differentiating between better-off and less well-off countries),
regions (East–West–South–Central–North) and political heritage (“old” and “new” member states).
•• Some of these divisions loosely correlate (such as political divisions or divisions by affluence of nations), but sometimes they are cross-cutting (such as affluence and religious differences, which are particularly relevant in terms of
values and attitudes).
•• Differences in attitude correspond, in some cases, to an East–West division (or, to put it more accurately, between
the “old” and the “new” member states of the European Union). This division may be due to the different economic levels of the two blocs of countries, but it may also be due to their divergent political heritage.
•• In other instances, attitudes seem to be distinguished by a less crude geographical pattern. The chapters in this
book seek to identify these differences along geographical lines (differentiating between North, West, South, East
and Central Europe) or, alternatively, according to the type of welfare regime: Scandinavian, Anglo-Saxon, Mediterranean, post-socialist or Continental. Sometimes the divisions seem to correspond more to religious–territorial divisions, separating Catholic, Protestant or Orthodox denominations.
1
2
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TÁRKI European Social Report 2008, 130 pages, downloadable from www.tarki.hu/en/publications/SR/2008/index.html
For a short description of the databases used, please see the annex to this book.
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The first three chapters of the book are about inequality (in)tolerance and perceived/expected state responses to
economic inequality. The major findings of these three chapters can be summarized as follows:
•• There is a fairly loose correlation between the perceived and the actual level of inequality (Chapter 1). In some
countries (e.g. Hungary) people’s perceptions of inequality are apparently much higher than the level of income
dispersion actually measured, while in other countries (e.g. the UK) there is more tolerance of inequality, despite
the apparently higher level of measured differences in those countries.
•• When comparing intolerance to income inequality across countries, we find a markedly lower level of acceptance
of inequality in the post-socialist bloc than in other European countries.
•• However, as some surveys show, when a “price tag” is placed on inequality, the level of intolerance may decrease.
In other words, when statements about unacceptable inequality are juxtaposed alongside statements about the
need for income differentials to stimulate economic development, people tend to back down and become more
pragmatic in their acceptance of inequality.
•• Turning to evaluation of the involvement of the state in various welfare and inequality-reducing activities, we
present somewhat similar findings (Chapters 2 and 3). While we find that the expectations of state activity are
higher in post-socialist countries, it is not entirely clear whether this is a result of historical heritage or if it can simply
be derived from poor performance on the part of the actual governments.
•• In any case, expectations of better/greater state involvement do not seem to correspond to the actual size of governments, except if we regard as large both the size of European governments and the “demand” for their activities (which would certainly be the case if Europeans were to be compared to US citizens).
•• The fact that, in general, there is a high expectation of the state makes it difficult to observe social cleavages
within countries. In general, the “usual suspects” apply: labour market status, income and wealth seem to have
explanatory power, as do people’s (subjective) evaluations of their material prospects.
•• However, culture also matters: cross-country differences can reasonably be suspected as due to cultural/institutional differences, rather than purely to compositional differences along various socio-economic dimensions. One
interesting finding in this respect concerns our evaluation of the acceptance of “undeserved” incomes. East–West
divisions appear marked in this respect.
The next four chapters are about individual attitudes towards others (trust), work/leisure preferences, conscious
consumption and attitude to risk (personal preferences regarding entrepreneurial/employee status). These four chapters are grouped together, since all of them are about important preferences being at the heart of economic activity.
The major findings can be summarized as follows:
•• Social capital (which is an indispensable element of cooperation between economic actors, having major consequences for the organization of production and services, as well as for governance and citizenship) has four major
components: trust (in others and in institutions), network capital, participation activities and norms shaping cooperation, as is described in Chapter 4.
•• The study reinforces previous findings of a higher level of all types of social capital in the Nordic countries, and a
lower level in the South and in the post-socialist part of Europe. The Scandinavian countries are better equipped
with all forms of social capital (various forms of trust are at a higher level; networking and participation are more
widespread; norms drive altruistic behaviour; there is greater actual participation in various organizations). Southern Europe shows fewer of these virtues, and the post-socialist countries seem to be much less cohesive in this
respect.
•• When analysing the “balance” between the various types of trust, an excessive emphasis on family and friendship
relationships (as opposed to institutional and political trust) can be viewed as a potential sign of “amoral familism”,
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which seems to be present in several countries (e.g. Poland, Romania and Italy), while a different type of unbalance
(high generalized trust with low particularistic trust) seems to be present in the Netherlands.
Analysing the distribution of generalized trust in socio-demographic categories, we found that, in almost every
country, women trust their fellow human beings more than do men, and the level of generalized trust is very balanced across age groups, although there are countries where the elderly are significantly more trustful than the
other cohorts (France and the UK), while Poland is characterized by a trustful youth. There is a positive correlation
between the level of education and the level of generalized trust. Also the unemployed are less trustful than are
employees and entrepreneurs (and in the Netherlands entrepreneurs are especially trustful).
Preferences for work and leisure are important determinants of the time allocation of households in the various
European countries (Chapter 5). The weight attached to work as a central value is higher in a fairly heterogeneous
group of countries (Malta, Italy, Austria and Latvia), while greater importance is attached to leisure in the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Denmark, Finland and Sweden). This division does not seem to show a strong association with actual activity rates, leaving the way open to various explanations to do with behaviour and attitudes
towards labour market participation.
A high weight attached to work does not necessarily mean that people consider it bad. Were the role of work to
figure less prominently in their lives, the citizens of the post-socialist part of the enlarged EU would like this the
least. This provides a warning of the potential prevalence of certain special framing effects: in some social contexts,
work may be viewed as a means of self-fulfilment, but in other contexts as a means of survival.
The different attitudes towards the importance of work are partly explained by economic circumstances. When
asked about their willingness to work more for higher salaries, people in the new post-transition member states
tend to answer more in favour of the “yes” option than people in other parts of the European Union.
This “money matters” tendency can also be observed in consumption preferences (Chapter 6). While price is reported to be important throughout Europe, there is a significantly higher proportion of price-concerned people in
the Eastern European countries than elsewhere (in addition, aesthetic concerns play a greater role than quality for
them). Quality seems to be the most important concern of people in the Mediterranean region.
The potential reaction of people to problems of quality with consumer goods (most notably, boycotts in reaction
to food scares) seems to depend linearly on education (the higher educated being more conscious) but non-linearly on age (people in their middle years show more concern in Scandinavian, Continental and Anglo-Saxon countries).
Boycotting and other measures of consumption consciousness seem to be embedded in a more general climate
of active citizenship. The analysis in this chapter highlights the fact that active and conscious consumption may be
part of a broader attitude towards democratic opinion formation and behaviour.
When analysing risk attitude in terms of a potential employment choice (between employee status and entrepreneurship), the geographical patterns of attitudes appear much less clear cut. The rate of potential entrepreneurs
and the rate of actual entrepreneurs do not correspond closely to one another. If anything, the broad regional
classification (North–South–East–West–Central) holds true to some extent. Entrepreneurial inclination and the
proportion of potential entrepreneurs (as defined in the chapter) is lowest in the Scandinavian countries and highest in the Mediterranean group.
In each of the countries studied, by far the greatest motivation for respondents to choose entrepreneurship as a
potential future trajectory is a desire to become independent. The second most important motivating factor is to
improve income prospects – something that is mentioned most frequently in the new member states (apart from
Slovenia).
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•• The main motivation for choosing employee status is job security (highest in Cyprus, lowest in Lithuania and Hungary) and an acknowledged lack of entrepreneurial skills (lowest in Greece and the UK and highest in the new
member states). The third item for not choosing independent employment is risk aversion, in the form of fear of
failure of the enterprise (mostly in the heterogeneous group of countries of the Czech Republic, Lithuania, Austria,
France, Malta and Hungary).

The final three chapters of the book are devoted (in one way or another) to views on getting ahead in society. First,
there is an analysis of the value of knowledge and skills in getting ahead; this is followed by an assessment of the
perception of various norms; and then, finally, the perception and evaluation of corruption is presented.
•• Opinions as to the role of scientific knowledge in society differ widely across Europe, despite the fact that the
level of scientific competence is fairly high everywhere (Chapter 8). Attitudes to scientific advance seem to be governed more by cultural/institutional differences than by level of knowledge or skills. Much the same holds true for
inclination to learn a foreign language: while, as might be expected, people who live in countries that speak world
languages seem to speak fewer second languages, more than one person in five in Portugal, Hungary and Bulgaria does not speak a second language and does not even wish to learn.
•• While it is widely assumed that educational attainment (together with hard work) is an important element in getting ahead in society, the extent to which this assumption is shared by the respondents varies across European
societies. Education is valued more in the West than in the East (despite the fact that, in certain cases, the returns
to education are much higher in countries that belong to the latter group).
•• Family background is considered to be a very important factor in getting ahead in some post-socialist countries,
the Southern group of countries and Austria. It is important to note, however, that there is not always a high correlation between the socio-economic status of pupils’ parents and the scientific knowledge/skills performance of
the students. That is, opinions on getting ahead may be driven by other factors, such as the legitimacy of the Eastern and the Southern European social inequality systems.
•• Opinions about claiming “undeserved” state support or about the under-declaration of taxable income may be
treated as proxies for norm keeping and norm breaking (Chapter 9). The values of the “norm conformance index”
vary greatly, with the highest values in Cyprus, Sweden, Malta and Luxembourg and the lowest in Austria, Portugal,
Latvia and Hungary (though the ordering of the different elements that go to make up this index varies).
•• Notions of the acceptability of “illegal” or “grey” practices are not always consistent. While, for example, in Bulgaria, Hungary, Italy (and, to some extent, the Netherlands), there is general disapproval of tax evasion, people also
tend to be more tolerant of unreported (for tax purposes) work.
•• Self-interest-driven violation of the norms (i.e. following dishonest practices) is more tolerated in Greece, Belgium,
Hungary and Italy (where people indulge in these practices), but is far less acceptable in the Netherlands, Sweden,
Denmark, the UK and Spain. To some extent, this appears to tie in with perceptions of job (in)security (among
other things).
•• Chapter 10 shows the perception of corruption to be markedly higher in the post-socialist countries (with the exception of Estonia) than in the “old” EU member states (with the exception of Greece). This “index of corruption
perception”, when combined with the Transparency International corruption index, shows Greece and Romania to
be the countries with the highest level of corruption perception, while Finland has the lowest level.
•• Active (asking for bribes) and passive (accepting bribes) corruption in public life are both strongly condemned in
most countries (though with differences), and passive corruption is less rejected in some places. When the “selfreported” practice of active and passive corruption is analysed, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Greece and
Estonia seem to show the highest penetration.
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•• When comparing perceived levels of corruption with the acceptance of it, Slovaks, Czechs and Estonians seem to
••

show signs of partial “blindness” (their perceptions are lower than the practice), while Slovenes and Hungarians
(among others) appear slightly “oversensitive” (the practice is rarer than perceptions would suggest).
When comparing the tolerance and the penetration of corruption, the level of practice seems to be higher than
the level of acceptance in the Czech Republic, Poland and Greece, while in France, Belgium and the UK the index
of corruption tolerance would allow more corruption in practice than is actually measured.

This book makes no final judgements on any of these issues. Our aim is to present – in a unified structure – comparisons between the economic attitudes of Europeans living in countries with very different cultural heritages, geographies and institutions. We hope that the reader finds our results thought-provoking. We trust that this book promotes a better understanding of the heterogeneity of European cultures.
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The examined countries
AT

Österreich

BE

Belgique/Belgïe

BG

Bulgaria

CH

Switzerland

CR

Croatia

CY

Cyprus

CZ

Czech Republic

DE

Deutschland

DK

Danmark

EE

Estonia

ES

España

FI

Suomi

FR

France

GR

Ellada

HU

Hungary

IE

Ireland

IT

Italia

LT

Lithuania

LU

Luxembourg

LV

Latvia

NL

Nederland

NO

Norway

MT

Malta

PL

Poland

PT

Portugal

RO

Romania

SE

Sverige

SI

Slovenia

SK

Slovak Republic

TR

Turkey

UK

United Kingdom

List of the countries surveyed
and the abbreviations used
Colouring of the names of the
individual countries:
Green: EU member states before
2004 plus Malta and Cyprus
Red: post-socialist countries
becoming EU member states in
2004 and 2007 respectively
Black: not an EU member state at
present
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1.1.

Introduction

Empirical studies highlight the fact that there is wide social support throughout the
countries of Europe for a reduction in inequality. Using the European Social Survey
(ESS) and the World Values Survey (WVS) (which cover 21 countries), we show that
there is very little relationship between support for reduction in inequality and measured income inequality across countries, so we explore the theoretical and empirical
reasons for this.

1.2. Social consensus on inequality reduction
There is wide social consensus among people all over Europe that inequality should
be reduced. An overall majority of the population in the EU countries examined here
(except Denmark) regards inequality as too large and believes that government
should reduce differences in income levels. Support for greater redistribution is
strongest in the Eastern European countries, including Slovakia, Estonia, Slovenia, Poland and Hungary (between 75% and 85%), France (79%) and the Mediterranean
countries of Greece, Italy, Spain and Portugal (81–94%).

Source: Own calculations based
on the European Social Survey
(ESS), rounds 2 and 3.
Reference year: 2007, except for
Czech Republic, Greece, Italy and
Luxembourg, where it is 2005.
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Figure 1.1: Attitudes to
inequality in 21 European Union
countries: share of population
agreeing that “government
should reduce differences in
income levels”
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These high figures appear puzzling. Do they express disapproval of government
activities and social outcomes? If so, why is this not converted into actual policies? Is
it an institutional or a democratic failure? This would require exploration on the basis
of political economy. Or alternatively, are there other, more “important” preferences
ahead of these in people’s minds? Or are they perhaps inconsistent with other beliefs?
These questions require a sociological exploration of attitudes, preferences and their
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causes: how are these preferences determined? The most obvious question is: are
people selfish? If they are, then their (relative) incomes (and income prospects) would
determine their preferences for further income redistribution by the state. In this
chapter, we explore the patterns of preferences for redistribution, comparing alternative survey questions and observing differences by social group.

1.3. Actual income inequality and attitudes to
inequality
At the country level, the relationship between perceived inequality and actual income
inequality is very weak. Some of the relatively equal countries have a strong preference for a reduction in inequality (e.g. France, Slovenia, Hungary), while there may be
relatively little support for redistribution in countries with larger inequality (the United
Kingdom). Note that this “relatively little support” still encompasses the majority of
the respondents (57%).
100
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% of population

70

5

60
50

4
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30
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20

Income quintile share ratio
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Figure 1.2: Attitudes and
measured income inequality
(income quintile share ratio)
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On the one hand, it seems that Denmark has reached some sort of social optimum, where there is low income inequality and people perceive inequality to be
small. On the other hand, there seems to be large social support for inequality reduction in high-inequality countries, including Poland and the Mediterranean countries of
Italy, Spain, Portugal and Greece, in particular.

Source: Own calculations based
on the ESS, rounds 2 and 3 (2005,
2007), and Eurostat online
statistics database (access date:
15 June 2009).
Notes:
Attitudes: % of population who
“agree strongly” or “agree” with
the question whether “government should reduce differences in
income levels”.
Income quintile share ratio: The
ratio of total income received by
the 20% of the population with
the highest income (top quintile)
to that received by the 20% of
the population with the lowest
income (lowest quintile). Income
must be understood as equivalized disposable income.
Eurostat data (income quintile
ratio) refer to the same year as
the survey year for each country.
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Notes:
Attitudes: % of population who
“agree strongly” or “agree” with
the question whether “government should reduce differences in
income levels”.
Eurostat data (Gini coefficient)
refer to the same year as the
survey year for each country.
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Source: Own calculations based
on the ESS, rounds 2 and 3 (2005,
2007), and Eurostat online
statistics database (access date: 15
June 2009).
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Figure 1.3: Attitudes and
measured income inequality
(Gini coefficient)
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The weak relationship between attitudes to inequality and measured inequality
are not attributable to the actual measure of inequality used here: we find a similarly
weak relationship when the Gini coefficient is used. The country ranking by actual
income inequality remains largely unaffected by the particular measure of inequality
used. Thus, at the country level, actual income inequalities do not explain why people
think that inequality should be reduced.
The main explanations for this highlight the importance of comparison effects:
comparison over time and comparison across people. It can be seen that people’s
current demand for redistribution and their satisfaction with their own financial situation depend on their income mobility: their past and expected future incomes (e.g.
Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Kahneman, Knetsch and Thaler 1991; Clark, Frijters and
Shields 2008; Tóth 2008). The same amount of money may seem adequate if it is
higher than past income, yet inadequate if it is lower. When evaluating their current
situation, people anticipate future income changes as well, and may be more tolerant
of inequality if they expect their own incomes to be on the rise (Hirschman and Rothschild 1973). This may have been the case in Eastern Europe in particular, where inequality could be seen as a sign of greater mobility, especially during the early years of
transition (Ravallion and Lokshin 2000; Senik 2004).
It may perhaps sound trivial to say that people do not evaluate their situation in
isolation from others, yet this idea has only slowly gained ground in mainstream economics. Now it is widely accepted that economic decisions depend on the context
– on status concerns; but due to the complexity of these issues, the actual mechanisms have yet to be fully explored. Frank explains how people sort themselves into
local hierarchies, where they may prefer to be “a big fish in a small pond rather than
a small fish in a big pond” (Frank 1985; 2008). He also explains how status seeking
prevails (and is inevitable) and why collective restrictions are imposed on status seek-
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ing, e.g. via consumption taxes. Current satisfaction depends greatly on people’s rank
and their relative income within the organization in which they work (Clark and Oswald 1996; Luttmer 2005). People tend to compare their situation to that of their own
reference group (or perhaps to more than one group), although it is none too easy to
identify these groups in social research. When asked directly, most people tend to say
that they compare their incomes with those of work colleagues (rather than with
those of friends or family members) (Clark and Senik 2008).
While such comparisons do play a role, they do not explain all the differences
across countries. Preferences for redistribution are also strongly influenced by cultural
traditions. Luttmer and Singhal, in their study on migrants, are able to separate out
the impact of the cultural values of the country of origin from those of the country of
residence (Luttmer and Singhal 2008). They find evidence of prevailing differences,
which persist strongly even into the second generation. These studies provide essential evidence to explain why redistribution outcomes may differ from preferences.
While it is no doubt true that culture and the concerns about income mobility and
status largely explain people’s attitudes, the focus of this paper is on the exploration
of attitudes to inequality as such. We believe it is essential to investigate that before
venturing onto causal explanations.

1.4. Various aspects of attitudes to inequality
The social consensus on inequality reduction, as shown in Figure 1.1, seems to erode
when there is a certain “price tag” attached to it. When it is made explicit that greater equality may come at the cost of less incentive for individual effort, there is a decline in support for equality. In the WVS, rather than being merely asked whether inequality should be reduced, people need to choose between inequality reduction
and greater inequality. A comparison of the two surveys thus allows us to explore
how the explicit introduction of trade-offs influences outcomes.
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Source: Own calculations based
on the ESS, rounds 2 and 3 (2005,
2007), and the WVS, wave 5
(sampling date: 2005–09).
Notes:
ESS: % of population who “agree
strongly” or “agree” with the
statement “The government
should reduce differences in
income levels”.
WVS: % of population who gave
answers with a value of 1 to 4.
1 = “Incomes should be made
more equal.”
10 = “Greater income differences
are needed as incentives of
individual performance.”
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As Figure 1.4 shows, the percentage of people who think that incomes should be
more equal is much lower in the WVS, where people are offered a choice between
inequality reduction and inequality increase (“We need larger income differences as
incentives for individual effort”). The sample covers fewer countries, but in the overall
majority of the 11 countries for which comparison is possible, social support for inequality reduction crumbles to less than 50%. In some countries, including Sweden,
Estonia, Italy and Poland, less than one person in three believes that inequality should
be reduced. By contrast, support for this was over two-thirds in the ESS, where people simply had to state their preference as to whether or not to reduce inequality,
with no explicit trade-off available. The significant difference in these survey outcomes highlights the importance of the framing of these questions, and the need for
careful robustness checks before any far-reaching interpretation is formulated. A detailed study on preferences concerning the provision of public services in Hungary
had a similar outcome. These preferences alter significantly once people are made
aware of opportunity costs, and of the real price of these services (Csontos, Kornai
and Tóth 1998).
Note, however, that the sampling year of the two surveys is different in most
countries. While, for the majority of countries, the ESS data come from 2007, the WVS
survey year is typically 2005 or 2006. Could that possibly explain the apparent differences in the level of support for inequality reduction? As Figure 1.5 shows, this is not
the case: the degree of support for inequality reduction does not change very much
over time in most countries. More accurately, the change is not statistically significant
in eight out of the 21 countries, and its extent remains below 10 percentage points
(with the exception of the Czech Republic and Finland, where it is 10–11 percentage
points). The disparity between the observed values of the two surveys – the ESS and
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the WVS – is substantially larger, which implies that the differences cannot possibly be
attributed to the change in survey years.
100

Figure 1.5: Change in
preferences over time. Share of
population supporting
inequality reduction in 21
European Union countries,
2003–07
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Preferences appear to remain generally stable within countries: the country ranking does not change substantially, and those countries with meagre support for inequality reduction in 2003 remain unenthusiastic four years later (e.g. Denmark, UK),
and those with widespread support (Hungary, Portugal, Greece) maintain that support.
People’s concerns about inequality are strongly determined by what they think of
the origin of social inequality. Inequality may be more accepted, or even considered a
state of social equilibrium, if people tend to perceive their social system as being one
of equal opportunities and greater mobility, where individuals tend to attain what
they deserve. Such attitudinal differences prevail across the United States and Western Europe, and while inequality is shown to reduce well-being in Europe, it is much
less so across the Atlantic (Alesina, Di Tella and MacCulloch 2004).

Percentage of population who
“agree strongly” or “agree” with
the question whether “government should reduce differences in
income levels”.
We tested the statistical
significance of changes over time
(comparing the two end-points of
the period) and found that it is
not statistically significant in eight
countries, including Belgium,
Estonia, Hungary, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland
and Sweden.
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Source: Own calculations based
on the WVS, wave 5 (sampling
date: 2005–09).
Notes:
Countries are ranked according to
the mean value of support for
inequality. Higher values mean
greater support.
Mean scores of support for
inequality/self-reliance on a scale
of 1 to 10.
Inequality: the % of those who
gave answers between 1 to 4.
1 – “Incomes should be made
more equal.”
10 – “Greater income differences
are needed as incentives of
individual performance.”
Self-reliance: the % of those who
gave answers between 1 to 4.
1 – “The government should take
more responsibility to ensure that
everyone is provided for.”
10 – “People should take more
responsibility providing for
themselves.”
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Figure 1.6: Average support for
inequality and self-reliance (%)
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Preferences about inequality and self-reliance are connected on an individual
level, although the relationship is rather weak in statistical terms (the correlation coefficient is 0.35, which signals a weak, but statistically significant, relationship). This suggests that people who tend to believe that larger income differences are needed are
also more likely to support the view that people should take more responsibility to
provide for themselves. This relationship becomes feeble at the country level. There
are a number of countries where support for individual self-reliance is quite strong,
including Finland, France, the United Kingdom and Sweden. This group thus includes
countries with rather different culture and welfare systems. The greatest average support for government provision (vis-à-vis individual self-reliance) prevails in Bulgaria.
There is great diversity across countries where there is strong social support for greater inequality, including Italy, Sweden and Poland. While there is strong support for
self-reliance in Sweden, the Italians and Poles tend to favour more government responsibility.
These latter findings may appear puzzling. Note that all these questions are related to a given institutional setting. In a country with widespread universal benefits
(like Sweden), the statement that “people should take more responsibility to provide
for themselves” has a completely different connotation than in another country
where means-tested support is prevalent (typically coupled with the problem of stigma attached to claiming) (e.g. Italy).
There is an extended literature on earning inequality, in particular on what wage
people perceive as fair in various occupations. Here, the data permit us to observe
one particular aspect of this issue.
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Figure 1.7: (In)tolerance of
earning inequalities. Percentage
of population agreeing that
earnings inequalities are not fair
on the basis of performance
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A surprisingly large intolerance of earnings inequality prevails. In Finland, Hungary
and Poland over one person in five believes that it is unfair to reward someone who
works more efficiently with higher wages (see Figure 1.7). In Italy and Spain, this figure
is as high as one person in four. These figures are likely to include those who do accept earnings inequality on the basis of age or occupation, but also those who might
not accept inequality at all.

Note: % of population answering
“not fair” to the following survey
question: “Imagine two secretaries, of the same age, doing
practically the same job. One finds
out that the other earns
considerably more than she does.
The better paid secretary,
however, is quicker, more efficient
and more reliable at her job. In
your opinion, is it fair or not fair
that one secretary is paid more
than the other?”

1.5. Socio-economic differences in attitudes
In the following section, we explore the extent to which these attitudes vary by social
group. A primary hypothesis is self-interest: we expect people to be selfish or to support redistribution, so long as they are among the potential winners.
In the majority of countries, income situation tends to be strongly related to attitude towards redistribution: people on low incomes are more likely to support redistribution than are those on high incomes. In Figure 1.8, we compare the situation of
people in the bottom fourth of the income distribution (bottom quartile) with those
in the top fourth (top quartile), defining income as equivalized household income. This
definition thus assumes that the personal consumption opportunities are most likely
to be influenced by household income (adjusted for household size), rather than purely personal income. The difference between the poor and the affluent is particularly
high in Germany, but also in the United Kingdom (23% points), Slovenia (23% points),
the Czech Republic (21% points) and Slovakia (20% points). Many of these countries
are affected by a “Communist legacy”, including Germany (due to the unification), or
by large prevailing inequality (the UK).
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Figure 1.8: Support for the
reduction of inequality, by
income group

Note: Attitudes: % of population
who “agree strongly” or “agree”
with the question whether
“government should reduce
differences in income levels”.
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Surprisingly, three countries appear to be outliers. In Austria, support among the
bottom quartile (75%) and the top quartile (70%) differs only modestly, albeit in a
statistically significant way. On the other hand, there is no significant difference between the preferences of the poor and the affluent groups in Portugal and Greece.
In Greece, this might be related to a data problem (a fairly strong pattern can be observed in another wave of the survey, contrary to the latest wave, used here), while in
Portugal it appears to be due to a particular distribution of responses. When we focus only on those who “strongly agree” with the reduction of inequality, we find a
strong difference by income group: while 45% of the bottom quartile “strongly
agrees” with the statement, this applies to only 35% of the top quintile.
Overall, however, there seems to be a strong pattern of self-interest across countries: those on low incomes are much more likely to support state intervention to
reduce inequality than are the more affluent groups.
We find similar, although less prevalent, differences across groups by employment
status: the unemployed tend to be more supportive of state redistribution than those
with paid work (Figure 1.9). The difference across these two employment groups
tends to be smaller than among the different income groups. In a number of countries, the difference is not statistically significant.
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Figure 1.9: Support for a
reduction in inequality, by
employment status
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On the one hand, employment status may reflect differences in income levels,
with the unemployed typically having lower incomes (although the negative effect of
joblessness may be buffered by the incomes of other household members). These
differences in income levels are also largely determined by the unemployment support system of the given country. On the other hand, employment relations tend to
be essential social relations. As mentioned before, work colleagues play a major role
as a reference group for earnings comparisons (Clark and Senik 2008). Thus, people
connected to the world of work are expected to have higher wage aspirations, or
perhaps greater frustration if they view their relative income as low (Clark and Oswald
1996; Luttmer 2005). However, we cannot assess the reference group of the unemployed, which might also partly include former colleagues.
Finally, we explore whether gender plays a role in these differences, and whether
there is any systematic difference between the attitudes of men and women. We find
that, in most countries, women are more likely to support a reduction in inequality.
One may argue that gender differences simply reflect income differences, given the
wide prevalence of a gender pay gap, with women earning less and spending more
time away from the labour market (e.g. because of child care or other care). This,
however, is not the case. According to our simple multivariate calculations, this disparity between men and women remains even once differences in income levels, marital
status and employment status are accounted for. Similar gender differences have
been found with respect to Hungary using a series of alternative specifications, including multivariate models (controlling for differences in income, age, education and
other characteristics) (Tóth 2008: 1074). This evidence may prove useful in understanding gender differences in pro-social behaviour. (In a series of studies, men were
shown to be helpful in different ways to women: while men were more likely to help
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strangers and to intervene in risky situations, women were more likely to provide
long-term help and care. See the review of Eagly and Crowley 1986.)
100

Figure 1.10: Difference in
support for a reduction in
inequality, by gender

Note: Attitudes: % of population
who “agree strongly” or “agree”
with the question whether
“government should reduce
differences in income levels”.
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Much of the more in-depth analysis is inhibited by data constraints. The surveys
analysed here do not contain evidence on the objective or subjective income mobility
of individuals. Further analysis, however, could be based on the European Social Survey with respect to the impact of reference groups on attitudes.

1.6. Conclusion
Our results suggest that support for inequality erodes when there is a “price tag”
attached to it: when it is made explicit that greater equality may come at the cost of
less incentive for individual effort. Attitudes are also influenced by people’s views on
social justice and on the role of individuals’ personal responsibility: preferences about
inequality and self-reliance are connected (albeit weakly) at an individual level. Not
surprisingly, we find support for our hypothesis that people are driven by self-interest:
they tend to support redistribution if they are among the potential winners. These
potential winners include those on low incomes and those without a job. With respect to gender differences, we find that, in most countries, women are more likely
to support a reduction in inequality. According to our calculations, this cannot be
explained by income differences or differences in other socio-economic characteristics: the gender difference prevails even after these potential explanatory factors are
accounted for.
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Annex
Table A1: Logit regression, the
probability of supporting
inequality reduction
Source: Own calculations based
on the ESS, rounds 2 and 3 (2005,
2007).
Notes:
The specification includes country
controls as well.

Coefficient

Standard errors

Second Income Quartile

-0.146**

(0.043)

Third Income Quartile

-0.252**

(0.043)

Highest Income Quartile

-0.559**

(0.043)

Education: Lower Secondary

-0.091

(0.053)

Education: Upper Secondary

-0.226**

(0.052)

Education: Post-Secondary, Non-Tertiary

-0.355**

(0.066)

Reference categories: Bottom
Income Quartile; Education:
Primary; Female; Never Married;
In Paid Work. Standard errors in
parentheses.

Education: Tertiary

-0.634**

(0.054)

Male

-0.243**

(0.028)

0.075*

(0.033)

   * significant at 5%;
** significant at 1%.

Separated
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Married

-0.072

(0.112)

Divorced

0.269**

(0.055)

Widowed

0.231**

(0.059)

Inactive

0.081**

(0.031)

Unemployed

0.324**

(0.076)

Constant

1.222**

(0.081)

Observations

29643

Log likelihood

-15948.09
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2.1. Introduction
The welfare state is regarded as a basic building block of the European social model,
and, although there have been efforts to cut back on welfare expenditure, there is
widespread consensus that it is the responsibility of a government to provide for the
old, the sick, the poor, the disabled and other disadvantaged people. The justification
for state intervention is partly linked to the notion of social justice and equity (e.g.
relieve poverty and provide a sense of security for all), but also to the concept of efficiency and to making up for market failure (to secure macroeconomic stability and
growth).
Debates about the welfare state often touch on the issue of the responsibility of
people to manage their own affairs. Critics often argue that paternalistic programmes
are harmful to society, as they weaken the family, reduce the incentive to work, etc.
In a 2002 Eurobarometer survey, Europeans were asked to choose between a minimalist and a maximalist approach to social protection. The minimalist approach stated
that the government should provide only a limited number of essential benefits, and
should encourage people to provide for themselves. Within the EU member states at
the time, the maximalist option, with the continuous involvement of the state in a
broad range of social protection services, even at the price of increased taxes, was
more widely supported. It commanded significantly more support than 10 years previously, especially in Greece, Ireland and Spain. However, in the same survey, the majority of respondents also voiced their preference for lighter taxes and contributions,
indicating a “schizophrenic” attitude (Pestieau 2006: 44–45).
Expectations regarding the role of the state vary significantly in the different
countries. In the former East-bloc countries, a survey from the nineties indicated “a
high level of responsibility imputed to the state” (Ferge 1996: 194). Several other surveys have indicated differences between Western and Eastern European countries in
terms of people’s opinions about inequality, government and individual responsibilities. That said, European countries as a whole clearly differ more markedly from other parts of the world, e.g. the United States: people in Europe generally have much
less tolerance of income inequality (Alesina, Di Tella and MacCulloch 2004: 2035). This
difference between the continents may be explained by the fact that redistribution
appears to be more easily supported if the focus is on bad luck, rather than on individual responsibility resulting in deprivation. Europeans place greater emphasis on
random causes, while Americans rely on individual responsibility to explain poverty
(Alesina and Angeletos 2002).
This paper examines differences between various European member states in
terms of the level of expected state intervention, satisfaction with such activities in
certain policy areas, and certain attitudinal explanations for the differences. It draws on
data from the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP), the World Values Survey
(WVS) and the European Social Survey (ESS). Unfortunately, in this study we have had
to set aside our aim of making comparisons at the European level, because the questions studied here appear to be asked only randomly in the various member states.
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2.2. Opinions regarding individual versus
government responsibility in general, and in
certain specific areas
The extent of the anticipated level of state intervention can be assessed according to
the level of agreement with the statement: “People should take more responsibility to
provide for themselves, rather than the government taking more responsibility to
ensure that everyone is provided for.”
25

Figure 2.1: General responsibility
– government versus individual
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There is a clear tendency for most of the former East-bloc countries to want more
government responsibility – that is, greater state intervention, which is in line with the
paternalistic tradition of the former socialist countries. A few Mediterranean countries
(such as Cyprus, Italy and, to a lesser extent, Spain) also prefer their governments to
be active. Germany as a whole appears to follow the East-bloc pattern, but there is a
significant and clear difference in opinion, depending on whether the people concerned live in what was formerly East Germany or in the western part of the country.
Some 18% of the people from the former East Germany expect greater government
responsibility, while in the former West Germany the figure was 11%.
Of the four countries that demonstrate above-average belief in individual responsibility, three belong to the more developed states of the EU15. The fourth is Romania.
(In the case of Romania, support for government responsibility is also above average.)
At the European level, women tend to expect more government responsibility. At
a country level, however, statistically significant gender differences are to be found
only in Sweden, Poland, Slovenia and Bulgaria.

“People should take more
responsibility to provide for
themselves” (rate of those who
strongly agreed marked 10 on the
same scale).
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We might anticipate that older people’s expectations of greater state involvement
in various services will be higher than among younger generations. Regarding age,
across the whole sample, there is indeed a significant difference between the generations: older citizens do expect more state responsibility. However, if we analyse the
countries separately, divergent patterns emerge.
As for level of education, those with lower educational levels expect increased
levels of government responsibility. In the various countries, however, only in Hungary, Slovenia, Bulgaria, Romania, Cyprus and (from the old member states) Italy and
Germany are the differences between the educational groups (within the broad tendency) statistically significant.
Economic activity status seems to have a marked influence on the general attitude toward the role governments are expected to play: inactive people and, to a
lesser extent, pensioners expect more government responsibility than do the active
population groups. In Italy, Spain and the UK, however, there is no statistically significant difference between these categories.
As well as the general point of the extent to which a government is considered
responsible, specific areas of state intervention were also surveyed.1 Figure 2.2 below
indicates the proportions of the population, the two edges representing the extreme
individualistic and the pro-government approaches.
Figure 2.2: Government versus
individual responsibility in
specific areas (in %)

Provide healthcare for sick
Provide living standard for the old
Laws to protect environment

Notes:
The exact items were: “On the
whole do you think it should or
should not be the government’s
responsibility to…”
Scale of 1 to 4 (1 = definitely
should be provided by the
government, 4 = definitely should
not be provided by the government).
It is the government’s responsibility if the respondents answered 1;
by contrast, we say it is the
individual’s responsibility if the
respondents answered 4.
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Source: ISSP 2006.
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Providing healthcare for the sick, providing decent living standards for old people,
and environmental protection are the top three priority areas where government
responsibility is markedly and generally expected in the European countries surveyed. 2
1

2
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Unlike the general question, for specific areas the data come from ISSP 2006 and had a slightly
different pool of EU member states.
ISSP 2006. Average weight score for each country is 1 (0.9999–1.003).
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The lowest level of expectation concerns providing jobs for everyone, providing decent housing, helping industry grow and providing a decent standard of living for the
unemployed. More or less in accordance with the above data, individual responsibility
seems to be strongest when it comes to job and income differences.
There is no difference in the order of the first three top-priority areas across the
countries. Although there is some discrepancy at the “lower” end of the scale, all the
countries ranked “help industry grow” and “provide a decent standard of living for
unemployed” either 9th or 10th place. (See Annex for all the country-specific details.)
On the basis of the data presented in the Annex, we constructed a scale for each
specific area, to show the extent to which member states deviated (positively or negatively) from the European average.3 This deviation index scale (in other words a “prostate” scale) was constructed as follows: 0 was assigned if the country score was
within ± 5% of the EU average; 1 point was assigned if the difference was 6–10%
above the EU average; 2 points if it was 11–15% above the EU average; and so forth.
Conversely, -1 point was given if the country score was 6–10% below the average,
and so on.
5

Figure 2.3a: “Pro-state” scale
representing country deviations
from the European average in
the given area
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As an example: 52.5% of Hungarian citizens said that government should provide jobs for everyone,
whereas the EU average was only 37%. So, in this case, Hungary was awarded 3 points on the
pro-state scale.
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5

Figure 2.3b: “Pro-state” scale
representing country deviations
from the European average in
the given area
Notes: Same items as in Figure 2.2.
The scale was constructed using
the rates of those who thought
the tasks listed definitely should
be provided by the government.
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If we look at Figure 2.3a and Figure 2.3b, there are three types of country that can
be identified.
First of all, most of the old EU member states (Germany, Great Britain, the Netherlands and Sweden) that participated in the survey – plus the Czech Republic – might
be called “individualistic” member states: the belief that it is up to the government to
make provision in those areas identified in the research is at (or very often below)
average. In other words, the citizens of those countries regard individual responsibility
as crucial.
However, it is interesting that, based on the general government responsibility
question, Germany is “pro-state” (Figure 2.1), even though in terms of all the specific
domains of state activity it is clearly individualistic. The authors cannot explain this
phenomenon, but it may be a consequence of the different rates of the two German
samples. In the 2005 WVS, the rate for respondents in eastern Germany was 52%,
whereas in the 2006 ISSP it was only 32%. Since eastern Germany is clearly more prostate in attitude, the result probably reflects the opinion of the majority in Germany
– i.e. the individualistic attitude of those in western Germany.
The second group of countries encompasses those member states in which the
belief that it is the government’s job to make provision in all those areas identified in
the research is at (or more often above) average: thus, citizens in those countries may
be dubbed “pro-state”. These countries are: Spain, Portugal and Slovenia.
The third group represents the so-called “hybrid” countries, where an aboveaverage proportion of people considered it to be the government’s job to make
provision in some areas, but where other areas were considered to be more the responsibility of an individual (i.e. the figure was below average). These member states
include Denmark, Finland, France, Hungary, Ireland, Latvia, Poland and Ireland.
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The SOCO4 survey that was carried out in the mid-nineties and that is cited in the
introduction found a relative consistency within countries: that is, socio-demographic
variables by and large did not significantly influence people’s opinion regarding state
responsibility. Where they did, the better off and the better educated were in favour
of less state intervention. The only area in which there was a significant correlation
with sociological variables was in making jobs available. There was a statistically significant difference between the most statist countries (Germany and, to a lesser extent, Hungary, and the least statist (Czech Republic) (Ferge 1996: 195–96).

2.3. Perceived success of the government in
delivering its duties
Apart from the views of citizens on the role of the state, there is some information on
the extent to which various governments are viewed as having been successful in
delivering on the tasks: that is, how satisfied citizens are with these activities. The following section presents some further details on this issue.
4.5

Figure 2.4: Citizens’ satisfaction
with government activities in
various areas (mean)

4.0
3.5

Mean

3.0

Source: ISSP 2006.

2.5

Notes: We changed the order of
the original scale, where 1 stood
for “very successful” and 5 for
“very unsuccessful”. In our scale,
the higher the figure, the more
successful the government is.

2.0
1.5
1.0
0.5
0.0

CZ

DK

FI

FR

DE

HU

IE

LV

NL

PL

PT

SI

ES

SE

UK

Providing healthcare for sick

Providing decent living standard for old

Dealing with threats to security

Controlling crime

Fighting unemployment

Protecting environment

EU

On the whole, as Figure 2.4 indicates, people regard governments as more successful in their general security provisions rather than in tackling unemployment. Between countries, the most significant variations are in this latter respect: compared to
their otherwise high level of satisfaction with other areas of government activity, German citizens are least satisfied with government activity in the labour market. At the
time of the survey (2006), it was the Danish and Irish respondents that considered
their governments to be most successful in fighting unemployment (an opinion that
4

Exact items: “How successful do
you think the government in your
country is nowadays in each of
the following areas?…
Providing healthcare for the sick;
providing a decent standard of
living for the old; dealing with
threats to security; controlling
crime; fighting unemployment;
protecting the environment?”

The Social Costs of Economic Transformation in Central Europe. Participating countries: Hungary, the
Czech Republic, Germany, Poland and Slovakia.
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is borne out by the fact that, in 2005, Ireland had the lowest unemployment rate in
the EU); however, this may have changed by this time thanks to the global crisis, especially as regards Ireland. The Irish are quite dissatisfied with their country’s healthcare provision and crime control. Swedish people seem to be fairly satisfied with most
areas, apart from crime control and combating unemployment.
Most of the new member states that participated in the survey – Latvia, Poland
and Hungary (but not the Czech Republic) – are markedly less satisfied with government activity than all the other member states. Latvians and Poles are especially dissatisfied with their healthcare provision and with care for the elderly. It should be
noted here that, in 2004, Poland and Latvia had the highest at-risk-of-poverty rates in
the EU (European Commission 2007: 22). The Poles and the Hungarians are extremely dissatisfied with government activity to combat unemployment – hardly surprising
when one considers their employment statistics. Poland and Hungary have an employment level much lower than the EU average, while Denmark, the UK, the Netherlands and Sweden have the highest employment rates in Europe (ibid.: 18).
The following figures compare the expected levels of government responsibility
and satisfaction with such activity in four specific areas. The bars indicate the proportion of respondents from a given country who consider the government to be responsible for certain provisions, while the  dotted represent their assessment of the
level of success of such government activity. The apparent discrepancies are of great
interest.
Regarding healthcare (Figure 2.5), there is no obvious link between the expected
level of state intervention and the assessment of government activity. For example, in
the Czech Republic, Germany and France, people regard the provision of healthcare
as more of an individual responsibility, but they are quite satisfied with their governments’ activity in that area. In the case of Ireland (or, to a lesser extent, Portugal),
people view healthcare provision as explicitly a government task, but they are quite
dissatisfied with healthcare delivery. By contrast, in Denmark and Finland the expectations seem to be met.
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The left-hand axis indicates the
rate of the expected government
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citizens are with their government
in delivering the service in
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In the case of provision for the elderly (Figure 2.6), the Spanish, Portuguese and
Irish expect the highest level of state intervention, yet especially the Portuguese are
not happy with what is provided. In all the countries surveyed (with the exception of
Ireland and Portugal), older respondents expect greater state responsibility.
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Figure 2.6: Expected
government responsibility and
success in providing decent
living standards for the old
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When it comes to combating unemployment (Figure 2.7), the Poles, Hungarians
and (to a lesser extent) Portuguese expect the most from their government, while the
latter two countries are quite dissatisfied with government activity. As mentioned
previously, the Germans are the least satisfied with their government in this regard,
although their expectation of state intervention in providing jobs is average. With the
exception of Hungary and Poland, there is a statistically significant relationship between activity status and expected level of responsibility in providing jobs for everyone. In most countries, it is primarily inactive people and pensioners who expect the
greatest state responsibility. In all countries, better-educated respondents are in favour of less state responsibility in this regard.
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Figure 2.7: Expected
government responsibility and
success in combating
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Source: ISSP 2006.
Notes: Exact items: as in Figure 2.3
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Overall, there is no very marked deviation in terms of the success with which government activity to protect the environment is regarded in the countries surveyed
(see Figure 2.8). The level of expected government responsibility does differ, but this
seems to be independent of the assessment of actual activity.
It seems that, in line with the paternalistic socialist tradition, on the one hand the
new member states expect more state intervention, but are also less satisfied with
what is provided. However, it is easy not to wish for something if you get it anyway:
social benefits account for around 30% of GDP in Sweden, Denmark, France and
Germany (and exceed 25% in the UK and the Netherlands), whereas in Latvia it is only
12%, is around 16% in Ireland and Slovakia, and still only around 20% in Hungary and
Poland. The Czech Republic seems to be an exception, with its relatively low share of
social protection benefit of 19% of GDP (European Commission 2007: 19) and a
strong individualistic attitude.

Source: ISSP 2006.
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2.4. Possible explanations for the evaluations
The more people feel that they control their own lives, the more they tend to feel that
people should take greater individual responsibility. A statistically significant positive
correlation can be found in this regard in all surveyed countries, with the exception of
Spain and Sweden.5 Thus, one would expect to find that, in a country where the
population feels that their lives are controlled by themselves and not just by fate, individual responsibility is favoured over state responsibility.
In Figure 2.9 the discrepancy for each country is shown by the length of the black
lines connecting the ■ and  dots. This is the difference between two means: the
one mean referring to the level of control, and the other referring to the level of general responsibility. In the first case, the higher the mean, the greater the perceived
freedom of choice; in the second, a higher value indicates a preference for individual
5

40

No data regarding UK, NL or FR.
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Mean

responsibility over state responsibility. The longer the black line, the greater the discrepancy between the two approaches.
In certain countries, the gap is quite remarkable: for example, in Slovenia, Cyprus,
Germany, Spain and Hungary, relatively high expectations of state intervention seem
to coexist with a strong desire for individual control. In Sweden and Finland, the approaches seem to be more in accordance with each other.
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Figure 2.9: The discrepancy level
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People living in the new member states, and also in countries previously categorized as pro-state, generally have a greater sense that it is humiliating to get money
without working for it than do those living in “individualistic”, old member states.
Older people consider it more humiliating than do young people, students or those
with the highest level of education. (A brief digression: are we witnessing a defensive
reaction on the part of those in need who feel the pressure of public opinion that
people who receive social benefits are a burden on society?)

3.5

 dots: “The government should
take more responsibility to ensure
that everyone is provided for”
(1 on the scale) through “People
should take more responsibility to
provide for themselves” (10 on
the scale).

Figure 2.10: Disagreement scale:
It is humiliating to live on state
support
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Another interesting phenomenon is that people want to live in a safe environment, protected by the government, yet at the same time they also want to make
their own decisions on the basis of free will. It would seem something of a contradiction to have strong state intervention and personal independence at one and the
same time.
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Source: ESS, round 2, 2004/05.
Notes:
Exact items: “It is important to
her/him that the government
ensures her/his safety against all
threats.”
“She/he wants the state to be
strong so it can defend its
citizens.”
“It is important to her/him to
make her/his own decisions about
what she/he does. She/he likes to
be free and not dependent on
others.”
“It is important to her/him to live
in secure surroundings.”
“She/he avoids anything that
might endanger her/his safety.”
Scale of 1 to 6: 1 – very much like
the respondent; 6 – not at all like
the respondent.
Rate of the respondents who very
much agreed with the statements.
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The need to feel secure can be ensured either by the individual or by the state. The
gender of respondents is a differentiating factor: women tend to expect security
from the state, while men expect it from themselves. Younger people tend more to
expect security to be provided by themselves, whereas older people expect it from
the state. In terms of level of education, the lower educated expect their safety needs
to be assured by the state, whereas those with secondary or higher education tend
to expect it more of themselves.
From the different data sets, we tried to analyse as many aspects of state and
individual responsibility as possible, in order to reveal the similarities and differences
between the countries, and so distinguish different patterns. The most convenient
result would have been if we were able to identify certain individual characteristics
(based on behaviour, attitude or opinion) that are most relevant for the so-called
“pro-state” countries, and find others that clearly typify countries which, on the basis
of expected responsibilities, seem to be more individualistic. Unfortunately, we have
so far been unable to find any such indicators.
What we have found instead is a fairly diverse picture, with scarcely any consistency within or between the countries studied. Those countries that, on average, expect more state intervention (generally, but not solely, the new member states) did
have completely different views on such issues as personal freedom of choice versus
fate, or on whether it is humiliating to accept money without working for it, or on
whether personal security should be provided at the individual or the state level.
In Table 2.1 we try to make a classification of the member states based on two
aspects. One distinction has to do with general responsibility: countries are either
“pro-state” or individualistic. The other distinction follows on from this: a country is
classified as “consistent” if there is compliance with the attitudes analysed. For example, if a country is regarded as “pro-state”, consistency means a predominance of the
following attitudes: life is controlled by fate; it is humiliating to accept money without
working for it; and security is based on the state. If a country has fewer expectations
of its government (“individualistic”), consistency means a predominance of such atti-
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tudes as: life is personally controlled; it is acceptable to get money without working
for it; and security is based on the individual.
General responsibility

Table 2.1: Typology: expected
general responsibility and
attitudes

Attitudes
Consistent

Inconsistent

Pro-state

BG, IT, PL, RO, PT (sp)*

CY, DE, ES, HU, SI

Individualistic

DE (sp)**, FI, NL, SE, CZ (sp) FR, GB

Table 2.1 shows that, based on the level of general responsibility, among the 10
so-called “pro-state” countries, in the case of Germany and Spain inconsistency can
be traced on three levels: discrepancy when choosing freedom of choice versus fate;
not finding it humiliating to accept money without working for it; and the need to
find security more on the individual level than on the state level. Slovenes and Hungarians, on the other hand, also prefer personal control over fate, but find it humiliating to accept money (also in the Hungarian case, on the question of security people
tend to choose both options: they want security to be guaranteed individually and by
the state). Among the so-called “pro-state” countries, there are four nations – Italy,
Poland and (to a lesser extent) Romania and Bulgaria – where the distributions of the
explanatory variables met our expectations. Respondents from these countries generally felt that their lives were controlled by fate, and they found it humiliating to accept money without working for it. Portugal (included from the list where specific
government responsibilities were studied) may be called a consistent country in terms
of people’s attitudes regarding the humiliation of accepting money and preferring
security to be offered by the state.
From Table 2.1, we may also conclude that those countries that demonstrate more
individualistic traces when general responsibility is concerned are fairly consistent. For
the Dutch and the Swedes, it is acceptable to get money without working, and their
need for security is almost exclusively based on the individual. The Czech Republic –
the only new member state in this group – might be considered consistent if we take
the specific-responsibility categories into account. In this respect, Germany’s position
is also noteworthy: it turns out to be a consistent country, since the distribution of the
explanatory variables is in accordance with the individualistic approaches. We have
placed France and Great Britain in the inconsistent group, because – in a way that is
not dissimilar to the Hungarian case – in these two countries people tend to want
security at both the individual and the state level.
When we look at the countries in the four groups, the following questions spring
to mind: Can the successful adaptation, survival or development of any given country
be intensified, slowed or even blocked just because it is consistent or inconsistent? Or
does consistency in itself help to overcome world crises (or not), having something to
do with a more stable, coherent orientation?

* The letters “sp” in brackets refer
to “specific responsibility”. Two
other countries are included in
this list: the Czech Republic and
Portugal.
** As we noted before, on the
specific-responsibility “scale”, Germany was categorized as an
individualistic country.
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2.5. Conclusion
There is a clear tendency for most former East-bloc countries, together with the Mediterranean countries and Germany, to expect enhanced state intervention for their
residents. Healthcare, decent living standards for old people and environmental protection are the top three priority areas where state intervention is markedly and generally expected in those European countries surveyed, and there is no difference from
country to country in the top-priority areas. Individual responsibility appears to be
strongest when job and income differences are concerned.
On the whole, people regard governments as more successful in their general
security provision than in their tackling of unemployment. Most of the new member
states that participated in the survey are markedly less satisfied with government
activity than any of the other member states.
We tried to analyse as many aspects of state and individual responsibility as possible, in order to reveal the similarities and differences between countries, so as to
discern different patterns among them. Instead, we found a rather diverse picture,
with hardly any consistency within or between the countries studied. Those countries
that tend to expect more state intervention – that is, the more paternalistic countries
(mostly, but not solely, the new member states) – do have completely different views
on such issues as personal freedom of choice versus fate, or on whether it is humiliating to accept money without working for it, or on whether the security one needs
should be provided rather on a personal level or on the state level. Those countries
that demonstrate more individualistic traits where general responsibility is concerned
are more consistent in terms of the attitudes analysed.
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Annex
Table A1: Specific areas where
opinions on government
responsibility are studied (rate
of those who think the specific
area is definitely the
government’s responsibility)
Note: In the final row, the
numbers in brackets indicate the
order of the specific areas (based
on the average total rates) (see
Figure 2.2).
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Country
Czech
Republic
Danmark
Suomi
France
Deutschland
Hungary
Ireland
Luxembourg
Nederland
Poland
Portugal
Slovenia
España
Sverige
United
Kingdom
EU
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Provide
healthcare for
sick

Provide decent
living standards
for the old

Laws to protect
environment

Financial help
for students

60

52

45

38

86.5
80.5
58
54.5
75
89
56
67
71
80
76
76
62.5

74
65
51.5
48
66
83
60
53
71
80.5
65
79
67

67
48
72
47
55
60
41
43
54
63
65
62
47

41
34
56
40
40
71
47
38
58
61
72
70
31

71

60

48

34

66 (2)

56 (3)

71 (1)

51 (4)
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Reduce income
differences between
rich and poor

Control
prices

Provide decent
housing

Provide jobs for
everyone

Help industry
grow

Provide decent
living standard for
unemployed

20

21

15

40

21

10

30
40.5
53
34
51
44
39
39
54
61
54
50
37

35
35.5
48
36
37
59
43
37
36
66.5
49
55
33.5

33
30
36.5
22
26
51
29
29
41.5
52
43.5
61
25

22
24
33
35
52.5
24.5
39
20
58
50
47.5
43
29

12
15
30
20
38.5
49
46
21
43
48.5
49
46
27

30
32.5
18
18.5
26
33.5
24
15
35
47
26
50
27

27

32

25

17

29

11

37 (7)

34 (9)

44 (5)

43.5 (6)

37 (7)

29 (10)
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3. State and market
Béla Janky
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3.1. Introduction
This chapter discusses the roles of state and market institutions in tackling certain
social problems. Our inquiry focuses on people’s attitudes towards the dilemma of
public (i.e. state) versus market-based approaches to social policy. It relies on an analysis of the fourth and fifth waves of the World Values Survey (WVS) and the data
collected for the 1999 and 2006 International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) surveys. We examine both ideological attitudes and policy preferences. The cross-country differences in the distribution of preferences regarding specific issues are not the
only question we are interested in: the depth of intra-societal cleavages is also explored. The study places special emphasis on analysis of differences between groups
of countries, defined by their welfare regimes and various other factors.

3.2. The state and the market in the European
welfare states
A far-reaching welfare system is considered by many people to be an essential component of the European identity – a clear, distinguishing characteristic of these societies since the second half of the 20th century. A (non-negligible) degree of variation
is, however, to be expected, even within the boundaries of Europe. The differences
between the European welfare systems have been the subject of several research
projects over the past few decades. The variations appear to be both a consequence
of attitudinal differences1 and, at the same time, one of the factors that account for
attitudes towards welfare (e.g. Arts and Gelissen 2001).
The approach adopted in the wide range of literature amassed over the past two
decades has essentially been shaped by Esping-Andersen’s (1990) comprehensive
study, where the welfare regimes of the developed countries are classified into three
major categories, based on the logic of their approach – most importantly on the
level of “decommodification”, i.e. state interference in the market and competition. 2
More recent analyses have, however, arrived at different conclusions in many respects, and not even the appearance of quantitative methods of analysis has enabled
a consensus to be reached.3 The past decade has, furthermore, seen the emphasis
shift from traditional typologies to an exploration of variation (interpreted as a continuum), as measured by various indicators (e.g. Scruggs and Allan 2006; Soede and
Vrooman 2008). In the absence of an unequivocal regime typology, in what follows
the countries will be grouped on the basis of traditional geo-cultural criteria (Southern
1
2

3
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For an overview of the literature on policy responsiveness, see Brooks and Manza (2006).
The three groups are: liberal, conservative and social democratic. The countries of Southern Europe
were assigned a special status, and the former socialist countries were not included at all in
Esping-Andersen’s typology.
For an overview of the research findings of the first decade following the publication of EspingAndersen (1990), see Arts and Gelissen (2002).
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Europe, the British Isles, Scandinavia, the post-socialist countries and Continental
Europe).4 The primary aim of our analysis is to reveal the extent to which the pattern
of attitude differences between the countries corresponds to this regional division
and the cultural and institutional background that underlies it.
The study of the intra-societal cleavages observed in attitudes towards market
and public solutions also has a long tradition. We have empirical evidence supporting
hypotheses that focus on financial self-interest as well as structural explanations.5 The
various factors that influence attitudes are not explored in great detail. The intra-societal cleavages are only analysed along a few dimensions – namely gender, age, education and labour-market status. What we want to find out is whether there are clear
and easily explained differences between individual countries and country groups
with respect to these social cleavages.

3.3. Public versus market-based solutions –
differences in opinions across countries and
regions
We start by discussing two issues that concern general principles rather than specific
dilemmas in social policy. The fifth wave of the WVS looked at people’s opinions
concerning the relationship between hard work, fate and success on the one hand,
and, on the other, the desirability of competition (in general). Half of all respondents
(and 74% of Finnish respondents) said that hard work usually brings success (values of
1 to 4 on a 10-point scale), while barely a third (32%) of Polish respondents were of
the same opinion (Figure 3.1). These two extremes do not match the pattern expected
on the basis of differences between the welfare regimes (cf. Alesina and Glaeser
2004). One possible framework for interpreting this result is the cultural contrast between the predominantly Protestant countries in the north-west, which adopted
capitalism some time ago, and the Catholic countries of Europe, which tended to start
their development later. In terms of the country group means, the results by and large
correspond to our expectations: the support for work is highest in the Scandinavian
countries (Finland and Sweden), followed by Great Britain. Lower down the scale we
find the countries of Continental Europe (France, the Netherlands and Germany) and
those of Southern Europe (Cyprus, Italy and Spain), with no significant difference between the two group means. The cultural contrast between the North and the South

4

5

There is, in fact, a typology of European welfare systems that essentially corresponds to our
classification (Bonoli 1997).
A paper covering new, extensive and international analyses is Alesina and Giuliano (2009). One recent
study offering a detailed assessment of self-interest involving a near-comprehensive set of subjective
factors is Tóth (2008b). For a recent discussion and overview of structuralist explanations, see Brooks
and Manza (2007).
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would be even more clearly marked if we assigned France (where just 37% of the
population believe in the value of hard work) to a “Latin-Greek” grouping.
The data from the post-socialist countries (Bulgaria, Poland, Hungary and Slovenia) are, however, difficult to interpret in this framework: the Romanians, for instance,
have roughly as much confidence (72%) in the rewards of hard work as do Finnish
respondents, while only 45% of the Dutch believe that hard work brings rewards. It
seems reasonable to assume that, in addition to the cultural roots discussed above,
attitudes are also influenced by personal experience and by people’s evaluation of
their country, as shaped by the economic and social processes that took place in the
years preceding the survey. This factor may have had an effect on the results observed in Finland (which recovered from the deep recession of the nineties with unexpected speed and has been cited as an exemplar in several respects) and Romania,
which showed spectacular development as it approached EU accession. (It may also
have influenced Slovenia and Spain, which display the next highest levels of support
for hard work – 59% and 57%, respectively.)
80

Figure 3.1: Hard work brings
success – percentage of people
who tend to agree with the
statement

Notes:
Percentage of respondents who
chose values 1 to 4 on a 10-point
scale.
The question: “Now I’d like you to
tell me your views on various
issues. How would you place your
views on this scale? Do you agree
completely with the statement?”
1 = In the long run hard work
usually brings a better life.
10 = Hard work doesn’t generally
bring success – it’s more a matter
of luck and connections.”

52

State and market

60

% of population

Source: author’s calculations
based on WVS, wave 5, 2005.

70

50
40
30
20
10
0
FI

RO

SI

ES

UK

SE

DE

EU

BG

HU

NL

CY

FR

IT

PL

The figures concerning the utility of competition are less clearly structured than
are the data on attitudes to hard work. Some 59% of the total sample of 14 countries
approve of competition (they chose values of 1 to 4 on the 10-point scale). The highest levels of support are observed in Sweden (75%), Romania (74%) and Bulgaria
(68%), while the lowest values are to be found among the French (41%), the Poles
(46%) and the Dutch and Italians (50% each). In this case, regional-level cultural and
institutional explanations are of little help in interpreting the data. It is possible that
the attitudes towards competition are also affected by recent – in this case institutional – changes. Neither the populations of the Scandinavian countries (where the
welfare systems were successfully configured through a reform process incorporating certain market principles) nor those of the post-socialist countries of the Balkan
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region (where market reforms have been implemented more recently) have any old
prejudices or recent negative experiences that might feed scepticism about competition.
Moving on to preferences regarding social policy, we find a different pattern of
response. The ISSP survey of 1999 included two questions on the issue of whether it
is fair that rich people can buy better healthcare and educational services. The responses to these questions (from a slightly different sample of countries) show a
better match with the regional – cultural and institutional – cleavages.
Looking at the whole sample, 28% of the population were willing to accept privileged access to healthcare, and the same proportion felt this way about educational
services (choosing values of 1 to 3 on a five-point scale) (Figure 3.2). The substantial
variation across the countries, however, shows slightly different patterns for the two
questions. By far the highest level of support for the commercialization of these services (62%) is to be observed in Great Britain. The post-socialist countries come next,
with the – according to the WVS figures – market-sceptic Poland (together with
Latvia) in the lead. In six of the seven post-socialist countries, the commercialization of
healthcare receives more support than in any EU15 country other than Great Britain.
The only post-socialist country that shows as little support for differentiated access as
most of the EU15 states is Hungary. We may assume that the strong market preference among the post-socialist countries is explained by people’s dissatisfaction with
the public services inherited from the socialist regimes. It is difficult to compare the
Continental, Southern and Northern European regions, as only a single Scandinavian
country is included in the survey and, of the three Southern countries (Cyprus, Portugal, Spain), the Portuguese produce outlying figures of opposing directions for the
two questions (8% support commercialization in healthcare and 31% in education).
Whereas in each EU15 country that participated in the survey, the commercialization
of education receives at least as much support as differentiated healthcare, in the
post-socialist region there is not a single country where privileged access to education
is more popular than a market-based approach to health services. The reason behind
this pattern may be rooted in the different organization of health and education services under state socialism and the market economies.
It is not only public services where restrictions on market processes and competition may be desirable. In modern welfare states, the business world is also under
strong state control. The WVS of 1999 includes two contrasting statements regarding
the relationship between the state and the economy: the state should give more (or,
on the contrary, less) freedom to companies.
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Source: author’s calculations,
based on ISSP (1999) data.
Notes:
Percentage of people choosing
values 1 to 3 on a five-point scale.
The countries are arranged in
decreasing order by the sum of
the two percentages.
The questions:
“ A) Is it just or unjust – right or
wrong – that people with higher
incomes can buy better healthcare than people with lower
incomes?
B) Is it just or unjust – right or
wrong – that people with higher
incomes can buy better education
for their children than people
with lower incomes?”
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Some 61% of Swedes and 59% of Austrians said that companies should have
more rather than less freedom (they chose values of 1 to 4 on a 10-point scale) (Figure
3.3). This attitude is shared by only 15% of Latvian and Slovak respondents. On average, increased freedom in the world of business receives more support among the
countries of Continental Europe than in the group of Anglo-Saxon countries, and the
populations of the Scandinavian countries are the most likely to approve of a shift towards more liberal economic policy. The highest proportion of people who favour
more rather than less state control in the business sector is to be found among the
people of the post-socialist countries. The results therefore suggest that, in the postsocialist countries, public dissatisfaction with public services has the effect of increasing
the acceptability of market solutions, while people’s reservations about private sector
actors serve to increase the popularity of state control (cf. Figures 3.2 and 3.3).
In the fifth wave of the WVS questionnaires, 11 of the current EU member states
included a question concerning people’s preferences on the issue of the share of
private ownership, or of state ownership being increased in the economy. Across the
11 countries, an average of 37% of respondents favoured the growth of private property (choosing values of 1 to 4 on a 10-point scale). The cross-country differences
show a pattern that differs from those observed for the questions discussed above:
it seems closest to the results of the question on the worth of hard work. Privatization
receives the highest level of support among Romanian (52%), Finnish (45%), Swedish
(42%) and Slovenian (42%) respondents. The countries with the least support for
private ownership are Poland (19%), Hungary (24%) and Spain (29%). Recent successful or promising changes in the economy or in economic policies as possible reasons
for cross-country differences have already been mentioned in connection with the
questions discussed above. We also find some inconsistencies, however: Bulgarian
respondents, for instance, are more opposed to privatization than the average European, even though they are among the most committed supporters of market com-
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petition. Spaniards have confidence in the rewards of hard work, but are somewhat
less keen on competition than average, and on the issue of privatization, their relative
position moves further towards statism.
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Figure 3.3: The state should give
more freedom to companies –
percentage of people who tend
to agree with the statement, by
country
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The 2006 ISSP survey includes a section of six questions on the role of the state in
the business world. The first question approaches the issue indirectly, inquiring about
cutting public expenditure. The remaining items are direct questions on government
measures in support of the economy: specifically the financing of projects aimed at
job creation, greater control over business activities, support for research and development (R&D), aiding declining industries and regulating (reducing) the working
week.
The share of those who oppose government intervention varies greatly across the
different areas: two-thirds of respondents chose to reduce government expenditure,
but only 17% were against the financing of job-creation programmes. Besides cuts in
government spending, another popular policy is deregulation (53% in favour) – so
long as the question is worded in general terms. Among the more specific intervention measures, a reduction in the working week in an effort to create jobs is unpopular (59% against), while support for R&D is as popular as investment (only 17% are
against). We also find substantial differences from country to country: cuts in government spending, for instance, are supported by 29% of Finnish respondents but 95%
of Latvians. Looking at job-creation investments, pro-market attitudes are displayed
by 4% of the Spanish population but 32% of German respondents.
The complex relationship patterns across the issues and countries studied remain
opaque – even after the respondents’ latent motivations are revealed using mathematical and statistical methods.6 An examination of the cross-country differences in
6

1 = The state should give more
freedom to firms.
10 = The state should control
firms more effectively.”

The most important factors behind the responses can do no more than distinguish questions based on
their wording; it is difficult to find a substantive interpretation for them.
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the average numbers of pro-market responses, however, uncovers some interesting
patterns. The Czech, Dutch and German respondents oppose government intervention in the highest number of areas, while the most committed supporters of government responsibility are the Portuguese, the Irish and the Spanish. At first sight, it
seems surprising that Germany is followed by France in the list of pro-market countries, and the three countries at the bottom of the rankings are directly preceded by
Great Britain. Individual post-socialist countries are scattered along the line, with large
gaps between them.
Returning to public services, the above survey also included questions on the areas in which the respondents expected more government spending. The eight budget items given in the questionnaire emerge in remarkably similar preference order
among the populations of the various European countries. Healthcare, education and
old age pension are top priority. These are followed by spending on the environment,
law enforcement and culture. The least popular areas of spending are unemployment
benefits and defence. There are few differences of any note between the orderings
produced by the various countries. Law enforcement ranks second in Sweden, while
a considerable proportion of Finns say that spending should be increased in various
areas other than the education system (which is so admired all over Europe).
A factor analysis of the respondents’ latent motivations reveals that, among the
different areas of spending, respondents clearly distinguish between spending on
post-materialistic targets (e.g. environment, or culture and arts), poverty-reducing
transfers, the armed forces and the large welfare institutions (healthcare and public
education). A warning sign for the social policy makers of the ageing Europe is that,
in this 2006 survey, old age pension expenditure is still classed – alongside unemployment benefits – as fundamentally a poverty-reducing transfer, and to a lesser extent
as a life-course related cost (as healthcare and education).
While there are no notable differences within Europe in the level of support
shown for individual items relative to other items, the frequency of pro-spending responses varies a great deal from country to country. In France, 42% of respondents
would not like to see increased spending in more than two areas, and only 6% approve of more spending in at least six of the eight areas (Figure 3.4). In both Portugal
and Spain, by contrast, only 7% of the population support more spending in less than
three areas, while 51% would be willing to increase at least six items of expenditure.
After the responses were summed within individual sections and factor analyses
run, the 14 items mentioned above (the block of six questions on the role of the state
in the business world plus the eight areas listed in the notes to Figure 3.4) were used
to create a “Redistributive Attitude Index” as suggested by Tóth (2008a, b).7 The index shows the strength of people’s preference for government responsibility. In the
following figures, a higher index value indicates a stronger preference for government intervention or redistribution.

7
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Figure 3.4: Percentage of
people supporting increased
budget spending in various
areas, by country
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(Increased) government intervention encounters the highest levels of resistance in
the Netherlands, the Czech Republic and France (Figure 3.5). Ireland, Spain, Poland and
Portugal are the countries where the state is expected to play an increased role. One
possible explanation is that the results reflect discrepancies between the institutional
system and cultural traditions. Extensive government responsibility tends to be most
vigorously opposed in countries where strong civil traditions are coupled with a wideranging and moderately reformed welfare regime. The highest level of support, by
contrast, tends to be seen in countries where a relatively limited state sits over a society that is accustomed to more traditional values of solidarity.
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Source: author’s calculations
based on the ISSP (2006) data.
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Figure 3.5: Redistributive
Attitude Index – the level of
support for government
intervention, by country

5.0

0.0

“Listed below are various areas of
government spending. Please
show whether you would like to
see more or less government
spending in each area. Remember
that if you say much more, it
might require a tax increase to
pay for it.”

UK
IE

ES

PL

PT

HU

LV

SI

EU

FI

DK

SE

DE

FR

CZ

NL

Note: A higher index value
indicates a stronger preference
for government intervention or
redistribution.

-2.0
-3.0
-4.0
-5.0

State and market

57

TÁRKI EUROPEAN SOCIAL REPORT 2009

3.4. Intra-societal cleavages
A further question that is explored here is the within-society variation in attitudes
towards different issues – i.e. the contribution of gender, age, educational level and
labour market status to differences in respondents’ preferences. The different societies of Europe are characterized by varying levels of political and economic dividedness, and the various welfare regimes differ in their success in creating a consensus
among groups with conflicting interests. To make matters worse, new cleavages may
be triggered by recent major reforms and fast-paced social transformations. In what
follows, two issues will be analysed: attitudes towards the value of work and preferences for government spending.
The two main conclusions drawn from the data are: first, that there is less variation between major social groups than there is between different societies; and, second, that the cross-country differences in cleavages show no well-structured pattern.
It is clear from the figures that there is no significant difference between generations in terms of their attitude towards work. It is certainly not the case that younger
generations have abandoned the fatalist attitude of the previous generations of Europeans. In most countries, the group most likely to see work as a path to success is
the oldest cohort. In Cyprus, those over 65 years of age are 44 percentage points
more likely to stress the importance of work than is the most work-sceptic generation of 35–49-year-olds. No similar gap can be found, however, in the other countries
(although a difference of 31 percentage points is observed in Italy and 28 percentage
points in Poland).
A more surprising result is that no major cleavage emerges between the educated
and the uneducated in most countries. Nonetheless, British graduates are considerably more likely to have confidence in the rewards of work than are uneducated Britons (63%, as against 48%). It is somewhat unexpected, however, that among the
Polish population, the share of uneducated people who value hard work is significantly higher than the corresponding proportion of graduates (33%, as against
21%).
The differences observed between the various groups defined by labour market
status are no more substantial. Although in Bulgaria, entrepreneurs are 40 percentage points more likely to have confidence in work than the inactive population, the
other countries do not display differences of this magnitude. Furthermore, inactive
Dutch respondents see more sense in hard work than do their entrepreneurial compatriots (40%, as against 32%).
The divergence in preferences related to government expenditure is measured
here using the Redistributive Attitude Index, calculated from the 2006 ISSP database
and controlling for random variation observed for individual questions. The index reveals clearer patterns than do the responses to the individual questions in isolation.
The mean values of the index show more substantial cross-society variation than
within-society variation between the major social groups. We also see that, on the
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whole, intra-societal cleavages tend to be stronger wherever there is a higher degree
of opposition to government intervention. This pattern surfaces most clearly in the
difference between the genders (Figure 3.6). Men are more cautious about government intervention in all the countries, but the difference is greatest in Sweden, the
Netherlands and the Czech Republic.
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Figure 3.6: Redistributive
Attitude Index – differences
between men and women, by
country
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The difference between men and women is small. Furthermore, there is no major
generational gap with respect to attitudes towards the welfare institutions in Europe.
We nevertheless find greater than usual variation in the post-socialist countries:
younger people are less supportive of state intervention than are older people. The
education-based cleavages are somewhat more substantial. The largest intra-societal
differences are observed across different labour market groups. The societies of Portugal, Hungary and Spain are not divided along this dimension (Figure 3.7). In Sweden,
Denmark and the Netherlands, however, the self-employed are far less supportive of
government responsibility than is the inactive population, for instance. With the exception of Ireland, a higher than average level of support for state intervention is accompanied by a greater than average degree of variation across groups of different
economic status.
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Figure 3.7: Redistributive
Attitude Index – differences
between the self-employed/
entrepreneurs and the inactive
population, by country
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3.5. Conclusion
This chapter has looked at people’s attitudes towards government intervention. In
the welfare states of Europe, there is a fairly high level of support for government
control, which makes it difficult to examine intra-societal and inter-societal cleavages.
Our analyses have shown, however, that the level of support is not uniform across
Europe: in the majority of countries, government intervention (as opposed to marketbased solutions) receives majority support with respect to at most some of the issues
studied.
The starting points of our analysis were the typologies of the European welfare
regimes and the differences between the cultural and political traditions of the various regions. One of the most important conclusions of our study is that these factors
alone are of little help in interpreting the cross-country differences in attitudes. The
construction and testing of cause-and-effect models was beyond the scope of our
research report, but our two- and three-dimensional analyses allow us to advance a
few conjectures and hypotheses:
a) The data suggest that the cross-country variation in the responses to individual
questions may be explained by a distinct set of factors in each case. Consequently, the
relative position of a country along the scale of public versus market solutions may
vary substantially depending on the individual question.
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b) In addition to relatively long-standing cultural and institutional traditions, it is
also worth considering recent economic and political processes as a potential explanatory factor.
c) The effects of the institutional and cultural traditions surface more clearly in the
cross-country pattern of the generalized Redistributive Attitude Index, which underlies the preferences shown for individual questions. 8 These traditions are not, however, reflected in a single uniform indicator – what we find instead is an interplay of
the broader cultural and specific welfare institutional traditions. Some countries with
strong civil traditions have developed welfare regimes that are overly “mature” for
their cultural attitudes and are therefore relatively unpopular. Other countries are in
the opposite position: their welfare states are “underdeveloped” relative to the preferences of the population.
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4.1. Introduction
In the following sections, we first analyse the prevalence of four established aspects
of social capital (trust, networks, social norms and civic activity), with a special emphasis on generalized trust. Since Putnam’s two classics (Putnam 1993; 2000),1 such an
approach may be regarded as standard. 2
We then conduct a less standard analysis of the interrelationship between different (generalized, institutional and particularistic) forms of trust, and look at countryspecific characteristics of the distribution of generalized trust.

4.2. The prevalence of the four aspects of social
capital (trust, network capital, social norms
and civic activity) in contemporary Europe
Despite slight deviations that are probably due to different word choices, several recent and high-profile surveys have shown that the level of generalized trust is highest in the Scandinavian countries and lowest in the countries of Central, Eastern and
Southern Europe (Figure 4.1).3
Widening our analysis to three forms of trust (Figure 4.2), we found that trust in
political actors follows more or less the same pattern, with certain deviations – i.e.
Sweden has a significantly lower (but still high) level than of generalized trust; at the
mid-level, Estonia and the UK show the same sort of difference; and among countries
with a low level of trust, Poland especially has a significantly lower level of trust in
political actors than of generalized trust.

1

2

3
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See also the application of social capital and (generalized) trust concepts to general economic and
social development (Fukuyama 1995) and to economic performance (Knack and Keefer 1997), and to
explain inequality, governance and democratization (Uslaner 2002).
Unsurprisingly, measurement techniques (see the European Social Survey (ESS), International Social
Survey Programme (ISSP), European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS), New Democracy Barometer (NDB),
New Europe Barometer (NEB), World Values Survey (WVS), European Values Survey (EVS) and several
Eurobarometer surveys) as well as policy-oriented applications (Wallace 2008; EFILWC 2009) of social
capital (and of (generalized) trust) have also become standard.
Obviously our analysis is biased by the fact that, while data were gathered at the country level (an
almost unavoidable by-product of the survey design’s “methodological nationalism”), we know that
there might be significant differences from region to region (Putnam 1993).
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Figure 4.2: The prevalence of
three forms of trust in European
countries (in decreasing order,
by generalized trust)
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In general, the level of particularistic trust as a percentage is highest in Finland and
Sweden, and lowest in the Netherlands, Slovenia and Poland.
A second aspect of measuring social capital is analysis of network capital. To establish the level of network capital, we use three proxies: two structural (the prevalence and intensity of two extra-family networks) and one instrumental (giving help)
indicator.

Generalized trust: “Most people
try to take advantage of you, or
try to be fair.” 0 = not trust at all;
10 = complete trust. Mean.
Particularistic trust: Trust in family
(complete), in neighbours and
persons known personally
(complete and somewhat).
Average value of the three
proportions.
Trust in political actors: Trust in
parliament, legal system, police
and political parties. 0 = no trust
at all; 10 = complete trust. Average
of the three means.
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Source: Eurobarometer 2004; see
Wallace (2008: 30, 34, 52).
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Figure 4.3: The frequency of
meeting friends and neighbours
and offering others help by
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meeting friends)
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Meeting friends at least once a month

Meeting neighbours at least once a month

Helping others at least once a month

The monthly frequency of meeting friends is fairly high all over Europe, and is
lower in only a few countries of Eastern, Central and Southern Europe. Meeting
neighbours is more frequent in some Eastern and Central European countries and in
the Netherlands; this is probably due to their smaller size, and to their rural and postpeasant (or post-industrial) lifestyle. Use of network capital is generally less frequent
in Mediterranean and some Eastern and Central European countries; this is very likely
due to the larger role played by the family and household in emergencies.
We consider helpfulness 4 to be a good proxy of social capital norms in general,
since it assumes both altruistic attitudes and readiness to network. The level of intrafamily helpfulness is uniformly high in all countries, while the level of extra-family
helpfulness varies, being highest with regard to the sick and disabled (66%), slightly
lower with regard to the elderly (63%), significantly lower with regard to neighbours
(53%), and low towards immigrants (26%).

4

66

These questions focus on helping four types of non-family groups: neighbours, elderly people,
immigrants and sick or disabled people. A five-point scale is used to determine whether the
respondent would be prepared to do something to improve the conditions of other people, ranging
from “absolutely yes” (1) to “absolutely no” (5). The maps display a summarized percentage of those
answering “absolutely yes” or “yes”.
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In per cent
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74–88

Map 4.1: Helpfulness toward
neighbourhood

In per cent
35–48
49–62
63–73
74–88

Map 4.2: Helpfulness toward
immigrants
Source: WVS, wave 4.

In per cent
35–48
49–62
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74–88

Map 4.3: Helpfulness toward
elderly

In per cent
35–48
49–62
63–73
74–88

Map 4.4: Helpfulness toward
sick and disabled
Source: WVS, wave 4.

On the subject of country-specific differences: Swedes indicated the highest level
of helpfulness in all four forms; Italians and Irish scored high in all forms – except
where immigrants were involved; most of the population of the Benelux countries,
Austria, Slovenia and Slovakia would offer help most readily to neighbours, while
Czechs tend to help the sick or disabled. The people of the Baltic countries are the
least willing to help any of the four target groups.
Finally, the level of civic participation – defined as the ratio of active members to
non-members of civic organizations – is highest in the two Scandinavian countries,
and lowest in Romania, Bulgaria and Hungary (Figure 4.4).
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Figure 4.4: The proportion of
participation in nongovernmental organizations
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Using data from the discussion of the four aspects of social capital above, we
grouped those countries in the WVS (wave 5) collection into four clusters (Figure 4.5
and Table 4.1). By using clustering, we hoped to present an overall view of the similarities (or differences) between national patterns of social capital.
Figure 4.5 displays the resulting clusters: Core Europe (with Spain) (FR, UK, DE, ES),
a Central and Eastern European cluster (PL, BG, RO), a Scandinavian cluster (SE, FI) and
a South-Eastern European cluster (with the Netherlands) (NL, SI, IT, HU).
Figure 4.5: The four social
capital clusters (hierarchical
cluster analysis)*
* Clusters are applied to
aggregated national level data
(means)
Note: In the course of analysis, the
following variables were used:
trust in state, political system and
civic society actors (3 variables),
generalized trust (1 variable), trust
in family and in neighbours and
personal acquaintances, helping
others and meeting friends and
neighbours (3 variables), voluntary
work, membership and activity
(2 variables), helpfulness towards
the elderly, immigrants, sick and
disabled people and neighbours
(4 variables).
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As Table 4.1 shows, all the elements of social capital – with the exception of meeting neighbours – are highest in the Scandinavian cluster, while the Core European
cluster generally has the second-highest social capital values (except for helpfulness
and voluntary activity).
With minor exceptions, the South-Eastern European cluster is largely characterized
by lower social capital values, while the Central and Eastern European cluster shows
the lowest social capital values (though also with some exceptions, such as meeting
friends or trust in family).
The WVS (wave 5) collection did not contain data for all European countries; thus,
our cluster analysis also lacks some. Despite this, our own clusters do resemble the
results of two recent cluster analyses (European Commission 2007; Wallace 2008).
The former arrived at the following clusters: social capital-rich countries (Scandinavia
and the Netherlands); medium-high countries (the Anglo-Saxon countries of the UK
and Ireland, and countries of continental Western Europe); low level of social capital
(Southern and Eastern European countries); and an even lower level of social capital
(Balkan countries). The Wallace analysis gave the following groups: social capital rich
(Scandinavia and the Netherlands); social capital poor (Eastern and Southern Europe)
I and II; and the core in between.
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Table 4.1: The proportion and
mean of the selected social
capital proxies in the five
clusters

TRUST
Clusters

Source: WVS, waves 4 and 5;
Eurobarometer 2004.

Institutional
Generalized

Particularistic

Political
system

State

Civic
society

Family

Neighbours

Personal
acquaintances

Scandinavian

6.9

51

77

60

93

88

97

Core Europe
(and Spain)

5.7

33

64

53

85

79

93

South-Eastern
Countries (and the
Netherlands)

5.8

24

50

48

80

70

81

Central and Eastern
European Countries

4.7

21

51

51

80

66

76

4.3. The interrelationship between the different
forms of trust
We assume that a “healthy” society is characterized by an approximate balance between the three major forms of trust, since too much trust in state actors is a sign of
statist dependence, too much trust in political actors is a sign of the over-politicization
of everyday life, and too much trust in civic society characterizes a utopian state of
mind.
As Figure 4.6 shows,5 in contemporary Europe there is more trust in state and civil
actors and less trust in political actors. The mean value has been calculated using the
WVS (wave 5) database, which covers only the countries of Bulgaria, Cyprus, Finland,
France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Romania, Slovenia, Spain,
Sweden and the United Kingdom. In this chapter, we use the term “general trend” to
refer to the pattern obtained this way – as in Figure 4.6.6

5

6

70

Illustrated by the deviation from the visual representation of complete balance in three dimensions
– i.e. an equilateral triangle.
Political actors: government, political parties, parliament; State actors: armed forces, police, justice
system, civil service; Civic society: environmental protection movement, charitable and humanitarian
organizations, women’s movement, churches, labour unions. Average percentage of trust:
summarized percentage of those answering “a great deal” and “quite a lot” in each group.

Trust and social capital in contemporary Europe

TÁRKI EUROPEAN SOCIAL REPORT 2009

SOCIAL NORMS

NETWORK CAPITAL

Helpfulness towards

CIVIC PARTICIPATION

Meeting
Helping
others

friends

neighbours

Active
NGO
membership

Voluntary
work

Neighbours

Elderly
people

Immigrants

Sick and
disabled
people

57

79

46

81

68

94

45

85

33

50

55

25

56

55

87

44

34

14

59

66

29

70

50

88

52

35

20

49

64

18

67

52

83

60

13

9

Figure 4.6: The interrelation of
the three forms of institutional
trust

Political system
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

Civic society

Source: WVS5.
Note: The analysis is based on the
following countries: Bulgaria,
Cyprus, Finland, France, Germany,
Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands,
Poland, Romania, Slovenia, Spain,
Sweden and the United Kingdom.
State

There are some countries that come close to the ideal situation of institutional
trust, where all three types of institutional trust are equal and high – that is, a large
percentage of people place a considerable amount of trust in political actors, civic
society and state institutions. We define such countries as being “more balanced at a
high level”; one example is Sweden.
However, there are no states where all three forms of institutional trust are equally high, since trust in political actors never approaches the other two forms in any
country, except perhaps in the Nordic group; in the rest, it would seem that trust in
civic society and the state – whether high or low – is more or less equal, as in Slovenia.
There are again exceptions: countries that deviate from the general trend and where
all three measures differ; we say these have “lack of balance”; an example is Poland.
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More balanced at a high level

Figure 4.7: The interrelationship
between the three forms of
institutional trust in selected
countries
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As for the three forms of particularistic trust, we assumed high trust in the family
(close-knit group), less trust in neighbours (loose-knit group) and even less in personal acquaintances (quasi-generalized network). As Figure 4.8 shows7, our first assumption is confirmed, but not the latter two: there is no significant difference in the
level of trust felt for neighbours and for personal acquaintances.
Family

Figure 4.8 The interrelationship
between different forms of
particularistic trust
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Source: WVS, wave 5.
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Note: The analysis is based on the
following countries: Bulgaria,
Cyprus, Finland, France, Germany,
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Poland, Romania, Slovenia, Spain,
Sweden and the United Kingdom.
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Neighbourhood

Trust in family, neighbours and persons known personally (the proportion of those “completely
trusted”).
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When considering country-specific deviations, we found that there are countries
where trust in the family is even more dominant vis-à-vis the other two forms of
particularistic trust; following Banfield (1958), these are countries where “amoral familism” prevails (Banfield employs the concept of amoral familism to describe a cultural pattern characterized by the absence of moral obligations to anyone who does
not belong to the family group, together with a strong distrust toward social and
political institutions). Alternative deviations from the general trend are seen in those
countries where trust in a quasi-generalized network (i.e. personal acquaintances) is
greater, but does not approach the level of trust in the family.
Dominating trust in the family (amoral familism)
IT

PL

Family
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

Family
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

People you
know personally

People you
know personally

Neighbourhood

Figure 4.9: The interrelationship
between the three forms of
particularistic trust in selected
countries
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There is a debate in the literature regarding the interrelationship between general
and particularistic trust – the former being the vehicle of economic development, the
latter an obstacle to it (Fukuyama 1995, Knack and Keefer 1997, Raiser et al. 2001).
There is a moderate positive correlation (R2 = 0.343) between generalized and particularistic trust; consequently, these two forms of trust complement one another and
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are not in competition (Figure 4.10). Deviation from this general trend might mean
unbalanced trust structures, such as amoral familism and informality (Bulgaria and
Spain), anomy (Romania) or deteriorating familism (Netherlands).
Figure 4.10: The interrelationship
between generalized and
particularistic trust

100

Note: Particularistic trust: Trust in
family (complete), in neighbours
and persons known personally
(“complete” and “somewhat”).
Average value of the three
proportions. Generalized: “Most
people try to take advantage of
you, or try to be fair.” 0 = not
trust at all; 10 = complete trust.
Mean.

Particularistic trust, %

Source: WVS, wave 5.
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Figure 4.11 illustrates the interrelationship between trust towards the state and
towards civic society actors. The question again is whether trust in the state and in
civic society actors is complementary or competitive.
The strong and positive correlation (R2 = 0.589) indicates that these two forms of
trust are complementers. The only “deviants” are three Central and Eastern European
countries (Poland, Romania and Hungary), which have a relatively high level of trust in
civic society, rather than in state actors. But since we know that civic society is almost
non-existent in these countries (Figure 4.4) the basis for this deviation is rooted more
in myth than in practice.
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Figure 4.11: The interrelationship
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4.4. Country-specific characteristics of the
distribution of generalized trust
In this section, we illustrate the distribution of generalized trust along socio-demographic categories. We start the analysis with the level of generalized trust by age
cohort (Figure 4.12). Unlike the case with other forms of social capital (especially network capital), age does not destroy trust. 8 The level of generalized trust is very balanced across the four age groups.

8

The Second European Quality of Life Survey (2009) showed that generalized trust is higher in the 65
and older cohorts in the EU15 and EU27, and especially in the three candidate countries. The only
exceptions are the 12 new member countries (NMS12), where the 18–34 and 35–64 groups are
characterized by higher generalized trust.
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Figure 4.12: Level of generalized
trust, by age group (mean)

Aged –34
7.0

Source: WVS, wave 5.
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If we look at country-specific differences, we find that there are countries where
the elderly are significantly more trustful than the other cohorts – France and the UK
– but there is one country that is characterized by a trustful youth in a low-trust society – Poland.
Trustful elderly in high-trust societies

Figure 4.13: Level of generalized
trust, by age groups in selected
countries (mean)
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To avoid compositional bias (women having a higher life expectancy) when analysing the level of generalized trust by gender, we limited our analysis to the age
groups between 25 and 65. Figure 4.14 shows that, in almost all countries, women
trust their fellow human beings more than do men.
8

Figure 4.14: The difference
between level of generalized
trust of men and women
(mean)
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Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands,
Poland, Romania, Slovenia, Spain,
Sweden and the United Kingdom.
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If we take level of education, it has been shown that there is a positive correlation
between the level of education and the level of generalized trust (European Commission 2007; Wallace 2008). Figure 4.15 shows9 the same association.
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Figure 4.15: Level of generalized
trust, by level of education
(mean)
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In order to exclude cohorts with very different educational composition, the analysis is again limited
to the age group 25–65.
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There are, however, country-specific deviations from this general trend (Figure
4.16). For example, there are countries where the level of generalized trust is more
balanced – i.e. the trust advantage that the better educated have over the less well
educated is less prominent, as in Sweden and the Netherlands.
More balanced and high level

Figure 4.16: Level of generalized
trust, by level of education in
selected countries (mean)
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Finally, we assumed that labour market activity influences the level of generalized
trust as well. As Figure 4.17 illustrates10, complete balance is missing only because the
unemployed are less trustful11 (an exception is the Netherlands, where entrepreneurs
are especially trustful) (Figure 4.18).
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Figure 4.17: Level of generalized
trust, by labour market activity
(mean)
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The analysis is limited to the age group 25–65 and to the economically active population.
In the second wave of EQLS, while the average level of generalized trust among employees and the
self-employed in the EU27 was 5.3, among the unemployed it was only 4.5 (EFILWC 2009: 55).
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Trustful entrepreneurs in a high-trust society

Figure 4.18: Level of generalized
trust, by labour market activity
in selected countries (mean)
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4.5. Conclusion
This chapter began by individually analysing four different indicators of social capital,
looking at their patterns across Europe.
The first part focused on the prevalence of four aspects of social capital (trust,
networks, social norms and civic activity) with a special emphasis on generalized
trust.
The level of generalized trust is highest in the Scandinavian countries and lowest
in Central, Eastern and Southern European countries. Trust in political actors follows
more or less the same logic, with some deviations. The level of particularistic trust is
significantly higher than generalized trust or trust in political actors, and is relatively
low in only three countries (Poland, Slovenia and the Netherlands).
The monthly frequency of meeting friends is fairly high across Europe, being lower in only a few Eastern, Central and Southern European countries. Meeting neighbours is more frequent in some Eastern and Central European countries and in the
Netherlands, very likely due to their smaller size and to the rural and post-peasant (or
post-industrial) lifestyle. Use of network capital is usually less frequent in the Mediterranean and certain Eastern and Central European countries, probably due to the larger role that family and household play in emergencies.
Generally speaking, Europeans appear to be quite helpful with regard to sick and
disabled or elderly persons, slightly less helpful with regard to the neighbourhood,
and uncooperative with regard to migrants. Sweden has the highest level for all four
forms of helpfulness; the Baltic peoples are generally the least helpful.
The level of civic participation is highest in the two Scandinavian countries and
lowest in Romania, Bulgaria and Hungary.
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We then ran a cluster analysis on the indicators, to see how countries in Europe
were grouped according to different dimensions.
The cluster analysis on the basis of the previous four dimensions of social capital
shows that, with the exception of meeting neighbours, all elements of social capital
are highest in the Scandinavian cluster; the Core European cluster usually has the
second-highest social capital values; with some minor exceptions, the South-Eastern
cluster is usually characterized by lower social capital values; and with some exceptions, the Central and Eastern European cluster has the lowest social capital values. In
a general comparative view, it would seem that the Nordic countries and the Netherlands are fairly similar to each other. Generally, these are the countries that score high
on measures of all aspects of social capital, while Eastern and Southern European
countries appear to have little social capital.
Finally, we analysed certain relationships between different forms of trust, and illustrated country-specific characteristics of the distribution of generalized trust.
We assumed that a “healthy” society is characterized by an approximate balance
between the three major forms of trust, since too much trust in state actors is a sign
of etatist dependence, too much trust in political actors is a sign of the over-politicization of everyday life, and too much trust in civic society characterizes a utopian
state. In contemporary Europe, there is more trust in state and civic actors, and less
trust in political actors.
Regarding the three forms of particularistic trust, we assumed high trust in the
family, less trust in neighbours and even less in personal acquaintances. Our first assumption is confirmed, but the latter two are not: there is no significant difference in
the level of trust shown towards neighbours and personal acquaintances. There are
countries, however, where trust in the family is even more dominant compared to the
two other forms of particularistic trust (countries where amoral familism rules).
The moderate positive correlation between generalized and particularistic trust
indicates that these two forms of trust are complementary and not competitive. Deviation from this general trend might mean unbalanced trust structures, such as
amoral familism and informality (Bulgaria and Spain), anomy (Romania) or deteriorating familism (Netherlands).
In general, there is a positive correlation between the level of education and the
level of generalized trust, but there are countries where the trust advantage the better educated have over the less well educated is less prominent.
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5.1. Introduction
This study undertakes to analyse the results of a few international surveys, with the
aim of comparing the countries of Europe in terms of the role of work and of leisure
in the lives of their populations. We explore the preferred balance between these two
activities and the ways in which those preferences vary across the different social
groups. We should note here that the attitudes under analysis are highly dependent
on culture and personal values, the precise characterization of which is beyond the
scope of this paper.
The models used to analyse the relationship between work and leisure rely on
three different principles:
•• The spillover model states that the nature of a person’s work experiences, working conditions and job satisfaction will affect their attitudes and life beyond the
domain of work. Those who are satisfied with their jobs and working conditions
are predicted to be better at managing their leisure time, and to feel more fulfilled
in their non-work lives.
•• The compensation model holds that there are compensatory mechanisms operating between the world of work and the non-work domain. Specifically, those
who are dissatisfied with their working lives are thought to be more likely to prefer activities outside the domain of work than are those who are happy with their
work and who have well-paid jobs and good working conditions (Wilensky
1960).
•• According to the segmentation model, there is no tie-in between the work domain and the non-work domain. The preferences of individuals are believed to be
independently shaped in the two domains (Dubin 1958, 1973).
Studies that have tested the validity of these three models have reached conflicting conclusions. In their investigation of people’s satisfaction with work and life in
general, Tait’s research group found evidence supporting the spillover model (Tait,
Padgett and Baldwin 1989), while other studies have argued for the compensation or
the segmentation models (Rain, Lane and Steiner 1991; Kelly and Kelly 1994).
The inconsistent results have prompted some researchers to study the relationship between the work domain and the non-work domain among individual social
groups, rather than at the level of society as a whole (Champoux 1978; Kabanoff
1980; Shaffer 1987). Another development is the rise in the prominence of studies
that seek to break the phenomenon down into distinct aspects: instrumental, cognitive and affective (Elizur 1991).
A further line of research is the direction of influence between work and nonwork relations. Kohn, Kirchmeyer and Cohen, for instance, all describe how a person’s
experiences in the non-work domain can affect their labour market behaviour – i.e.
what position they can secure, how successful they are in aligning the job with their
preferences and how much independence they can attain (Kohn 1990; Kirchmeyer
1992; Cohen 1997a, b).
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Besides the relationship between work and leisure, it is also worth looking at the
importance of the work and the non-work domains in people’s lives. Previous research into this has unequivocally indicated that, over the past few decades, the nonwork domain – specifically leisure activities – has gained in importance in society and
in the lives of individuals (Eurostat 2004).
The roles of work and leisure, however, may be assessed from a number of different perspectives, and the analyses of the various dimensions may not lead to congruent results. One possible approach is to look at the amount of time allocated to work
and the amount of time left for leisure among different social groups and in various
countries. Another approach may focus on the importance of one or the other type
of activity for the members of a society. As a third dimension, we could also measure
the intensity of work activities versus that of leisure activities.

5.2. Time allocation
According to the results of an international time-use survey covering 15 European
countries, people have between 4 and 6 hours of leisure time in an average day.
Among the countries participating in the survey, Lithuania has the shortest leisure
hours (4 hours 13 minutes or 4:13 hours – the convention that will be used throughout) and Norway has the longest (5 hours 46 minutes). Apart from Norway, the
other countries with relatively long leisure times are Finland, Belgium and Germany. At
the other end of the scale, we find Latvia and Bulgaria in the company of Lithuania.
The amount of time left for leisure is the time not taken up by other activities –
most importantly by work. Factors such as the employment rate, the statutory working week, the probability of overtime, the availability of part-time employment and
the time spent on housework all contribute to the variation in leisure hours. The structure of time allocation for the entire population of a country is also affected by the
age composition of that population. Societies with a higher proportion of older people tend to have comparatively long leisure hours, since only a fraction of older cohorts are employed.
An average day’s leisure time ranges from 4 hours 44 minutes to 5 hours 58 minutes
for men, and from 3 hours 45 minutes to 5 hours 40 minutes for women (Figure 5.1).
The – at times substantial – difference between men and women is also a consequence of the employment rate (which is typically lower among women than among
men) and of the higher probability of part-time work among women, while in most
countries women spend substantially more time doing housework than do men. It is
for this last reason that women have less free time than men in each of the countries,
although the size of the gap varies. The greatest difference between men and women is to be observed in the countries of Eastern Europe (Lithuania, Bulgaria, Poland
and Estonia) and Southern Europe (Slovenia, Italy and Spain). Women in those countries have approximately 1 hour less leisure time than do men. The smallest gap between the sexes is observed in Norway and Germany.

Work, leisure, time allocation

85

TÁRKI EUROPEAN SOCIAL REPORT 2009
In any given society, the amount of time allocated to housework is determined by
the living standards and the gender roles in that society and in its various subgroups.
In countries where households can afford to buy some of the housework as services,
there will be more time for activities in the non-work domain. As for the differences
between men and women, these are essentially determined by the often centuriesold models of gender roles. In Southern Europe, for instance, housework is traditionally the responsibility of women, and men are less involved in domestic chores; while
in the countries of Northern Europe, for instance, housework is far more evenly distributed between the sexes.

Source: author’s calculations
based on the data at https://www.
testh2.scb.se/tus/tus.
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Figure 5.1: Average daily leisure
time of the 20–74-year-old
population, by gender and
country
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The cross-country variation in the relationship between, on the one hand, paid
work, housework and leisure time, and, on the other hand, the employment rate
helps to reveal the structural causes and the lifestyle differences underlying the availability of leisure time. The relationships do not always point in the same direction
(Figure 5.2). Lithuanian men, for instance, have one of the lowest employment rates
of the 15 countries under analysis. Those who are employed, however, work such
long hours that the average leisure time available to the whole of the male population is rather short. Also, as a result of the low life expectancy that is characteristic of
the Baltic states, the longer leisure time typical of older cohorts cannot boost the
average leisure hours for the total 20–74-year-old population. We have a different
pattern in Belgium: while Belgian men have a similarly low employment rate, as distinct from Lithuania it is coupled with the longest average leisure hours. A third type
of pattern is to be observed in Norway, where a high level of employment goes hand
in hand with long leisure time.
The hours allocated to leisure activities by women show a far more varied picture
than for men. One reason is the discrepancy in employment rates, the working week
and the time spent on housework. Italian, Bulgarian and French women tend to have
low levels of employment, but they do not have a lot of time for leisure activities
because so much of their home time is dedicated to housework. Domestic chores
take up an especially large number of hours in the lives of Italian and Bulgarian women. Women living in the Scandinavian countries, by contrast, have a lot of leisure time,
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even though their employment rate is the highest in Europe. This apparent contradiction is explained by a number of factors: first, a large proportion of Scandinavian
women work part time (e.g. 44% of working women in Norway and 41% in Sweden
are in part-time employment); second, they devote little time to housework; and
third, Northern Europe enjoys a high life expectancy.
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Figure 5.2: Average daily time
spent on housework and paid
work among the population
aged 20–74, and employment
rates among the population
aged 15–64, by gender and
country
Source: author’s calculations
based on the data at www.testh2.
scb.se/tus/tus; http://epp.eurostat.
ec.europa.eu.
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5.3. Preferences: leisure time versus work
The time available for leisure activities is governed not simply by whether or not an
individual works, but rather by the length of time spent at the workplace. The number
of hours spent at the workplace is a function of both obligations and preferences.
Some people work long hours to secure a higher income or a better chance of promotion, while for others working overtime is a basic job requirement. Some choose
to work part time so that they can spend more time with their families, while others
are forced to give up full-time work. It is, in any case, a fact that the leisure time available is not purely a matter of preference. It is therefore worth exploring the role of
leisure among different social groups and in different societies. This issue involves not
only the length of time available for leisure activities but also the content of leisure
time. Some people may prefer to make intensive use of a shorter leisure period, while
others may want to extend their leisure hours as much as possible. Our survey questions cannot identify these attitude differences; they simply reveal how important
leisure time is for different people.
Attitudes towards the importance of work call for similarly complex interpretations. In some countries (and among some social groups within them), the importance of work stems from its unavailability. That is, a shortage of jobs and a low employment rate increase the value of work. In other countries (or among other groups),
positive attitudes towards work are rooted in people’s work ethos, cultural or religious traditions.
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Among the 27 European countries that participated in the fourth and fifth waves
of the World Values Survey (WVS), we find just five – the Netherlands, the United
Kingdom, Denmark, Finland and Sweden – where, according to our indicator, leisure
time is more highly valued than work. Work proved to be more important in every
other country. The countries with the highest preference for work among their populations are Malta, France, Italy, Austria and Latvia. Work tends to receive a lot of support in the countries that joined the EU after 2004: the highest levels of support
within this group are to be found in the Czech Republic, Slovakia and (as was mentioned above) Latvia. Countries also show considerable variation with respect to the
distance between the importance of work and the importance of leisure. The Netherlands and the United Kingdom are good examples of the pattern where high leisure importance is coupled with low support for work. In Romania, the Czech Republic, Portugal and the three Baltic states, by contrast, work is valued far more highly
than leisure time (Figure 5.3).
Figure 5.3: Attitudes towards
leisure time and work among
the population aged 18 or over,
by country

3.9

Source: author’s calculations; BG,
CY, DE, ES, FI, FR, HU, IT, NL, PL,
RO, SE, SI, UK: WVS, wave 5
(2005–07); AT, BE, CZ, DK, EE, GR,
IE, LT, LU, LV, MT, PT, SK: WVS,
wave 4 (1999–2004).
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As was also revealed by the above analysis, people attach different degrees of
importance to different areas of life or to their success in these areas. To what extent
these different areas are contrasted with each other, however, varies from individual
to individual and from country to country. Some people consider work and leisure
equally important, while others attach little importance to either, and others still prefer one over the other. The following paragraphs explore people’s preferences when
they are given a choice between work and leisure. As part of the WVS, the respondents in the various countries were asked how strongly they agreed or disagreed with
the statement that “Work should always come first even if it means less free time.”
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The countries where people are the most likely to agree strongly with this statement
are the former socialist countries. In Romania, for instance, 40% of the adult population agree strongly, and the same goes for approximately 30% of Hungarians, Bulgarians and Slovaks. The populations of the Netherlands and Great Britain are the least
likely to agree strongly with this statement: less than 5% of respondents in either
country. When contrasted with leisure, work also receives little support in the Scandinavian countries (Sweden and Finland), in Ireland and in some of the Southern European countries (such as Malta, Portugal and Spain) (Figure 5.4).
The contrast between the responses given in the new and the old EU member
states is likely to be related to the divergent experiences of their populations with
regard to unemployment – and thus job security. Whereas the new member states
have known unemployment for only about 20 years, the labour markets of the old
member states have experienced it for much longer. Many people in the new member states still remember the times when unemployment was unknown, and when
everyone had a secure job. For them, it may be more difficult to adjust to the insecurity of the present era than it is for their peers in the old EU countries, who are accustomed to the existence of unemployment in the labour market (though the extent
of it clearly varies).
We should also note that long-term unemployment is more prevalent in the
former socialist countries, and these also tend to have exceptionally high levels of inactivity among the working-age population. Certain social groups (those with little
education and “older” workers) have a very poor chance of rejoining the labour market once they have left it (for whatever reason). They will no doubt value work more
highly than leisure, since many of them have no choice but to be absent from the labour market.
100

Figure 5.4: Level of preference
for work over leisure among
the population aged 18 or over,
by country
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Source: author’s calculations; BG,
CY, DE, ES, FI, FR, HU, IT, NL, PL,
RO, SE, SI, UK: WVS, wave 5
(2005–07); AT, BE, CZ, DK, EE, GR,
IE, LT, LU, LV, MT, PT, SK: WVS,
wave 4 (1999–2004).
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Note: The survey question was as
follows: “Please specify for each
of the following statements how
strongly you agree or disagree
with it! Do you strongly agree,
agree, neither agree nor disagree,
disagree or strongly disagree?”
“Work should always come first
even if it means less free time.”
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There are no major differences between men and women in terms of the responses given to this question, although in most of the countries men show slightly
stronger support for the statement.
As we move from younger to older age groups, people’s preference for work
over leisure tends to increase, although (relying as we are on just one cross-sectional
data set) it cannot be established whether this is the result of the different experiences and value systems of the earlier generations in the sample, or if the preference
for work over leisure naturally comes with older age. The different age groups show
the least divergence in Great Britain, the Netherlands and Portugal. In these countries,
every age group is relatively unlikely to agree strongly with the statement that work
should always come first. Substantial cohort differences are found in Slovenia, for
instance, where 7% of people under 35, 12% of people aged 35–49, 29% of people
aged 50–64 and 38% of those aged over 64 express strong agreement (Figure 5.5).
Figure 5.5: Percentage of
people strongly agreeing with
the statement that work should
always come first (the
population aged 18 or over), by
country
Source: author’s calculations; BG,
CY, DE, ES, FI, FR, HU, IT, NL, PL,
RO, SE, SI, UK: WVS, wave 5
(2005–07); AT, BE, CZ, DK, EE, GR,
IE, LT, LU, LV, MT, PT, SK: WVS,
wave 4 (1999–2004).
Note: See the note to Figure 5.4
for the question.
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Differences in people’s attitudes towards work also surface in the way they react
to the question of how they would feel if less importance were to be placed on work
in their lives. People in the former socialist countries are far more likely to express a
negative reaction than are people in the old EU member states. Among the old member states participating in the survey, the Finnish and the German respondents had
the strongest negative feelings about the importance of work being reduced in their
lives (Figure 5.6).
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Figure 5.6: The effect of a
decrease in the importance of
work on people’s lives (the
working population aged 18 or
over), by country
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Work has a number of distinct functions in people’s lives. One of the most important of these is undoubtedly the labour income, which goes to ensure the well-being
of an individual and their household. Even so, people attach varying levels of importance to a better-paid job as a goal to attain in their lives. The populations of the new
member states not only place a lot of importance on work, but are also more willing
to work more in return for a higher income (Figure 5.7).
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Figure 5.7: Percentage of people
willing to work more in return
for a higher income (the active
population in paid employment
aged 18 or over), by country

70
60
50

%

40
30

Source: author’s calculations
based on the International Social
Survey Programme (ISSP) (2005)
data.

20
10
0

DK

CY

CH

FI

NO

SE

IE

ES
Men

UK W-DE SI

HU E-DE FR

CZ

LV

PT

BG

Women

What is the connection between job satisfaction and leisure time preference? The
following paragraphs discuss the effects of leisure time preference on job satisfaction,
comparing those who are satisfied with the leisure time available to them, those who
desire more, and those who desire less than the available leisure time. The indicator
characterizing the different groups of workers can take a value of between 1 and 5.
A value of 1 is assigned to those who would be content with less than their available
leisure time, and a score of 5 is given to those who desire substantially more time for
leisure than they have at present. The groups are characterized by their group means
(Figure 5.8).
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The first conclusion we can draw from the data is that the relationship between
job satisfaction and leisure time preference varies from country to country. This indicates that no single model that seeks to analyse the association between job satisfaction and available leisure time can successfully cover all the countries of Europe. We
do find a good fit, however, between individual regions and one or another model.
Our results reveal that in Bulgaria, Slovenia, Cyprus and Portugal, for instance,
there is a relatively weak relationship between the desired length of leisure time and
the level of job satisfaction. In other regions, such as Scandinavia, several Western
European countries (e.g. Switzerland and France) and among the former socialist
countries (e.g. Hungary), we find more variation as a function of job satisfaction (see
Figure 5.8).
On the whole, respondents who are dissatisfied with their jobs are typically more
likely to prefer more leisure time and, vice versa, the lowest desire for more than the
available leisure time is to be found among those who are satisfied with their jobs (see
Figure 5.8). These results can be taken as evidence for the compensation model.
Figure 5.8: Leisure time
preferences as a function of job
satisfaction, by country
Source: author’s calculations
based on ISSP (2005) data.
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5.4. The role of money in European people’s lives
People’s preferences with regard to work and leisure time are strongly related to the
income position of the individual and the household, to their attitudes towards money and to their spending habits. The analysis of these factors is a highly complex task,
and we shall limit our discussion here to attitudes towards money and wealth.
According to the results of the Eurobarometer survey of 2008, across the whole
of Europe money is regarded as one of the five most important elements needed for
a happy life. There is substantial variation between the countries, however: there is a
clear boundary between the former socialist countries and the older EU member
states. In the majority of the former socialist countries, a large share of the population
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say that money is indispensable for a happy life. The countries that show the highest
regard for money are Romania and Bulgaria, but Lithuania, Slovakia and Latvia are not
far behind. These are followed by the remaining former socialist countries, though
some of the Southern European states (e.g. Portugal and Spain) are also characterized
by fairly high values (Figure 5.9).
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Figure 5.9: What do people
need to be happy? The
percentage of those citing
money as one of their choices,
by country
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There is a complex set of considerations underlying people’s attitudes towards
money. For relatively poor countries or social groups, money may be needed simply
to secure a basic standard of living; for others, it is a means by which they can realize
their recreation plans; still others try to make more and more money in the hope of
building security for themselves or for the next generation. Another factor that may
influence attitudes towards money is that those who have none or only a little will
tend to value it more, while those who have attained a higher standard of living will
value it less.
Money may also embody wealth and consumption. People’s opinions as to the
importance of money in this connection were one of the issues included in the fifth
wave of the WVS. As indicated by the results of that survey, the Romanian, Hungarian
and Polish respondents were those most likely to feel that they had something in
common with someone for whom it is important to be rich, to have a lot of money
and expensive things. This attitude is the least characteristic of the French, the Finnish
and the Swedish (Figure 5.10).

Work, leisure, time allocation

93

TÁRKI EUROPEAN SOCIAL REPORT 2009
Figure 5.10: To what extent is
this person like you? – It is
important for this person to be
rich, to have a lot of money and
expensive things. Distribution of
responses by country
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Cross-country differences appear to be closely related to living standards and
level of general well-being. The more affluent a country and the lower the probability of its citizens having to scrape a living, the less importance its population attaches
to money and the less likely it is to identify with someone rich who possesses expensive things.
There are clear differences in this respect between the various age groups, and
these differences surface in pretty well every country that participated in the survey.
The least significant age-related variation is to be observed among the French, and
the most significant among the Bulgarians. As a general trend, people under 34 are
most likely to feel they have something in common with the character described to
them, and people aged 65 or over are the least likely to find a resemblance (Figure
5.11).
Figure 5.11: Percentage of
people unlike the person for
whom it is important to be rich,
to have a lot of money and
expensive things – by age
group and country
Source: author’s calculations
based on WVS, wave 5 (2005)
data.
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5.5. Conclusion
This study has explored how much leisure time people have in the various countries
of the European Union, what their attitudes are towards work and towards leisure
time, which of these two they prefer, what money means to them, and what sacrifices they are prepared to make in an effort to earn a higher income.
Our results provide evidence that the answers to these questions are, to some
extent, related to the employment rate in any given country, and to its cultural traditions and values. It is also clear that the countries do not have homogeneous populations – i.e. there is substantial variation across the genders and age groups within a
country.
We have identified a fairly clear boundary between the old and the new EU member states with respect to most of the issues analysed here. In the new member states
– especially in the two that joined the EU in 2007, namely Bulgaria and Romania –
work has a more important role and it is valued more highly than in the old member
states (though the latter group, too, appears to be heterogeneous). People in the
countries of Southern Europe, for instance, attach more importance to work, relatively speaking. The attitudes observed in the new member states may be explained,
to some extent, by their low levels of employment; but it is also likely to be the case
that, with their lower level of welfare, any activity that brings income into the household (namely work) gains in prominence. This hypothesis is also supported by our
finding that, in the new member states, money appears as a major element of a
happy life, while in the old member states it seems to be a somewhat less central factor. Our results are congruent with research outcomes that view the post-socialist
countries as having a more materialistic disposition than the old member states, in
which a post-materialistic value system is said to prevail (Fedor 2005).
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6. Conscious consumption
an analysis of food purchase and change in consumer behaviour
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6.1. Introduction
Consumers’ decision making and behaviour lie at the heart of market research. However, in the past few years these phenomena have captured the attention of social
scientists as well. According to Erasmus et al. (2001), market researchers have a long
tradition of investigating how consumers make their choices, while the best-known
social science models of consumer decision making were developed in the 1960s and
1970s. Most of these models treated decision making as a logical problem-solving
exercise, and identified different stages through which consumers would go to arrive
at their final decision.
The most influential theoretical approach in research was the rational approach of
neoclassical economics, which assumes that consumers, as rational actors, evaluate
all the available alternatives and choose the one which maximizes their utility. Although the rational approach still plays a dominant role in the explanation of consumer choice, it came to be heavily criticized in the 1980s. Erasmus et al. (2001) distinguishes three main criticisms.
The first is the assumption of rationality. According to its critics, the rational approach overemphasizes the role of external factors in decision making and neglects
the actors’ emotions. Research has confirmed that not only does the evaluation process involve the flow of cognitive information processing, but emotions are also activated.
The second criticism targeted the generalization of the rational decision-making
process. Many argued that the rational approach might result in a biased understanding of behaviour if it is used to explain every kind of decision-making situation, regardless of the specifics of the situation. Frequency and importance of the purchase
may also alter the ideal process of rational decision making.
Finally, the decision-making process may not be as complicated as we usually
think. Consumers have stored information of past experiences, and this may be activated before the purchase and so make the decision-making process quicker.
From the above, it is easily understandable how there came to be a more intense
involvement of “soft” factors, such as emotions, in consumer science research. We
must add, however, that the development of sociological theories also provided a
tailwind to these changes.
In line with the dominant class-based sociological theory, for many years most
social scientists regarded consumption as dependent on an individual’s position in
society and production. Bourdieu (1984) described extensively the role of consumption in representing and reproducing social classes.
As a reaction to the globalization of production and consumption, critical sociology often targeted mass consumption as dangerously conforming behaviour. The
growing interest in lifestyle research, however, rediscovered consumption as a central
domain of identity formation, and more space was devoted to values and cultural
attributes in the explanation of consumer decisions and behaviour. Alongside con-
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sumption, moreover, such phenomena as non-consumption or boycott also sparked
some interest as a mode of protest.
Market researchers had to realize, too, that the use of demographic- and statusrepresenting variables only does not yield an effective prediction of consumer choice.
New tools (e.g. the Values, Attitudes and Lifestyles Survey (VALS) or the Activities,
Interests and Opinions (AIO) method were developed to identify consumer segments
based on personality and lifestyle attributes. The introduction of soft attributes into
the research on consumer decisions and behaviour, as well as a growing awareness
of certain negative aspects of globalized production, turned researchers’ attention
towards the ethical elements of consumption.
According to Vitell (2003), market researchers did address the ethical aspects of
consumption, though they were more concerned with the seller side, and it is only in
the last decade that they have become more interested in consumer ethics. Vitell and
Muncy (ibid.) developed a Consumer Ethic Scale to analyse the extent to which consumers believe certain behaviour to be ethical or unethical. Vitell and Hunt (ibid.)
formed the theory of ethical consumption to explain consumers’ ethical judgements
during the evaluation of alternatives.
While early research into consumer ethics centred on environmental issues, of late
there has been a growing interest in socially responsible consumption. The emergence of social responsibility in the context of consumption is largely a result of growing media attention regarding the labour practices of multinational companies.
Social science is not market research, but the 2005 Special Eurobarometer study
of food safety gives us an opportunity to look at some basic factors in consumer
choice. In the following analysis, we first look at what Europeans consider when they
choose food and how they change their consumption behaviour when they learn of
unsafe items. Drawing on the second and third rounds of the European Social Survey
(ESS) from 2004 and 2006, we are also going to show how likely Europeans are to
boycott products, and how this behaviour is associated with other forms of protest.
Although the data allow us to study mainly the effects of demographic factors, valuerelated elements are going to be included in the analysis, wherever they are available.

6.2. Factors of food purchase in the EU25 and the
old/new member states
The most comprehensive set of factors influencing food choice was given in the 2005
Special Eurobarometer report on food safety. Respondents to the survey were asked
to select from a list of 12 factors the two criteria that were most important in their
purchase decisions. Since the country and the item-specific distributions have already
been published in the report on this survey (European Commission 2006), country
comparisons are going to be made with respect to the grouped decision factors. We
further decided to look at the differences in the way states divided up according to
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whether they were old EU member states (OMS) or new EU member states (NMS).
We also created further clusters out of the member states.
As Figure 6.1 shows, the most influential factors in the choices of European consumers are quality and price. These elements were chosen by around 40% or more
of the respondents. For about a fifth of the consumers, the appearance of the food
is important. This is followed by taste, healthiness and family preferences. All the
other elements were mentioned by less than 10% of respondents.
It is also evident from the figure that the pattern of importance for the old member states is almost identical to that for the EU25 as a whole, whereas we can observe
certain discrepancies in the pattern of the newcomers. The element that was most
frequently chosen by respondents from the new member states was price (46%).
Quality was picked by only 34% (roughly the same as appearance). Taste was chosen
by a fifth of the respondents, and 12% mentioned healthiness as a decision factor.
Figure 6.1: Factors of food
purchase in the EU25, OMS and
NMS
Source: Special Eurobarometer
survey on food safety (2005).
Notes: None (1%) and Don’t know
(1%) answers not shown.
N = 24,643 (for EU25): 15,466
(OMS) and 9,177 (NMS).
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The noticeably high response rates for the “appearance” element in the NMS may
be due to the fact that often consumer product information in these states is not as
transparent as it is in many of the OMS.
We must be cautious, however, in interpreting these numbers. As the response
categories for this question are not mutually exclusive, we may not be correct in concluding that only 14% of the EU population is health conscious when choosing food.
For example, the broad category of “quality” might be related to health and healthiness for many respondents.
To get some impression of the individual countries, one may look at how popular
the suggested elements were among the respondents in each. Since the popularity
of the individual factors in the member states is also included in the Eurobarometer
report, we constructed six groups out of the purchase factors: (1) price; (2) quality; (3)
taste and appearance/freshness; (4) healthiness, food safety and avoiding allergy; (5)
production method, country of origin, brand name; (6) family, habit, convenience.
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Figure 6.2: Popularity of price,
quality, aesthetic, health and
production element groups in
the member states (%)
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Source: Special Eurobarometer
survey on food safety (2005).
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Taste and appearance were put together, since, to some extent, they both represent an aesthetic dimension of food purchase. The elements of the fourth group are
all health related, and the fifth cluster’s elements were put together because they all
indicate the importance of product signposting. These signposts may represent a
specific way of production (organic rather than non-organic), a specific country, region or brand. Family, habit and convenience were grouped into the sixth “other”
category, as we did not find them to be closely related to any of the other groups.
Figure 6.2 shows the proportion of respondents in the individual countries who
chose elements from these newly constructed factor groups.

a) Price

The graph is arranged by importance of price. It seems at first sight as though the
percentage of price-sensitive respondents varies greatly from country to country.
Luxembourg has the lowest rate, with less than 30% of respondents picking price as
a decision factor in their food purchases. Portugal lies at the other extreme, where
almost double the respondents (close to 60%) reported price as a factor in their decisions. Among the Continental states, only Austria and Belgium are at all similar to
Luxembourg in terms of price sensitivity, while the three other states in that group
(France, Germany and the Netherlands) all show higher rates of around 45%. The
countries of the Scandinavian group have rates of 30–40% for price sensitivity. The
Mediterranean countries show some discrepancies as well. While Malta, Italy and
Spain have figures similar to the Scandinavian group, in Cyprus and Greece we find
more than 40% of respondents picking price. The highest rate in this group is to be
found in Portugal (almost 60%). In the Anglo-Saxon group, the UK has similar rates to
the Scandinavian group, and Ireland seems to be closer to some of the Continental
countries in terms of price sensitivity. Finally, in the post-socialist group, only Slovenia
and the Czech Republic are at all similar to the Scandinavian countries, whereas all the
others have more than 40% of price-sensitive respondents. Slovakia even crosses the
50% threshold.

b) Quality

If we look at quality, the high end seems to be dominated by the Mediterranean
group. In three of these countries (Cyprus, Greece and Portugal) more than 60% of
the respondents chose this element. Rather lower (but still with above 50%) come
two of the Scandinavian states (Sweden and Denmark), some of the Mediterranean
countries (Malta and Spain), Luxembourg and Ireland. The only post-socialist state to
have this level of quality-sensitive respondents was Slovenia. The 40–50% range is
dominated by the Continental states, while the bottom end is mostly populated by
the post-socialist countries, which show rates of between 30% and 40%.
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c) Aesthetic factor

The aesthetic factor is most popular in some of the post-socialist states (Poland, Czech
Republic and Lithuania), but Continental states such as Austria, Belgium and Germany
show above 40% interest as well. In the rest of the post-socialist group, more than a
third of respondents voted for aesthetic factors, and this rate is similar in the AngloSaxon, the remaining Continental states, Malta, Italy and the Scandinavian countries.
The bottom end in terms of this factor is exclusively occupied by Mediterranean countries, in which less than 30% of respondents are influenced by any of the aesthetic
elements when purchasing food.

d) Healthiness factor

If we look at the healthiness factor, it would seem that this is most important (above
30%) in some of the Mediterranean countries, such as Malta, Italy and Cyprus. The
votes for this factor in most countries fall between 20% and 30%. All the Continental
states, the Anglo-Saxon countries, the Scandinavian states (with the exception of
Sweden), Greece, Spain, Hungary and Slovenia belong to this middle group. The lowest rates were observed in the remaining post-socialist countries, in Sweden and Portugal.

e) Production factor

The countries are distributed most widely in terms of the production factor. This enjoys its highest popularity (above 30%) in Finland and Sweden. In these states about
six times as many respondents picked any of the elements in this factor as in Portugal.
Around a fifth or more of respondents consider these elements in Austria, Luxembourg, Denmark, Estonia, Hungary and Italy. The lowest interest was expressed in
Portugal, Slovakia, Cyprus and the Czech Republic. In the rest of the states, some
10–20% of respondents voted for this factor.

6.3. Factors of food purchase by geographic cluster
To simplify the above picture of individual countries, states were collapsed into five
clusters: (1) Scandinavian; (2) Anglo-Saxon; (3) Mediterranean; (4) Post-socialist; and (5)
Continental. This classification gives us an opportunity to paint a simpler picture than
if we look at individual countries, and also allows us to look at the deviations in a little
more detail than the OMS–NMS division.
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Figure 6.3: Factor groups by
country cluster
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Source: Special Eurobarometer
survey on food safety (2005).
Notes: Anglo-Saxon – Ireland, UK;
Continental – Austria, Belgium,
France, Germany, Luxembourg,
the Netherlands; Mediterranean –
Cyprus, Greece, Italy, Malta,
Portugal, Spain; Post-socialist –
Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary,
Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia,
Slovenia; Scandinavian – Denmark, Finland, Sweden.
Anglo-Saxon N = 2,334; Continental N = 6,101; Mediterranean N =
5,018; Post-socialist N = 8,175;
Scandinavian N = 3,015.
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Figure 6.3 shows the distribution of the element clusters for the different country
groups. The overall tendencies are the same as in Figure 6.1: the most important elements are quality and price. Third comes the aesthetic factor, followed by the healthrelated group of elements. While somewhere below 20% of respondents chose
production-related elements, rather more than 20% picked either family or convenience or habit (“Other”).
As for the country clusters, it is striking that the post-socialist countries bring up
the rear in terms of quality and health consciousness, but are in front in terms of price
sensitivity. Respondents in these countries contribute fundamentally to the overall
rate of 41% for this element. It is also evident from the figure that the aesthetic factor
is valued a lot more in these states – taste or appearance as factors in a decision are
marked by more than 50% of respondents.
The other four clusters, which contain largely the old member states, do not show
completely identical patterns of choice. While the Continental graph is most similar to
the EU25 distribution, the others are likely to deviate in terms of at least two factors.
If we compare these groups, respondents from the Continental states show the lowest rate for the quality element and (like the post-socialist group) high rates for price.
It also seems that the overall importance of the aesthetic factor is due not only to the
high post-socialist rate, but is partly driven up by the Continental and Anglo-Saxon
respondents.
The divergences between country clusters are not so striking when we look at the
health-related elements, but when we move onto the production-related factor, the
nearly 30% support that is found in the Scandinavian group is seen to be almost
double that of the other country clusters. Finally, the rate of those choosing elements
in the “other” group is between 19% and 24% in all the country clusters.
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6.4. The background to quality consciousness
With the exception of price, most of the other elements can be treated as quality indicators. Based on respondents’ choices, we distinguished those who chose an element (or elements) that is/are quality related1 from those who picked either price
only or else a combination that contained price. The members of the former group,
by virtue of the fact that they did not name price as the most important factor, all
placed greater emphasis on quality, and may be classified as the quality-conscious
group.
In order to discover the basic factors behind this consciousness, we ran two binary logistic regressions. The dependent variable of these analyses was a dummy
variable with the value of 1 for respondents who chose either one quality-related element only or two elements that were both quality related, and 0 for respondents
who picked price only or mentioned a combination that contained price. Therefore
our regression estimates the chances of someone choosing only quality-related elements, rather than picking price.
The main explanatory variables included in our model were the available demographic variables, such as gender, age (four categories), economic activity (six categories), and place of living (city or village). Using a dummy variable, we also included the
presence of children under 15 in the household. This could have two contradictory
effects on the preference for quality: a) living in a household with children could turn
the members of the household more towards quality; or b) having children around
may suggest the presence of a financial burden, which pushes respondents more
towards price-oriented behaviour.
As was mentioned in the introduction, research has shown that soft factors also
have a role in shaping consumer preferences. In terms of quality consciousness, we
imagined that, of the available value indicators, the importance of health and the
importance of identity and culture may turn out to increase consumers’ taste for
quality. Those who offered culture and identity as important life domains may be
more likely than those for whom these domains are not important to express this
through their purchases. Finally, we also included a variable indicating whether the
respondent had ever learned about unsafe food through the media.
Since information on income was not available in the data set, and since education
was not explicitly asked of respondents, 2 these variables were not included in our
analysis.
Two models were applied to our data. The explanatory variables above were included in both, but in the first one we entered additional country dummies, and in the
second we entered an OMS–NMS dummy, as well as the interaction of this dummy
1

2

We treated as quality related the following items: quality, taste, appearance, healthiness, production,
brand, country of origin, avoiding allergy. Convenience, family and habit were omitted from our
analysis at this point.
Respondents were only asked how old they were when they left school.
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with the rest of the explanatory variables. While the first model shows differences by
country for a respondent with hypothetical characteristics, the second shows us how
the old and the new member states differ in terms of quality consciousness.
When interpreting the Exp(B) coefficients, one must take 1 as the reference point,
meaning that the groups compared are not significantly different from each other.
Coefficients of below 1 mean that the members of the given category are less likely
to pick one or two quality-related elements than are people from the reference
group; coefficients in excess of 1 indicate that the group members are more likely to
be quality conscious than are the reference group members.

a) An illustration of country differences through the example
of a hypothetical respondent – Model 1

When interpreting the results of our first model, we turn our attention to the significance of the country dummies. The way we have set up this model, the reference
category is as follows: Polish, female, aged under 20, unemployed, lives in a village,
comes from a household where no young child is present, never learned about food
safety issues through the media, considers neither health nor identity and culture to
be important life domains. The significant country differences are presented in Figure 6.4.
2.5

Figure 6.4: The extent to which
reference respondents from
different nations are more/less
likely to be quality conscious
than the Polish reference
respondent [Exp(B)]
Exp (B)

Source: Special Eurobarometer
survey on food safety (2005).
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On the basis of the results of our regression, a person with the same characteristics is more likely than the Polish respondent to be quality conscious if he/she is French,
Belgian, German, Italian, Danish, Hungarian, Slovenian, Luxembourgeois, 3 British,
Spanish, Finnish, Swedish, Austrian or Czech.
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The same hypothetical person is less likely than the Polish respondent to be quality oriented if he/she is from Portugal. The specified reference respondent does not
differ in terms of quality orientation from respondents with the same characteristics
but who come from the rest of the countries, i.e. the Netherlands, Ireland, Greece,
Cyprus, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta and Slovakia.

b) Differences between the OMS and the NMS – Model 2

Because of the way our second model is set up, the non-interacting variables’ coefficients show the differences between the groups compared in the OMS, and the
interacting coefficients show additional effects that are present in the NMS. The significant results of our analysis are shown in Figure 6.5.
Figure 6.5: Factors of quality
consciousness (significant Exp(B)
coefficients of the binary
logistic regression)
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Health is important*
Heard about unsafe food
Child -15*

Source: Special Eurobarometer
survey on food safety (2005).
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Among the demographic variables, gender, age, economic activity and place of
living yield significant differences between respondents in the OMS. As may be seen
from the coefficients, men in the OMS are less likely than women to be quality conscious, and the same holds true for those who live in cities, compared with those who
live in villages. Looking at the age variable, respondents over the age of 60 in the OMS
are a little more likely to be quality oriented than the reference group of respondents
below the age of 20.
When we turn to the economic activity variables (for which “unemployed” was
our reference category), it seems that, in the OMS, all the other groups are more
likely than the reference category to display quality-conscious behaviour when picking food. The self-employed, managers and other white-collar workers are 2.5 times
more likely than the unemployed to be quality oriented rather than price oriented;
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retired respondents are almost twice as likely; and homemakers, manual workers and
students are about 1.5 times more likely.
Having at least one child below the age of 15 in the household makes respondents in the OMS slightly more likely to be quality oriented than those who do not
have children in the household.
Learning about unsafe food through the media also makes respondents 1.3 times
more likely to consider quality rather than price, compared to people who have never
heard about safety issues.
The value-related soft factors had different effects among OMS respondents.
Interestingly, those who mentioned health as an important life domain were less
likely than those who did not regard health as an important issue in their lives to be
concerned with quality when choosing food. On the other hand, those who said that
identity and culture were important elements in their lives are almost 1.5 times more
likely to be quality sensitive than are those for whom this domain is not important.
The asterisks (*) in Figure 6.5 show the variables for which the interaction terms
with the OMS–NMS dummy proved significant. In these cases, deviations between
the categories of the given variable in terms of quality consciousness differ in the
NMS from those measured in the OMS. The differences between men and women,
between respondents above 60 and respondents under 20, between homemakers
and the unemployed, between homemakers and retired people, between respondents living in cities and villages, between respondents valuing health and respondents
not mentioning it as an important life domain, between respondents from households with children younger than 15 and respondents from households without
young children in the NMS deviate significantly from those differences measured in
the OMS.
For the rest of the interaction terms, which are insignificant, our conclusion is
that, in these instances, the differences in the NMS between the categories of the
variables do not vary significantly in their magnitude from those measured in the
OMS. To give an example, in the NMS the difference in terms of quality orientation
between the unemployed and the self-employed, managerial or other white-collar
group does not vary considerably from that measured in the case of the OMS (which
was around 2.5).
It is important to note that the significant interaction terms do not indicate that
the given differences between the categories of the variables are significant at the
same time in the NMS. From Figure 6.5, one can see which differences are actually
significant in the NMS. Our analysis reveals that the difference in the NMS is significant
between the following groups of respondents: men and women; the youngest and
the oldest cohort; the unemployed and the self-employed, managerial and other
white-collar workers; the unemployed and manual workers; the unemployed and
students; city residents and village residents; respondents from households with children below 15 and respondents from households with no young children; those who
had heard about unsafe food and those who had never heard about such issues in
the media; those who pick health as an important life domain and those who do not;
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and, finally, between those who say that identity and culture are important and those
who do not.
Gender in the NMS has an effect on quality consciousness that is similar to its effect in the OMS – i.e. men are less likely than women to be quality conscious. In terms
of age, no significant difference was detected in the NMS, indicating that there is no
significant difference in the likelihood of quality-oriented behaviour across the different age groups. Just as in the OMS, being self-employed, a manager or some other
white-collar worker, a manual worker or a student is positively associated with considering quality over price in food purchases in the NMS. Being retired or a homemaker in the NMS, on the other hand, makes no difference, compared to being unemployed.
While, in the OMS, we observed that city residents are less likely to display qualityoriented behaviour when choosing food, in the NMS this is true of respondents living
in villages. By contrast with the OMS, in the NMS having young children in the household is associated with a lower likelihood of quality-oriented behaviour. Being health
conscious 4 in the NMS, on the other hand, makes respondents more likely to consider factors of quality when purchasing food.
Learning about unsafe food or mentioning identity and culture as an important
life domain have similarly positive effects in the NMS as well.
To summarize the results of our Model 2, demographic and soft factors have
considerable effects on quality consciousness in both the old and the new member
states of the EU. On the other hand, it is important to note that these differences do
not always point in the same direction.
Quality orientation is definitely more likely to be present among the self-employed,
managers and other white-collar staff, among students and manual workers in both
groups of the member states than it is among the unemployed population. Whereas
in the OMS the retired group, together with homemakers, is also more likely to be
quality oriented in its choices, in the NMS there is no difference in terms of quality
sensitivity between the group of homemakers, unemployed and retired.
In the OMS, the presence of young children in the household made the respondents more quality oriented, whereas it made people from the NMS less likely than
those who live in childless households to pick non-price factors when making decisions.
Soft factors, which were expected to be supportive of quality, did generally turn
out to have a positive effect; however, the importance to respondents of culture and
identity is more likely than the importance to them of health to prompt them to vote
for quality elements. Moreover, health-conscious respondents in the OMS were (surprisingly) rather less likely to be quality conscious in their food choices than those who
did not report health as an important domain in their lives.

4

Significant at the 0.10 level.
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6.5. Changing consumer behaviour – reaction to
media information and boycotts
The subject of consumer behaviour covers not just the choice of products, but is also
about changes in this behaviour. Certain factors may alter the way people consume
the goods they have, and may even lead them to resolve not to consume certain
products any more. When it comes to food, such factors could range from life events
(such as serious illness) to media coverage. The 2005 special Eurobarometer survey
gives us some opportunity to look at the way in which respondents react to information about unsafe food.
50

Figure 6.6: Reaction to
information about unsafe food
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Source: Special Eurobarometer
survey on food safety (2005).
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Not surprisingly, most Europeans did take action in response to such news. Most
of them decided to avoid the food; however, among Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon
respondents, almost as many people ignored the information about the unsafe product as decided to avoid it. This means that nearly twice as many respondents in these
groups paid no attention to such information as in the post-socialist or the Mediterranean groups.
In the Mediterranean, Continental, Scandinavian and post-socialist clusters, about
a quarter of respondents took no action, even though they were worried about the
threat. Leaving aside the post-socialist group, respondents from the other clusters
were less likely to change their eating habits.
The decision not to purchase or consume certain goods may, in many instances,
be for reasons other than a threat to safety. Ethical considerations may also play a
role, and in such cases the decision not to consume is tantamount to a protest. Consumers may be expressing their disquiet over the methods of production (non-organic production, child labour, etc.), but a desire to save the environment can also
lead to boycotts.
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The ESS5 data offer us the opportunity to look at differences between country
groups6 in terms of the protest behaviour of consumers through product boycott.
Although the exact reasons for the boycott were not explored in the ESS, we can gain
some idea of the popularity of such behaviour and some of the basic factors behind
it in Europe.
As Figure 6.7 shows, respondents from the Scandinavian countries are the most
active in boycotting, with almost 30% of them deciding not to buy or use certain
products. Of the Anglo-Saxon and Continental respondents, about a fifth had engaged in such activities in the 12 months prior to the survey, while the post-socialist
and Mediterranean countries lag behind, with boycott rates of just 5–6%.

%
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Figure 6.7: Boycotting of certain
products, by education and age
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If we look at the main demographic variables, we can see identical patterns in
terms of education. Respondents with only primary (or even lower) education are the
least likely to protest through boycott, while considerably higher rates may be observed among respondents with secondary or tertiary-level education.
With respect to age, there are two different patterns that emerge. In the Mediterranean and the post-socialist clusters, the low rate of boycotting respondents is likely
to stay about the same across age categories; meanwhile Continental, Anglo-Saxon
and Scandinavian countries show an inverted U-shape pattern. In these clusters, the

5

6

The following ESS countries were included in our analysis: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus,
Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Latvia, the Netherlands, Poland,
Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and the UK from the third round. Even though
some of these countries became members of the EU only years after the ESS survey, we decided to
include them as they were not presented at all in the analysed Eurobarometer. For the Czech
Republic, Greece, Italy and Luxembourg, only data from the second round were available. Design
weight was not available for Latvia and Romania.
Anglo-Saxon N = 4,194; Continental N = 12,629; Mediterranean N = 9,028; Post-socialist N = 16,523;
Scandinavian N = 5,328.
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youngest and the oldest respondents are less likely to boycott products than are respondents in the middle age categories.
Figure 6.8: Boycotting of certain
products, by perception of
financial situation
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Source: ESS, rounds 2 and 3.
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In Figure 6.8, we represent boycotting behaviour together with respondents’ perceptions of their financial situation. In the post-socialist, Mediterranean and Continental clusters, respondents who live with difficulty on their present income are significantly less likely to indulge in boycotts than are respondents who live comfortably;
however, there is no such difference across income groups in the Anglo-Saxon or the
Scandinavian countries, where the percentage of respondents who boycotted any
product in the 12 months prior to the survey stays the same across the categories of
this subjective income variable.
Our final graph (Figure 6.9) shows that boycotting behaviour is strongly related to
other forms of protest, such as participation in lawful public demonstrations or signing petitions. Those who took part in such actions were also more likely to report
having boycotted a product. Apart from in the post-socialist cluster, boycotting behaviour is also more likely to manifest itself among those who believe environmental
protection to be very important. This indicates that boycotting a product does not
simply mean not purchasing that product: it is embedded in a set of democratic
forms of expression.
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Figure 6.9: Boycott and other
forms of protest
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Source: ESS, rounds 2 and 3.
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6.6. Conclusion
The purpose of this analysis has been to analyse certain aspects of consumer behaviour in the EU, by using data from the special Eurobarometer survey on food safety
and the ESS. On the one hand, we drew comparisons based on the usual OMS–NMS
division; on the other hand, we went some way beyond this “traditional” approach
by collapsing the member states into further clusters and comparing five country
groups.
First of all, we looked at the main factors underlying consumer decisions. We not
only confirmed that there is a fundamental difference between the old and the new
member states in terms of price sensitivity, but also highlighted some differences between individual OMS countries and clusters. Most notably, we saw that Continental
states revealed certain similarities to the post-socialist group in terms of price sensitivity, and that they have higher rates for the aesthetic factor in the purchase of food
than the other clusters of the OMS. Scandinavian, Anglo-Saxon and Mediterranean
respondents show similarly high rates for quality, while Continental respondents are
somewhere in the middle – between the other OMS clusters and the post-socialist
group. Scandinavians also expressed more intense interest in production-related factors than the average.
We looked for factors that make consumers more likely to be quality oriented in
their decisions. We drew comparisons between countries and also at the NMS–OMS
level. In our first model, we showed how a hypothetical respondent with certain
characteristics can differ from others across the EU countries; in the second model, we
compared the old and the new member states of the EU. Our results revealed that
both demographic and value-related factors play a role; however, the directions may
vary in the new and the old member states. In the demographic-variable group, the
most notable effect stemmed from indicators of economic activity. The presence of
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young children in the household also had an effect, but whereas it was positive in the
OMS, it turned out to be slightly negative in the NMS. The importance of health and
of identity was also positively related to quality-oriented purchase behaviour.
In the final section of our study, we looked at the boycotting behaviour of Europeans. Even though we were unable to test the exact reasons for such behaviour, we
did show its relationship to education, age and the subjective financial situation of
respondents, and we also presented its connection to other democratic expressions
of protest.
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7.1.

Introduction

This study analyses the data of the Flash Eurobarometer 192 database of 2007 in order to assess entrepreneurial inclination – that is, the size of the entrepreneur (and the
potential entrepreneur) population in the (at the time) 25 EU countries. We also look
at the arguments of respondents for and against starting a business.
The concepts of entrepreneurial inclination and potential entrepreneurs are
frequently applied to the same social group. Those people who are inclined to start
a business are, indeed, potential entrepreneurs in the broadest sense of the phrase. It
does not need much explaining, however, that a theoretical possibility – an affinity for
one particular approach to life – covers a broader spectrum (and responds to a different issue) than the desirability of a concrete business opportunity presenting itself
here and now. It has been established by previous research that there is a distinction
to be drawn between an inclination and an intention to embark on an entrepreneurial career. The latter applies to a narrower group (Krueger and Brazeal 1994;
Ashcroft, Holden and Low 2004; Koh 1996; Stoyanov 1997).
We have also learned that entrepreneurial outcomes are affected by a number of
unrelated factors, and both entrepreneurial inclination and entrepreneurial intention
have a significant impact on a future business career, even with either one of these
factors and other social factors held constant (McClelland 1987; Etzioni 1987; Fitzsimmons and Evans 2005; Lengyel 2002, 2008; Audretsch et al. 2002).
It now seems sensible to continue our inquiries by refining the conceptual framework. In addition to entrepreneurial inclination and entrepreneurial intention, it is
worth looking into the issue of the personal desirability of a business career in the
foreseeable future. Entrepreneurial inclination is assessed through the question: “Suppose you could choose between different kinds of jobs, which one would you prefer:
being an employee or being self-employed?” This question inquires about a hypothetical situation, and respondents give their answers according to their inclinations,
experiences or impressions.
Potential entrepreneurs are identified more accurately by the following question:
“Personally, how desirable is it for you to become self-employed within the next five
years?” (from very desirable, to not desirable at all). The personal desirability of starting a business career is not equivalent to having concrete plans, but it does filter out
those who are unable to start a business because of their age, health or various
other reasons. This group therefore comprises those who have nothing against the
option in principle, and who would rather be entrepreneurs than employees, if they
could start all over and did not have to face insurmountable obstacles. A potential
entrepreneur is defined here as someone who finds an entrepreneurial career an
attractive option within the next five years.
We start our analysis by investigating what proportion of the population is favourably disposed towards entrepreneurship in principle, what proportion are potential entrepreneurs, and what proportion are actual entrepreneurs in the different
countries and regions. We also look at the attitudes of respondents towards the
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feasibility of becoming self-employed. Next, we sketch a social profile of potential
entrepreneurs, with the aim of finding an answer to the question of where entrepreneurs come from. We then turn to the factors listed by respondents as reasons for
why the option of entrepreneurship is attractive to them. Finally, the arguments cited
by those who reject the option of self-employment will be analysed, along with the
risks people associate with entrepreneurship (Miner and Raju 2004). We use a representative sample of the population aged 15 and over, weighted in proportion to
country-level population sizes. The sample includes 18,655 individuals (Gallup 2007).

7.2. Entrepreneurial inclination and potential
entrepreneurs: countries and regions
To find out whether an individual is inclined to a business career, a hypothetical choice
between entrepreneurial and employee status is presented offered. In Europe as a
whole, there is a fairly balanced split between the two options (Figure 7.1): almost half
of all respondents (45%) prefer self-employment (ranging from 35% in the Scandinavian countries to 50% in the Mediterranean region).
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We find a level of entrepreneurial inclination that is well above average in Lithuania, Portugal, Ireland, Greece, Italy and Cyprus, with over half of the respondents in
those countries preferring to be self-employed. By contrast, in the Benelux and Scandinavian countries, and in the greater part of the area of the historical Austro-Hungarian Monarchy (in Austria, Slovenia, the Czech Republic and Slovakia), less than twofifths of the population are favourably disposed towards entrepreneurship. This is
substantially below the average level. The proportion in Hungary (43%) corresponds
roughly to the EU average, as is the case for Germany, France, the United Kingdom
and Poland.
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As might be expected, the figures show a smaller proportion of potential entrepreneurs – i.e. people who are ready to consider the option of self-employment
within the next five years. Across the EU, on average just over one respondent in four
is a potential entrepreneur (27%), with a figure of 21% in the Scandinavian region and
37% in the countries of Eastern Europe (Figure 7.2).
Figure 7.2: Actual and potential
entrepreneurs, by country
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Three explanations spring to mind for the discrepancy between the level of entrepreneurial inclination and the probability of potential entrepreneurs.
First, as was mentioned in the introduction, there may be people who are favourably disposed towards entrepreneurship but who are not really in a position to consider a business career. This could be for reasons of age, but there are countless other
factors related to subjective qualities that may limit one’s scope.
Second, the existence of a high proportion of actual entrepreneurs in a population necessarily shrinks the pool of potential entrepreneurs. In a country where wellnigh everyone has had the opportunity to try self-employment, the pool of potential
entrepreneurs may be composed of new cohorts, people who find themselves in a
new position in their lives, and people who have changed their minds.
The third explanation is to be found in the institutional context or business climate, which may be more or less favourable in any given country. There are substantially more potential entrepreneurs than average in the former Soviet states (Lithuania
and Latvia) and in Poland, as well as in Greece and Italy. Moreover, people in Greece
are twice as likely to be actual entrepreneurs as is the population of Europe on average. (The reasons behind the level of entrepreneurial potential in a country therefore
appear rather more complex than a simple explanation in terms of an inverse relationship with the rate of self-employment.) In the Scandinavian and the Benelux
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countries, in Austria and in Germany, the proportion of potential entrepreneurs falls
below the EU average; in Finland and Luxembourg it is close to it.
The proportion of actual entrepreneurs is, on average, 9.5% across the EU. The
figure is above this level in Cyprus, Ireland, Spain and, as mentioned above, Greece.
We find a substantially lower than average probability of self-employment among the
populations of the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Slovakia, Slovenia and Malta.
Thus, there are fewer potential entrepreneurs than there are people favourably
disposed towards self-employment, and fewer still of those who find the option of a
business career to be both attractive and realistic (Figure 7.3). This last group constitutes 15% of the European population on average. The figures for Poland, Greece,
Latvia, Lithuania and Ireland are significantly higher than the EU mean, while the values observed for Austria, the Netherlands, Slovenia and Germany are substantially
lower. The Hungarian figure once again corresponds to the EU average.
80

Figure 7.3: The desirability and
feasibility of becoming
self-employed within the next
five years, by country
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With respect to the desirability and the feasibility of entrepreneurship, those who
find self-employment desirable but not feasible deserve special attention. Across the
EU, one respondent in nine says that, although the option of self-employment would
suit them, they do not think it would be practicable. That is, we can distinguish not
only the willing from the potential entrepreneurs, but also the desirability of self-employment in the near future from its practicability. The populations of Latvia, Lithuania, Italy, Greece, Cyprus and Malta have lower than average confidence in the feasibility of a business career. The Hungarian figure falls below the EU average.
As we have seen from the lists of countries, there seem to be regional differences
in terms of the level of entrepreneurial potential and the likelihood of self-employment. Of the possible ways of grouping the countries, a division into major regions
– Scandinavia, the Mediterranean region, Eastern Europe and Western Europe –
matches the variation in entrepreneurial potential more closely than either a division
into old and new EU member states or a distinction between the former socialist
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countries and the rest of Europe. The Scandinavian countries display a lower than
average level of business inclination, as well as below-average entrepreneurial potential. With respect to entrepreneurial inclination, the Mediterranean countries are characterized by figures that are substantially higher than average. Potential entrepreneurs
– those who find self-employment desirable – are also represented in higher than
average proportions in the Mediterranean region (32%), but even their values are
surpassed by the figures observed in the Eastern European countries (36%, against an
average of 27%).
The probability that someone considers self-employment to be both desirable
and feasible is above the European average in Eastern Europe and somewhat below
the average in Western Europe. The Northern region has a higher than average proportion of respondents who consider self-employment to be feasible but who do
not wish to go down that path. The pattern is reversed for the Eastern and the Southern European countries: there is a higher than average probability of a desire to be
self-employed coupled with scepticism about the feasibility. Looking at actual entrepreneurs, we find significant but far less marked differences.
We find a strong association between those who show entrepreneurial inclination and groups of potential entrepreneurs: an overwhelming majority (more than
80%) of those who reject the hypothetical option of self-employment also reject the
concrete idea of starting a business within the next five years. Somewhat over half of
those respondents who are, in principle, inclined to become self-employed also like
the idea of starting a business within the next few years. In other words: about threequarters of potential and actual entrepreneurs say that they would choose self-employment, given a hypothetical choice between that and employee status. What is
puzzling about this result is that, on average, one entrepreneur in four would prefer
to be an employee, which is a first approximation of the group of entrepreneurs for
whom self-employment is a choice forced on them.
Within the group of potential entrepreneurs, we find roughly similar attitudes
towards the theoretical option of self-employment among those who are confident
of the feasibility of this personal option and those who find it desirable but impracticable in the next five years. In the Scandinavian countries, entrepreneurial inclination
displays a weaker than average association with potential self-employment and a
stronger than average association with actual self-employment. A weaker than average association between entrepreneurial inclination and the concrete contemplation
of a business career is also characteristic of the Mediterranean region.
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7.3. The social profile of potential entrepreneurs
There is a balanced distribution of potential entrepreneurs across the genders: roughly half are male and half female. Of actual entrepreneurs, across the EU on average
about 30% are women. Roughly half of all potential entrepreneurs are young people
under the age of 35. Only 7% of those contemplating the option of self-employment
are over the age of 64. Put another way, the likelihood that people will be tempted
by self-employment declines steeply with age (Figure 7.4).
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An analysis in terms of level of education reveals that there is a split between the
population with just primary schooling and those with higher levels of education.
Whereas, in the former group, only one person in six would be willing to start a business in the near future, the proportion is 29–30% of those with secondary or higher
education. This means that more than half of all potential entrepreneurs have secondary education, and more than a third are graduates of higher education (Figure 7.5).
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Looking at labour market status, we find that 30% of the active population – but
more than 50% of students – are potential entrepreneurs; the proportion of potential entrepreneurs among old-age pensioners is vanishingly small. Put another way,
the proportion of students within the group of potential entrepreneurs is double
their share of the adult population (9%), while the proportion of pensioners is only
half their share (23%) (Figure 7.6).
Breaking the data down into finer labour market categories, a higher than average proportion of managers, blue-collar workers and the unemployed turn out to be
tempted by the personal prospect of entrepreneurship. These groups are also overrepresented among those who are confident of the feasibility of this option. Of those
who find a business career to be desirable but impracticable within the next few
years, the figures for students and the unemployed are higher than average.
The distribution of entrepreneurial inclination across the employment categories
paints a somewhat different picture. When presented with a hypothetical choice between employee and self-employed status, students and the unemployed are still
more likely than average to prefer the option of self-employment, whereas this choice
is somewhat lower than average among managers and blue-collar workers. Thus
students and the unemployed – those groups that have not integrated into the large
employer organizations – show a higher regard for self-employment, both as a theoretical concept and as a concrete personal option.
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Figure 7.6: The distribution of
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Those who prefer being employees in principle and in general terms, but who are
nevertheless attracted to the option of starting a business within the next five years,
therefore appear to come from among the population of employees who work for
large organizations. The survey used for our analysis took place in 2007, before the
first signs of the economic crisis appeared. We need no special sociological insight,
however, to appreciate that what lies behind this seeming inconsistency are the ef-
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fects of the work micro-environment and the motives of the type of forced entrepreneur who makes the move into self-employment in order to avoid unemployment.
Previous research evidence suggests that this type of person – by contrast to the
unemployed, who have no other choice – is more successful at launching and maintaining a venture (Lengyel 2002).
We also see considerable variation across the regions of Europe. There are smaller
differences between the labour market groups in the Scandinavian and the Western
European countries than in the post-socialist or the Mediterranean countries. In those
latter regions, a substantially higher than average proportion of students and the
unemployed are attracted to the prospect of starting a business. Where there is a
marked difference between the two country groups, it lies in the fact that, while
Southern European homemakers show a below-average interest in a business career,
their Eastern European peers’ interest is well above average. This suggests that, in
Eastern Europe, the inactive homemaker status may be an enforced choice, comparable to unemployment. A further distinguishing feature of the entrepreneurial potential in the post-socialist countries concerns the group of people who find the prospect
of self-employment desirable but impracticable – i.e. those presumably constrained in
fulfilling their aspirations. Whereas generally it is students and the unemployed who
tend to be the most markedly overrepresented within the group that perceives obstacles to realizing their ambitions, in Eastern Europe it is blue-collar workers who are
most likely to see feasibility problems with starting a business.
Origins are relatively weakly related to the probability of being an actual or a potential entrepreneur. The pattern that emerges is that, while actual entrepreneurs are
overrepresented in the group of those who come from families with entrepreneur
parents, potential entrepreneurs appear with higher than average probability among
those who have an unskilled worker father and a mother employed in the public sector.
The relationships have been tested by regression models. Three families of models
have been constructed, using age, gender, urbanization of residence, education, parents’ business experience, activity and the post-socialist countries as control variables.
The first model estimates the probability of entrepreneurial inclination; the second the
probability of potential entrepreneurship; and the third the likelihood of a business
career appearing desirable and feasible (Table 7.1).
The first generalization we can make is that the more specific the question asked,
the more accurate the prediction we get. For entrepreneurial inclination, the variables
that do not contribute to the results are education, the mother’s business experience
and a post-socialist background. Gender, labour market status and age affect entrepreneurial inclination in the expected direction. All other factors being equal, people
who live in rural areas show slightly more theoretical interest in the idea of entrepreneurship than does the urban population.
When the question involves not a choice between two hypothetical options but
the desirability of self-employment within the next five years (which identifies potential entrepreneurs), prediction specificity (and thus the explanatory power of the mod-
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el) increases, and more than 70% of cases can be correctly classified. The variables
with a significant impact on potential entrepreneurship are, first, young age and labour market activity – each of which more than doubles the odds of potential selfemployment; and, second, a post-socialist background, which (with all other factors
held constant) also substantially increases willingness to start a business. This is an
interesting result, since this dichotomous variable contrasts Eastern Europe with a
group of countries that comprise the region with the highest entrepreneurial propensity (the Mediterranean countries), in addition to the Scandinavian states with their
below-average values and Western Europe with its average figures. It is also worth
noting that, while gender and parental business experience have a statistically significant effect in the expected direction, place of residence shows an opposite effect to
that observed for the previous question: while the theoretical option of self-employment appeals more to the rural population, the more concrete issue of potential entrepreneurship has significantly stronger support among the urban population.
The model that estimates the odds of someone finding the prospect of self-employment both desirable and feasible (i.e. that explores the extent to which potential
entrepreneurs are concerned with practicability) produces even more accurate results, with more than 80% of cases correctly classified. All our explanatory variables
have a statistically significant effect, and the direction of the effects is similar to that
observed for potential entrepreneurship. The relative explanatory value of the variables is somewhat different, however: the role of young age is decreased and the roles
of education, labour market activity and parental business experience are increased.
The explanatory power of the model predicting the odds of potential entrepreneurship is naturally substantially increased by the inclusion of the factors of entrepreneurial inclination and country. People who prefer the hypothetical option of selfemployment to employee status are about seven times more likely to be favourably
disposed to a business career in the near future. If we replace the dichotomous variable of post-socialist versus non-post-socialist country with the individual country
variables, the model corroborates the impression created by our tables and figures
with respect to both potential entrepreneurs and those considering self-employment
as not only desirable but also feasible. Taking as our baseline the potential entrepreneur likelihood value observed for Great Britain (which is close to the EU average), the
Latvian, Polish, Lithuanian and Greek values are two to three times higher, while the
Austrian, Dutch and Swedish figures are substantially lower. For the smaller group of
people considering self-employment to be desirable and feasible, the odds are predicted by the country variable to roughly the same extent, but the direction of the
effect is different for some of the countries. Compared to Great Britain, most of the
Mediterranean countries show a higher proportion of respondents tempted by the
idea of becoming self-employed, but a smaller proportion considering it to be feasible at the same time.
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Variables
Gender (male = 1)
Age (15–39 years = 1)
Urbanization of residence
(urban = 1)
Education
(secondary or higher = 1)
Father’s occupation
(self-employed = 1)
Mother’s occupation
(self-employed = 1)
Country background
(post-socialist = 1)
Activity status
(non-pensioner = 1)
Entrepreneurial inclination
(=1)
Countries (UK = 0)
Belgique/Belgïe
Czech Republic
Danmark
Deutschland
Estonia
Ellada
España
France
Ireland
Italia
Cyprus
Latvia
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Hungary
Malta
Nederland
Österreich
Poland
Portugal
Slovenia
Slovak Republic
Suomi
Sverige

Constant
Cox & Snell R2, Nagelkerke R2,
Prediction accuracy, %

Entrepreneurial
Potential
inclination,
entrepreneurs,
Exp(B)
Exp(B)

Desirability and
Desirability and
Potential
feasibility of
feasibility of
entrepreneurs,
self-employself-employExp(B)
ment, Exp(B)
ment, Exp(B)

1.54****
1.29****

1.39****
2.40****

1.71****
2.03****

1.26****
2.46****

1.60****
1.87****

0.93*

1.13****

1.15***

1.08

1.10*

0.93

1.23****

1.51****

1.53****

1.69****

1.37****

1.20****

1.39****

0.98

1.22****

1.07

1.20***

1.29****

1.15

1.23**

1.09*

1.80****

1.91****

1.15****

2.18****

2.69****

0.53
0.02
0.03
57.7

0.09
0.10
0.14
71.5

0.03
0.07
0.13
83.2

2.47****

3.02****

7.61****

5.39****

0.70*
1.52**
0.63*
0.64****
1.34
2.20****
1.12
1.03
1.16
1.49****
1.18
3.32****
2.11****
1.25
0.90
1.20
0.76*
0.54****
2.70****
0.89
1.03
1.06
1.75**
0.74*

0.92
0.91
0.92
0.67****
1.26
1.37*
0.85
0.86*
1.17
0.97
0.83
2.47***
1.20
1.37
1.00
0.56
0.61***
0.58*
2.49****
0.64***
0.78
1.00
2.12****
1.05

0.03
0.26
0.36
79.3

0.01
0.16
0.26
84.1

Table 7.1: Binary logistic
regression models:
entrepreneurial inclination,
potential entrepreneurs, the
desirability and feasibility of
self-employment
Source: author’s calculations
based on Flash Eurobarometer 192
(2007) data.
Notes:
The figures are rounded.
Levels of statistical significance:
* 0.05; ** 0.01; *** 0.001;
**** 0.0001.
Potential entrepreneurs: those
desiring to become self-employed
within the next five years.
Desirability and feasibility of
self-employment: those who say
becoming self-employed within
the next five years is both
desirable and feasible.
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7.4. Pro: why be an entrepreneur rather than an
employee?
Respondents offered various spontaneous reasons for their entrepreneurial inclination, including independence, good prospects and the economic environment, the
influence of family and friends, the insecurity of being an employee and the poor
career prospects offered by employee status. The most frequently cited reasons had
to do with two issues. One concerns independence, self-fulfilment and the challenging nature of the task; the other is the consideration that an entrepreneur is free to
choose the place and time of working. Since these two arguments are related to
each other, they will be treated as one for the purposes of our analysis. The overwhelming majority of respondents – about 80% – mention something to this effect. The next most popular consideration – mentioned about 20% of the time –
involves better income prospects. Each of the remaining factors is mentioned by
1–2% of respondents. Some of these – mentioned 7% of the time in combination
– are variations on the theme of some kind of outside influence, such as the respondent’s business environment or family and friends. (Since a respondent’s spontaneous answer may contain more than one element of explanation noted during
the interview, the response items add up to more than 100.) All in all, respondents’
spontaneous answers can, therefore, be classified into three categories: an inner
drive for independence; income prospects; and external influences. Most of the respondents were driven by an inner desire for independence, freedom and self-fulfilment when they decided on self-employment rather than employee status as the
preferred theoretical option (Figure 7.7).
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Figure 7.7: Major motives for
entrepreneurial inclination, by
country
Source: author’s calculations
based on Flash Eurobarometer 192
(2007) data.
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Looking at the different regions, people in the post-socialist countries are less
likely than average to invoke the concept of independence, and are more likely than
average to mention good income prospects or the positive influence of their business
environment, family and friends. A more detailed analysis reveals that the promise of
independence is the most popular argument in all countries, but the populations of
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Northern, Southern and Eastern Europe are less likely than average to mention it, leaving the narrowly defined Western Europe as the only region where it is mentioned
more frequently than the (already very high) average.
External influences are cited more often than average by the populations of both
the Mediterranean and the post-socialist countries. What distinguishes the two
groups is that, in the latter region, the factor of income prospects plays a substantially greater role.
Turning to individual countries, one notable result is that the inhabitants of the
Benelux countries, the British, the Germans and the French appeal to independence
as a justification for their decision more frequently than the average European. We
also find a higher than average proportion of people citing independence in Estonia,
where the allure of a better income is also mentioned with higher than average frequency. A few deviations aside, the country-level analysis, on the whole, confirms the
results of the regional breakdown. The countries of Eastern Europe place far greater
than average emphasis on income considerations and on the effects of their environment, while the opposite pattern is observed in the Scandinavian countries, where
the level of entrepreneurial inclination is already the lowest.

7.5. Contra: risks and concerns
This section looks first at the reasons given by those who, faced with two hypothetical options, would rather choose employee than self-employed status. Next, we discuss the risks listed by respondents during the interview in connection with entrepreneurship.
The most frequent explanation given by those who would prefer to be an employee than self-employed is that employee status means stability, security, a regular
income and work pattern. Factors of this type are mentioned about 60% of the time.
A second set of responses centres around not having the skills needed for selfemployment. This set includes concerns about not having the necessary business
skills, ideas or financial resources, and is mentioned by one respondent in eight. The
third group of reasons is closely related to the second: it includes worries about the
irreversibility of decisions and about the complexity of business administration, with
special emphasis on the deterrent effects of the social and legal consequences of
failure. More than 20% of responses contain a risk-related element of this sort. (Since
an answer may contain more than one element of explanation and the category of
“other” answers is not analysed here, the items do not add up to a hundred.)
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Figure 7.8: Major reasons for
rejecting the option of
becoming self-employed, by
country
Source: author’s calculations
based on Flash Eurobarometer 192
(2007) data.
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Examining the results by country group, it turns out that people in the post-socialist countries think of security with less than average frequency when they decide on
employee status (although this remains the most popular consideration for them).
They are, at the same time, more likely than average to mention a lack of entrepreneurial skills and risk avoidance (Figure 7.8).
If we break the group of non-post-socialist countries down into regions (the
Scandinavian, Mediterranean and Western countries), a more detailed pattern emerges. We can now see that it is in the Mediterranean region that those who choose the
security of employee status as an explanation for their rejection of the hypothetical
option of self-employment are overrepresented. The emphasis on security is, therefore, not a special feature of the group of post-socialist countries, but turns out to be
a leitmotif throughout Europe, and especially in the Mediterranean region. Concerns
about entrepreneurial skills and risk avoidance are, however, special Eastern European
attributes: they are mentioned with above-average frequency in this region, but with
average or below-average frequency in all other country groups.
The Hungarian figures have two interesting features: first, the appeal of security
is far less frequent than average among Hungarian respondents; and second, the
lack of necessary abilities is mentioned far more frequently than average. As Figure
7.8 reveals, the Hungarian results match the Eastern European pattern. Such a low
proportion of Lithuanians cite the need for security that they are outnumbered by
those who refer to risk avoidance or the lack of necessary skills. Among the Estonians, Latvians and Hungarians, reference to a lack of skills or abilities is more frequent
than the mention of factors relating to risk avoidance, which is a rare pattern that is
otherwise only observed among Portuguese and Slovak respondents. Let us recall
that the group of answers focusing on lack of skills draws together such factors as
the lack of business ideas, opportunities, financial resources or skills. The countrylevel analysis also reveals that, in the above countries – and especially in Estonia and
Hungary – it is the lack of financial resources that is mentioned with higher than
average frequency.
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Further investigation of the survey results allows us to assess respondents’ attitudes towards the most frequent risks associated with self-employment (Figure 7.9).
The six possible answers can be organized into two thematic groups: one referring to
financial risks (bankruptcy, loss of property and insecure income) and the other related to personal risks (job insecurity, having to invest too much wasted time and
energy, and the possibility of personal failure). Six respondents in seven mention one
of the financial risks, and half of all respondents are concerned about personal risks.
100

Figure 7.9: Risks involved in
starting a venture, by country
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Fear of risk has its socio-demographic attributes. One of these is that women tend
to worry more than men about financial risk, but there is no difference between the
genders with respect to personal risk. Another attribute that can be observed is that
the fear of financial and personal risks declines with age: the danger of financial and
personal risk is mentioned most by the youngest cohort. (We should note, however,
that this is primarily due to the high proportion of concern related to the notion of
bankruptcy, while the loss of property and income insecurity do not display such
marked generational differences.)
If we look at labour market positions, references to financial risk are made with
above-average frequency by students, the unemployed and blue-collar workers. Personal risk, by contrast, causes more concern not only to students and the unemployed, but also to managers and graduates of higher education generally.
As was mentioned above, every respondent was asked this set of questions. Thus,
it is worth finding out whether there are differences between those who display entrepreneurial inclinations and those who prefer the hypothetical option of being an
employee. What we see is that the two groups do not differ in terms of how often
they mention financial risk, but there is a weakly significant difference in terms of their
fear of personal risk: those who prefer employee status are somewhat more likely
than average to see personal risk involved in a business career. Potential entrepreneurs – those tempted to become self-employed within the foreseeable future – feel
more apprehensive about an entrepreneurial future than either those unwilling to try
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self-employment or actual entrepreneurs, on account of both financial and personal
risks. A closer look at the data also reveals an interesting divide within the group of
people who are attracted to the prospect of self-employment: financial concerns are
more likely to be raised by those for whom entrepreneurship may be desirable but
seems impracticable. Personal concerns, by contrast, are mentioned with higher than
average frequency by those who find self-employment to be both desirable and realizable within the next five years.
People who have recently taken concrete steps to set up a business are more
likely than average to mention personal risk. The behaviour of those who have tried
self-employment but have given it up does not differ appreciably from the average.
Actual entrepreneurs display less than the average level of concern about financial
risk, and an average level of concern about personal risk.
With respect to the regional breakdown of the data on the risks associated with
self-employment, the populations of the post-socialist countries are somewhat less
likely than average to perceive financial or personal risks. A closer examination indicates that this is due to the fact that people in the Baltic states are relatively unconcerned about financial risks, while people in the Visegrad countries (the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia) devote less than average thought to personal
risks.
Zooming out again for a cross-regional comparison, the Scandinavian populations mention financial concerns much less frequently than average, but they are
substantially more apprehensive than average of personal risks. The low level of fear
of personal risks seems to be more or less specific to Eastern Europe: as opposed to
the European average value of almost 50%, the frequency with which personal concerns are mentioned is in the region of 40% in Hungary, Poland and Latvia (though it
is roughly on a par with the average figure among Czechs, Slovaks and Estonians).
There may, therefore, be quite substantial internal divisions lurking behind countrygroup averages.

7.6. Conclusions
When presented with a hypothetical choice between self-employment and employee
status, almost half (45%) of the European population displayed entrepreneurial inclination in 2007. A smaller share (but still more than a quarter (27%)) of respondents
showed themselves potential entrepreneurs – i.e. people tempted by the idea of
becoming self-employed within the next five years. Roughly one respondent in seven
(15%) considered it both desirable and feasible to start a business. The survey results
put the proportion of actual entrepreneurs among the adult population at about
10%. The level of entrepreneurial inclination and the proportion of potential entrepreneurs is lower than average in the Scandinavian countries and higher than average
in the Mediterranean and Eastern European countries. Entrepreneurial inclination is
especially overrepresented among young people, students, people with secondary or
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higher education and the unemployed. In Eastern Europe, homemakers also display a
higher than average level of interest in becoming self-employed. Among people who
see obstacles in the way of starting a business – those who liked the idea of starting
a business but found it impracticable – students and the unemployed are overrepresented across Europe, as are blue-collar workers in Eastern Europe.
When asked why they would like to start a business, the most frequent reason
was independence. In Western Europe, the concept of independence was brought
up with even greater frequency than average. Considerations relating to the business
environment or the influence of family and friends were invoked with above-average
frequency in the Mediterranean and the post-socialist countries. In the latter group,
people were also substantially more likely than average to be interested in better income prospects.
Those not interested in entrepreneurship were most likely to reason that employee status offered greater security. In the post-socialist countries, including Hungary, however, a lack of business skills or financial resources and risk avoidance were
mentioned with higher than average frequency.
The financial and personal risks associated with self-employment were perceived
to be greater by potential entrepreneurs than by actual entrepreneurs, or by the
population on average. Those tempted by the idea of self-employment but discouraged by perceived obstacles found the financial risks involved to be prohibitive. Those
both willing and able to start a business were more likely to be afraid of personal
failure. Financial and personal risks received less than average emphasis among the
inhabitants of the post-socialist countries, even though, among those unwilling to
start a venture, the concern of risk avoidance was mentioned with higher than average frequency.
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8.1. Introduction
Education and training policies are central to the creation and transmission of knowledge, and are a determining factor in each society’s potential for innovation. That is
why lifelong learning and key competences1 are nowadays a focus for the European
Union and are the leading ideas of the so-called Lisbon process. It is important to
bear in mind that not only young people, but adults, too, should participate in lifelong
learning activities. This is essential if the human resources potential in Europe is to be
tapped fully. Some of the key competences have been asked and measured in the
Eurobarometer surveys, and so we have tried to use these data to gain a picture of
some key competences among the inhabitants of the Union – namely in the fields of
science, foreign languages and economic understanding.

8.2. Competences in natural science, foreign
languages and economics in Europe
a) Scientific knowledge is satisfactory in the majority of the countries

In January and February 2005, a special Eurobarometer survey was conducted into
the scientific knowledge of Europeans. Scientific competences were measured using
13 quiz items (see Table 8.1). Analysis of the data shows that, as a sex, men are far
more interested in new inventions and technologies than are women (40% of men
“very interested” compared with only 21% of women). The age category also shows
that the youngest people show significantly more interest in these issues than do
older people, especially those aged 55 and over (14 percentage points separate the
two categories). The level of education reveals that people who have studied until the
age of 20 or above (and those still studying) show far more interest in this topic than
do people with lower levels of education (European Commission 2005).

1
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Key competences are those competences that all individuals need for personal fulfilment and
development, active citizenship, social inclusion and employment. There are eight key competences
that are considered to be important in making Europe competitive: (1) communication in the mother
tongue; (2) communication in foreign languages; (3) mathematical competence and basic competences in science and technology; (4) digital competence; (5) learning to learn; (6) social and civic
competences; (7) sense of initiative and entrepreneurship; and (8) cultural awareness and expression.
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Quiz statements
(T = true; F = false)

Don’t know/
Not applicable
%

True
%

False
%

The Sun goes around the Earth

29

66

4

The centre of the Earth is very hot

86

7

7

The oxygen we breathe comes from plants

82

14

4

Radioactive milk can be made safe by boiling it

10

75

15

Electrons are smaller than atoms

46

29

25

The continents on which we live have been
moving for millions of years and will continue to
move in the future

87

6

8

It is the mother’s genes that decide whether
the baby is a boy or a girl

20

64

16

The earliest humans lived at the same time as
the dinosaurs

23

66

11

Antibiotics kill viruses as well as bacteria

43

46

11

Lasers work by focusing sound waves

26

47

28

All radioactivity is man-made

27

59

14

Human beings, as we know them today,
developed from earlier species of animals

70

20

10

It takes one month for the Earth to go around
the Sun

17

66

16

Table 8.1: Proportion of wrong
and right answers to the
scientific quiz items
Source: European Commission
(2005).
Note: Figures in bold show the
correct answers.

The more educated one is, the more correct answers are given; this is true of
every country. However, some countries do better. The inhabitants of Northern Europe did quite well at this scientific test – especially the Scandinavians, Czechs and
eastern Germans, who did very well (see Figure 8.1). It is interesting that people living
in the western part of Germany lag behind in this respect. 2 Perhaps it is more striking
that Swedish people with a basic education gave more correct answers than highly
educated Portuguese, Lithuanian or Latvian people. The gap in scientific knowledge
by level of education varies from negligible to large. In Sweden and eastern Germany,
the variation in the scientific knowledge of people with different levels of education
is small; nor is it large in Finland, Belgium, the Netherlands or Austria. On the other
hand, it is quite big in the Baltic states (Estonia, Lithuania) and Northern Ireland. These
results make it clear that across Europe the same apparent level of education can

2

Here and throughout, Northern Ireland, eastern Germany and western Germany are analysed
separately, even though they are not independent countries. In terms of their cultural heritage and
history, they differ from the other parts of the United Kingdom or Germany as a whole, and this has
a considerable impact on the focus of our analysis.
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conceal wide differences in skills and competences, which makes comparison of national diplomas tricky.
90

Figure 8.1: Proportion of
right answers given to the
quiz, by level of education
and country (excluding
people still studying)
Source: Special Eurobarometer
63.1, 2005 on science and
technologies.
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b) Foreign language competence varies greatly across Europe

The report compiled on the basis of the results of the special 2005 Eurobarometer
study of language skills in Europe indicates that, compared to the results obtained in
2001, the proportion of those who know at least one foreign language had increased
by nine percentage points (from 47% in 2001 to 56% in 2005) (European Commission
2006). But attention should be paid to the fact that in six member states the majority
of the population indicated that they did not know any foreign language. This is the
case in Ireland (66%), the United Kingdom (62%), Italy (59%), Portugal (58%), Hungary (58%) and Spain (56%). It is also the case in the accession country of Romania
(53%) and the candidate country Turkey (67%).
But this picture changes a little if we look at motivation to learn another language.3 Although the majority of Turkish people do not speak a foreign language,
they are very open and motivated to learn one. On the other hand, in Portugal, Hungary, Northern Ireland and Bulgaria a fifth or more of the people speak no foreign
language and do not want to learn one (Figure 8.2). If we regard the population of
Europe as a latent pool of human capital to be developed, some individuals unfortunately exclude themselves from it, and this is more typical of the countries listed
3
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In the survey, people were asked about their motivation for learning a new language. Some 10% of
Europeans spontaneously replied that they did not want to learn a new language. From the figures,
we constructed four groups for examination: those who speak a language other than their mother
tongue and are open to learning another one; those who speak a foreign language but do not want
to learn a new one; those who do not speak a foreign language but want to learn one; and those
who neither speak a foreign language nor want to learn a new one in the future.
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above. It is worth mentioning that those countries where the mother tongue is a
world language, the proportion of people who speak two or more languages is low
(Spain, France, Northern Ireland, Great Britain). The Baltic states are in a special position, since most of their inhabitants speak Russian. Therefore it is quite sad that, in
those countries where the mother tongue offers limited scope for communicating in
Europe, the majority of those who cannot speak another language do not want to
learn one.
This goes hand in hand with the low rate of learning activity among adults. Although Portugal and Hungary are carrying out reforms in the field of foreign language teaching, 4 the adults in these countries are the least active in lifelong learning.
However, countries where natural scientific knowledge is not so strong can score
much higher on foreign languages. A large section of the people of Cyprus and Malta speak a foreign language because of the vibrant tourism sector and bilingual
schools. On the other hand, the low achievement of the other Southern European
countries is due to poor opportunities (at least until the beginning of this decade) to
learn languages at school.
Figure 8.2: Proportion of
people who do or do not
speak a foreign language
and do or do not want to
learn a new one
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Source: Special Eurobarometer
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In Portugal, the initial cycle of basic education has been reformed recently, offering a whole-day
school programme, with extra foreign language learning activities. In Hungary, an extra year has
been inserted into secondary education that is dedicated to the learning of a second foreign
language.
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c) Economic knowledge is poor across Europe

A 2007 Eurobarometer survey sought to measure the extent to which Europeans
understand economic issues. One of the most striking results of the survey lay not in
respondents’ replies to the questions, but rather in the very high proportion who
spontaneously said that they did not know what to answer. This applies to all knowledge-related questions generally, and needs to be borne in mind during analysis of
the results. Roughly half of all respondents answered “don’t know” instead of offering their estimates of the national growth, inflation and unemployment rates. The
report explains this phenomenon thus: “The high proportions of ‘don’t know’ answers can, most probably, be explained by the nature of the topic – that seems to be
unfamiliar and distant to large shares of the population” (European Commission
2008).
The special survey examined how familiar Europeans are with three major economic indicators: the growth rate, the inflation rate and the unemployment rate. Almost half of those interviewed did not dare estimate the rate of inflation. More people plucked up the courage to say something about the growth rate – but
interestingly, here we found the highest rate of wrong answers! Europeans are rather
better informed about the rate of unemployment (Figure 8.3).
100

Figure 8.3: The proportion of
correct and incorrect
answers to some economic
indicators in European
countries
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At the country level, there are large discrepancies to be found between individual
countries. While more than a third of Slovaks (35%) and French (46%), as well as 38%
of Danes, knew at least one of the official rates of economic growth, price inflation
or unemployment, only 10% of Romanian, 12% of Cypriot and 9% of Bulgarian and
Maltese respondents estimated correctly one or more of these rates.5 Taking the
5
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An answer was considered correct if it was in the range +/-20% of the official data.
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answers given to the three questions together, a fifth of Europeans could give at least
one correct answer (see Figure 8.4).
100

Figure 8.4: Percentage of
those who did not answer or
did not know the right
answer, and of those who
gave one or more (2–3) right
answers regarding economic
indicators
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From the answers given to the three questions about economic indicators, we
constructed an index, where 0 was assigned to wrong or “don’t know” answers and
1, 2 or 3 to correct answers (depending on the number of correct answers). This index
has been standardized to give an illustrative picture as to the economic knowledge of
Europeans. Southern European countries and English-speaking countries (Northern
Ireland and Great Britain) did not perform well, while the French, Danes and Slovaks
appeared to be well informed (Figure 8.5). Slovakia’s achievement is worthy of note.
What is also interesting is that, while they did not perform particularly well in the
other two competency fields, France and Slovakia are among the top-ranking countries on this measurement.
0.70

Figure 8.5: Value of the
complex index on familiarity
with general economic
indicators, by country
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d) 8.2.4 The competences together

We tried to make an overall evaluation of the competences of Europeans in the given
fields. We put the standardized economic competence index, the rate of correct answers to the scientific quiz and the proportion of those who speak a foreign language
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and are motivated to learn another one together in a single graph. We ranked the
countries on the three scales and created a complex ranking. Southern Europeans are
low achievers in all three fields, as are Ireland and Northern Ireland. In the middle we
find the Continental countries and the Baltic states. The highest competences in the
fields under examination are achieved by the Northern and Western countries and
Scandinavia. Slovakia is an exceptional case, thanks to the relatively large proportion
of foreign language speakers who are motivated to learn and its higher level of familiarity on economic questions (Figure 8.6).
Figure 8.6: Scientific, foreign
language and economic
competences in Europe
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Source: Special Eurobarometer
67.2, 2007; Special Eurobarometer
64.3, 2005 on languages; Special
Eurobarometer 63.1, 2005 on
science and technologies.
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8.3. Attitudes to and notions of scientific
development
As well as the Eurobarometer survey of 2005, the last wave of the World Values Survey dealt with people’s attitudes to scientific developments. More than half (57.7%)
of the Europeans interviewed in the fifth wave of the World Values Survey thought
that scientific advance would help us; 14% responded that it would harm us; and
28% were ambivalent about the role of science. The most optimistic nations are
Spain and Romania; the most ambivalent are Slovenia, the Netherlands, Cyprus, Italy
and Hungary; and the highest proportion of pessimistic answers was given by the
French and British (Figure 8.7).
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Figure 8.7: Opinion about
scientific advance among the
Europeans, by country
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Men (61%) are clearly more optimistic about the role of science than are women
(55%), and this is true even when the figures are controlled for by education: both
educated and less well educated women are more pessimistic than their male peers.
The higher level of education one has, the more optimistic one is about the role of
science (as might be expected). Strangely, though, optimism is not correlated with
age. If age is combined with level of education, then we find that, among the educated, older people are more optimistic about scientific development, while younger
people are more sceptical (Figure 8.8). This may be due to the more reflective and
“greener” approach of young people, whereas the older generation was socialized in
a period when modernization and technological development were uncritically regarded as progressive things.
Figure 8.8: Opinion of
scientific advance, by age
among educated people in
the European countries
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Older people seem more eager to say “yes”, and that is why they agree with almost everything. Young people have a more consistent view. This seems to hold true
for countries, as well. We constructed an index from four items,6 and we can see that
the most optimistic on science are the Northern European countries (Germany, Sweden); the ex-socialist Central European countries (plus Finland) are average; and the
Southern European countries are the most sceptical (or perhaps better to say “confused”). Despite the fact that the Spanish largely think that science and technology
make our lives healthier and easier, a lot of them also think that we need more faith
and that science changes our lives too rapidly. Swedes and Germans seem to be
more consistent: their optimism about science goes hand in hand with lower values
for the sceptical items (Table 8.2).
Table 8.2: Optimists and
sceptics in certain European
countries (mean figures)

Countries

Source: World Values Survey,
wave 5 (2005–07).
Notes:
Answers given on a scale of 1
to10.
N = 11,076.

Science and
technology
are making
our lives
healthier and
easier

Because of
Science and
We depend
science and
technology too much on
technology
make our way science and
there will be
of life change not enough
more
too fast
on faith
opportunity

Standardized
index

Eastern
Germany

7.3

7.9

6.8

4.7

0.4

Sweden

6.7

7.4

6.8

3.8

0.4

Western
Germany

7.2

7.7

6.8

5.2

0.3

Slovenia

6.7

7.1

7.2  

4.7

0.1

Romania

7.7

8.2

7.3

6.7

0.1

Finland

6.6

7.2

6.6

5.8

0.0

Hungary

7.1

7.2

7.2

5.7

0.0

Poland

6.9

8.0

7.7

6.2

-0.1

Spain

7.2

7.0

7.4

6.2

-0.1

Cyprus

3.4

3.2

2.3

3.9

-0.2

Italy

6.3

6.4

6.8

6.1

-0.3

Bulgaria

6.9

7.6

7.9

7.1

-0.3

Overall

6.7

7.0

6.7

5.6

0.0

The OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) surveys provide an opportunity to compare – in a loose way – the natural scientific competence
of adults and of school pupils. We can make this picture more sophisticated by evalu6
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We sum the two optimist items’ values (science makes our lives healthier and science gives more
opportunity) and subtract the two sceptical items’ values (changes are too fast and more faith
needed), and then the index is standardized.
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ating attitudes towards scientific advance, together with indicators measuring some
scientific competence. We can say that more scepticism (lower value of attitude index) tends to go together with a lower level of achievement (both in the quiz and in
the PISA survey) and vice versa, though this correlation is weak. If we take the cases
of Finland, the Netherlands and Slovenia, one can see that all three countries have
good achievements among their adults and pupils in terms of scientific competence;
however, they have very different average attitudes towards scientific development.
The Dutch are optimistic; the Finnish are in the middle; and the Slovenes are sceptical
about scientific advance (Table 8.3). People in the ex-socialist countries generally have
an above-average belief that science is making our way of life change too rapidly. On
the other hand, Southern Europeans feel that we depend too much on science and
not enough on faith. The scepticism to be observed in these two parts of Europe is
different in origin. One can observe here, too, that the inhabitants of the Northern
and Western European countries have a more consistent view of science, and their
knowledge is in harmony with their optimism about the effects of scientific advance.
In the South, people are more sceptical, and this seems to be coherent with their
more tenuous grasp of science. Central European –especially ex-socialist – countries
have good scientific knowledge, but this is accompanied by much greater scepticism
as to the effects of scientific development. It is worth mentioning that there are some
countries (Sweden, Denmark, Luxembourg) where the adults emerged in a better
light than the 15-year-old pupils who took the PISA test (although it is hard to compare the two, since PISA is a real competence-based test, while what the adults took
was only a quiz). The most optimistic countries were the Netherlands, Denmark and
(exceptionally for an area with a socialist past) eastern Germany. The achievement of
Finland is breathtaking: it has the highest mean for the PISA test, and a fifth of all
15-year-old Finns performed at the highest (5th and 6th) levels.
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Table 8.3: Some
characteristics of attitude
towards science and scientific
competence in European
countries
Source: Special Eurobarometer
63.1, 2005 on science and
technologies, and PISA 2006,
OECD.
Notes:
PISA 5–6 (%): the proportion of
15-year-old pupils who were at
proficiency level 5 or 6 on the
PISA science scale (2006).
PISA mean: Mean score in student
performance on PISA science
scale (2006).
Index of attitude to scientific
developments is made up of two
subsamples: standardized (life
comfort –future) + standardized
(ways of life – faith) (Special Eurobarometer 63.1, 2005).
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Country

Sweden
Germany (eastern)
Czech Republic
Denmark
Finland
The Netherlands
Slovenia
Luxembourg
Belgium
France
Germany (western)
United Kingdom
Hungary
Slovakia
Northern Ireland
Estonia
Croatia
Italy
Austria
Poland
Ireland
Spain
Greece
Lithuania
Latvia
Portugal
Malta
Romania
Cyprus (Republic)
Bulgaria
Turkey
Total/OECD
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Thanks to science
Science makes our
there will be more
ways of life change
opportunities in
too fast
the future
Mean on a scale 1–5, 1 = disagree strongly, 5 = agree strongly
4.0
4.3
3.6
4.4
4.3
3.3
3.9
4.1
3.9
4.0
4.3
3.1
3.9
4.0
3.1
3.9
4.3
3.2
3.8
3.7
4.0
4.0
4.1
3.7
4.1
3.9
3.5
3.9
3.8
3.4
4.2
4.0
3.3
4.1
4.1
3.2
4.2
4.2
3.5
3.9
4.0
4.0
4.0
3.9
3.1
4.3
4.6
3.7
4.0
4.1
4.0
3.9
3.9
3.6
3.9
3.9
3.6
4.1
4.4
4.1
4.0
4.0
3.2
4.0
3.9
3.9
3.8
4.0
4.5
4.3
4.5
3.5
3.9
4.4
3.7
4.1
4.1
3.8
4.3
4.2
4.2
4.3
4.3
3.8
4.2
4.2
4.5
4.0
4.4
4.1
4.3
4.1
4.1
4.1
4.1
3.6

Science makes our
lives healthier
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We depend not
enough on faith

The percentage of
correct answers to
the quiz (%)

3.0
2.6
3.3
2.8
3.1
2.6
2.8
3.1
2.8
2.8
3.2
3.0
3.3
3.4
3.3
3.2
3.3
3.3
3.4
3.2
3.2
3.3
3.2
3.4
3.6
3.4
3.7
3.8
3.4
3.6
3.6
3.2

79
76
74
74
74
74
72
71
70
69
69
68
68
67
65
64
63
63
62
61
60
59
58
54
52
52
51
51
49
48
44
63

Proportion of the
best (5–6) achievers in PISA science
test 2006 (%)

Mean of competence in science at
PISA 2006 (points)

8
12
12
7
21
13
13
6
10
8
12
14
7
6

503
516
513
496
563
525
519
486
510
495
516
515
504
488

12

531

5
10
7
9
5
3

475
511
498
508
488
473

3

474

1
9

424
491

Index of science
attitude (mean)

0.2
0.5
-0.2
0.4
0.1
0.4
-0.2
0.0
0.1
0.0
0.1
0.2
0.1
-0.3
0.1
0.2
-0.2
-0.1
-0.1
0.0
0.1
-0.2
-0.4
0.2
-0.1
-0.1
-0.2
-0.1
-0.3
-0.2
-0.2
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8.4. Factors for getting ahead in life
It is widely believed by European Union citizens that getting a good education and
working hard are the two most important elements in getting ahead in life (61% and
45%, respectively). And this belief is shared by all the various socio-demographic
groups identified by the survey. There are, however, certain differences in the intensity of this view (and with regard to other factors that matter). A comparison between men and women shows that women consider getting a good education to be
more important (65%, compared with 60%), while men are more inclined to consider working hard to be important (47%, compared with 43%) (European Commission 2007).
If we look more closely at the data, we again find some interesting features. Getting a good education is regarded as a very important factor of success in Western
European countries, but in ex-socialist countries this belief is much lower. Working
hard is a very important factor in the English-speaking countries, but in the Czech
Republic, Germany and the Baltic states less importance is attached to it. Knowing
the right people is a very important factor according to people in eastern Germany,
while Hungarians believe that coming from a wealthy family is a dominant factor in
one’s career.
The PISA database contains some figures about the relationship between a student’s background and his or her achievement. The correlation is typically very high in
Central Europe, especially in Hungary and Germany. One might think that the importance attached to the factor “coming from a wealthy family” may have some correlation with this indicator. If we examine the numbers, we can see that this is partly true,
since in some of the ex-socialist and Central European countries (Austria, Bulgaria,
Hungary) a high correlation between economic, social and cultural status (ESCS) and
pupil performance in the science test goes hand in hand with the greater importance
attached to coming from a wealthy family. But there are countries where there is a
relatively high correlation between the ESCS index7 and pupil performance and yet
where no great importance is attached to coming from a wealthy family. Typically
these are the traditional Western European countries, like France, Belgium or the
Netherlands, but in this group we also find Slovenia and Slovakia. Interestingly, in the
Baltic states both the correlation between the family background of pupils and their
scientific achievements and the level of importance attached to a wealthy family for
getting ahead in life are low (Table 8.4).

7
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The PISA index of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS) was created to capture wider aspects of
a student’s family and home background than just occupational status. It was derived from the
following variables: the highest international socio-economic index of occupational status (HISEI) of
the father or mother; the index of highest educational level of parents (HISCED) converted into years
of schooling (for the conversion of levels of education into years of schooling); and the index of
home possessions, obtained by asking students whether they had certain items at home (OECD
2007).
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Strength of
relationship
between science in PISA
2006 and
the ESCS
%*

Getting a
good
education
%

Working
hard
%

Knowing
the right
people
%

Coming
from a
wealthy
family
%

Austria

58

44

31

16

15.4

Belgium

63

49

20

5

19.4

Bulgaria

48

39

21

14

24.1

Cyprus

73

46

22

10

Czech Republic

47

29

31

11

15.6

Denmark

83

43

29

2

14.1

Estonia

67

41

28

3

9.3

Finland

68

54

26

5

8.3

France

59

54

20

5

21.2

Country

Germany (eastern)

73

31

39

8

Germany (western)

82

27

26

8

19.0

United Kingdom

77

70

21

4

13.9

Greece

54

57

29

10

15.0

Hungary

33

40

29

31

21.4

Ireland

74

60

19

5

12.7

Italy

47

44

33

18

10.0

Latvia

69

15

36

5

9.7

Lithuania

67

23

28

8

15.2

Luxembourg

76

36

23

4

21.7

Malta

76

27

18

5

Netherlands

61

36

22

2

Northern Ireland

81

76

17

6

Poland

57

36

32

12

Table 8.4: The proportion of
those who think that good
education, hard work,
knowing the right people
and coming from a wealthy
family are important for
getting ahead in life
Source: Eurobarometer 66.3, 2007
and PISA 2006, OECD.
*Percentage of explained variance
in student performance.

16.7
14.5

Portugal

67

37

20

14

16.6

Romania

50

40

22

18

16.6

Slovakia

49

35

35

7

19.2

Slovenia

61

42

34

4

16.7

Spain

50

50

18

9

13.9

Sweden

67

41

54

3

10.6

Total

61

45

26

10
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The regular reports on education in the OECD countries (Education at a Glance)
give some figures for the rate of return of each level of education. Interestingly, one
finds that, in those countries where the rate of return of higher education is very high,
getting a good education is seen as less important in getting ahead (Figure 8.9). The
higher the rate of return of education, and the greater the correlation between family background and pupil achievement, the lower the importance that is attached to
education for getting ahead in life. This may be explained thus: educated people are
relatively scarce in these countries, since people (especially those who are older and
less well educated) have traditionally attached less importance to education and are
less motivated to learn (see the motivation to learn a foreign language); meanwhile,
the greater correlation between socio-economic status and achievement in the areas
of competence indicates selectivity of the school system. So, the more selective a
school system, the scarcer are the skilled human resources, and the higher the rate of
return they can command. Strangely, the more open an education system, the more
people regard education as important. This leads to a smaller shortfall in the educated labour force.
Figure 8.9: Percentage of
those who think education is
important to get ahead in
life, internal rate of return of
higher education among
men and correlation
between family background
and level of scientific
competence of pupils
Source: Eurobarometer 66.3,
2007; PISA 2006, OECD; Education
at a Glance, 2008, OECD.
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8.5. Conclusion
The map of key competences in Europe is very varied. The level of natural scientific
knowledge is quite good and fairly even across the socio-economic groups of Northern Europe. It has a good foundation in Central Europe as well, but the gap between
people with different levels of education is quite large. The performance of Southern
Europe is weaker in this respect. However, scientific notions (or visions) are very divergent and seem to be associated more with the culture and tradition of the countries
than with the actual level of knowledge. The inhabitants of Northern European coun-
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tries (Germany and Scandinavia) have a coherent approach to scientific advance: they
have a coherent point of view, which is in harmony with their competences. Southern
Europeans are somewhat incoherent (or confused) as to their notions of science.
Central European countries, and especially the post-socialist ones, are sceptical about
the effect of scientific developments, despite the fact that their competences are
fairly adequate in this field.
As for the ability to speak at least one foreign language, the pattern for this competence differs from the scientific competence and the map of Europe is more patchy.
Some of the Southern European countries, like Cyprus or Malta, do quite well in this
sphere. On the other hand, those nations that have a world language as their mother
tongue do not perform so well. It is quite striking to see how low the level is of foreign language speakers in the English-speaking countries. But there are some countries where the situation appears catastrophic. More than a fifth of adults in Portugal,
Hungary and Bulgaria do not speak any foreign language and – what is even sadder
– do not even want to learn one! If Europe wants to have a knowledge-driven society and economy, there must be open and effective communication among the inhabitants. One of the biggest barriers is the lack of knowledge of a foreign language.
Reform of language teaching is taking place in schools, but much less is happening in
the field of lifelong learning – in the adult world.
While scientific competence is fairly satisfactory, and while language competence
(though generally not so good) is nevertheless high in some countries, it is worrying
that the level of familiarity with economic issues is very low almost right across Europe (Slovakia and France being honourable exceptions). Without an elementary
knowledge of economic issues, Europe’s desire to become the most competitive region in the world might well remain but a dream. Much more work and much wider
and far-reaching community activity are needed.
Education is regarded as a very important factor for getting ahead in life, as is
hard work. However the further east we go in Europe, the greater the divergence to
be observed in importance factors. Whereas in the Anglo-Saxon world, good education and hard work tend to go together, in Central Europe these factors interact differently or one is regarded as a substitute for the other. This may be because the more
selective school systems, the weaker role of the market and the dominance of the
state lead to a separation in people’s minds between hard work and good education.
They may not see that education also means hard work, or they may think that a diploma is just a piece of paper or a passport to the good workplaces, where there is
no real feedback later on the quality of performance.
Further results of the WVS show that people in the ex-socialist countries usually
disagree that people are paid for their efforts or their skills. Scepticism and fatalism are
the real enemies of these societies. Fortunately, there are some good examples showing that this mentality can be changed: Slovenia and particularly Slovakia seem to
perform relatively well in the key competences and also nurture positive attitudes
towards learning and motivation to undertake learning.
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9. On the social norms regulating economic
morality – norms obeyed and norms defied
Tamás K eller
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9.1. Introduction
Some social norms encourage and others prohibit certain kinds of actions. The simplest types are encoded by commands such as “Do X” or “Don’t do X”, while their
more complex variants can be expressed as “If you do Y, then do X” or “If others do
Y, then do X” (Elster 1989: 113). We may regard an action as norm oriented if the
motivations underlying it are not outcome oriented (ibid.: 113). With respect to content, social norms are highly diverse. There are social norms that focus on conventions
(dress code), while others are etiquette based. The social norms analysed in this study
encourage moral behaviour in an economic sense. These are norms that are worth
dodging – provided the individual avoids getting caught. We start this chapter by
defining the concepts used in our analysis. Next, the relationship between norms that
promote economic morality and social advancement is explored. Finally, norm violation motivated by self-interest is explained in terms of labour market attributes.

9.2. Norm conformance and its measurement
We define norm conformance as an attitude that regards some particular unlawful
or dishonest behaviour as unacceptable or unjustifiable. This definition helps us capture norm conformance in terms of attitudes, rather than actions or perceptions.
Empirical studies of this issue usually measure norm violation on a scale, with acceptance of the norm violation at one end and its rejection at the other end. Respondents are taken to be norm compliant if they reject the specified behaviour by choosing the extreme rejection point on the scale.1
The social norms analysed here encourage moral behaviour in an economic sense,
and are related to the due payment of taxes or to welfare support claims that meet
entitlement regulations. The great majority of the population appears to approve of
these rules of behaviour. This demonstrates that every society adopts norms that
prescribe the honest payment of taxes and the lawful claim of welfare support.
Figure 9.1 displays the 27 member states of the European Union in a plot that
compares the two norms (tax compliance and lawful welfare claims). The norm of tax
compliance is examined through a question that assesses norm conformance not in
general terms but with reference to concrete income taxation (acting against one’s
self-interest). The results reveal that the misuse of welfare support is more likely to be
condemned than is tax evasion. This statement holds true for every EU country without exception: every data point falls in the bottom-right quarter of the plot. People’s
attitudes are nevertheless consistent, in the sense that those countries that show
strong support for the norm of tax compliance also tend to endorse lawful welfare
support claims. Diverging from the overall direction of the relationship between the
1
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Depending on the direction of the 10-point response scale, this could be proportion of responses at
1 or the proportion of responses at 10.
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two values, the norm encouraging tax compliance is more widely accepted than the
norm regulating lawful welfare payment claims in France, Malta and Cyprus. In these
countries, therefore, tax evasion is controlled by more stringent norms than is misuse
of the welfare system. The opposite pattern is observed especially in Belgium and the
Netherlands, where – relative to the lawful claim of welfare support – tax compliance
is subject to more lenient social norms.
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Source: author’s calculations
based on the Special Eurobarometer 284/67.3 data (2007). [See
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Figure 9.1: The relationship
between the norm of tax
compliance and that of lawful
welfare claims, by country

90

Percentage of people approving of the norm of lawful welfare claims

The straight line (here and in similar graphs below) marks the linear regression line. The figures also
show the goodness of fit (R Sq Linear).
The two broken lines (here and in similar graphs below) show the confidence interval within which
the regression line, i.e. the (average) relationship between the two questions, is contained with 95%
probability. The countries positioned above or below these curves diverge in some way from the
average trend displayed by the data (www.curvefit.com/linear_regression.htm).

A norm conformance index measuring economic morality-oriented behaviour was
calculated for each country by averaging the scores received for the two questions
shown in Figure 9.1. A high index value indicates that the population of a given country displays a great deal of support for the social norms relating to tax compliance and
lawful welfare claims, while a low index value signals a low level of support. The distribution of the index values is shown in Figure 9.2. The average of the European
countries (56 points) is only slightly higher than the theoretical midpoint of the index
(50 points). Relative to this midpoint, norm conformance is at a high level in Cyprus,
Sweden, Malta and Luxembourg (around or above 70 points) and at a low level in
Austria, Portugal, Latvia and Hungary (around 40 points). An evaluation of the position of individual countries should, however, take into account first, that we have no

Y-axis: “Now I would like to know
how you assess various behaviours. For each of them, please tell
me to what extent you find it
acceptable or not. Please use the
following scale: ‘1’ means that you
find it ‘absolutely unacceptable’
and ‘10’ means that you find it
‘absolutely acceptable’. Someone
evades taxes by not or only
partially declaring income.”
Percentage of people choosing
“absolutely unacceptable”.
X-axis: “Now I would like to know
how you assess various behaviours. For each of them, please tell
me to what extent you find it
acceptable or not. Please use the
following scale: ‘1’ means that you
find it ‘absolutely unacceptable’
and ‘10’ means that you find it
‘absolutely acceptable’. Someone
receives welfare payments
without entitlement.” Percentage
of people choosing “absolutely
unacceptable”.
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guarantee that the populations of the different countries interpret norm violation in
the same way (Sik 2002) and second, that we cannot tell whether people rely on their
desires or on their experiences when making their choices (Phelps 2006). Unobserved
factors such as these may be responsible for the low levels of economic morality
measured among the Irish and the Austrian respondents.
Figure 9.2: Norms of economic
morality: the norm
conformance index, by country
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Source: author’s calculations
based on the Special Eurobarometer 284/67.3 (2007) data.
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Note: The index equals the
average of the proportion of
respondents finding it unacceptable to evade tax by not declaring
income (norm of tax compliance)
and the proportion of respondents finding it unacceptable to
receive welfare payments without
entitlement (norm of lawful
welfare claims) multiplied by 100.
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9.3. Norm conformance and social advancement
An interesting pattern to emerge from the data (Figure 9.3) is that the European
population displays a shift in attitudes towards the norm of tax compliance if the
question is worded in general terms, without implying that tax evasion may have direct personal benefits (from undertaking undeclared or “black” labour). In the countries where people find it absolutely unjustifiable for someone to evade tax (i.e. where
the general norm of tax compliance is endorsed), a surprisingly low percentage of
respondents find it unacceptable to evade tax by not declaring income (i.e. the income-oriented norm of tax compliance fails to be adopted). Those countries where
there is a lower level of support for the norm of tax compliance covering “black” la-
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bour than for the general norm of tax compliance include Bulgaria, Hungary2 and, to
a lesser extent, Italy and the Netherlands. In these countries, therefore, defying the
general “law” of paying taxes is more unacceptable than “violating” the rules with
the aim of increasing one’s income. Unlike the populations of these countries, the inhabitants of Cyprus firmly reject the practice of not declaring income from “black”
labour.

Percentage of people extending the norm
of tax compliance to income
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Figure 9.3: The relationship
between the general and the
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interpretations of the norm of
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In Figure 9.4, we look at the relationship between attitudes towards norm conformance (defined by the economic morality norm conformance index introduced in
Figure 9.2) and people’s views on whether coming from a wealthy family is one of the
most important conditions of getting ahead in life. On the whole, the more important
the role of the family background is thought to be for success in life, the less “force”
the norm that promotes economic morality seems to have. With respect to social
advancement, coming from a wealthy family may be seen as a “passive” component
2

Other studies analysing economic morality (e.g. Bőhm 2008) have demonstrated that Hungarians are
quite sensitive to issues of morality, even though they have fallen victim to corruption more than the
populations of any other European country. The attitudes of the Hungarian people therefore appear
to be untouched by their experiences (ibid.: 144). Our analysis suggests that the average or higher
than average level of morality characterizing Hungarians disappears once a statement concerning
moral behaviour has been associated with gaining material advantage, getting by in life or advancing
up the social ladder. The chapter by Keller and Sik in this volume (Chapter 10), for instance, concludes
that Hungarians are more tolerant than the average European of paying bribes, which is also related
to coping in life, since it helps get things done quicker, for instance.

Y-axis: “Now I would like to know
how you assess various behaviours. For each of them, please tell
me to what extent you find it
acceptable or not. Please use the
following scale: ‘1’ means that you
find it ‘absolutely unacceptable’
and ‘10’ means that you find it
‘absolutely acceptable’. Someone
evades taxes by not or only
partially declaring income.”
Percentage of people choosing
“absolutely unacceptable”. Data
source: Special Eurobarometer
284/67.3 (2007).
X-axis: “Please tell me for each of
the following actions whether
you think it can always be
justified, never be justified, or
something in between: Cheating
on taxes if you have a chance.”
Percentage of people saying it
can never be justified (10-point
scale). Data source: World Values
Survey (WVS), wave 5 (2004–05;
Spain: 2007; Hungary: 2009).
Of the 27 EU countries, no data
are available for the following:
Austria, Belgium, the Czech
Republic, Denmark, Estonia,
Greece, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania,
Luxembourg, Malta, Portugal,
Slovakia.
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of getting ahead in life, which cannot be shaped by individual effort. Looked at this
way, it is not surprising that a high level of importance placed on an “active” component of advancement – namely, educational attainment – tends to be accompanied
by strong support for the norms of economic morality among the countries (Figure
9.5).
It is a reasonable hypothesis that, in a society where the role of individual achievement is suppressed by the significance of origins (“passive” advancement),3 people
are more tolerant of norm violations, because defying norms is the only way to “relieve” the tension of starting life with a “handicap”. 4 The same argument may be
turned on its head, however. If norm violation is common practice in a society, individual efforts to get ahead (“active” advancement) could easily “waste away”, since
everyone cheats anyway. There will then be no other choice but reliance on one’s
origins (“passive” advancement).5 We should note here that an outstandingly high
proportion of the Hungarian population say that “passive” advancement is a possible
way of getting ahead in life, and the percentage of those representing “active” advancement is correspondingly low in the context of Europe.6
Whether we juxtapose norm conformance with the “passive” (Figure 9.4) or the
“active” (Figure 9.5) way of advancement, Slovakia, Latvia, Portugal, Austria and Ireland display lower values for the economic morality norm conformance index than
for either approach to success in life. In Cyprus, Sweden, Malta and Greece, by contrast, the norms encouraging economic morality have greater force than the attitudes towards the factors driving social advancement.

3

4

5

6
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Countries emphasizing the role of coming from a wealthy family in getting ahead in life tend to reject
the role of education. There is a strong negative correlation (-0.7) between the two indicators across
the countries.
This explanation is supported by the work of Csepeli et al. (2004), especially with respect to Hungary.
The authors observe that dishonesty and deception tend to reign in societies where individual
interests conflict with outside factors affecting social advancement (ibid.: 32).
The direction of the cause-and-effect relationship cannot be established from the available data
(Taagepera 2008: 50–51).
This rather sad fact seems to be a permanent state of affairs in Hungary, since it was also pointed
out in studies appearing a decade earlier (Tóth 1999).
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Figure 9.4: The relationship
between the norms promoting
economic morality and the
“passive” approach to social
advancement, by country
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Figure 9.5: The relationship
between the norms promoting
economic morality and the
“active” approach to social
advancement, by country
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Y-axis: The economic morality
norm conformance index: the
average of the proportion of
people finding it unacceptable to
evade tax by not declaring income
(norm of tax compliance) and the
proportion of people finding it
unacceptable to receive welfare
payments without entitlement
(norm of lawful welfare claims)
multiplied by 100. Data source:
Special Eurobarometer 284/67.3
(2007).
X-axis: The percentage of people
saying that coming from a
wealthy family is one of the two
most important things for getting
ahead in life. Data source: Special
Eurobarometer 273/66.3 (2006).
[For further results of the survey,
see European Commission
(2007b).]
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Y-axis: The economic morality
norm conformance index: the
average of the proportion of
people finding it unacceptable to
evade tax by not declaring income
(norm of tax compliance) and the
proportion of people finding it
unacceptable to receive welfare
payments without entitlement
(norm of lawful welfare claims)
multiplied by 100. Data source:
Special Eurobarometer 284/67.3
(2007).
X-axis: The percentage of people
saying that getting a good
education is one of the two most
important things for getting
ahead in life. Data source: Special
Eurobarometer 273/66.3 (2006).
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9.4. Explanations for norm violation motivated by
self-interest
The above section discussed the relationship between the acceptance of the norm of
economic morality and people’s attitudes towards social advancement. We have
seen that self-interest may abate the power of the norms promoting economic morality. In this section, we turn to the reasons behind the corroding effects of self-interest on the norms promoting “purity” in an economic sense. Let us then try to explain
norm violation motivated by self-interest.
In Figure 9.6, 20 countries of the European Union are arranged in increasing order
of the level of acceptance of norm violations motivated by self-interest.7 The figures
show the percentage of people who find it absolutely acceptable to stray from the
honest path if it is a means to the end of making money. 8 For Hungary, Italy, Belgium
and Greece, the indicator values are about twice as high as the average of 7%, while
very low values (below 3%) are observed for the Netherlands, Denmark, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom.
Figure 9.6: Percentage of
people accepting norm
violation motivated by
self-interest, by country (%)
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In what follows, we look at the reasons behind norm violation motivated by selfinterest. It can be seen from Figure 9.7 that the less secure a population feels in the
labour market, the more tolerant it will be of norm violations related to making money. The European countries where people have the least confidence that they will find
a job requiring the skills and experience appropriate to their training within six months,
should they lose their present job, are Germany, Hungary and Greece. In Germany, as
7
8
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No data are available for Bulgaria, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Poland or Romania.
It should be noted that the actions described as dishonest behaviour do not necessarily correspond
to unlawful acts (like tax evasion or misuse of welfare support) discussed in the previous section.
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in Portugal and the Netherlands, however, norm violation motivated by self-interest is
judged relatively harshly, given the level of perceived labour market security. Greek
and Belgian respondents, by contrast, more readily accept norm violation with the
aim of making money than we would expect from the level of perceived labour market security. In these countries, therefore, norm violation motivated by self-interest is
judged relatively leniently, given the level of perceived labour market security.
20

Figure 9.7: The relationship
between norm violation
motivated by self-interest and
perceived labour market
security, by country

GR

Percentage of people accepting norm violation motivated
by self-interest

R Sq Linear = 0.327

15

HU

Source: see below for data
sources, author’s calculations.

BE

IT

Notes:

10
PL
AT

FR

CZ

EU

SI

Only those currently in employment are included in the analysis
of both questions.

FI
IE

DE
PT

5

ES

SK

UK

EE
SE

DK

NL

0
5.0

5.5

6.0

6.5

7.0

7.5

8.0

Perceived labour market security

The relationship displayed in Figure 9.8 corroborates the hypothesis that norm violation motivated by self-interest tends to be evaluated with reference to the state of
the labour market. In those countries of Europe where few people expect an improvement in the employment situation, there is a high proportion of inhabitants
who tolerate norm violation motivated by self-interest (prime examples are Greece,
Hungary and Belgium). Conversely, the populations of Estonia, Sweden and the Netherlands anticipate an improvement in the employment situation, and accordingly disapprove of straying from the path of rectitude in order to make money. In some
countries (Portugal, Spain, the United Kingdom, Denmark and Slovakia), however, a
lower proportion of the population tolerate norm violation motivated by self-interest
than we would expect from people’s assessment of the labour market. In these countries, therefore, this type of norm violation is judged more harshly. The Greek, the
Belgian, the Italian, the French and the Finnish populations, by contrast, are more lenient than expected in their evaluation of norm violation for profit.

Y-axis: “If you want to make
money, you can’t always act
honestly.” Percentage of people
choosing “strongly agree” on a
five-point scale. Data source: ESS,
round 2 (2004/05).
X-axis: “If you were to be laid off,
how would you rate, on a scale of
1 to 10, the likelihood that you
find a job requiring the same skills
and experience in the next six
months? 1 means that it would be
not at all likely and 10 means that
it would be.” Average values. Data
source: Special Eurobarometer
273/66.3 (2006).
No data are available for Bulgaria,
Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania,
Luxembourg, Malta or Romania.
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Source: see below for data
sources, author’s calculations.
Notes:
Y-axis: “If you want to make
money, you can’t always act
honestly.” Percentage of people
choosing “strongly agree” on a
five-point scale. Data source: ESS,
round 2 (2004/05).
X-axis: “What are your expectations for the next 12 months: will
the next 12 months be better,
worse or the same, when it comes
to the employment situation in
your country?” Percentage of
people expecting improvement.
Data source: Special Eurobarometer 273/66.3 (2006).
No data are available for Bulgaria,
Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania,
Luxembourg, Malta or Romania.

R Sq Linear = 0.278

Percentage of people accepting norm violation motivated
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Figure 9.8: The relationship
between norm violation
motivated by self-interest and
labour market prospects, by
country
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9.5. Conclusion
The first part of our study discussed the relationship between people’s attitudes to
norms that encourage economic morality and to social advancement. We found that,
in a society that displays a relatively high level of support for norms of economic
morality, people also tend to be convinced that individual effort is an important factor
in getting ahead in life. Our results lead us to the conclusion that self-interest may, in
some respect, overwrite the norms promoting economic morality. Next, our analysis
focused on norm violation motivated by self-interest. We found that the level of tolerance of norm violation of this type is primarily a function of the perception of labour
market prospects.
With respect to Hungary, the most important conclusion drawn from our research is that the Hungarian population appears to be highly norm compliant – so
long as economic morality is discussed in general terms. When asked about norms
that presumably demand financial sacrifice, however, Hungarians perform rather
poorly compared to the rest of Europe. There is an explanation for this “pragmatic”
self-interest-oriented approach. Of the countries analysed here, people living in Hungary are the least likely to have confidence in the role of individual effort in social
advancement; they are less likely than any other European population to expect an
improvement in employment prospects; and only German respondents feel less secure in the labour market than Hungarians.
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10.1. Introduction
While the literature offers several different approaches to the topic of corruption
(political corruption (Heidenheimer, Johnston and Levine 1989), patron–client relationships (Eisenstadt and Roniger 1984), political economics (Rose-Ackerman 1978),
the general model (Gambetta 2002), in our analysis the concept of corruption will be
limited to bribery. The reason for this decision is that we believe the unreliable nature
of corruption measurement (Sik 2002) makes it unrealistic to analyse anything but a
narrow and precisely defined version of corruption. The validity of our evidence will
be increased if the culturally dependent, politically loaded and elusive phenomenon
of corruption is examined from a number of different perspectives. Our brief report
will, therefore, look in turn at the perception, the tolerance and the practice of corruption. The study will be concluded by examining the relationship between these
three dimensions. Our datasets are taken from different surveys, conducted independently (but almost simultaneously) and covering roughly the same set of countries.

10.2. The perception of corruption – from inside
and outside
The most common indicator used in cross-country comparative surveys of corruption1 perception is the Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) introduced by Transparency
International (IT), which focuses on corruption in the public sector. 2 The CPI draws on
the results of corruption surveys carried out by various independent institutions. The
index measures corruption on an 11-point scale, from 0 (highly corrupt) to 10 (corruption free).
In this study, the CPI is used to measure the extent of corruption perceived by
outside observers. The index values measured between 2006 and 2008 are averaged and, for expository reasons, an inverse scale is used, which we label inverse
CPI.3 If we look at Figure 10.1, we can see that those countries that outside experts
find most corrupt tend to be in the Balkans, the Baltic, Mediterranean and Central
European regions, while the countries of Scandinavia and Western Europe are regarded as the least corrupt.
1

2
3
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Corruption is operationally defined by Transparency International as the misuse of entrusted power
for private gain www.transparency.org/news_room/faq/corruption_faq
www.transparency.hu/files/p/415/7868120021.pdf
The inverse CPI is calculated as: 10-(the original CPI value). Our data were downloaded from the
Transparency International website on 6 April 2009. The individual data files specify the data
provider.
CPI 2006: www.transparency.hu/files/p/330/9544082342.doc
CPI 2007: www.transparency.hu/files/p/329/9563037495.xls
CPI 2008: www.transparency.hu/files/p/415/8685759640.xls
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Figure 10.1: The extent of
corruption as perceived by
outside observers, by country
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Source: authors’ calculations
based on Transparency International’s publications.
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The perception of corruption from the inside was investigated by opinion polls on
the prevalence of the acceptance or request for bribes in the contexts of politics,
policing, justice and healthcare. 4 Figure 10.2 displays the percentage of people in the
different countries who said that corruption is widespread in the above domains.5
In general, corruption is believed to be most widespread among politicians. The
countries where politicians are least likely to be considered corrupt are the Netherlands and Denmark, while at the other end of the scale we find Greece, France, the
Czech Republic and Ireland. Those countries where the level of corruption that is perceived in the political sphere is surpassed by the level of corruption experienced in the
police or the justice system are all (with the exception of Greece) new EU member
states (Malta, Cyprus, Lithuania, Bulgaria, Slovakia and Romania).
Another interesting feature of Figure 10.2 is that, in terms of the level of corruption
experienced in the health services, those countries studied fall into two groups: the
old and the new EU member states. The perception of corruption in the health sector
is at the EU average level in Estonia, Malta and the Czech Republic and substantially
exceeds the average level among the Greek population.

4
5

European Commission (2008).
The data point labelled “EU” shows the unweighted average of the countries included in the analysis.
This value cannot be regarded as the average opinion of the European Union, since the country
sample results have not been weighted for population size.
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Source: authors’ calculations
based on Special Eurobarometer
291/68.2 (2007) data.
Notes:
The countries are ranked
according to the level of
corruption perceived in the health
sector.
The question: “Do you think that
the giving and taking of bribes,
and the abuse of positions of
power for personal gain, are
widespread among any of the
following? Politicians at national
level; The people working in the
police; The people working in the
judicial services; The people
working in the health sector.”
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Figure 10.2: Corruption
perceived by the population in
the domains of politics, policing,
justice and healthcare, by
country
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An index measuring the population’s internal perception of corruption was calculated, taking account of the levels of corruption perceived in all four domains. The
index shows the percentage of respondents considering corruption to be widespread
in at least two of the four domains (Figure 10.3). The most interesting feature of the
graph is that the old and the new member states once again form separate groups
(the former with values falling below the average and the latter with values rising
above the average). Among the new member states, the Estonian population is the
least likely to perceive widespread corruption (close to the average level). Of the old
member states, somewhat more than the average proportion of people perceive
widespread corruption in Luxembourg and Portugal, and the index shows an exceptionally high value for Greece.
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Note: Percentage of people saying
that corruption is very widespread
in at least two of the four
domains of politics, policing,
justice and healthcare.
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Figure 10.3: The perception
of corruption by the population,
by country
Source: authors’ calculations
based on Special Eurobarometer
291/68.2 (2007) data.
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Figure 10.4 displays the relationship between the perception of corruption by internal versus external observers. On the whole, the assessment of corruption by outside
observers tends to be consistent with the views of the population (R2 = 0.72).6 Those
countries that fall outside the confidence interval7 display some sort of inconsistency
between perceptions from the inside and from the outside. For Spain, Italy and Poland,
outside observers report more extensive corruption than is perceived by the population. In Luxembourg, Slovenia and, to a lesser extent, Denmark and Sweden, the population perceive more widespread corruption than do the outside experts.
Figure 10.4: The perception
of corruption from outside and
inside, by country
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A cumulative index of corruption perception was calculated by merging the values
of internal and external corruption perception. 8 It can be seen from the index values
(Figure 10.5) that the highest levels of corruption perception are in Greece and Romania, and the lowest level is in Finland. The wide range of index values is a demonstration of the very varied picture of the perception of corruption displayed by the countries across Europe.
6

7

8

The straight line in this figure – and in similar figures below – marks the strength of the correlation
between the two questions (linear fit).
The two broken lines in this figure – and in similar figures below – show the borders of the
confidence interval in which the regression line, i.e. the (average) correlation between the two
questions, is contained with 95% probability. The countries positioned above or below the
confidence interval diverge from the general trend displayed by the data (www.curvefit.com/linear_
regression.htm).
For both questions, the replies were converted to a scale ranging from 0 to 10, and the results were
averaged.
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Figure 10.5: Cumulative index
of corruption perception, by
country

7.0

% of population

Source: see above for data
sources, authors’ calculations.

8.0

6.0
5.0
4.0
3.0
2.0
1.0
0.0

FI DK NL SE UK AT DE ES BE IE LU FR EE EU PT IT MT SI HU CY CZ PL LV SK LT BG RO GR

10.3. The tolerance of corruption – bureaucratic
(active) and general (passive) corruption
The populations of the EU countries tend to disapprove of those public officials who
are inclined to resort to corruption, i.e. to ask for a bribe (actively corrupt officials).
Corruption tolerance among the populations of the countries included in the analysis
does not even reach half of the theoretical midpoint (2.5 points) on the scale from 1 to
4, where 1 stands for disapproval of bribery and 4 stands for its toleration (Figure 10.6).
There are only minor differences between the countries. Corrupt officials are seriously
condemned in Denmark and fairly tolerated in Slovakia, France and Portugal.
Figure 10.6: Tolerance of active
corruption among public
officials

1.7

Source: authors’ calculations
based on the European Social
Survey (ESS), round 2 (2004/05)
data.

1.5

Notes:
Attitudes towards bribery
(average, 1 = Seriously wrong;
4 = Not wrong at all).
The question: “How wrong, if at
all, do you consider the following
ways of behaving to be? ...a public
official asking someone for a
favour or bribe in return for their
services?”
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Of the 27 EU member states, no
data are available for Bulgaria,
Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta,
Italy or Romania.
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Looking at attitudes to the acceptance of bribes (general or client-initiated passive corruption), a very similar picture emerges. Corruption tolerance among the
populations of the countries included in the analysis amounts to only a fraction of the
theoretical midpoint (5.5 points) of the scale from 1 to 10, where 1 stands for a strict
and 10 for a lenient attitude (Figure 10.7). The results are also fairly homogeneous
with respect to this question. The acceptance of bribes is judged harshly by the Danes
and the Maltese (Malta was not included in the ESS poll), and leniently by, once again,
Slovak, Lithuanian (Lithuania was not included in the ESS poll) and, to a lesser extent,
French respondents.
3.5

Figure 10.7: Tolerance of passive
corruption, by country
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Source: authors’ calculations
based on the World Values Survey
(WVS), wave 4 (1999/2000) data.
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A notable feature of Hungary and the Czech Republic is that, while active corruption among public officials is tolerated at an average level, passive corruption (i.e.
someone accepting a bribe) is judged considerably more leniently than average.
People’s attitudes towards the two forms of corruption show a fairly strong correlation (R2 = 0.42), as can be seen in Figure 10.8. The populations of Hungary, the
Czech Republic and, to a lesser extent, Greece and Sweden are more tolerant of passive corruption than of active corruption. In France, Portugal and, to a lesser extent,
Estonia, Slovenia and Spain, by contrast, active corruption appears to be more acceptable.

The question: “Please tell me for
each of the following statements
whether you think it can always
be justified, never be justified, or
something in between: Someone
accepting a bribe in the course of
their duties?”
Of the 27 EU countries, no data
are available for Cyprus.
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Figure 10.8: The relationship
between bureaucratic (active)
and general (passive)
corruption, by country

Tolerance of bureaucratic (active) corruption

1.6

Source: see below for data
sources, authors’ calculations.
Notes:
A higher value indicates a more
tolerant attitude towards
corruption.
Y-axis: “How wrong, if at all, do
you consider the following ways
of behaving to be? ...a public
official asking someone for a
favour or bribe in return for their
services?” Data source: ESS, round
2 (2004/05).
X-axis: “Please tell me for each of
the following statements whether
you think it can always be
justified, never be justified, or
something in between: Someone
accepting a bribe in the course of
their duties?” Data source: WVS,
wave 4 (1999/2000).
Of the 27 EU member states, no
data are available for Bulgaria,
Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta,
Italy or Romania.
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A cumulative index of corruption tolerance was calculated, based on the observed attitudes towards active and passive corruption. A higher index value stands
for the toleration of bribery and a lower value stands for its rejection. The results reveal (Figure 10.9) that, compared with the other countries included in the analysis,
people are highly tolerant of corruption in Slovakia and Hungary, whereas the population of Denmark finds bribery less tolerable than average.

Figure 10.9: Cumulative index of
corruption tolerance, by country
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Source: authors’ calculations
based on data from ESS, round 2
(2004/05) and WVS, wave 4
(1999/2000).
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Malta, Italy or Romania.
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10.4. The two forms of corruptive practices –
passive and active corruption
The self-reported incidence of corrupt behaviour is a rare phenomenon. Some 5% of
the populations of the countries studied had been asked to pay a bribe in the previous
five years. Unlike the level of tolerance of corruption, the frequency of the practice of
corruption shows considerable variation across the countries. Figure 10.10 displays the
percentage of people who had been “talked into” corruption at least once in the
previous five years. This type of corrupt practice is regarded as passive corruption. As
can be seen from Figure 10.10, passive corruption is at least twice as likely to occur in
Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Greece, Poland and Estonia as the average across all the
countries (5%). In Austria, Hungary, Portugal, Luxembourg and Slovenia, passive corruption is at roughly the average level. In the remaining countries, the phenomenon is
effectively non-existent – the values of the indicator are less than half the average.
Figure 10.10: Passive practice of
corruption, by country
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Source: authors’ calculations
based on ESS, round 2 (2004/05)
data.
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The active practice of corruption is measured by the percentage of people having
offered a bribe to a public official at least once in the previous five years. Active corruption appears to be even more infrequent (2%) than passive corruption (5%) among
the countries included in the analysis. Several times the average frequency of active
bribery is observed in Slovakia, the Czech Republic and Poland (Figure 10.11), and the
corresponding value for Greece is also above the average. The frequency of the active
practice of corruption is around the average level in Slovenia, Spain, Hungary, Luxembourg, Portugal, Austria and Estonia. The remaining countries display negligibly low
values (below 1%).

The question: “How often, if ever,
have each of these things
happened to you in the last five
years? A public official asked you
for a favour or a bribe in return
for a service?”
Of the 27 EU member states, no
data are available for Bulgaria,
Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta,
Italy or Romania.
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Figure 10.11: Active practice of
corruption, by country
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Source: authors’ calculations
based on ESS, round 2 (2004/05)
data.
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Percentage of people having
offered a bribe to a public official
at least once in the last five years.
The question: “How often, if ever,
have you done each of these
things in the last five years? You
offered a favour or bribe to a
public official in return for their
services?”
Of the 27 EU member states, no
data are available for Bulgaria,
Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta,
Italy or Romania.
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Y-axis: Percentage of people
having offered a bribe to a public
official at least once in the last
five years.
X-axis: Percentage of people who
have been “talked into” bribery at
least once in the last five years.
Of the 27 EU member states, no
data are available for Bulgaria,
Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta,
Italy or Romania.
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The relationship between active and passive corruption practices is shown in Figure 10.12. We can see that the two phenomena are strongly correlated (R2 = 0.78), i.e.
on the corruption market, supply and demand appear to be in equilibrium. As regards
the countries falling outside the 95% confidence interval: supply – the active practice
of corruption – surpasses demand in Slovakia and the Czech Republic, while in Estonia and Greece, demand – the passive practice of corruption – appears to exceed
supply.

Active practice of corruption (supply)

Notes:

IE

Respondent offered a bribe to a public official at least once in the last 5 years (%) ESS

Figure 10.12: The relationship
between active and passive
corruption practices, by country
Source: authors’ calculations
based on ESS, round 2 (2004/05)
data.
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Finally, a cumulative index was calculated for the practice of corruption, by averaging the values obtained for active and passive bribery.9 Looking at the distribution of
index values (Figure 10.13), we can see that, other than Greece, the countries where
the practice of corruption is outstandingly widespread are new member states of the
European Union: Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Poland and Estonia.
12

Figure 10.13: Cumulative index
of corruptive practices, by
country

10

Source: authors’ calculations
based on ESS, round 2 (2004/05)
data.
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Note: Of the 27 EU member
states, no data are available for
Bulgaria, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania,
Malta, Italy or Romania.
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10.5. The relationship between the perception, the
tolerance and the practice of corruption
The following paragraphs explore the relationship between people’s perception of
corruption, their tolerance of corruption and the practice of corruption among the
population. Our comparative analysis of the countries relies on the cumulative indices
introduced above.
Figure 10.14 displays the relationship between corruption perception and tolerance. The overall pattern appears to be that a more lenient country-level attitude towards bribery is accompanied by a higher level of corruption perception (R2 = 0.37).
The populations of Greece, Poland, the Czech Republic and Slovenia, however, seem
to be more sensitive to the incidence of corruption around them than would be expected from their tolerance level. In Finland, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom,
Germany, Sweden, Belgium and France, by contrast, corruption perception remains at
a relatively low level compared to the attitudes of their populations towards bribery.

9

The proportions of the active and the passive practice of corruption were multiplied by a hundred,
summed and divided by two.
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Figure 10.14: The relationship
between corruption perception
and tolerance, by country

Note: Of the 27 EU member
states, no data are available for
Bulgaria, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania,
Malta, Italy or Romania.

Cumulative index of corruption perception

Source: see above for data
sources of cumulative indices,
authors’ calculations.
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The relationship between the practice and the perception of corruption is displayed in Figure 10.15. The strong positive correlation between the two data sets (R2
= 0.64) indicates a close association between the two phenomena. Nevertheless, in
some of the countries (Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Estonia and, to a lesser extent,
Austria), people appear to be partially blind to bribery. These countries are characterized by a higher incidence of corrupt practices than is perceived by the population.
The opposite pattern is observed for Slovenia and Hungary and, to some extent, for
Portugal, France, Ireland and Belgium, where people appear to be oversensitive to
corruption around them. In these countries, the practice of corruption is less frequent
than would be expected from people’s perceptions of it.
The practice and tolerance of corruption are also positively correlated (Figure
10.16). On the whole, the more tolerant of corruption a population is, the higher the
likelihood of corrupt practices (R2 = 0.28). The Czech Republic, Poland and Greece
once again cluster together, and they are joined by Estonia (which does not belong to
this group in Figure 10.14), displaying a higher level of corrupt practices than would be
expected from the level of corruption tolerance. The group of countries comprising
the United Kingdom, Sweden, France, Belgium and Germany (with the Hungarian
figure falling on the edge of this cluster) is characterized by a low level of corrupt
practices compared to the attitudes of their populations.
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Figure 10.15: The relationship
between the practice and the
perception of corruption, by
country
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With regard to Hungary, it is interesting to note that, while the Hungarian population is relatively sensitive to the incidence of corruption around it and shows a relatively high level of tolerance towards it (Figure 10.14), it is the only studied country in
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Europe where both corruption perception (Figure 10.15) and corruption tolerance
(Figure 10.16) are at a substantially higher level than the practice of corruption.

10.6. Is there a culture of corruption?
In this final section of our brief discussion of corruption, the indices calculated for the
three dimensions of our research are combined into an index of corruption culture.
A high value of this index indicates that the population of the given country is tolerant
of corruption, and both the perception and the practice of corruption are at a high
level.10 The countries with higher than average values of the corruption culture index
are coloured red on the map of Europe in Figure 10.17. Since these countries are,
without exception, situated in the East of the continent, we may have found an internal corruption border of Europe.
Figure 10.17: The internal
corruption border of Europe
Source: see above for data
sources of cumulative indices,
authors’ calculations.
Note: The countries coloured red
on the map display above-average
values for the corruption culture
index; green colouring stands for
average or below-average index
values. The index cannot be
calculated for the countries in
grey or for Cyprus or Malta (not
shown on the map) since the data
are unavailable.
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Naturally, the index was only calculated for countries for which all the relevant data are available.
Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Bulgaria, Italy, Malta and Cyprus were, therefore, excluded.
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10.7. Conclusion
This study looked at three closely related attributes of corruption (perception, tolerance and practice). In all three dimensions, corruption was measured via the phenomenon of bribery.
Our analysis of corruption perception has revealed that, while the perceptions of
outside experts and of the population largely converge (i.e. there is a strong correlation between them), there are some discrepancies. For Spain, Italy and Poland, outside
observers report more extensive corruption than is perceived by the population. In
Luxembourg and Slovenia, by contrast, the population perceives more severe corruption than do the outside experts.
People’s attitudes towards the two sides of corruption – bureaucratic (active) and
general or client-initiated (passive) – also show a fairly strong correlation across the
countries of Europe. The populations of Hungary and the Czech Republic are, however, more tolerant of general (passive) corruption than of bureaucratic (active) corruption. In France and Portugal, by contrast, public officials’ corruption appears to be
more acceptable.
We have also observed a close relationship between the demand (passive) and
supply (active) sides of the practice of corruption. In Slovakia and the Czech Republic,
however, the high level of demand is surpassed by an even higher level of supply; in
Estonia and Greece, meanwhile, demand appears to exceed supply.
Hungary is the only country studied where the incidence of corrupt practices is at
a lower level than either corruption perceptions or corruption tolerance (based on the
cumulative index). The population of Hungary appears to be reluctant to admit to
being corrupt, even though people are highly sensitive to corruption around them
and are prepared to tolerate it.
There is a strong correlation between the practice and the perception of corruption, while we have found a moderate correlation between its practice and the level
of tolerance shown towards it and between its perception and toleration.
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The Eurobarometer (EB) initially was the name of the harmonized opinion polls commissioned by the European
Commission, conducted from the beginning of the 1970s in the member states of the European Community, with the
aim of analysing social and political changes. Later, the surveys came to cover the member states of the European
Union; they are conducted twice a year – in the spring and the autumn. From the 1990s, these surveys, known as
“Standard Eurobarometer” surveys were complemented by polls that specifically targeted candidate countries (“Candidate Countries Eurobarometer”), and by surveys that analysed specific or special topics (“Special Eurobarometer”,
“Flash Eurobarometer”). More information on these surveys is available on the internet at: http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/index_en.htm. The actual data for Standard and Special Eurobarometer surveys are accessible (upon registration) on the GESIS website at: http://zacat.gesis.org/webview/index.jsp.
The European Social Survey (ESS) was launched with the support of the European Commission and aims to
monitor the changing attitudes of 30 (mostly European) countries. There are three completed “rounds” of this survey
(2002, 2004 and 2006). Each round contains certain permanent parts, as well as some that change. In 2002, the
changing modules were the attitudes towards immigrants and refugees, and the position of individuals in social and
non-governmental organizations (Citizenship, Involvement and Democracy); in 2004, the changing modules were on
family and work, healthcare and economic ethics; and in 2006, there were changing modules on the timing of events
in people’s personal careers, and on personal and social well-being. An analysis of the Hungarian data can be found
in the series of papers entitled European Social Science Analyses, published by the Sociological and Political Institute of
the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. The data themselves are accessible on the research website, at: www.europeansocialsurvey.org/.
The European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS) is an international research project led by the European Foundation
(Eurofound). It has been conducted twice up until now (in 2003 and 2007). The data sets include the data not only of
the 27 EU member states, but also of Turkey and, in the 2007 wave, of Croatia and Norway as well. The aim of the
research is to analyse the quality of life in a broad sense, including employment, income, education, housing standards,
health, the work–life balance, and satisfaction. The analyses based on these data can be viewed on Eurofound’s website: www.eurofound.europa.eu/. The data themselves (for the time being, of the 2003 wave only) are accessible
electronically (upon registration), at: www.esds.ac.uk/findingData/eqlsTitles.asp.
The International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) is an international survey launched in 1985, which focuses on
a different topic each year (though some themes reoccur at regular intervals). Topics surveyed have included the role
of government, inequality, national identity and religion. At present, 45 countries are members of the ISSP. The Hungarian part of the survey has, for years, been conducted by TÁRKI, under the supervision of Péter Róbert. The data
from the international survey can be found in the GESIS archive, and are accessible (after preliminary registration) at:
http://zacat.gesis.org/webview/index.jsp. The research website is located at: www.issp.org/.
The World Values Survey (WVS) grew out of the European Values Survey (EVS), which began in 1981 in the 10
member states of the European Community (although the two surveys are conducted by two different teams of researchers, and, although harmonized, the surveys are not based on the same sets of questions). Five waves of this
research have been completed: 1981–84; 1989–93; 1994–99; 1999–2004; and 2005–08. The database containing the
harmonized data from the first four waves of the EVS and the WVS can be downloaded free of charge (upon registration) from the research website: www.worldvaluessurvey.org/. The goal of the research is to monitor changes in the
international and intercultural value systems. The comprehensive theory of value system changes has been elaborated
by Ronald Inglehart on the basis of WVS data. He is also the chairman of the executive committee of WVS. In the
waves completed so far, data from more than 80 countries have been collected. Hungary is the only country in the
region to have participated in all the waves of the survey.
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