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Abstract: The emerging concept of sustainable welfare attempts to integrate environmental
sustainability and social welfare research. Oriented at a mid-term re-embedding of Western production
and consumption norms into planetary limits, it suggests the development of “eco-social” policies in
the rich countries. In this theoretical context, this article empirically investigates the relationships
between attitudes towards welfare and climate policy in 23 countries. Using 2016 data from
the European Social Survey, we explored patterns of synergy between both kinds of policies as
well as effects of crowding-out, where support for one kind of policy involves refusing the other.
Since previous research addressed the role of welfare states and their institutional foundations in
establishing environmentally sustainable societies, we studied how attitudes towards welfare and
climate policies differ according to welfare regime affiliation. Additionally, we examined how a range
of socio-demographic and political factors such as class, education, income, and political position
shape people’s views on welfare and climate policy goals. The results of a multiple correspondence
analysis indicate that the simultaneous support of welfare and climate policies follows welfare regime
lines in that this support is the highest among social-democratic countries. However, also some
conservative and Mediterranean countries score high in this regard. At the individual level, people
with a higher education, employees in socio-cultural professions, and voters of moderate left and
green parties display the highest mutual support for welfare and climate policies.

Keywords: climate change; climate policy; social policy; sustainable welfare; attitudes; environmental
policy; energy preferences; welfare; eco-social policies; European Social Survey

1. Introduction

Climate policy targets such as those identified in the Paris Agreement have distributional
repercussions that threaten to make them unpopular with the electorate. These distributional effects
have been addressed in theories of climate justice and in models of burden sharing between rich and
poor countries [1]. Yet, such effects feature also within the rich countries and affect the feasibility
of decarbonization strategies in economically advanced democratic societies. Different societal
groups have different responsibilities for climate change, and experience different impacts. Often
responsibilities and impacts work in opposite ways, constituting a “double injustice” [2], since the
groups likely to be affected by climate change are the least responsible for causing it. The poor emit
the lowest amounts of greenhouse gases compared to richer countries and household groups, but are
nevertheless hit first and hardest by climate change. If rich countries and, within the rich countries,
richer household groups, continue to pay less than what climate expertise regards as necessary, this
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may even turn into a “triple injustice” [3] since the poor have the least resources to bear the financial
burden of climate policies. For example, low-income households spend a relatively high proportion of
their income on energy-intensive activities such as heating and/or cooling and would be affected the
most by a general rise in energy tariffs [4].

A growing body of literature [5,6] argues that qualitatively different welfare policies than those
that emerged in the post-World War II context would be necessary to counteract the distributional
consequences of climate policies. An alternative eco-welfare governance network would need to
redistribute not only carbon emissions, but also work, time, income and wealth [7]. Not only will social
policies need to address the inequalities and conflicts that are likely to emerge during decarbonization
processes of production and consumption patterns [8], it will also be increasingly necessary to formulate
them in ways that create synergy with environmental goals and that are acceptable to the electorate.
If welfare and climate goals and policies are to converge, a better understanding of what drives
attitudes both in the spheres of welfare/social policy and climate/environmental policy than currently
is necessary to develop corresponding policy strategies. Especially uncovering the ways and extent to
which the two spheres interact would provide policymakers, who aim to act in public responsibility,
with essential knowledge about what kind of eco-social policies may be acceptable to voters without
risking to be voted out at the next opportunity. Of equal relevance is the role of institutional particulars
and how attitudes may vary according to welfare regime affiliation and socio-demographic and
political factors such as class, education, political and religious orientation. Using 2016 data from
the European Social Survey (ESS), this article contributes to the provision of this kind of knowledge
by comparatively investigating attitudes to both welfare and climate policies, how they interact and
what kind of socio-demographic and political factors are supportive for corresponding eco-social
policy strategies.

This paper is structured as follows: In the remaining two sections of the introduction, it presents
the theoretical sustainable welfare approach and formulates the research questions. Subsequently, it
reports on the empirical materials, sources, and methods and summarizes the comparative results.
The discussion highlights the main findings and outlines further research corridors.

1.1. Sustainable Welfare

Despite the necessity of linking welfare and climate policies, there has, until recently, been a lack of
theorizing of the intersection of welfare and social policy, on the one hand, and climate change and the
environment, on the other. Instead, scholars have tended to carry out research into social welfare and
environmental sustainability without much cross-fertilization. Welfare is commonly conceptualized in
socio-economic terms, highlighting equity and distributive issues within growing economies in terms
of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), while social policy is often conceived as the “public management of
social risks” such as ill-health or unemployment [9]. Environmental concerns, which were raised as
early as the 1970s [10], keep largely being ignored in social policy debates [11]. Although much recent
research suggests that one cannot generalize Western production and consumption standards to the rest
of the world due to ecological and planetary limits [12,13], neither policymakers nor welfare scholars
have paid much attention to the relevance and potential implications of environmental sustainability
issues for social policy and welfare theory [14].

This began to change with the growing awareness that major threats to human welfare transcend
both space and time. Climate change is a good example of a transnational and transgenerational
phenomenon: greenhouse gases emitted here and now mix with the existing stock of greenhouse gases
in the atmosphere, thereby producing global warming and amplifying the risk of negative effects such
as droughts and flooding that are dispersed over time and space, that is, including in those geographic
zones where the greenhouse gases were not emitted and in the decades to come.

The emerging concept of “sustainable welfare” [6], developed in interdisciplinary cooperation
mainly at Lund University, recognizes the transcendent character of contemporary activities, and,
accordingly, raises normative questions such as whose welfare should be represented in actual welfare
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societies. Brandstedt and Emmelin [15] argue that the distributive principles underlying existing
welfare systems would need to be extended to include those affected in other countries and in the
future. Any actual welfare provision would need to consider that the satisfaction of present welfare
demands should not undermine the ability of future generations to meet their welfare needs. This
includes the recognition of critical thresholds and limitations and also that needs, aspirations, and
wants must be reviewed—and possibly restrained—in order not to violate what Langhelle [16] calls
the “sustainability proviso”. In short, the ambition of “sustainable welfare” is to identify the means
and ways to satisfy human needs within environmental limits, everywhere on the planet and across
generations [6]. Addressing intergenerational concerns and issues of universality in the context
of climate change, Gough [7] suggests a “policy auditing” principle for a “minimally decent life”,
which constantly (re-)defines critical thresholds in light of the advancement of academic and practical
knowledge. While it is, in principle, possible to satisfy basic human needs on a global scale, the degree
to which more than basic needs can be provided on a planet with finite resources remains subject to
scientific inquiry [17]. In contrast to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), most “sustainable
welfare” authors are doubtful that this can be achieved while promoting economic growth at the same
time. In fact, according to Koch and Buch-Hansen [18], the sustainable welfare approach may be best
understood as a sub-discipline of the wider degrowth/post-growth perspective [19–21], specializing on
the relationship and interaction of welfare and sustainability.

“Sustainable welfare” may also constitute a theoretical and normative framework for redesigning
existing policies in an “eco-social” direction. As also recognised by the SDGs, achieving the Paris
climate targets will require greater coordination of welfare and climate policies. A range of eco-social
policy proposals [22] exist. Integrated into a comprehensive policy strategy, these have the potential to
bring about a redistribution of carbon emissions, work, time, income and wealth in the rich countries.
Scholars such as Daly and Farley [23], Jackson [24] and Gough [7] regard such redistribution as
indispensable for a re-embedding of Western production and consumption levels into planetary
levels [25], while allowing development space for poorer countries.

One way of democratically steering a re-embedding of societal production and consumption
processes into planetary limits is an application of the “dual strategy” [7], which was designed to
integrate the codified knowledge of “experts” and the experimental and practical knowledge of citizens.
Accordingly, citizens, experts, government and civil society representatives would work together in
democratic and deliberative forums to identify the goods and services necessary for needs satisfaction
within a particular social and cultural context and environmental limits [18].

Hence, the understanding of climate change as a “wicked problem” [26], in particular, and
the very idea of environmental sustainability, in general, is a challenge to business as usual for
public policymaking and has significant implications for the scope and direction of welfare policies
in particular, which would need to give a greater weight to distribution and justice across nations
and generations. In “sustainable welfare”, the central welfare concern is not the provision with and
distribution of material riches for the “happy few” in Western societies but rather the satisfaction of
basic needs for all humans now and in the future [6,18].

1.2. Research Questions

This brief literature overview indicates that if ambitious climate and other environmental policies
are to be acceptable to the electorate they have to be combined with targeted social policies to counteract
the double or even triple injustice of climate change (see above). To achieve greater compatibility
between welfare and climate policies in democratic societies and initiate effective eco-social policies,
knowledge about existing attitudes among the electorate towards both welfare and climate policies
and their interrelations is crucial. Jakobsson et al. [27] used data from the International Social Survey
Programme to comparatively study attitudes towards environmental and welfare policies at the
example of people’s willingness to pay for environmental protection on the one hand and, on the
other, for reducing social inequalities. In this paper, we explored welfare and climate policy attitudes
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in 23 countries as to whether these diverge or converge. To the former, Jakobsson et al. [27] (p. 4)
referred in terms of crowding-out: Climate-related and social concerns are substitutes, that is, people
who prioritize climate policy are less concerned about social inequality and related welfare issues and
policies or vice versa. The latter would constitute what Jakobsson et al. call “double worry”: Since
people who are concerned with traditional social issues and policies also worry about the climate,
there is synergy between their attitudes towards both kinds of policies. We also opened up for the
possibility that people neither care about the climate nor welfare.

In addition, we aimed to further contribute to the debate on the relationship between welfare
regimes [28,29] and environmental performance by comparatively studying peoples’ attitudes on
welfare and climate change. Originally, Gough et al. [9] expected that countries with a social-democratic
welfare regime, which have proven to be more equal in socio-economic terms than conservative and
liberal ones, would also perform best on environmental sustainability indicators. However, subsequent
studies [27,30,31] could not confirm any link or synergy between countries” welfare regime affiliation
and environmental performance. Yet, this does not necessarily rule out the possibility that the
institutional potentials of social-democratic welfare states to initiate eco-social policies and, eventually,
build eco-social states may have as yet been under-utilized. In this case, there would be a gap between
what people would like to see in terms of sustainable welfare and eco-social policies and what is
actually been provided by policymakers. Dryzek [9] (pp. 334–335), for example, emphasized that
the discourse on ecological modernization and climate change would be especially widespread in
social-democratic welfare regimes. From this, the hypothesis would follow that the simultaneous
support of welfare and climate policies is greatest in countries with this welfare regime affiliation. We,
therefore, studied if welfare and climate attitudes of citizens in 23 countries vary according to welfare
regime lines. We finally considered a range of socio-demographic and political factors that may make
citizens more or less amenable for a convergence of climate and welfare policies.

2. Materials and Methods

We used data from the European Social Survey (ESS) [32], a cross-national survey conducted
biannually as face-to-face interviews to measure attitudes, beliefs and behavioral patterns among
citizens. In 2016, respondents in 23 countries (see Table 1) answered questions about their opinions on
climate change and social welfare issues at the same time. This allowed for a comparative analysis of
whether and how environmental and social attitudes are interrelated at the individual level.

Table 1. Sample sizes of the European Social Survey 2016 by country.

Country Sample Size (n) Country Sample Size (n)

Austria 2010 Lithuania 2122
Belgium 1766 Netherlands 1681

Czech Republic 2269 Norway 1545
Estonia 2019 Poland 1694
Finland 1925 Portugal 1270
France 2070 Russian Federation 2430

Germany 2852 Slovenia 1307
Hungary 1614 Spain 1958
Iceland 880 Sweden 1551
Ireland 2757 Switzerland 1525
Israel 2557 United Kingdom 1959
Italy 2626 Total 44,387

Our analyses are based on the variables of altogether five item batteries that operationalize
different aspects of attitudes towards climate and welfare policies (see Table 2). Attitudes towards
climate policies were operationalized by two sets of variables:
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Table 2. Overview of concepts and variables.

Attitudes Item Battery Number of Variables

climate policy energy preferences 7
policy instruments 3

welfare role of government 3
social benefits 6
social justice 2

Total 21

First, people’s energy choices and preferences reflect the divide between “green” and “brown”
industries and indicate whether there is a general willingness to use more climate-friendly generated
energy. Accordingly, in the ESS 2016 energy preferences were distinguished between renewable
and fossil forms of energy. Specifically, respondents were asked: “How much of the electricity
used in [country] should be generated from coal [natural gas, hydroelectric power of flowing water,
nuclear power, solar power, wind power, and biomass energy]?” [33] (pp. 31–32). Answers were
given on a five-point Likert-scale ranging from “a very large amount” over “a medium amount”
to “none at all”. Second, people were asked to give an evaluation of three different climate policy
instruments: increasing taxes on fossil fuels, subsidizing renewable energy, and a law banning the least
energy-efficient household appliances. The respondents’ ratings of these climate policy instruments
were again reflected in the format of a five-point Likert-scale from “strongly in favor” via “neither in
favor nor against” to “strongly against”.

People’s opinions about welfare were measured by three sub-concepts: First, we investigated
attitudes towards the welfare state; specifically, whether governments should have to ensure a
reasonable standard of living for the old and for the unemployed as well as to provide sufficient
childcare services for working parents. Here, answers varied on a 0–10 scale between “should not
be governments” responsibility at all” and “should be entirely governments” responsibility”. Some
of the categories of the 0 to 10-point scale had very low frequencies that would distort the analyses
and graphical visualizations as extreme outliers. Thus, we grouped these categories in order to be
included in the analysis. The old categories 0–4, which had the lowest frequencies—in some cases
less than one percent, were recoded into 1 = the government is not responsible, categories 5–7 into 2=

the government is somewhat responsible, categories 8 and 9 into 3 = the government is responsible a
great deal, and the old category 10, which has very high frequencies, into the new category 4 = the
government is entirely responsible. Second, the core idea of welfare is to assist people coping with
social risks such as illness or unemployment via the use of social benefits and services. Respondents
could evaluate six statements about the perceived social and economic consequences of these social
policy instruments:

“ . . . to what extent you agree or disagree that social benefits and services in [country] . . .

1. Place too great a strain on the economy?
2. Prevent widespread poverty?
3. Lead to a more equal society?
4. Cost businesses too much in taxes and charges?
5. Make people lazy?
6. Make people less willing to care for one another?” [33] (pp. 40–41)

Again, the statements were evaluated on a five-point Likert-scale from “agree strongly” via
“neither agree nor disagree” to “strongly disagree”. Third, welfare and social policy are guided
by ethical principles regarding the justification of how resources are distributed. Considering this
social justice dimension of attitudes towards welfare, we included respondents’ answers towards the
following two propositions: “Large differences in people’s income are acceptable to properly reward
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differences in talents and efforts”, and “for a society to be fair, differences in people’s standard of living
should be small.” [33] (p. 38). Also, these last variables were available as five-point Likert-scales.

Using the statistics software SPSS, we carried out a multiple correspondence analysis (MCA)
to study the interrelations between all 21 variables and to visualize them in a map, where regions
of synergy between climate and welfare attitudes can be detected and distinguished from zones of
crowding-out. MCA was originally introduced to the social sciences by Pierre Bourdieu [34], who
explored the links between social class and lifestyle attributes and discovered patterns of “distinction”
by applying the new method. In cooperation with statistician J.-P. Benzécri [35], who published the
first presentation of the technique, Bourdieu graphically displayed the results of his analyses as social
fields in maps. In welfare research, the method was subsequently applied to test the appropriateness of
regime typologies, to depict the multidimensionality of welfare, and to visualize relationships between
countries” welfare and environmental performances [30,36,37].

Essentially, MCA is a technique of data analysis that identifies the latent relationships between
variables and represents them graphically in a two-dimensional Euclidean space [38]. It is similar to
Principal Component Analysis (PCA), a method that also computes latent relationships. However, PCA
is based on correlations and these cannot meaningfully be calculated for nominal and ordinal variables.
MCA, in contrast, as an exploratory technique is based on the frequencies of cells in cross-tabulations
and therefore suitable for the analysis of associations between two or more categorical variables such as
our Likert-scale items in the ESS 2016. The starting point for our MCA was the Burt table containing all
two-way cross-tabulations between the 21 variables. The positions of countries and socio-demographic
and political factors were added as supplementary points (sometimes also referred to as passive
variables) in the map in order to display their relation to climate and welfare attitudes [39] (p. 74).
In PCA terminology, these would be the scores by country and sociodemographic characteristics. The
categories of the climate and welfare variables were used in the MCA to actively unfold the space
of the map. Following Bourdieu, they are displayed as points in an “eco-social field” whereby the
distances between them are interpreted as similarities: The closer two category points are located in
the map the more similar and associated they are to each other. And, vice versa, if two category points
are located relatively far from each other, they are very dissimilar and not associated.

3. Results

An overview of the numerical results of the MCA applied to the data of all 23 countries is presented
in Table 3. The first three dimensions altogether account for 71 percent of the variance, whereby the
first dimension has an explanatory power of 45 percent. We show the graphical output of the MCA for
the first and the second dimension, since they capture the main substantial information and patterns of
climate and welfare attitudes.

Table 3. Results of the Multiple Correspondence Analysis.

Summary of Multiple Correspondence Analysis (n = 44,352)

Dimension Cronbach’s
Alpha Eigenvalue Adjusted Inertia Using

Benzécri’s [39] (p.68) Method
% Explained

Variance

1 0.8 4.1 0.0241 45.1
2 0.7 2.8 0.0078 14.5
3 0.6 2.6 0.0060 11.3

Total (Dim. 1–31) - 47.5 0.0534 100.0

To improve the readability of the subsequent maps, all climate-related variables are displayed in
blue, while welfare variables appear in black. Moreover, in Figure 1 we did not include the labels for
the single points in order to keep the map clearly arranged and readable. Instead, we added circles and
ellipses around those category points which measure the same degrees of agreement or disagreement.
While they do not represent confidence intervals or any other statistical parameter, we inserted these
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geometrical structures as graphical aid in order to easily detect the areas of synergy and crowding-out
within the eco-social field. All maps were created with the software Excel.
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Figure 1. Climate and welfare attitudes.

The horizontal axis displays moderate climate and welfare attitudes on the left side, where we
see the points for the neutral categories (+/−) of the five-point Likert-scales as well as the points for
moderate agreement (+) and disagreement (−). Conversely, we find the points for strong agreement (+
+) and strong disagreement (− −) on the right side of this axis. Thus, the first dimension illustrates the
differences between the respondents” answering behavior. These are most pronounced for the welfare
variables as they appear at the very outer parts of the axis. The second dimension represents the
contrast between pro-climate and pro-welfare attitudes in the upper area and the rejection of climate
and welfare-friendly statements in the lower sectors of the map. Overall, a pattern emerged that
indicates a huge overlap between both kinds of attitudes: positive and negative climate and welfare
attitudes are closely associated with each other. Exceptions are the points indicating strong agreement
towards welfare statements, which are not in the same area as the points for strong agreement with
climate statements. Instead they are in between strong agreement and strong disagreement of climate
statements, so that respondents with a strong preference for social welfare do not necessarily also
approve of climate policies. Consequentially, the area, where negative climate attitudes overlap with
positive welfare attitudes, represents the pattern of crowding-out, which we displayed as the triangular
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region in the lower right quadrant of the map. The upper quadrants of the map, in which we find
moderate and strong agreement with both kinds of attitudes, are, in contrast, the area of synergy, which
is expressed as a rectangular space.

Hence, the MCA indicates that climate and welfare attitudes are not independent from each other
and that both kinds of relationships between climate and welfare attitudes actually exist: synergy and
crowding-out. The question remains, however, which individuals and which groups of individuals
represent either of the two patterns. To answer this question the supplementary points of these groups
are displayed in Figures 2 and 3. They represent an overall average position of all individuals belonging
to the group, while the center of the map is the average position of all individuals in the data.
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Figure 2 reveals that people in a range of countries are open for the development and
implementation of “eco-social” policies, since these countries are located in the area of synergy
between climate and welfare attitudes. In Sweden, Norway, Switzerland, Germany, Belgium, Finland,
and the Netherlands, people express mutual support for climate and welfare policies. In Iceland, Spain,
Austria, and Italy, this synergy is even greater, since these countries are to be found in the area of strong
agreement with climate statements and, at the same time, close to the points of either moderate or
strong agreement with social welfare. While Slovenia and Portugal are also still located in the area of
synergy they are closer to the center of the map. Hence, people in both countries do not express strong
above average agreement with both kinds of policies.

In terms of welfare regimes, this group of synergy countries is diverse: It contains, as expected by
Gough et al. [9], the Nordic countries with their social-democratic welfare regime, but also countries like
Germany and Switzerland, which belong to the conservative regime. Other “conservative countries”
such as France, however (see below) display much lower support for welfare and climate policies.
In addition, we find that public opinion in Mediterranean countries such as Italy and Spain is very
favorable to a combined climate and welfare policy. In contrast, the countries of the liberal regime
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and Eastern European countries express weaker support for eco-social policies or show a pattern
of crowding-out.

Countries that express lower amounts of consent with climate and welfare policies are located in
the lower region of the map. A first group includes the UK (despite its comparatively ambitious climate
mitigation policy targets), Ireland, Poland, Estonia, and France. Here, we find a combination of low
support for social welfare and average to low support for climate policies. The position of France may
reflect political dissatisfaction with the previous socialist government as the fieldwork of the ESS in
France was carried out between November 2016 and March 2017, directly before the first round of the
presidential elections. Additionally, there is also the country’s long tradition of using nuclear energy,
which may well affect public opinion on climate and energy issues. The positions of Poland and Estonia
can be attributed to a huge dependency on fossil energy. In both countries, there are considerable
“brown” business interests due to large domestic coal resources in the case of Poland, while “ . . .
Estonia is the only country in the world in which oil shale is the primary source of energy” [40]. Thus,
a huge amount of jobs depends on these fossil fuel enterprises, and people’s worries about losing
these jobs may be reflected in negative attitudes towards climate policies and renewable energies. In
addition, the relatively negative views on welfare and social policy in Poland and Estonia may result
from widespread skepticism of state interventions following experiences of communist rule. Distrust
of politicians in general as well as the success of right-wing populist movements appears to go hand in
hand with rather pessimistic attitudes towards the state as an actor in policymaking. We find a similar
situation in the Czech Republic, which is located as the very lowest point of all countries in the map:
The country has a strong coal industry and is ‚ . . . the largest net exporter of solid fuels in the EU.” [40].
Moreover, a lot of jobs in the country are related to the manufacture of motor vehicles. According to
Eurostat [41] more than 230,000 were employed in this branch of the economy in 2016. Because so
much money and jobs in the Czech Republic depend on economic activities that still rely heavily on
the use of fossil fuels, it is understandable that people disagree with policies aimed at limiting the use
of coal, oil, and gas.

Finally, there are four countries within or close to the area of crowding-out in the terminology of
Jakobsson et al. [27]: People in Hungary, Lithuania, Israel, and Russia favor “fossil welfare”, where the
moderate to high support of welfare benefits and of the welfare state in general is combined with a
preference for fossil energy and a rejection of climate policies. As OECD data [40] demonstrate, two of
these countries are enormously dependent on fossil energy: Israel generates 99 percent of the country’s
electricity from fossil fuels and Russia relies mostly on natural gas and a mix of oil, coal, and nuclear
power. Renewable energy sources play a negligible role in these countries. The same data indicate that
the remaining countries, Hungary and Lithuania, have decreased their dependence on fossil fuels in
favor of a broader energy mix. Interestingly, their views on climate policy are more positive than in
Israel and Russia but still clearly not as positive as in the rest of Europe.

Socio-Demographic and Political Factors

We included the following socio-demographic and political factors in the analysis: education
(low, medium, high, very high), social class (based on employment status and occupation according
to Oesch [42]), household income (low, middle, high), religious denomination, political left-right
orientation and party voted for in the last national election. Here, we used party families according to
Armingeon et al. [43] and classified national parties into the following groups: communist, left-socialist,
green, social-democrat, center, liberal, conservative, religious, right-populist, and protest. Other
categories were less frequent and therefore not depicted in Figure 3. We also tested other demographic
factors such as age and gender. However, no relevant patterns emerged and the differences were too
small to display them in the map.

Additionally, we show the points for respondent’s generalized social trust and value orientation
towards universalism. As a part of the Schwartz value circle universalism refers to the basic belief that
all humans are equal and have the responsibility to protect all living beings [44] (p. 7). Universalism
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is also to some extent the value foundation of the original social-democratic welfare state [28]. The
ESS 2016 includes three items measuring universalism: The first measures the belief that all people
should be treated equally and have equal opportunities in life, the second measures tolerance and
understanding of people that differ or even are in disagreement with the respondent, the third measures
the belief that people should care for nature and the environment. We included these variables as
supplementary points in Figure 3 to find out whether they are related to mutual support for climate
and welfare policy. Similarly, we expected social trust to be associated with attitudes supporting both
kinds of policy.

Having a high or very high education is clearly associated with simultaneous support for climate
and welfare policies, while people with lower education tend to oppose climate policies with their
views on social welfare being neutral. The latter group is therefore in the area of crowding-out.
Concerning social class, the concept of Oesch [42] differentiates 16 class positions, which result from
the combination of four hierarchical levels of employment (level of qualification) and four different
work logics. Low-skilled manual workers, for example, combine a low qualification and work tasks
according to a technical logic. Socio-cultural professionals, in contrast, are highly qualified and act
within an interpersonal work logic. Of these 16 class positions, three are displayed in the map due to
their substantial relationship with climate and welfare concepts: First, large employers (people who
run a business with 10 or more employees) are more likely to reject welfare and climate policies; second,
socio-cultural professionals show the highest rates of acceptance of both climate and welfare policies;
third, although low-skilled manual workers are close to the center of the map, they are an example for
crowding-out as their negative attitudes towards climate policies are combined with average support
scores for social welfare.

While higher income households are in the synergy region—that is, they support climate and
welfare policies at the same time—lower income households are to be found in the area of crowding-out.
Religious denomination patterns largely resemble country differences: Most Jewish respondents live
in Israel, and so the point for Jewish denomination in the map is located exactly at the same position
as Israel. The same applies to people with an Orthodox denomination and the position of Eastern
European countries as well as to Protestants and North-Western European countries. Catholics are too
close to the center to be displayed. An interesting case, however, are Islamic respondents: Since none
of the selected countries has an Islamic majority, the position in the map does not reflect a geographical
pattern. Islamic respondents are just within the area of synergy with support for welfare policy and
a somewhat weaker support for climate policy. Whether the reason for this finding is related to the
social status of Muslims in the countries we analysed or to substantial religious reasons would be an
interesting question to study in future research.

By far the most relevant and diverging factors within relations of welfare and climate policies
are the respondents’ political positions. Perhaps unsurprisingly, people with a pro-social and
pro-environmental mindset (voters of green and left parties as well as people with a leftist or very
leftist political orientation) are most likely to be positive towards both welfare and climate policies.
Voters of communist parties express very strong support for welfare policies but less agreement with
climate policies. They are, however, still located in the area of synergy. The same applies to voters of
protest and religious parties. It is a for the time being an open question whether or not ideological
differences vis-à-vis moderate leftist as well as green movements can be bridged in the future to forge
a larger eco-social alliance. Voters of more moderate social-democratic parties are closer to the center
of the map but still within an area that would allow for pursuing an eco-social policy strategy across
parties. On the opposite side, in the lower regions of the map, where the rejection of welfare policies is
associated with support of fossil energy and the rejection of climate mitigation policies, we find the
respondents with conservative and, particularly, right-wing populist views. Finally, high degrees of
social trust and a universalistic mindset appear in the area of synergy, while low trust is associated
with crowding-out. The absence of universalism is linked to a total rejection of both climate and
welfare policies.
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4. Discussion

The emerging concept of sustainable welfare attempts to integrate environmental sustainability
and social welfare research. Oriented at a mid-term re-embedding of production and consumption
norms into planetary limits, it suggests the development and implementation of “eco-social” policies
in the rich countries. In this article, we set out to explore the attitudes of people in 23 countries on
climate and welfare policies as to whether these converge or diverge: “Crowding out” vs. “double
worry/synergy” [27] or neither of the two. We were also interested in the influence of welfare regime
affiliation and a range of socio-demographic and political factors on people’s views on combining
welfare and climate policy goals.

The maps resulting from the MCA revealed three main patterns of a relationship between welfare
and climate policies: 1. Both policies are rejected; 2. There is support for both kinds of policies
(synergy); 3. There is support for welfare but not for climate policies (crowding-out). The countries”
positions in the MCA map followed welfare regime lines to a significant extent and partially confirmed
the hypothesis that attitudes in countries of social-democratic welfare regime affiliation are most
supportive of sustainable welfare and eco-social policies [9] (pp. 325–360). However, the fact that
people in Belgium, Switzerland, and Germany (all of conservative welfare affiliation) expressed the
same amount of simultaneous support for welfare and climate policies indicated that there are also
other institutional factors than welfare regimes at play that should be studied further. Mediterranean
countries such as Spain, Italy and Portugal, whose citizens have likewise turned out to be rather
supportive of eco-social policy strategies, seem to be especially interesting cases for such further study,
given the fact that these countries also feature a superior “objective” environmental performance
(measured as ecological footprints and carbon emissions) as compared to the Nordic countries [12,30].
Conversely, people in liberal countries such as the UK and Ireland but also in Eastern European
countries such as Poland and Czech Republic were least positive towards sustainable welfare. People
in Israel, Hungary, and Lithuania shared a pattern of “crowding out” that we labeled “fossil welfare”.

Our comparative analysis has further indicated the pattern that public opinions tend to reflect and
reinforce existing structural conditions of energy supply: People in countries with an already advanced
production of renewable energy wish to further invest in renewable energies, while citizens of countries
that predominantly use fossil energies seem to be satisfied with the existing energy mix and/or worry
about the socio-economic consequences of a transition towards environmental sustainability. The
observation that attitudes on sustainable welfare varied with the nature of the energy basis calls
for state energy and decarbonization policy strategies that are oriented at the mid-term and not at
short-term electoral gains. There is, hence, a structural potential for initiating and accelerating a
virtuous policy circle involving moves towards renewable energy sources and eco-social policies that
policymakers could make more use of.

The analysis of the links between socio-demographic and political factors and attitudes towards
social and climate policies has pointed to strong associations of education and universalistic value
orientations to sustainable welfare and eco-social policies. This finding suggests that public information
and educational policies that focus on the links between social and environmental issues could increase
support for climate mitigation measures and sustainable welfare. The fact that “socio-cultural
professionals” turned out to be the only class that currently supports climate and welfare policies
at the same time is an interesting finding which recently also appeared in a study about eco-social
attitudes of the German population [45]. According to Oesch [42], socio-cultural professionals and
semi-professionals are persons who have jobs that follow an interpersonal work logic. Those jobs are
prevalent in the care sector as well as in child and academic education - traditionally female-dominated
occupations. However, since we found gender not varying with attitudes towards sustainable welfare,
it seems very likely that socio-cultural professionals are more in favour of sustainable welfare than
others because of the interpersonal work logic that involves responsibility for others, empathy, and
mutual support. In contrast, large employers expressed the most negative views on sustainable welfare.
Their work logic is dominated by economic cost-benefit calculations—a reasoning that is often in
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opposition to social and environmental values. Further research could take a deeper look at the role of
work logic and also include, for example, persons who are not employed but busied with working in
the household and caring for children.

The most significant factors for the convergence of welfare and climate attitudes were respondents’
political positions, where, perhaps unsurprisingly, voters of green and moderate left parties displayed
the highest values. While a political alliance to put forward eco-social policies between voters of left,
green and social-democratic parties appears at least possible, this looks much less realistic in relation
to supporters of conservative and right-wing populist parties, who tend to reject state initiatives
altogether, that is, in both areas, welfare, and climate protection. The finding that Muslims display a
relatively high degree of “synergy” in relation to climate and welfare attitudes came as a surprise to us
and merits further study. Future research could, for example, explore the link between the social status
of Muslims and their attitudes towards sustainable welfare.

Though attitudes in countries with social-democratic regime affiliation turned out to be among
the most “progressive” concerning the simultaneous support of welfare and climate policies, previous
studies showed that the actual environmental performances of these countries were not better than
that of other industrialized countries [12,30,31]. These studies rather indicated a strong link between
the level of economic development measured in GDP per capita, that is, irrespective of welfare regime
affiliation, and environmental performance. In fact, one of the countries whose citizens here revealed
very positive views on a conversion of environmental and social policies—Norway—belongs at the
same time to a group of countries that we previously referred to as “over-developed” [12], since GDP,
ecological footprint and carbon emissions per capita are among the highest on the planet.

On the one hand, it seems to follow from this contradiction of environmental performance and
“eco-social” attitudes that the atmosphere cannot “wait” for the end of an environmental modernist
cycle, where progressive attitudes towards sustainable welfare and eco-social policies may begin to
take root at a very high level of economic development: If all countries were to emulate the trajectory
that led to the current production and consumption patterns of industrialized Western countries such
as Norway before their electorates are prepared to accept effective eco-social policies, the combat
against the climate crisis were indeed lost.

On the other hand, our results indicate that the potential for providing eco-social policies and
sustainable welfare in the rich countries is far from exhausted. Since significant shares of citizens
are prepared and approve, in principle, of carrying out climate and welfare policies in combination,
policymakers could become bolder in initiating and furthering an ecological and social transition than
currently is the case.

Further empirical research on sustainable welfare could focus on directly measuring attitudes
towards an integrated eco-social policy instead of combining opinions on both environmental and social
policy a posteriori. It would also enhance our understanding of sustainable welfare if succeeding studies
would broaden the perspective from climate-related issues to other and more general environmental
topics. Finally, the inclusion of countries from other World regions, particularly from the global South,
would complement our picture of how people think about sustainable welfare and of the differences
that occur in varying socio-economic contexts.

More research with different data and new empirical studies are necessary to advance analyses on
sustainable welfare further and to answer the critical question of how far the approval for sustainable
welfare expressed by citizens of the rich countries goes in practice—in particular, whether this includes
the questioning of own material welfare levels and lifestyles.
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