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Abstract

:

We provide an overview of the field of preferences for redistribution research, including divergent terminological and theoretical approaches. We review the different uses of public attitudes, policy preferences and public opinion. We outline the theoretical roles of material interests, values and opinion-policy endogeneity. We also introduce and summarize the original research presented in this Special Issue. Among the key contributions of the Special Issue to the subfield are novel explorations of how socialization affects preferences for redistribution; an examination of how perceptions about inequality translate into policy preferences; a call for more research into the links between taxation and social policy preferences; explanations for the paradox of low levels of support for redistribution in the famously-generous Nordic countries; and new insights into class-specific policy preferences as well as the roles of immigration and diversity in determining such preferences.
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1. Introduction to Inequality and Public Preferences


The concentration of income and wealth among an increasingly smaller share of the global population [1] may threaten the stability of societies and their social security and economic productivity. A dramatic neoliberal turn began in the United States and United Kingdom in the 1980s that meant retrenchment of social insurance and social protection systems [2,3]. Several Western European welfare states followed suit, especially in the new Millennium. In tandem with demographic aging and globally competitive markets, retrenchments of redistributive social, wage, and tax policies could have sweeping negative effects on the welfare and economic security of a majority of people [4,5]. Income and wealth inequality are not the only indicators of these growing social problems. Childhood poverty and obesity, crime, health and household debt increased in both intensity and scope for the lower end of the income and wealth hierarchies [6,7,8]. Thomas Piketty, Occupy Wall Street, G8/G7 protests, and neo-nationalist party rhetoric brought income and wealth inequality into a prominent place in the public and academic spheres [9,10]. This prompts our continued attention to inequality and redistribution as scholars of policy preferences. Therefore, we ask: Do the publics across the globe take up positions in opposition to inequality?



As the income distribution stratifies, those at the top gain more and more capital with which to influence media and politics [11,12]. These people are not supportive of redistributive taxes and policies in general because they stand to lose the most in the process of funding such policies. Funding means wage increases that are likely to reduce corporate profits, or social policy spending increases necessitating higher taxes or reduced tax breaks, all else equal. At the same time, those in the lower income strata find it increasingly difficult to successfully compete for scarce resources [13]. At a certain point, the masses of individuals affected by inequality should become so discontented and face such high social risks as to become activists against inequality. In societies with efficient democratic institutions, this means voting and activism should bring more redistributive-friendly agendas, politicians, and parties into power. A precursor to these political actions is presumably preferences and public opinion. Without publics in favor of redistribution, it seems unlikely if not impossible that policymakers will increase the degree of redistributive policy. This means that public opinion is an augury of any potential changes away from the steady global march toward inequality. Thus, the study of preferences and public opinion regarding inequality and redistributive policy is of great importance at this historical moment.



Research on attitudes and public opinion has a rich history, in particular since the rise of cross-national comparative surveys. Prior to comparative surveys, scholars had to stitch together disparate questions from the available local surveys to paint any kind of cross-national picture. Although some of this work is impressive [14], it left the main variable of interest susceptible to an incredible amount of unobserved heterogeneity and non-invariance across societies. Even with high-quality surveys, there remains much to learn about measuring policy preferences, understanding the causes of attitudes and preferences, how context matters (institutions and values), and the relationship of social inequality with subjective or normative perceptions of society. This article reviews some of the history of attitudes, preferences, and public opinion regarding inequality and redistribution. Then it introduces our Special Issue of this journal and how its articles contribute to the state of the art in this interdisciplinary field. First, we review key theoretical concepts and some of the findings that constitute the mainstream of redistributive preferences research. In doing so, we identify many areas where further research is of critical importance. Then we discuss each contribution to this Special Issue and how it links to the state of the art in this diverse topic.




2. Key Theoretical Concepts


Preferences for redistribution is a topic that manifests in many forms. In particular, studies of ‘attitudes’ and ‘public opinion’ are areas of inquiry into redistributive preferences, but they do not always speak to each other as bodies of knowledge. Several theories categorize how redistributive preferences come into being and aim to explain their variation across societies, socioeconomic strata, gender, race or ethnic background. These theories cluster in sometimes disparate realms, with some favoring rationality and median-voter logic, others focusing on values and normative positions, and others interested in psychological factors. The labels attached to the object of inquiry already create confusion because there are so many, and this may be a source of the general lack of coherence.



2.1. Attitudes, Preferences, and/or Public Opinion


The most common three concepts related to what individuals and societies think or prefer when it comes to redistributive policy are attitudes, preferences, and public opinion. Each has overlapping components ontologically; however, each carries separate spheres of research that often exist in isolation. The concept of attitude prevails among social psychologists who draw on psychology and sociology research. A key feature of the emergence of social psychology as a field is attention to attitudes [15,16,17]. Research on communication and persuasion is closely linked to attitude research as well, although many communication researchers focus on discourse in the public sphere and therefore also speak about public opinion [18]. The concept of preferences tends to appear among researchers focused on policy or politics, often sociologists and political scientists [19,20,21]. As an alternative to public opinion, the terms ‘mass preferences’ or ‘mass beliefs’ appear in the literature [22,23,24]. “Preferences” is the most interchangeable term, often used synonymously or analogously with attitudes, beliefs, and public opinion [25,26,27]. “Public opinion” is perhaps the most confusing yet most powerful of the three terms.



Public opinion is a singular noun as an opinion but referencing a plurality of something among a public. A ‘singular plurality’, ergo a seeming oxymoron. Public opinion has many definitions, but most of them align on some key features. Public opinion tends to reference positions, attitudes, preferences and the like that are widely held or widely acknowledged [28]. Thus, it links to the concept of the public sphere where issues of public interest—like abortion or gay marriage—appear regularly, and others are aware of the discussions surrounding them [29,30]. Public opinion does not exist in any one person but exists at the societal level, in the networks or communications between individuals in that society. It carries with it a theory that it acts as a force; that public opinion influences policy, social movements, and the history of societies [31,32,33]. Understood as a dialectic process, public opinion and the individuals among the public are both influencers of and influenced by public opinion.



Those who research “policy preferences” implicitly place value on this topic, and this value logically derives from the idea that preferences somehow matter for society and politics. This makes them perhaps dangerously close to the concept of public opinion. But the usage of the term preferences is far less controversial and contains less previous theorizing than the term public opinion. Therefore, the usage of “preferences” or “mass preferences” may be a means of circumventing criticisms that one might otherwise encounter when using the term “public opinion”. Awareness of potential confusions relating to these three concepts should be in the minds of researchers aiming to understand attitudes toward inequalities, or what we might also have termed ‘public opinion toward inequality’ or ‘preferences for redistribution’ in the title of this Special Issue. Given the vagaries or interchangeability of terms, we did not push authors in any particular direction in terminological usage, but we assert that any scholarship on preferences, attitudes or public opinion should carefully consider the theories, especially stemming from public opinion research, that preferences in the aggregate or on the whole for a given society have an impact on that society. This immediately demands some attention to clearer definitions of the focus of this Special Issue and how it might exist or cause other things to change.



Here we focus on redistributive preferences (also attitudes and opinion). Redistribution takes on different meanings depending on the context or question. For many people, redistribution signals taking from those with more and giving to those with less, a kind of ‘Robin Hood’ process—in particular, income redistribution. Others think of taxation and spending, especially policymakers who have difficult choices in both budget-making and special interest placation. How to fund redistribution is a recurring question. With aging societies experiencing a plummeting dependency ratio [34], the question of ‘who will foot the bill’ is of great urgency [35]. Redistributive policies for scholars and perhaps economists specifically might include anything that draws from the common tax pool and then provides transfers or services that are taken up proportionately more by those who contribute less. From this perspective, health policy is redistributive, at least under national or mandatory health insurance models. Most social protection policies providing basic assistance such as food, housing or labor market placement would also be redistributive from a resource transfer perspective. This also depends on the progressivity of taxes. Other forms of policy could be seen as perversely redistributive, taking from the bottom and giving to the middle or top. This is an argument often applied to the United States, which gives massive tax breaks for private middle class spending on what would otherwise be social policy, a phenomenon often labeled the ‘hidden welfare state’ [2,36]. In summary, ‘social policy preferences’, ‘tax preferences’, ‘spending preferences’, and ‘social welfare preferences’ are also variants of redistributive preferences.




2.2. Material Interests


A common theoretical perspective is to ascribe material self-interest as a cause of policy preferences. This simply means that those higher in the socioeconomic hierarchy are less likely to support redistributive policy because they have more to lose and less to gain from the policy. It is the basis for the median voter theory [37] and its extensions beyond median-income and left-right party positioning as drivers of rational calculations [38,39]. This logic fits rational choice theories that unambiguously put physical well-being at the center of preference formation [40]. However, extensions of rational choice theory lead to the inclusion of normative, physiological, and social desirability factors. When extended far enough, rational choice theory risks becoming a tautology, falling out of the middle-range of testable theories [41]. Self-interest logic links to Weber’s concept of rationality that applies to material interests known as means-ends rationality (Zweckrationalität) [42], i.e., that seeking material well-being dictates policy preferences for or against redistribution.



Quantitative research in the area of material interests relies on median-voter logic and regression to the mean redistributive preference [43,44,45]. However, in almost all nonmedian-voter quantitative analyses of survey data measuring redistributive preferences, the same structural variables incorporated in testing median-voter theories appear as ‘control variables’. There are few studies that do not include income, education, occupation or combinations thereof used to measure socioeconomic status (SES) in models predicting policy preferences. Sadly, perhaps, many of these studies simply throw in these variables without explicitly linking them to preferences in their theoretical discussions. This means that all studies have some kind of implicit material interest logic, but their contribution to knowledge is tenuous without theory.



Most studies that do theoretically tackle structural variables tend to hypothesize different mechanisms or effects across SES levels. Here interactions reveal that variables such as immigration or unemployment may differentially influence low and high SES individuals in their policy preferences [46,47,48]. Some of these arguments relate to skills rather than income. Those in occupations demanding higher, more specific skills should be more in favor of redistributive social policies to protect them in their potentially longer unemployment spells [49]. The cross-disciplinarity of research also contributes to lack of coherent theories relating to material or self-interest, as many scholars are not aware of studies in other disciplines, especially between economists, who unambiguously stick to the economic literature, and other social sciences.



Material interests also operate on a group level. Sometimes individuals behave contrary to their own material self-interest when they have group resources in mind. This is a key feature of social identity theory and forms a strong area of policy preferences research. Individuals tend to identify with their own ‘kind’, whether this be genetic, cultural, religious, ethnic, national or in some other way socially constructed [46]. Therefore, individuals seek to protect their own group (the ‘ingroup’) from material threats from any real or imagined outgroups. In an era of mass migration, this suggests that individuals become chauvinistic, supporting redistribution for their own group while opposing it for other groups [50,51]. However, when chauvinistic policies are not tenable, individuals may oppose redistribution for everyone to prevent any ‘freeriding’ or material transfers to the outgroup [52,53,54]. But research is often inconclusive when trying to clearly identify chauvinism, and whether this is based on material interests or simply xenophobia.




2.3. Values and Political Ideology


Individual policy preferences do not always align with material self-interest. Theories of values and ideology offer an explanation for this. Values refers to principles of behavior or normatively desirable outcomes. Given that the term “value” seldom occurs in singular form unless referencing the worth of something, “values” is a peculiar plural word to apply to a quality held by any given individual, e.g., ‘family values’ or ‘cultural values’. Values and ideology are synonyms; however, a large literature incorporates ideology in reference to political ideology—an individual’s subjective position in the political left–right spectrum. Values therefore arises as a word to characterize nonpolitical beliefs such as egalitarian or justice values. The idea behind both values and ideology is that they are more permanent than attitudes and preferences.



Weber distinguished value rationality (Wertrationalität) as another format to describe individual behaviors such as the adoption of policy preferences. A higher SES person might support higher taxes or more spending on poorer persons out of egalitarian values, but in opposition to that person’s material self-interest [55]. Depending on the particular framing of the question or the context, an individual might express different redistributive preferences. Given that media messages are normatively persuasive [56] and that individuals tend to use heuristic cues to quickly express a preference on the spot [57], the role of self-interest or values in shaping preferences likely depends on the context. For example, partisanship, prior positions on a given issue, strength or salience of an issue, media framing and strength of individual attitudes related to any given issue might lead to different responses by the same individual to the same polling question [58,59,60,61].



The findings on values and ideology are quite consistent. In predictive models, individuals harboring more egalitarian or justice values tend to be more supportive of redistributive social policy, net of the effects of SES variables [55,62,63,64]. Individuals with more left-leaning political ideologies also express more support of redistributive policies [65,66]. Among this research, scholars considering attitudes toward the government such as trust or governmental efficacy find that they moderate or have a large impact on redistributive preferences, suggesting that all operate together as part of the data-generating model [66,67]. The caveat to values and ideology research is that attempts to link them to preferences may suffer from endogeneity bias. Conceptually, values and ideology are distinct from policy preferences; however, empirically, these are often measured via questions in the same survey. This risks what some scholars refer to as simply predicting an attitude with an attitude [68].




2.4. Latent and Endogenous Preferences


The proto attitude research instrument is the survey. All surveys come with error, be it from sampling or design [69]. As an instrument to measure the complexity of policy preferences, the survey has its shortcomings and unreliability because it attempts to fit “…idiosyncratic attitudes of respondents into cleanly defined and specific questions in a controlled environment” [70]. Given the complex causal pathways leading to individuals’ survey responses, and given a range of other erratic sources of variation, reliance on a single question to measure an individual’s attitude or a single-question mean to measure public opinion for the whole of society are the least reliable survey methods [71,72,73,74]. Even in simple questions, respondents occasionally fail to accurately report things like their age [75]. At best, policy researchers using survey data have unreliable measurement of policy preferences. Therefore, latent variable measurement techniques provide more reliability in this research area.



Latent as a concept means that preferences are not directly observable—that individuals have preferences and these preferences cause their responses on surveys; however, many other things cause their responses on surveys, and therefore, several questions are necessary to triangulate the underlying preference. Moreover, simply averaging several questions might introduce error because some questions are better at tapping into the underlying attitude than others. Therefore, to operationalize public opinion as latent using structural equation measurement techniques such as factor analysis provides great improvements over single questions or average scales [73,76]. Through latent variable measurement techniques, scholars gain insights into what is likely a multidimensionality to redistributive policy preferences [77,78]. There is no single redistributive preference but different preferences such as the ideal role of the government in redistribution or social policy making (i.e., should there be policies that redistribute?), the preferred level of redistribution (how much redistribution or how much spending?) or the strength of the attitude (what is an adequate trade off to achieve redistributive policy?), for example.



Among research treating preferences as latent, a key distinction arises in preferences as absolute or relative [79]. For example, individuals may prefer a high level of redistribution, but if they live in a universalistic Nordic welfare state, they might not express demand for more redistribution, whereas if they live in a liberal atmosphere such as the United States or Canada, they might express great demand. In other words, the expressed preference depends on the current level [80,81,82]. This means that macrocomparative research on preferences tends to view existing institutional arrangements in states as crucial for policy preference formation [83,84,85,86].



Latent and institutional perspectives carry simple policy preferences research into an alternative theoretical paradigm. For example, the thermostatic feedback and increasing returns perspectives suggest that preferences not only influence policy, but policy influences preferences [31,87]. Therefore, preferences are not only relative to the current level of policy but in fact part of an endogenous feedback process that determines both preferences and policies, i.e., that there is reciprocal causality between them [88,89,90]. Unfortunately, preference researchers rarely consider this endogeneity problem and instead divide between those treating preferences strictly as a dependent variable or strictly as an independent variable predicting policy.





3. Unique Contributions of this Issue


The 11 articles included in this Special Issue each make a unique contribution to the advancement of the field of attitudes toward redistributive policies. They examine the effects of both objective and subjective material interests or economic position, values orientations, and social stratification via ethnicity, race, and immigration status. Most studies are cross-national, drawing on the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) or European Social Survey (ESS) data, but two focus on Germany and one focuses on neighborhood differences within a single city, New York.



3.1. Interests, Macroeconomics, and Positions in the Socioeconomic Structure


In their article, Evans and Kelley [91] seek to explain a key paradox in studies of social policy preferences—relatively low levels of support for the welfare state within the Nordic countries, the most generous welfare states. Through an analysis of public perceptions of inequality and redistributive preferences from the ISSP at the individual level and a scale of “welfarism” at the country level, they provide evidence that support for redistribution bears little overall relationship to welfare state activity except among the wealthy, who are less supportive in more generous welfare states. The authors contend that this represents a form of upper class “fatigue” from decades of egalitarian policies and paying high taxes. Their findings mostly contradict materialist explanations of attitudes, because attitudes do not follow purely from the ownership of the means of production. Instead, there is evidence that attitudes follow institutions and framing where states have longstanding normative effects on their publics; these publics are more likely to support the redistributive social policy status quo than to respond to their own impressions of the level of inequality in society. At the same time, their results are layered, and they find evidence of individual self-interest and group-interests derived from affinity to reference groups: The poor support redistribution regardless of tax increases that would harm them, while the rich are opposed to increased tax burdens in general. They term the complexities of these interests as the “me-and-mine” hypothesis. They follow up their cross-national evidence with a survey in the United States that helps to reduce the causal uncertainty in their arguments; by asking individuals to report how they think a change in inequality would affect their position, Evans and Kelley specifically target their perceived material interests.



Fatke [92] offers additional insight into how perceptions of the actual level of inequality in a country are related to preferences for policies that address such inequalities. He examines how relative—rather than absolute—position in a society is related to preferences for redistribution through analyzing three waves of ISSP data (1992, 1999, and 2009). He demonstrates that inequality perceptions are most strongly associated with greater support for redistribution among those who perceive themselves to be at the top of the social ladder. Thus, he contributes in general to an understanding of the role of subjectivity in preferences but also offers specific findings about the preferences of the upper class like Evans and Kelley [91]—a topic under-researched in the literature.



Naumann’s [93] article offers one approach to examining Evans and Kelley’s [91] proposal about tax fatigue. Using data from a series of survey experiments in the German Internet Panel (GIP), Naumann explores whether support for the welfare state is lower after people are made aware of its costs. He demonstrates that tax constraints (reminders that a given social policy may lead to higher taxes) are associated with lower support for unemployment benefits and for redistribution, but do not affect support for more spending on pensions, healthcare, or long-term care. He finds surprisingly little evidence that responses to tax constraints varied by political ideology. However, he did find some variation by class. In particular, Naumann’s results demonstrate that low-income respondents are less responsive to the risk of tax burdens and maintain their high support for redistribution and the welfare state regardless, consistent with Evans and Kelley’s findings. His general conclusion that attitudes towards the welfare state are not independent of attitudes towards taxation has important implications for future studies of social policy preferences. He contends that studies of taxation and welfare state attitudes should be combined.



Taking on preferences among the group at the other end of the socioeconomic spectrum, Levanon [94] endeavors to understand how social policy shapes the policy preferences of the working poor. Using cross-national data from both the ISSP and the ESS, including 31 countries at 13 different time-points between 1985 and 2010, he demonstrates that the degree of support for redistribution among the working poor is notably closer to the average degree reported by nonworking poor individuals than the mean level reported by nonpoor workers. From this, Levanon suggests that income is more important in shaping policy preferences than employment status. However, he also finds that in countries providing a greater degree of employment protection, the preference gap between nonpoor workers and the working poor is smaller, and overall support for redistribution is greater. He attributes this distinction to the importance of employment security as a major policy instrument shaping perceptions of policy and employment prospects. This also highlights the role of context in shaping redistributive preferences.



Also interested in the consequences of labor market conditions, Hess [95] analyzes the effects of changes in retirement policy intended to prolong working life in Germany. He uses data from the German Socio-Economic Panel Study (GSOEP) and the German Aging Survey (DEAS) and finds that these policy changes yield key differences in expectations about retirement by class. In particular, while high-skilled workers both want and expect to retire late, low-skilled workers prefer to retire early but expect that they have to work longer in order to ensure a reasonable pension. Hess concludes that such diverging expectations portend rising social inequality in the transition from work to retirement in Germany.




3.2. Socialization Effects


This issue also includes three key contributions to a little-understood area of policy preference formation—how earlier experiences in life shape adult preferences. Mijs [96] theorizes that socializing institutions such as schools and neighborhoods are “inferential spaces” that shape how children and young adults come to learn about an unequal society and their places in it. He suggests that a better understanding of such origins of inequality beliefs will allow scholars to determine which experiences and environments most powerfully influence the development of policy preferences.



Van Heuvelen and Copas’s [97] examination of differences across birth cohorts’ preferences for redistribution over time adds empirical weight to Mijs’s [96] theories. They combine 21 waves of cross-national survey data using the ISSP and ESS data covering 54 countries, 32 years, and over a century of birth years. They find a great deal of variation in the effects of intercohort dynamics on the nature of change in support for redistribution, arguing that such changes result from socialization into different cultural zeitgeists. On the other hand, they find that support does not cluster well by welfare regime type. For example, they repeatedly find greater change in support for redistribution across cohorts and across years within countries than across welfare-state regimes. Their finding about plummeting support among younger cohorts in Nordic countries suggests that rich person tax “fatigue” may not be the only factor in waning redistributive policy support.



With additional evidence about the power of socialization, Ignácz [98] finds notable cross-country differences between Western and post-socialist societies in individuals’ attitudes toward income inequality, even three decades after the end of the Cold War. Applying an adapted age–period–cohort analysis on the dataset of the 1992, 1999, and 2009 waves of the ISSP’s Social Inequality module, Ignácz demonstrates that socialization has a substantial effect on attitudes and that socialist socialization clearly differentiates individuals from post-socialist countries from those from the West. Her results underline that experiences gained in formative years are crucial for attitudes and that both perceptions of and preferences for income inequality are influenced by socialization.




3.3. Immigration and Diversity


Finally, several of our authors take on social stratification with studies of the timely topic of the roles of immigration and racial and ethnic diversity in shaping social policy preferences. Heizmann, Jeidinger, and Perry [99] examine the welfare chauvinism hypothesis, the idea that immigrants should not have the same access to welfare resources as natives. They examine how both objective and subjective material deprivation are related to welfare chauvinism using two waves of the ESS data (2008 and 2016) from 26 countries. Consistent with Fatke’s [92] findings above, they find that perceptions of deprivation are more meaningful than objective factors regarding potential job loss in predicting attitudes. However, at the country level, they find that higher levels of asylum seeking are related to lower levels of welfare chauvinism. In this case, theories of deservingness, if asylum seekers are understood to be a “deserving” group, triumph over the welfare chauvinism hypothesis.



In another re-examination of competitive threat theory, Kwak and Wallace [100] investigate the impact of the Great Recession on perceived immigrant threat. Using data from the 2013 ISSP module on National Identity, they analyze individual-level data nested within 22 countries. They find that the Great Recession is positively associated with perceived immigrant threat and that these effects interact with change in government expenditures at the country level, and with age, educational levels, citizenship, and urban residence at the individual level. Kwak and Wallace’s results add to a growing literature on the relationship between immigrant threat and economic inequality. Their findings about lower threat in urban contexts are also consistent with the theory proposed by Steele and Perkins about intergroup contact in more diverse settings.



Consistent with Heizmann, Jeidinger, and Perry’s [99] findings, Steele and Perkins [101] challenge the idea that ethnic heterogeneity universally decreases support for the welfare state through an empirical focus on neighborhood-level dynamics. Using original survey data from a pilot study of 320 New York City residents, the authors focus on perception. While Fatke [92] and Heizmann, Jeidinger, and Perry [99] above focused on perceptions of individual SES, Steele and Perkins examine how perceptions of the ethnic/racial composition of respondents’ neighborhoods of residence affect support for redistribution and social policies among majority and minority group members. Their focus on NYC, unusual for its long history of immigration and ethnic and racial diversity, allows them to offer a contrast with findings from countries that are experiencing recent surges in racial/ethnic or immigrant diversity. The authors find few differences in support for redistribution and social policies among white respondents perceiving themselves to be in more versus less heterogeneous neighborhoods, although black respondents who perceive themselves to live in whiter neighborhoods were less supportive.





4. Summary


Among the key contributions of this Special Issue to the existing research on redistribution and social policy preferences are novel explorations of how socialization affects preferences for redistribution; an examination of how perceptions about inequality translate into policy preferences; a call for more research into the links between taxation and social policy preferences; explanations for the paradox of low levels of support for redistribution in the famously-generous Nordic countries; and new insights into class-specific policy preferences as well as the roles of immigration and diversity in determining such preferences.
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