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 Introduction

While European welfare states have come under increasing economic and 
political pressure of welfare state retrenchment and restructuring, the 
“new politics” approach (Pierson 2001b) has pointed at several reasons 
why welfare states “persist” (Brooks and Manza 2008). In addition to 
veto points in the political system, two important arguments can be seen 
in the popularity of social policies among the electorate and the “vested” 
interests of societal interest groups, particularly trade unions (Ebbinghaus 
2010). Public opinion and organized interests are seen as major obstacles 
to changing the status quo of social policies such as reforming pay-as- 
you-go pension systems (Myles and Pierson 2001). The “blame avoid-
ance” thesis (Weaver 1986) assumes that radical retrenchment is politically 
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risky for governments as governing parties in favour of such reforms 
might suffer from electoral backlash and may meet opposition from 
influential interest groups and even face political strikes.

In our chapter we seek to revisit the “new politics” thesis (Pierson 
2001b) in respect to the role of organized interests and public opinion in 
both hampering and facilitating pension reform. Our analysis will explore 
to what degree public opinion defends the status quo and the circum-
stances under which there is support for reforms. We also explore whether 
attitudes can be explained by particular institutional variations in pen-
sion systems or in party and interest organization systems. We therefore 
analyse pension-specific attitudes along two major dimensions, retrench-
ment and redistribution, using public opinion data from the 2008 
European Social Survey. We compare two countries with different pen-
sion systems, organized interests, and party systems: Britain and Germany.

Although international analyses of public opinion show that welfare 
states in general and pensions in particular are rather popular, there are 
some sections of the electorate that are more open to reform than others. 
Nevertheless, generational conflicts are not as pronounced as often 
assumed in public and academic debates. In some cases, the attitudes of 
trade union members are not as different from those of other working 
people, although trade unions often take on more defensive positions, 
while other interest groups are more open to reforms. Our results show 
pronounced cross-national differences in pension-specific attitudes 
towards redistribution. Political affiliations show also more variation than 
social classes, indicating that ideological alignment are more pronounced 
than social class or material self-interest.

 Explaining Retrenchment and Redistribution 
Preferences

At the core of the argument of “why welfare states persist” (Brooks and 
Manza 2008) is their “popularity”, assuming a positive feedback of past 
social policies on potential beneficiaries that leads to status quo interests. 
In respect to attitudes towards welfare policies, these may also be driven 
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by major values about society’s overall goals and fundamental moral 
 considerations, for example, whether a society should aim at equality and 
equity, respectively. However, empirical studies provide ample evidence 
that different aspects of welfare policies cannot be summarized into single 
dimensions such as state versus market and redistribution versus liberal-
ism. Accordingly, researchers have commonly distinguished welfare states 
along multiple dimensions, such as extensity (or range) of public inter-
vention and intensity (or degree) of social security and equality (Roller 
1995), decommodification and stratification (Esping-Andersen 1990), 
or benefit levels and eligibility (Bonoli and Natali 2012). In line with 
these studies, we propose that attitudes are structured along several more 
or less independent (orthogonal) dimensions. In our analysis we focus on 
two of several dimensions relevant for current reform processes: on sup-
port for redistribution and opposition to retrenchment.

In general, different theoretical paradigms have been used to contrast 
normative and rational explanations. Preferences derive from (rational) 
self-interest based on social position (calculus) or are found to be shaped 
by value-orientation (culture) embedded in institutional and societal con-
texts (Wendt et al. 2011). In public opinion surveys, responses to social 
policy items may reflect an individual’s political and moral view of how 
society “should be” or reflect a respondent’s considerations on whether an 
item is of personal advantage (or self-interest).

 How Self-interest and Values Shape Attitudes

The main rationalist approach to explain redistribution attitudes builds 
on the “Meltzer-Richard” model, which assumes that preferences are 
driven by material self-interest (Meltzer and Richard 1981). Accordingly, 
we would assume that redistribution preferences are determined by the 
socio-economic position of the individual: High-income earners oppose 
redistribution as “net payers”, whereas people with low income as the 
beneficiaries (net-receivers) of redistribution should favour redistribu-
tion. The same argument applies to pension-specific redistribution. Those 
groups within society that expect to accumulate less pension claims (as a 
combination of income, contributions, residence or employment years) 
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should be more inclined towards redistribution and support that  pensions 
should not be strictly linked to contributions but include minimum 
income protection (means-tested or basic pension). We thus expect that 
those with higher income will be less in favour of redistribution than 
those with lower income.

The normative paradigm would suggest that redistribution is institu-
tionalized in societal norms of justice or reciprocity (Mau 2004) and 
embodied in social policy arrangement (Larsen 2008). Most promi-
nently, such a redistribution goal is inherent in T.H. Marshall’s “social 
citizenship rights” (1950) or the concept of decommodification (Esping- 
Andersen 1990): Individuals receive a (pension) benefit independent of 
their (previous) market income. In addition, studies on attitudes 
towards pensions reveal more subtle differences among pension systems 
and also test the thesis of generational conflicts between earlier and later 
cohorts that are differentially affected by pension reforms (Gelissen 
2001; Lynch and Myrskylä 2009; Fernandez and Jaime-Castillo 2013). 
We expect the pension system to have a strong effect on the preference 
formation of all social groups, but particularly for those welfare groups 
that are dependent on the pension system for old age income. Since 
retirees are a heterogeneous group with different retirement income 
situation based on their past working lives (Ebbinghaus and 
Neugschwender 2011), it is less clear to predict their attitude towards 
redistribution. We expect that those with lower-than-average pension 
benefits should be in favour of redistribution. As the retired are less 
taxed than the working population, they may also favour redistribution 
in order to maintain their public pensions. Institutional differences 
between pension systems will thus matter concerning how particular 
social groups perceive their preferences.

We make a similar political economy argument concerning opposition 
to or support for retrenchment. We expect that high-income earners who 
pay higher taxes and contributions favour retrenchment since they would 
benefit most from decreasing taxes because their dependency from public 
benefits is smaller (particularly due to private means) than that of the 
lower income groups. In contrast, high-income earners are more likely to 
have additional private pension-savings, making them less dependent on 
public pensions (Ebbinghaus and Neugschwender 2011).
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 Post-industrial Risk Profiles and Attitudes

Although previous research has shown that socio-economic determinants 
of attitudes are related to self-interest, the rational choice approach misses 
two important aspects which seem to be very important in the political 
reform process. First, the studies rather capture the immediate material 
self-interest but miss future (labour market) risks or opportunities which 
might have already been anticipated by respondents when forming their 
attitudes. Second, income groups but also age groups are by and large 
social groups in themselves, although they might not collectively act as an 
interest group for themselves. Therefore, these social or demographic 
groups often have much less political relevance as they do not actively 
pursue their interests in the reform process.

Social classes instead are assumed to capture both actual and future 
interests of their members, and these interests are actively advocated by 
their interest groups. In order to study the effect of social cleavages on 
pension-specific attitudes, we follow the literature on post-industrial 
risk profiles and adopt a new class schema (Kitschelt and Rehm 2006; 
Oesch 2006). Our interest in reform positions among different social 
classes rests upon the “new politics” thesis’ claim that the politics of 
reform in times of austerity are different to the politics of welfare state 
expansion (Pierson 2001b). This may also hold for reasons of changes 
in the social structure: The “old” social cleavages, in particular, the 
class conflict between capital and labour (Korpi 1983), is seen as no 
longer dominant in today’s society given the tertiarization of labour 
markets, educational expansion, and growing female employment 
(Pierson 2001a).

The “old” vertical, industrial class structure distinguishing the highly- 
skilled middle-class from the low-skilled working-class has become more 
fragmented through the development of a “new” horizontal, post- 
industrial cleavage (Oesch 2006). So far, however, it has been difficult to 
compare “old” and “new” social cleavages empirically, a problem that has 
been ameliorated by Kitschelt and Rehm (2006) who, by using Oesch’s 
(2006) 15 social classes, demonstrated the presence of five larger clusters. 
Social classes can now be arranged according to two of the most influen-
tial new dimensions of risk profiles that complement former social class 
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concepts: skill specificity (Iversen and Soskice 2001) and insider–outsider 
labour market status (Rueda 2005). Several empirical contributions have 
shown that these new post-industrial classes differ in their risk profiles 
(Schwander and Häusermann 2013), have distinct political interests and 
preferences (Kitschelt and Rehm 2006), identify with different parties 
and interest organizations, and are represented in the political process by 
different actors (Häusermann 2010).

Empirical tests of this new class schema show that the post-industrial 
classes represent valid “short-cuts” for capturing socio-economic groups 
with specific risk-profiles (Oesch and Menes 2011). The vertical dimen-
sion related to skill-levels and education determines life chances, material 
advantages, and income, whereas the horizontal dimension divides these 
groups into those working in stable, highly protected jobs (for example 
with unlimited contracts) that grant social rights and benefits (capital 
accumulators and blue-collar workers) and those “outsider” occupations 
that instead offer part-time employment, limited contracts, and only lim-
ited social benefits. In our analysis, we link the horizontal segmentation 
with the concept of labour market “insiders” and “outsiders” because this 
distinction reflects the fragmentation of risk profiles within the tradi-
tional classes quite well (Häusermann 2010).

The post-industrial class schema has been restricted to the working 
population thus excluding retirees. Nevertheless, a political economy 
explanation of reforms would remain incomplete without including 
retirees as their impact on pension reforms is well known (Walker 1999). 
Following Lepsius’ (1990) concept, we therefore add retirees to our anal-
ysis (Table 5.1) as a “welfare class” (Versorgungsklasse), that is, a group 
which depends on the welfare state (Alber 1984).

 The Institutional Variations

In general, we expect to confirm previous research and find congruence 
between public opinion and the existing institutional characteristics of 
pension systems, particularly those concerning Bismarck versus Beveridge 
and public versus multipillar structures (Ebbinghaus 2011).
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However, the positioning of social groups may vary due to the particu-
lar pension system.

In Bismarckian public pension systems with earnings-related pensions, 
high-income earners have reasons to oppose retrenchment of pension rights 
since they have already contributed substantially in the expectation of 
receiving higher pensions. Due to these accumulated social rights, they may 
have the strongest interest in defending the status quo, in particular, the 
equivalence principle of Bismarckian earnings-related benefits. The differ-
ence between social groups within the working population should thus be 
less pronounced for pension-specific retrenchment support compared with 
general cutbacks. In contrast to redistribution preferences, we expect differ-
ences between retirees’ and the working population’s preferences for 
retrenchment. Since most retirees actually receive public pensions, we expect 
them to oppose retrenchment of their current pension benefits and instead 
be in favour of raising contributions (or debt) to finance these benefits.

Britain’s Beveridgean basic pension and multipillar pension system 
gives state responsibility a larger role for poverty reduction in contrast to 
the German Bismarckian earnings-related pension system that favours 
adequate living standard maintenance in old age. Hence, the support for 
income redistribution in Beveridgean pension systems should be stron-
gest in Britain due to the country’s flat-rate basic pensions for all citizens 
and residents. Moreover, we assume that people have a strong preference 
for the state’s responsibility to provide at least minimum income and 
oppose retrenchment of already rather meagre basic benefits. In contrast, 

Table 5.1 Post-industrial class typology

Working-age population
Retirement-age 
population

Insiders Outsiders
Welfare 
dependent

Highly- skilled Capital accumulators 
(CA)

Socio-cultural 
professionals (SCP)

RetireesMixed Mixed service functionaries (Mix)
Low-skilled Blue-collar workers 

(BC)
Low-service 

functionaries (LSF)

Note: Categories from Häusermann (2010), mixed service functionaries are a 
residual category; our additional categories in italics
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Germany’s relatively generous contribution-based and status- maintaining 
pension system should have created a stronger preference for income- 
oriented pensions and only limited redistribution as well as a lower reluc-
tance to retrench these pension benefits given the earned social rights 
under a pay-as-you-go system (Myles and Pierson 2001).

Our analysis aims to move beyond these general country differences in 
public support for pension arrangements. In respect to pension policy, 
the current working population considers pension policy in respect to its 
past, current, and future social risk. Given the earnings-related 
Bismarckian pension system, those “outsiders” with atypical employment 
face lower pensions than others (Hinrichs and Jessoula 2012), while in 
Beveridgean system the public flat-rate system provides more of mini-
mum income protection to all citizens (Marshall 1950) in old age (even 
though contributory non-state pensions increase inequalities). Moreover, 
we test the degree to which there are differences between those working 
and those in retirement, given the different interests in maintaining the 
current status quo versus an orientation towards its future financial sus-
tainability. However, while claims for a generational conflict have been 
made in public and academic discourse, few studies have managed to 
establish strong age- or cohort-related differences.

 Data and Attitude Measures

 Survey Data

Individual level data for this analysis come from the European Social Survey 
(ESS) module on welfare attitudes, fielded in 2008/2009. We restrict the 
sample to respondents from Germany and Great Britain, and after deleting 
cases with missing values (in a list-wise manner), 4362 respondents were 
included (Germany: 2239; Britain: 2123). For our analysis, respondents of 
working age (15–65) who participate in the labour market are categorized 
into one of the five classes according to their occupation (based on ISCO-
88 classification). Retired people (either age 65 and older or already inac-
tive) are added as a sixth social class, the welfare dependent group.1 We 
distinguish union members from non-union members for all five active 

 B. Ebbinghaus and E. Naumann



 115

social classes, though we report in the following only the aggregate values 
for the average union member. In order to map the clientele of political 
parties, we use party-identification of respondents for the main political 
parties with more than five per cent of the vote in national elections (three 
British and five German parties), and we report the aggregate value for the 
average non-voter. Moreover, we compare attitudes by gender and four age 
groups (ages 15–30, 31–50, 51–65, and 65+).

 Attitudes Towards Pension Policy:  
Dependent Variables

To analyse whether or not people support redistributive pensions, we use 
the following policy-specific item that provides two different views: 
“Higher earners should get larger old age pensions because they have paid 
in more” and the opposite view “Lower earners should get larger old age 
pensions because their needs are greater”. Respondents then had to 
choose one of three statements (on a card) that comes closest to their 
view: “Lower earners should get larger pensions”, “High and low earners 
should get the same pensions”, and “Higher earners should get larger 
pensions”.2 In order to analyse the dimension of vertical redistribution, 
we combine the first two answer categories into one (“supporting redis-
tribution”), while the last response is defined as “opposition to redistribu-
tion” from better off to less well off. Note that only vertical social 
redistribution but not temporal (cohorts) or categorical (like gender) 
redistribution is captured by these items although these are typical for 
pay-as-you-go public pension systems.

In order to capture the second dimension of retrenchment we use the 
following common survey item. Respondents were asked whether it 
should or should not be the “government’s responsibility” to ensure a 
reasonable standard of living for the old. Answer categories ranged from 
0 (“not government’s responsibility at all”) to 10 (“entirely government’s 
responsibility”). We reverse the order of the scale so that high values, 
chosen by respondents who do not find it the government’s responsibility 
to ensure a reasonable standard of living for the old, indicate potential 
support for retrenchment relative to the current status quo.
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 Studying British and German Attitudes

The support for vertical redistribution is largest among British respon-
dents (83 per cent), while in Germany, less than a third (31 per cent) 
support redistribution either by favouring larger pensions for low earners 
or a flat-rate pension for everyone (Table 5.2). Germans are much more 
inclined to oppose redistribution given the strong equivalence principle 
underlying their Bismarckian public pension, whereas the Beveridgean 
basic pension philosophy is still dominant among British respondents. In 
Britain, both redistributive options receive support and a majority of 
people are in favour of a (moderately) redistributive flat-rate pension for 
all (65 per cent) than of a highly redistributive larger (means-tested) pen-
sion for low earners (18 per cent). A similar difference is found in 
Germany where only very few respondents would support a highly redis-
tributive pension system (7 per cent). Thus the largest support grouping 
in each country is in line with the institutional legacy of the Bismarckian 
and Beveridgean pension system respectively.

Table 5.3 provides results on attitudes towards retrenchment and 
shows the share across response categories and the country means, indi-
cating that the distribution is skewed to the left. In line with previous 
research, we find that pensions are (together with healthcare, see Chaps. 
6 and 10) among the most popular areas of the welfare state. Most people 

Table 5.2 Support for a redistributive design of the public pension system, ESS 
2008

Lower earners 
should get larger 
pensions

High and low 
earners should 
get the same 
pension

Higher earners 
should get larger 
pensions

(Both) Support redistribution
Oppose 
redistribution

Britain (83 %) 18 % 65 % 16 %
Germany (31 %)  7 % 24 % 69 %

Source: ESS 2008/09—Question: “Some people say that higher earners should get 
larger old age pensions because they have paid in more. Others say that lower 
earners should get larger old age pensions because their needs are greater. 
Which of the three statements on this card comes closest to your view?”
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see a very high responsibility to ensure a reasonable standard of living for 
the old regardless of their country: 96 per cent of British and 83 per cent 
of German respondents consider it the government’s responsibility to 
ensure a reasonable standard of living for the old. Only a very small share 
of respondents (2 per cent in Britain, 8 per cent in Germany) sees no or 
limited government responsibility and presumably support a decrease of 
spending in the case of pensions. The status quo (the middle position on 
the scale) is only favoured by a small group in Britain (2 per cent) and 
Germany (9 per cent) in the case of pensions. Thus, support of pension 
retrenchment or of the status quo is very small. Years of public debate on 
the need to reform pension systems due to ageing have not led to a pro- 
retrenchment position. Nevertheless, we can detect a slight tendency of 
German respondents to be less in favour of government’s responsibility 
on average. Given that British pension reforms have considerably cut 
back on state pensions, this position might be understandable.

Gender differences are a common finding in studies on welfare attitudes 
(Blekesaune and Quadagno 2003; Edlund 1999; Svallfors 1997). They are 
more likely to be employed by the welfare state (Sainsbury 1996). As 
women, on average, earn less than men, they are more likely to rely on the 
welfare state, in particular as single parents during working lives or as wid-
ows during retirement. Another explanation put forward, for example, by 
Arts and Gelissen (2001), is that women hold different values than men, 
favouring equality and need over the equity or merit principle. For these 
reasons, more than men, women are commonly assumed to support the 
welfare state in general and redistribution in particular. This gender gap  
is partly confirmed by our results (see Table 5.4). We find significant  

Table 5.3 Support for retrenchment of pension benefits, ESS 2008

Government’s 
responsibility for 
pensions [0–4]

Mid- 
point 
(status 
quo) [5]

Not 
government’s 
responsibility 
[6–10]

Average 
score 
[0–10]

Standard 
error

Retrenchment:  
Oppose Support Mean SE

Britain 96% 2% 2% 1.48 [0.04]
Germany 83% 9% 8% 2.56 [0.05]

Source: ESS 2008/09
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gender differences in Britain and Germany for pension- specific attitudes: 
women show a stronger opposition against retrenchment of pension ben-
efits compared to men. Moreover, German women are more likely to 
favour redistribution through pensions compared to German men, while 
there are no significant differences among British respondents.

The hypothesis of emerging conflicts between generations, which 
gained attention in society, shows rather inconclusive findings: some 
studies report significant age differences (Blekesaune and Quadagno 
2003; Busemeyer et al. 2009; Linos and West 2003), whereas others find 
no consistent impact of age on welfare state attitudes (Andreß and Heien 
2001; Arts and Gelissen 2001; Jæger 2006). One reason for the inconclu-
sive findings might be that welfare states cover very different social poli-
cies which are directed at different stages in the life course. Whereas the 
young age groups (and younger cohorts) mainly benefit from educational 
and family policy, the older age groups (and older cohorts) mainly depend 
on pension and health care. Self-interests thus do not lead to clear expec-
tations on whether young or old respondents should have a stronger 
interest in redistribution or retrenchment. Moreover, “other regarding” 
preferences but also long-term self-interests are important factors in atti-
tude formation (Naumann et al. 2015). Young people might support the 

Table 5.4 Gender and age group differences in pension attitudes, ESS 2008

Country

Pensions specific attitudes

Group Retrenchment Redistribution

(a) by gender
Britain Women −0.19* −2.1
Germany Women −0.61* +5.6*
(b) by age groups
Britain 15–30 years Ref.cat. Ref.cat.

31–50 years −0.25* +6.1
51–65 years −0.32* +8.8*
>65 years −0.16 +10.1*

Germany 15–30 years Ref.cat. Ref.cat.
31–50 years +0.06 −7.4*
51–65 years +0.13 −9.4*
>65 years +0.34 −12.2*

Note: * significant differences (p < 0.05). Results are based on linear or logistic 
regression models for each country
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pension system out of fairness or reciprocity and because they expect to 
be retirees eventually. Still these values might change from one generation 
to the next resulting in generational differences in welfare attitudes.

Although we find differences between age groups, in particular in 
Britain, no clear attitude pattern emerges across all countries (Table 5.4). 
In line with the self-interest expectation, support for retrenchment is 
considerably lower among British older respondents. In contrast, no sig-
nificant differences between age groups can be found in Germany despite 
the public debate on financial sustainability of the pay-as-you-go public 
pensions in an ageing society. In Table 5.4 we also show the differences in 
the predicted probabilities to support redistribution via the pension sys-
tem and compare the different age groups with the youngest age cohort. 
Young people are more in favour of redistribution (thus less in favour of 
achievement orientation) in Germany, whereas in Britain old people are 
the strongest supporters of redistribution (basic pension principle). This 
could be interpreted that young German respondents expect needing a 
minimum income given more precarious employment prospects, while 
in Britain current old age poverty is more of a concern among the older 
age group.

 Mapping Pension-specific Attitudes Two 
Dimensional Policy Space

Since we are interested in comparing the positions of distinct social 
groups that potentially have particular interests and are the potential cli-
entele of interest organizations and political parties, we use multivariate 
models to estimate the positions of these groups. We estimate logit mod-
els for the binary dependent variable and linear regressions for the depen-
dent variable measured on an 11-point scale for each country separately. 
We therefore estimate whether certain groups (social classes, union mem-
bers, retirees) significantly differ from each other in their support for 
retrenchment and redistribution (controlling for age and gender). Based 
on these regression models, we then predict the probability (estimate the 
position) for a “typical” member of each group (with mean age and the 
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predominant gender of the respective class) to support redistribution and 
retrenchment. Values for the redistribution variable range from 0 to 1. 
Zero indicates no support for redistribution since no one within the class 
favours redistribution, whereas 1 indicates very strong support with all 
members of the class favouring redistribution. Values for the retrench-
ment measure can range from 0 to 10, with higher values indicating 
stronger support for retrenchment. In our analysis, we combine support 
for redistribution and support for retrenchment in order to map a two- 
dimensional policy space. Assuming the multidimensionality of welfare 
attitudes, we are particularly interested in whether and how social groups 
differ in respect to these two dimensions of policy support (Fig. 5.1).

 Post-industrial Class-cleavages and Non/Union 
Membership

The positioning of the British and German populations regarding pen-
sion policy differs considerably. The largest differences can be seen with 
respect to support for redistribution (see Fig. 5.1). German respondents 
are much less inclined towards a redistributive pension system compared 
with British respondents. Regarding support for retrenchment of pen-
sions, state involvement is less popular in Germany in comparison to 
Britain where we find a strong preference for state involvement. We link 
these differences with the strong effect of the existing pension systems 
and the dominance of the German Bismarckian earnings-related social 
insurance tradition and a British Beveridgean basic pension for all resi-
dents, which is, however, not sufficient to eradicate poverty.

In the case of pension attitudes, the within-country differences across 
social groups are much less pronounced compared to what is usually 
found in the literature on general welfare attitudes. There are few signifi-
cant differences in Germany (upper panel in Fig. 5.1): Capital accumula-
tors and retirees differ from the average position by being more in favour 
of retrenchment and least in favour of state involvement, while blue- 
collar and lower service workers as well as union members tend to be 
slightly more inclined towards state involvement, and both groups of 
workers are also in favour of more redistribution. In the case of Britain, 
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there are no particular social differences from the average in pension pol-
icy, which shows a remarkable similarity of positions among the British 
population independent of social class, retirement status, and union 
membership. The institutional pension context seems to have, after years 
of retrenchment and privatization, led to a rather uni sono positioning 
towards support of redistribution (in line with the Beveridgean basic pen-
sion) and high support for state involvement.

Fig. 5.1 Support for retrenchment and support for redistribution among post- 
industrial classes and electoral groups—Predictions from logistic and linear regres-
sions. Note: Support for retrenchment is measured on a 11-point scale ranging 
from 0 to 10. Support for redistribution shows the share of respondents support-
ing redistributive elements in the pension system
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 Political Allegiance by Electoral Groups

In order to understand the political allegiance, we finally analyse the elec-
torate by focussing on the same two-dimensional policy space (lower 
panel of Fig. 5.1). We report party preferences of respondents for the 
largest parties (being supported by more than five per cent of voters) and 
the position of non-voters. The results for party electorates differ more 
significantly than for the social classes and union-membership, indicating 
that party affiliations address important ideological differences that are 
not congruent with social-class differences. Moreover, we find the same 
overall cross-national variations in the positioning on the redistribution 
and retrenchment positions with more pronounced differences in party 
affiliations in Germany than in Britain.

In Germany, the party positions differ between the conservative pole 
(FDP: Liberals, CDU: Christian Democrats, including Bavarian sister 
CSU), which demonstrates a higher preference for retrenchment and less 
support for redistribution than the average voter, while the red-green pole 
(SPD: Social Democrats, Grüne: Green party) and most extremely the far 
left (Linke) as well as the non-voters favour retrenchment least and redis-
tribution most. The position of the two conservative parties is in line with 
the capital accumulators and retirees, while the red-green parties are 
closer to the position of the average respondent. The Linke is somewhat 
closer to the blue-collar and union-member position. These political dif-
ferences have made it difficult for the Grand Coalition government of 
Christian-Democrats and Social Democrats (since 2009) to go beyond 
gradual pension reforms increasing the retirement age and some conces-
sions for current retirees or those soon retiring.

In Great Britain (right lower panel in Fig. 5.1), the positions of the 
party supporters are as closely located as in respect to the social classes, a 
pattern that stands in stark contrast to the big ideological divide in respect 
to general welfare value-orientation reported in the literature. Concerning 
pension-specific retrenchment and redistribution attitudes, the British 
electorate strongly supports the redistributive basic pension and opposes 
any (further) retrenchment. British political parties will thus find it dif-
ficult to develop ideologically different alternatives in pension reform 
given such similar support among their electorate for the current system 
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and large demand for state involvement. In fact, since the pension act of 
2008, several British governments of different partisan composition have 
maintained the aim of strengthening the public pension and extending 
supplementary pensions via automatic enrolment.

 Conclusion

Mapping pension-specific attitudes in a two-dimensional policy-space cap-
turing attitudes towards retrenchment and redistribution has revealed some 
striking cross-national differences between Britain and Germany. In line 
with institutional differences, our analysis shows stronger cross- national 
differences in respect to the principle of redistribution, and somewhat more 
limited differences in respect to retrenchment. The German population 
seems to tend slightly more towards retrenchment than the British. As for 
redistributive elements in the pensions system, the main difference was 
found to be in line with the Bismarckian vs. Beveridgean pension system 
traditions, with Germany representing the achievement-oriented social 
insurance and Britain the poverty-oriented basic pension policy.

Our study also confirms the existence of attitude differences between 
social and political groups. Whereas the position of the social classes and 
non/union membership is much less pronounced than assumed in the 
literature, party polarization is strongest in Germany on both dimen-
sions, and much less observable in Britain. Compared with the strong 
country effects, social and party polarization effects turn out to be rather 
small due to the overall popularity of pension policy and rather limited 
support for retrenchment. Different age groups also agree on such a con-
sensus in favour of the status quo. We do not find strong evidence for a 
generational conflict over the scope of pension policy, although German 
younger people buy less into the equivalence principle than older work-
ers, while in Britain support for redistribution increases with age.

Our analysis thus suggests that old-age is rather perceived as a life 
course and not a labour market related risk (Jensen 2012) which explains 
that everyone has an interest in being protected and supported in old age 
irrespective of income or social class. Such strong support for pensions is 
reinforced by the high deservingness of the elderly. Both aspects contrib-
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ute to our finding of high support and little conflict over pension policies 
between social and political groups. Under these circumstances, it is very 
likely that left- and right-wing governments enact similar policies and 
that only gradual re-calibration of the pension system along the basic 
principles of the existing pension institutions will occur.

Nevertheless, it remains an interesting question for future research 
how stable strong support and little conflict over pension policies is. 
External shocks like financial crises but also population ageing which 
slowly erodes the financial sustainability of the pension system might 
affect pension attitudes and reform preferences (see also Chap. 8). 
Moreover, political ideology determines how people react to increasing 
reform pressures (Brooks and Manza 2013; Jensen and Naumann 2016) 
and conflict lines might emerge as a consequence. This suggests that 
political parties but also unions might play an important role in the polit-
ical economy of reforms by framing how financial crises and population 
ageing affect individual interests and reform preferences.

Notes

1. We exclude respondents still in education and do not split up retirees into 
early retired and “regularly” retired people. The rate of early retirement 
before age 65 is high for women in Britain (normal retirement at age 60, 
but 65 for men), and medium-high but declining for men and women in 
Germany (phased-in increases in pre-retirement since the mid-1990s).

2. 2.6 per cent of the respondents chose a fourth answer “none of these”. We 
ignore this as a negligible percentage of respondents by analysing these 
responses as missing.
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