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INTRODUCTION 
Institutional Perspectives on Work Orientations 

 
INGRID ESSER 

Swedish Institute for Social Research 
Stockholm University 



 

Men and women have always worked, and often so for obvious reason – to 
ensure survival. With societal development, conditions of work, rewards of 
work and incentives to work have changed greatly. Along with transformed 
organization of labour and reproduction, also ‘social citizenship’ as termed by 
Marshall (1950) has developed over the past century. 1  Through such 
citizenship, in addition to civil and political rights, individuals have come to 
enjoy extended economic freedom in the form of social rights which provide 
economic protection in periods of lowered work capacity, for example in case 
of sickness, old age, or unemployment. A much debated question is whether 
extended social rights may produce unintended consequences in the form of 
perverse work incentives when individuals are less pressured to work for mere 
survival. This could decrease the total amount of work performed in society, 
thus lowering productivity and economic growth. As welfare states themselves 
are dependent on people performing their social duties in the form of 
productive and reproductive work, architects of welfare states have been 
highly concerned with the imperative of providing strong and positive (for the 
most part instrumental) incentives for work in order to mediate a strong work 
norm (Halvorsen 1999c:121; Sjöberg 2000a:4). 

Here, possibly because of limited awareness, less attention or interest has 
been focused on how institutions may be of key importance for also 
conveying non-instrumental attitudes to work, strongly motivating or guiding 
individuals’ work behaviour. To the extent that institutions mediate strong 
work incentives (i.e. both instrumental and non-instrumental), it could also be 
argued that expanded social rights may provide an efficiency-enhancing 
structure of safe and secure work, in turn possibly enhancing the work norm 
as well as productive efficiency. Although the concern with work incentives is 
central to all social policymaking, strategies for their endorsement have 
differed markedly across welfare and production regimes.2 It thus remains an 
empirical question whether, and in that case how, institutions have come to 
structure individuals’ work orientations, where particular interest in this thesis 
is directed to evaluating individuals’ non-instrumental attitudes to work. 

The central theme for the three studies included in this thesis is thus to 
examine how different welfare and production regimes may have structured 
individuals’ work orientations into observable cross-national patterns by the 

                                                 
1 The expansion of social rights was by no means an automatic development, but emerged 
in a context rich with conflict and in a period when a “sea change in power relations” was 
taking place (Korpi 2003:589). 
2 The terms welfare regime and welfare state are here used synonymously to refer to the 
broad institutional structures of (nationally legislated) social policy programs that provide 
economic support in times of lowered work incapacity due to old age, sickness, work 
accident, unemployment and/or family formation. 
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late 1990s and early 2000s. Taking a broad comparative perspective, 
qualitatively different welfare and production regimes across modern market 
economies provide a quasi-experimental possibility to examine how 
institutions may explain patterns in peoples’ work orientations at the country 
level, after taking into consideration relevant factors at the individual level as 
well as structural factors at the macro-level. Each study focuses on different 
aspects of motivation to work. The first study evaluates attitudes in terms of 
employment commitment. The second examines basic work values, more 
specifically whether work is valued as a ‘duty towards society’ or rather 
considered as a ‘free choice’, and to what extent people agree with how 
unemployed persons should need to accept job offers or lose their benefits. 
The third study focuses on peoples’ preferences for longer or shorter working 
lives, through expressed exit-age preferences – typically in pre-statutory 
retirement ages. 

The purpose of this introduction is to outline a broader understanding of 
three issues central to all studies in the thesis. These concern a further 
elaboration of, (1) the meaning of work (2) the relevance of institutions for 
structuring individuals’ values, attitudes and preferences, and (3) attitudes’ 
components and their links to behavioural outcomes. This introductory 
chapter is organized as follows. The first section provides a historical 
overview of the meaning of work, focusing on content, meaning and 
motivational factors. In the second section the importance of institutions is 
assessed. Institutionalist theories are presented, the development of welfare 
and production regimes are addressed, the different types, as well as their 
interconnectedness, are considered. The third section addresses attitudes, 
distinguishing their components and the interrelationship between attitudes, 
beliefs, affects, preferences, values, norms and culture. Such clarification 
provides a better understanding of why it is important to study attitudes and 
how attitudinal findings may contribute to our understandings of behaviour. 
Lastly, the findings from the studies are summarized and presented with an 
overall conclusion. 

The meaning of work in a historical perspective 
In pursuit of assessing the meaning of work, a plainer question is often raised 
about whether it lies in human nature to like or dislike work.3 By and large, 
theoretical standpoints on this issue position themselves on a work incentive 
continuum – at one end, work is seen instrumentally as a necessary evil to 
ensure survival; at the other end, work provides a means to self-realization. A 
                                                 
3 For the purposes of each study in this thesis work refers to paid work, since unpaid or 
voluntary work is irrelevant to proponents of the work disincentive theories. In a historical 
perspective, theories on work have however often included broader definitions. 
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common understanding of incentives is as stimulants or motivations for 
actions which might otherwise not take place, i.e. distinct from coercively 
influenced action (Schroeder 2000). As motivational factors may vary from 
highly instrumental to primarily social or psychological incentives, different 
work incentives may also be differently successful in their promotion of work. 
It is here fruitful to distinguish between extrinsic and intrinsic work values, 
where the former include income, security, prestige, status, respect, acceptance 
and power (i.e. job-contextual qualities), and the latter entail taking pride in 
one’s work, feelings of accomplishment, happiness, self-respect, social identity, 
and self-realization (i.e. job-inherent qualities). As theories on work have been 
closely related to the broader history of work, a fruitful way to understand the 
meaning of work is taking a historical perspective and also to separate the 
meanings of work’s content, purpose and motivational factors (Grenholm 
1994). 

Original Conceptions of Work and the Birth of the Protestant Work Ethic 
Early thinking on work, which we know in more detail, was developed in 
ancient Greek society by Plato (put forth in The Republic) and his disciple 
Aristotle (put forth in Ethica Nicomachea).4 In that time, the Greek society was 
a slave society characterized by the exploitation of slaves in production. 
Although slaves were found in all types of work, Plato’s and Aristotle’s ideas 
about work mainly refer to manual labour involved in producing the 
necessities for survival – primarily agricultural work and different kinds of 
crafts. Both philosophers regarded such work as coercive, dishonourable and 
incompatible with a free life, in fact a task for slaves prisoners, foreigners and 
criminals (Schroeder 2000:13). In contrast, both Plato and Aristotle describe 
happiness as the highest good. As a typical characteristic of human beings, 
happiness originates from human beings’ ability to reason rationally, which 
yields the possibility for humans to realize themselves as conscious beings 
through a contemplative life, i.e. through pure philosophical thinking 
(Grenholm 1994:455). 5  Thus, for both Plato and Aristotle, spiritual and 
contemplative life was honoured as that embodying the higher values in life, 

                                                 
4  The attempts of historians, sociobiologists and archaeologists to evaluate humans’ 
relation to work as far back as to the Stone Age, appear to ascertain that humans made 
little distinction between work and non-work. For this reason it cannot be concluded 
whether work per se was liked or disliked at this period of time (Schroeder 2000). It seems 
that the primary activity was that to gather food and that man spent approximately four to 
five hours a day on gathering and preparing food, enjoying an abundance of time for 
leisure and sleep (Sahlins 1974:14-17). 
5 Notably, for the Greeks (and also the Roman elites, who imitated much of the Greeks 
attitudes), nobility was also pursued in warfare (Rose 1985:27). 
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rather than productive working, which generally was considered a ‘necessary 
evil’ (Grenholm 1994:456; Schroeder 2000:17). 

The concept of work broadens during the Middle Ages in relation to the 
development of three societal classes: priests, warriors and workers. As a 
follower of Aristotle, and considered as the most prominent Christian 
Philosopher of the Middle Ages, Thomas Aquinas, also distinguished between 
higher spiritual contemplative life and lower productive working life, but 
divided this hierarchy into four levels; the higher levels of desirable ‘pure 
contemplation’, ‘ascetism and good deeds’, and ‘honest work’ (like Jesus’ work 
as a carpenter), and lastly, the still detested type of work, ‘work simply for 
survival’ (Schroeder 2000:14-15). In short, the view of work in the Middle 
Ages, as represented by Aquinas, parallels that found in ancient Greece, 
consistent with the understanding of productive work as merely a ‘necessary 
evil’. 

With the birth of Martin Luther’s Protestant work ethic in the early 
1500s, the perception of work was profoundly changed, an event which came 
to be crucial for the attendant modernization of Europe (Brown 1986 [1954]; 
Granato et al. 1996). In parallel with the old conception of work – as a 
demeaning necessity – a new strain of thought was born, which defined work 
as an ennobling, moral and religious duty in society, as expressed in the 
theology of Martin Luther. The society he lived in was a feudal society, 
characterized by superior-subordinate hierarchies of mainly agrarian 
occupations. Yet, Luther was attentive of the new capitalist society in its 
infancy, with developments of small industry, handicrafts and trading. When 
he wrote about work, he did so in the widest sense of work – an activity in 
and outside of the home, paid and unpaid. In his view, every type of work was 
to be considered a service to God. In the process of assigning work with 
religious dignity, he also redefined it as a vocation, and put forward his 
threefold doctrine of vocation, postulating that (1) human work is a means for 
God’s continuous action (2) work is a vocation to render service to one’s 
neighbour and (3) work is suffering in imitation of Christ (Grenholm 
1994:458-9). Thus, the purpose of work is to serve one’s neighbour as well as 
to care for other people, which as such constitutes the means “to serve as an 
instrument for God’s continuous act of creation” – also implying a deeper 
purpose for work. Another purpose of work was also to restrain our desires 
by “mortifying the body”. The sinners, according to this line of reasoning, 
were instead the able-bodied non-workers. In sum, Luther found every type 
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of work a service to God and as such, a means to human self-realization 
(Grenholm 1994:459-460).6  

The sociological classics 
The industrialization process, initiated in Britain during the late 18th century, 
brought on massive economic and social changes in the structure of work. 
Societies in today’s developed world transformed from a pre-industrial phase, 
through an industrial phase, and have arguably in later decades developed 
towards an increasingly post-industrial, service and knowledge-based economy. 
In the course of change from the agrarian society into the industrial society, 
debates on the nature of work polarized. Romantic thinkers such as Thomas 
Carlyle (1795-1881) and William Morris (1834-1896) still connoted work with 
religious justification and meaning, although they glorified only certain types 
of work (see e.g. Morris 1993 [1890]). Utilitaristic philosophers such as e.g. 
Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832), John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) and James Mill 
(1773-1836) took an entirely opposite stance. With what has become a famous 
phrase, Bentham opens his utilitarian manifesto, Introduction to the Principles of 
Morals and Legislation from 1789, with; “Nature has placed mankind under the 
governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure”. In relation to this 
proposition, Bentham argued that virtually all humans seek to maximize their 
‘happiness’, defined as the surplus of pleasure over pain, and how all human 
actions arise from such ‘hedonic calculus’, whether it concerns e.g. altruism, 
asceticism, love, duty, a desire for freedom, obedience to the law or faith. 
Moreover, Bentham promptly grouped work with factors causing pain rather 
than pleasure, and also claimed that human beings have an inborn love of ease 
and an aversion to work (Bentham 1970 [1789]). Clearly, this school of 
thought comprehends work in general as a burden and an unpleasant evil. 
Notably, this utilitarian reasoning still holds a strong position within academic 
philosophy, and has also provided an important basis for current economic 
philosophy. By holding that a society of free individuals with little state 
interference guarantees the greatest happiness for the greatest number of 
people, these ideas have provided central political, ethical, and economic 
foundation for 19th century liberalism and 20th century neo-liberalism. 

                                                 
6  Notably, John Calvin (1509-1564) advocated an even more rigid work ethic. By his 
norms, individuals should seek occupations that would provide the greatest earnings 
possible, even if it would mean abandoning the family, trade or profession. Not only was 
such priority approved – it was even considered to be a persons’ religious duty (Tilgher 
1930). According to the less radical Lutheran view, all occupations were considered to 
bring equal intrinsic merit, given that they were performed to the best ability of the worker 
(Rose 1985:30). 
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In these times, three classical sociological theorists put forth their ideas 
about the meaning of work; Karl Marx (1818-1883) in his theory of alienation, 
Max Weber (1864-1920) in his ideas about rationalization, and Emile Durkheim 
(1858-1917) in his focus on societal integration. Fundamentally central to them 
all, was the new, increasingly specialized division of labour in society. In his 
theory of alienation, Marx came to take a dialectical position, making the 
essential distinction between work as self-determined ‘productive activity’ – 
and, as such, a necessary and positive good in human lives – and between 
labour under capitalism, subject to exploitation and alienation. Whereas Marx 
saw work as the creative process constituting man and a means to expressing 
her inner essence, he saw labour within market economies (structured by the 
capitalist mode of production) as alienating the worker through distortion of 
four relations. The increased division of labour aiming to produce goods to be 
exchanged on the market for abstract values, alienated the worker from work 
itself, from the product, from his/her fellow men, and from his/her inner 
being, resulting in a purely instrumental attitude to work. Furthermore, as 
alienation is related to the entire organization of capitalist production, it 
concerns everyone, also the capitalists, although the working classes fared 
worse (Marx and Engels 1978). 

Also Weber saw a loss of human dignity as being fundamentally linked to 
the increased division of labour, although he saw the specialization of labour 
as not being specifically related to capitalism. Rather it is the intensified 
process of rationalization and the increasing dominance of goal-rational action 
(Zweckrationalität) over value-rational action (Wertrationalität), which brought 
Weber to a pessimistic view of human work. The work within ever more 
efficiency-maximizing bureaucratic organizations was seen by Weber as 
strictly limiting individual freedom, a misguidance of human effort towards 
efficiency improvements for production goals, and as increasingly unrelated to 
the value of these goals in themselves (Weber 1997 [1970]). 

Differently from Marx and Weber, Durkheim argued that the division of 
labour rather would connect people in mutually dependent ‘organic’ 
relationships. Such modern solidarity would yield a sense of participation in a 
purposeful larger social entity. Also, the increased specialization of labour 
would compensate the loss of breadth in work with depth. However, 
Durkheim discusses the problematic ‘anomic’ division of labour, when the 
relationship between work and capital is insufficiently regulated, or when such 
regulation is not perceived as legitimate (Durkheim 1964 [1902]).7 

                                                 
7 An example of anomic and illegitimate regulation would be the class conflict resulting 
from the existence of unequal opportunities on the labour market (Tåhlin 1987:21-22). 
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In sum, the theories concerned with alienation, (over-)rationalization and 
(dis-)integration put forth by Marx, Weber and Durkheim, depart from rather 
pessimistic views of how the content and purpose of work develop, although 
each of these theorists viewed motivational factors of ‘real’ work as bearing 
the potential to bring out the true self-realizing social activity of human nature. 

Work in the 20th century – increased focus on social relations and psychological fulfilment 
As work develops during the 20th century, the further diversification of work 
is paralleled in theories on work. Here we can distinguish four strands of 
thinking: a Tayloristic perspective much conflated with production methods 
emerging around the turn of the century, the human relations perspective 
developed during the 1930s, the socio-technical strand of thought of the 
1960-70s, and more recent post-industrialist arguments. As we shall see, 
central to the debate on the meaning of work, is still the question of its 
instrumentality, according to which time in work is generally to be valued 
lower than time out of work. 

In the beginning of the 20th century, Frederick W. Taylor, an engineer 
and organizer of industry, developed his ideas of ‘scientific management’ for a 
maximized efficiency of production. Strict hierarchic organization of work 
with far-reaching division of labour is central, guided by the four principles of 
the Tayloristic work process; (1) standardization of tools and tasks, (2) rational 
selection of the most suitable workers, (3) wages corresponding to how much 
is produced and (4) vertical division of labour between management and 
workers. With these developments, workers’ self-determination within 
production deteriorated. Taylor’s fundamental perception of human nature 
and what motivates people to work assumes that workers by nature have an 
instrumental attitude towards work and that the prime incentives for work are 
material – an assumption also shared by neo-classical economic theory. By 
this view, private economic rewards are sought in order to satisfy more 
important needs realized in workers’ leisure time. Hence, according to Taylor, 
as opposed to e.g. Marx, work is not a means to self-realization (Grenholm 
1994:466). In the late 1960s, the English sociologist John Goldthorpe and his 
associates presented what perhaps is the most well-known work in support of 
the hypothesis that instrumental attitudes to work are widespread in 
contemporary society. In the seminal study The Affluent Worker (1968), on 
work orientations of industrial workers in the town of Luton, they conclude 
that for most (British) industrial workers the purpose of work is markedly 
instrumental – simply a means to earning the income necessary for living the 
kind of life one values. Furthermore, they also propose that this attitude is a 
fundamental attitude to work in general, which workers bring to their 
workplaces. It is not a consequence of the social environment they are faced 
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with at those particular workplaces (Grenholm 1994:55).8 A similar position 
on the importance of pre-employment socialization is taken by e.g. Davis 
(1965) and Holland (1976). 

Other sociologists have questioned this view. For example, Göran Ahrne 
(1976:83,107), in his dissertation Den gyllene kedjan (The Golden Chain), argues 
that many workers in today’s affluent society do not only seek increasing 
consumption rewards, but that above a certain primary sufficiency level, such 
consumption cannot compensate for the unsatisfied work-inherent needs. 
Satisfaction through consumption holds little value if the price is self-denial 
and self-sacrifice. Drawing on Swedish survey data, Ahrne does not find that 
instrumental attitudes are widespread among workers. Similar Swedish 
evidence draws on a survey of Swedish metalworkers (Korpi 1980 [1978]). 
The important distinction, Korpi argues, is how workers’ own experience of 
the inner rewards of work may differ from their normative expectation of the 
rewards of work. Although metalworkers may experience little intrinsic job 
satisfaction, the expectations of intrinsic rewards from work were found in 
general to be as important as expectations of high wages. In sum, the results 
did not indicate any general tendency towards markedly instrumental work 
orientations among Swedish metalworkers, which clearly opposes the 
hypothesis derived from the Luton study (Korpi 1980 [1978]:134,138).9  

Another crucial point in critique of Goldthorpe et al. (1968), concerns the 
attitude formation process. As described above, Goldthorpe et al. attributed to 
workers fundamental attitudes towards work prior to workplace exposure. 
Critiques such as those of e.g. Blauner (1964), Gardell (1971; 1976) and Korpi 
(1980 [1978]) argue that attitudes towards work are formed much in relation 
to workplace conditions such as e.g. the socio-technical environment, 
organization of labour, or lack of participation in decision-making processes. 
In this respect several organizational theorists (Kalleberg 1977; Oldham and 
Hackman 1981; Kohn and Schooler 1982; Loscocco 1989) argue that work 
values are determined jointly by individuals’ personal characteristics and 

                                                 
8 Goldthorpe et al. also separate out two additional attitudes towards work; the bureaucratic 
and the solidaristic. According to the former, administrative services are exchanged mainly 
for higher income, status and long-term security. With such attitudes, the meaning of work 
is more related to social identity, with less clear-cut distinction between work and non-
work activities. Such attitudes are usually held by white-collar workers. According to the 
solidaristic view, work is also associated with social values. By identifying with the work 
group, individuals will involve themselves in work not only for calculative, but also for 
moral reasons (Grenholm 1994:56). 
9 More instrumental work orientations were however found in particular sub-groups such 
as married younger male workers with young dependent children, immigrants, and migrant 
workers with an agricultural background (Korpi 1980 [1978]:138). 
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occupational outcome, each potentially coming into play at different points in 
a person’s occupational career or history. 

During the 1930s and in the post-war years, the human relations school was 
developed by Elton Mayo in America and James Brown in Great Britain.10 
Mayo wrote about Western industrial work as it was being shaped at the 
beginning of the century, in a situation of economic crises. Brown’s work 
referred mainly to the labour market situation shortly after World War II, but 
both writers refer to a time of increasingly centralized industrial production. 
They put forth similar theses on how incentives for work are primarily social 
rather than economic. According to them, worker’s efficiency and attitudes 
towards work are conditioned by the norms set by the informal working 
group – i.e. by social demands – and not mainly driven by striving for better 
wages. Fundamental assumptions set them distinctly apart from 
instrumentalist theorists. As social beings, human’s attitudes and behaviour 
are not explained by genetic and constitutional factors alone, but to a great 
extent by environmental factors to which workers need to adjust. Neither 
author gives explicit definitions of work, nor do they assert that work 
provides means towards self-realization. But, in The Social Psychology of Industry 
(1986 [1954]), Brown offers an understanding of work as primarily a social 
activity satisfying two main functions: (1) to produce the goods and services 
needed by society and (2) to incorporate the individual in the social system of 
human relations on which society is based.11 In addition, human beings do not 
only seek to satisfy their own interests but also have altruistic motives. Hence, 
parts of work may be boring and provide little needs satisfaction, yet these 
aspects may be balanced by the fact that work provides fellowship and social 
relations. 

In the 1960s and the 1970s, the socio-technical theory of work was 
developed by e.g. Fred Emery, Einar Thorsrud, Robert Blauner, Bertil Gardell 
and Paul Blumberg. A common ground for all of these thinkers is the basic 
assumption about diversified human needs satisfied through work. However, 
rather than emphasizing social needs as human relations theorists do, they 
instead emphasize higher psychological needs that work can and ought to 
fulfil, where work thus functions as means to self-realization. Accordingly, 
work’s purpose is to produce what is good for other people and to satisfy the 

                                                 
10 Mayo’s work draws on the famous Hawthorne studies conducted in 1927-1932 at the 
factories of the Western Electric Company in Hawthorne, discussed in The Human Problems 
of an Industrial Civilization (1949). 
11  Hence managers should not only maximize productivity and efficiency, but also 
satisfaction of the social needs of the workers. 

 10



 

individual’s need to develop his or her individual qualities.12 Studies on the 
organization of work following this tradition of thought have also been 
concerned with outcomes in terms of efficiency. Some findings indicate that 
better opportunities for employees to control their own work, satisfying 
stronger psychological claims on work content, increased human and 
productive resources, which in turn increased efficiency of the companies (see 
e.g. Thorsrud and Emery 1969). Implicit in the socio-technical ideas on work 
is thus the emphasis on the importance of workplace factors for the shaping 
of workers’ attitudes towards work. 

During the 1970s and the 1980s, many sociologists and other social 
scientists argued that industrial society had been transformed in a fundamental 
way and was converging into post-industrial societies. Prominent features of 
this new society are the increased share of service jobs in labour markets and 
the increased need for theoretical knowledge and human capital in 
professional and technical occupations. Thus, highly skilled non-manual 
workers will constitute the main part of employed workers. It is also argued 
that companies are becoming increasingly socialized, bearing higher social 
responsibilities, thus taking a more central role in people’s lives. Daniel Bell – 
possibly the most influential post-industrial theorist – however emphasizes 
that such a post-industrial society does not displace the industrial society but 
rather brings a ‘thickening’ of societal texture when more people are brought 
into service work as well as into highly specialized professional occupations 
(Bell 1976:127). With international economic stagnation, the oil-crises in the 
1970s and early 1980s, and the emergence of mass employment, however, 
new pressures on production markets were mounting. A convergence-
pressure hypothesis here predicts that these developments, in combination 
with increasing globalization-conflated market openness for goods and 
services, reduces the possibilities for nation-specific labour market actors in 
terms of e.g. control of skill level, wage and profits (McKeown 1999:13). 

To the contrary, the entailing convergence of modern industrialized 
societies, based on assumptions of post-industrial developments, has been 
criticized from an institutional diversification perspective. This perspective 
draws on broad-based evidence of limited institutional non-convergence in 
terms of e.g. the political economy in general (see e.g. Hall 1999; Hall and 
Soskice 2001b; Kitschelt et al. 1999b; Scharpf and Schmidt 2000a), economic 
performance (North 1990), labour market organization (see e.g. Hall and 
                                                 
12  In this time psychologist Abraham Maslow (1908-1970) formulated his well-known 
needs-based framework of human motivation. A central proposition was how lower 
physiological and safety needs have to be satisfied before higher psychological needs (such 
as self-esteem and self-actualization) can be satisfied (Atkinson et al. 1990). 
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Gingerich 2004; Hall and Soskice 2001b; Soskice 1999) or welfare state 
institutions (see e.g. Korpi 2003; Montanari 2000; Montanari and Palme 2004; 
Pierson 1996:179; Swank 2001).13 The idea of convergent trends in work and 
employment is too simplified since developments in both technology and the 
economy to a great extent are embedded in different institutional settings that 
extensively shape labour market structures (see e.g. Esping-Andersen 1990).  

In addition, it is widely argued that both low- and high-skill labour is 
indispensable in pursuit of full employment (Blyth 2003; Esping-Andersen 
1990; 1996a; Hansen 2001:22-23). For example, when Hansen (2001) 
evaluates occupational data from the last 3-4 decades across Sweden, 
Germany and the United States, he notes both a considerable degree of 
similarity, as well as persistent differences in occupational structures across 
these qualitatively different welfare and production regimes. Although more 
than 40 percent of employed persons in all countries are occupied in post-
industrial occupations, the so-called ‘Fordist’ occupations (i.e. those structured 
by an industrial division of labour) still dominate in both Germany and the 
United States. In addition, the persistent differences are mainly found in 
relation to women’s occupational concentration in the social services sector, 
largely related to welfare-state design.14  

The debate still continues on whether there will be a convergence of 
values as a result of modernization or whether more country-specific or 
regime-specific values will persist despite modernization, economic and 
political change (DiMaggio 1994). As a large body of multi-disciplinary 
comparative research has well recognized institutional diversification of labour 
market organization, it seems that in addition to individuals’ personal 
characteristics and occupational outcomes, there is reason for raising the level 
of examination also to concern country-level characteristics of labour markets 
influencing people’s work orientations. Taking institutionalists’ arguments 
seriously would mean seeing labour markets as characterized by distinctly 
different institutional settings for economic production and welfare provision 
(where ‘welfare’ is understood broadly as social protection). 

                                                 
13 It has in fact been argued that the “welfare state remains the most resilient aspect of the 
postwar political economy” (Pierson 1996:179). 
14  Fordist occupations following an industrial division of labour, include clerical/sales, 
skilled and unskilled manual workers, as well as managers. These occupations are 
contrasted against primary occupations following a pre-industrial division of labour (that 
include farmers, fishermen, etc) and post-industrial occupations following a post-industrial 
division of labour (that include skilled service and unskilled service workers, as well as 
professional and semi-professional occupations). For further specification, see e.g. Hansen 
(2001:36-42). 
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Institutions 
Despite increasing internationalization in product markets, distinct 
institutional varieties of capitalism seem to prevail, and are significantly 
influential on the organization of production and welfare. Regardless of what 
emphasis might be given to actor-oriented rational-choice theory or the 
structuralist’s more constrained view of individual action, institutions are here 
regarded as the link between agency and structure – to some extent affecting 
strategic actions and actors’ rational calculation, but also preferences and 
beliefs within normative orders, as argued by March and Olsen (1989). As the 
focus in this thesis is on institutions’ normative influence on individuals’ work 
orientations, a better understanding of such processes builds on how a 
dynamic perspective may be inferred to analyses through also focusing on 
(significant) feed-back effects. Given that institutions may affect individuals’ 
attitudes and behaviour, and that these ‘feed back’ on the formation of 
institutions, such mechanisms constitute the base of important path-
dependency and institutional-resiliency dynamics, further described below. In 
consequence, institutional effects on individuals’ work orientations today may 
plausibly appear as observable cross-national patterns of work orientations, in 
relation to welfare and production regimes’ structure and long-term 
development. For better understanding in this respect, we turn to theoretical 
overview as well as an evaluation of how theorists on welfare and production 
regimes’ development have taken into account institutions in their capacity of 
normative orders. 

In the broadest sense, institutions can be seen simply as formal or 
informal rules, such as e.g. laws, regulations, norms and/or customs. The 
family, as one commonly referred institution, would include the rules of the 
gender system, including e.g. symbols of gendered attitudes and appropriate 
gendered behaviour. A distinction may also be made between institutions and 
organizations. Although many structures may exist simultaneously as 
institutions and organizations in continuous interplay, the concept of 
institutions is broader and ‘exists’ outside of organizations, which may be 
understood as materialized institutions (Ahrne 1994:4,82-83; Ben-Ner and 
Putterman 1998:37-38). Examples of organizations are e.g. schools, firms and 
government agencies. Within certain strands of new institutional theory, it is 
also argued that institutions represent relative properties and as such depend 
for their delineation on the purpose of the analysis (Ahrne 1994:4). 
Throughout this thesis, the concept of institution is most often used in its 
broader sense, although it is recognized how institutional structures, e.g. of 
welfare regimes, often are coterminous with the rules and regulations of 
specific government agencies’ organizational structures. The central tenet 
however is that institutions are not neutral to policy or organizational 
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outcomes, and therefore are central to defining the rules of the political game 
(Pierson 1996:152; Steinmo 2001). 

Berger and Luckman (1966:54) provide an early understanding of the 
institutionalization process, defined as occurring when there is “a reciprocal 
typification of habitualized actions by types of actors”. In other words, 
institutionalization takes place when certain types of actors develop habits or 
patterns through interaction and such interaction is reproduced, eventually 
making interaction taken for granted (Jepperson 1991). Berger and Luckman 
(1966:66) further describe the dialectic process in which institutions are 
socially constructed but also ‘act back’ on the producers; “Man [sic] and his 
social world interact with each other. The product acts back upon the 
producer”. As such, institutions are durable, transmittable, maintainable and 
reproducible. With a particular interest in how values and preferences may be 
considered a part of continuous institutional feed-back processes, three 
contemporary institutionalist perspectives are reviewed more closely in this 
respect. 

New Institutionalisms 
‘New institutionalism’ of today can be said to have emerged in three forms. 
Although these overlap, they have developed relatively independent of each 
other in the fields of economics, political science and sociology over the last 
twenty years. These may be referred to in terms of rational choice 
institutionalism, historical institutionalism and sociological institutionalism. 
They all substantially advance our understanding of the political world but 
differ decidedly in explanatory purpose, theoretical and empirical approach, 
and include quite different assumptions about human motivation. Yet, as 
suggested by Hall and Taylor (1996:955), rather than seeing any approach as 
substantially untrue, each may offer a partial account of the forces at work, or 
capture different dimensions of human action and institutional impacts. 

Rational-choice institutionalism explains institutions as solutions to 
collective action dilemmas, where individuals seeking to maximize the 
attainment of their own preferences drive the collective outcome into 
preferably optimal, but frequently also sub-optimal outcomes.15 In pursuit of 
rational analysis, these institutionalists in general employ a characteristic set of 
behavioural assumptions which rest on a set of preferences or tastes. 
Furthermore, actors are assumed to behave exceedingly instrumentally in a 
highly strategic manner to maximize desired outcomes. Strategic interaction is 
substantially affected by expectations about how others are likely to behave –

                                                 
15 Classic examples include the ‘prisoner’s dilemma’ and the ‘tragedy of the commons’ (see 
e.g. Hardin 1982; Ostrom 1990). 
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here institutions are important, since they affect the range and sequence of 
alternatives on the choice-agenda (Hall and Taylor 1996:944-5).  

Historical institutionalism offers a broader definition of institutions as 
formal or informal procedures, routines, norms and conventions embedded in 
the organizational structure of the polity or political economy. Hence, 
institutions are in general associated with the rules or conventions 
disseminated by organizations. A common feature within historical 
institutionalism is also the important role of power and its asymmetrical 
dispersion across social groups. An eclectic position is taken, offering a 
‘calculus’ and ‘cultural’ approach. The calculus approach focuses on 
instrumental human behaviour and in general treats actors’ goals and 
preferences exogenously to institutional analysis, where individuals interact 
strategically as utility-maximizers. In contrast, the ‘cultural approach’ stresses 
individuals’ not-fully-strategic action that may also be influenced by routines 
or habits. According to the calculus argument, institutions provide individuals 
with information relevant to the behaviour of others, which convey higher or 
lower certainty about the behaviour of others, through e.g. enforcement or 
penalty mechanisms in agreement processes. The cultural argument instead 
emphasizes how institutions will affect the very identities, self-images and 
preferences of the actors (March and Olsen 1989). Institutions do so by 
providing moral or cognitive templates for interpretation and action, where 
institutions can be seen as filters for interpretation. In addition, institutional 
persistence through path-dependence and unintended consequences are 
emphasized. The logic of the calculus-approach builds on game-theoretical 
reasoning, where individuals adhere to patterns insofar as deviations would 
make him/her worse off. The cultural approach instead seeks explanation for 
institutional persistence in circumstances when it is difficult to understand 
institutional outcome as an object of individual choice, but rather as structures 
that have become so conventional that they escape direct scrutiny, and 
therefore may not easily be transformed by any one individual’s action. 
Historical institutionalism in consequence often provides explanation of 
historical development over periods of continuity, disrupted by ‘critical 
junctures’ that create ‘branching points’ when development takes on new 
paths. The critical task here becomes to explain the causal mechanisms of 
such critical junctures (Hall and Taylor 1996:940-942). 

Derived from organizational theory, sociological institutionalism is a 
reaction to the proposed Weberian ever-more efficiency maximizing 
structures of organizations. Instead, even the most bureaucratic practice needs 
to be explained in cultural terms (see e.g. DiMaggio and Powell 1991). Here, 
the broadest definition of institutions tends to be used – including also 
symbol systems, moral templates and cognitive scripts, which may be 
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understood to provide “frames of meaning that guide human action” (Scott 
1994, in Hall and Taylor 1996:947). Such broad definitions entail what has 
been termed a ‘cognitive turn’ as institutions de facto become synonymous with 
culture, whereas culture usually is associated exclusively with affective 
attitudes or values. In explaining the link between institutions and individual 
action, this approach is similar to an older school of sociology and also the 
cultural approach of historical institutionalism, but extends arguments in 
cognitive terms. Institutions are associated with roles, and their impact on 
individuals’ behaviour is understood in a normative dimension. When 
individuals are socialized into roles within institutions, they internalize the 
norms associated with these roles and consequently act and hold attitudes in 
accordance. Hence, institutions are understood to affect also individuals’ most 
basic preferences and identities (Hall and Taylor 1996:948). The individual is 
assumed to be a rational actor, but what s/he sees as rational action is itself 
socially constituted. Desirable goals are also defined in much broader terms. 
Institutional change is thus not guided by strict ‘logic of instrumentality’ but 
rather ‘a logic of social appropriateness’ (March and Olsen 1989:21-38), where 
it is ‘cultural authority’ which confers legitimacy.16 

To sum up, each perspective can be seen to have its strengths and 
weaknesses. A fundamental difference lies in to what extent the identity-
formation process is included in institutional analyses. Rational choice 
institutionalism has a more precise conception of the causal chain between 
institutions and political outcomes, and has successfully developed 
generalizable concepts for systematic theory-building for improving the 
predictive power of models. Theory here also incorporates the role of human 
intentionality, moving toward game-theoretic models of political processes. 
Yet, to the extent that the micro-foundations specify preferences and goals 
exogenously to analyses and rests on a relatively simplistic image of human 
motivation and preferences, important dimensions may be excluded and 
misleading normative inferences may be produced (Elster 1983; Hall and 
Taylor 1996; March 1978; Wildavsky 1987). The approach is better suited to 
explaining outcomes related to relatively instrumental behaviour, rather than 
multi-faceted or ambiguous preferences (Hall and Taylor 1996:951). The 
dialectic approach of historical institutionalism, divided between calculus and 
cultural perception, somewhat limits sophistication in understanding the 
causal chain between institutions and behaviour/attitudes (Hall and Taylor 
                                                 
16 Sociological institutionalists take different perspectives, emphasizing for example the 
regulatory scope of a modern state and its growing professionalization across spheres for 
generating certain standards for action. Others focus on interactive processes of discussion 
among actors within networks, where some would even argue that such processes operate 
on a transnational level as well (Hall and Taylor 1996:950). 
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1996:950). Instead it is better suited to clarify how institutions may affect the 
underlying preferences or identities of actors, which rational-choice 
institutionalists take for given. It also provides explanation for how highly 
instrumental actors may choose culturally specific strategies. Also the strength 
of sociological institutionalism lies in its capacity for specifying how 
institutions affect underlying preferences or identities of actors, when even 
highly instrumental actors are seen to pursue interests along culturally-specific 
paths in the institutional environment. 

Related to fundamental identity-formation processes is the question of 
how to explain institutional change. In this respect, the idea of dynamic feed-
back effects between actors and institutions are broadly, but differently, 
incorporated within different institutionalisms. Rational-choice theorists have 
been highly successful in explaining institutional persistence, although they 
have been criticized for being overly ‘functionalist’, ‘intentionalist’, 
‘voluntarist’ and also ‘equilibrium-prone’. These notions imply limitations in 
understanding institutional inefficiencies or effects of unintended 
consequences that may be related to more complex motivational factors. 
Furthermore, defining institutional change in terms of overly quasi-contractual 
(voluntary) processes may under-estimate the asymmetries of power between 
actors (Korpi 2001). By contrast, historical and sociological institutionalists 
typically describe the outcome of feed-back effects in terms of institutions 
being subject to ‘path-dependency’, where the existing institutional world 
restricts the range of institutional re-structuring or reform. Sociologists have 
devoted more attention to explaining the logics of prevailing inefficient, yet 
legitimate institutions. Critics, however, hold that this approach ‘downplays’ 
the importance of power in conflicts, where institution-formation processes 
are often described in a “curiously bloodless” way (Hall and Taylor 1996:954). 
Although historical institutionalists bring in the importance of power struggles 
to a greater extent, an even more precise understanding of power has also 
been demanded. 

Clearly, the strengths and weaknesses are divided across the new 
institutionalist perspectives and increased interchange between schools has 
been called for in recent decade. Such interchange could reasonably stimulate 
substantially different interpretations of institutional processes and outcomes, 
for example in the study of causes and consequences of welfare and 
production regime institutions. In this respect, the theoretical implications 
reviewed above point to the importance of addressing three central aspects: 
the driving forces behind institutional origin and change, uncovering key 
institutional characteristics, and explaining how institutional outcomes in 
terms also of the formation of identities and interests, as well as attitudes, 
values and preferences. Although, the importance of understanding interests 
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and identities as endogenous to institutions has been recognized, there have to 
date been very few empirical assessments. Taking a broad comparative 
approach to studying individuals’ work orientations, here provides an 
excellent opportunity to examine how institutions may have played an 
important role. If institutional feed-back effects develop over time within 
institutional structures that have followed distinct paths of development for 
several decades, such feed-back effects should reasonably appear as 
observable cross-national patterns. Next we turn to the hitherto relatively 
unconnected assessments of institutional development, that of welfare states 
and the varieties-of-capitalism. 

Welfare and production regimes – driving forces, types and outcomes 
Since this thesis focuses on how welfare and production institutions may 
affect individuals’ work orientations, relevant institutional capacities and logics 
in this respect are addressed. This is facilitated by a better understanding of 
driving forces behind institutional development, a brief description of 
institutional types, and a consideration of their likely interconnectedness. 
Moreover, as actors are often assumed to be rational, this brings in the role of 
institutions for structuring individuals’ work orientations as, at least in part, 
intentional consequences of policymaking. 

Firstly, we turn to comparative studies on the origin and determinants of 
welfare state (i.e. regime) development. To approach this development it is 
meaningful to understand the welfare state in terms of how social citizenship 
rights (and duties) have been institutionalized through nationally legislated 
social insurances programs across broad policy domains.17 Early attempts to 
explain welfare state origins and developments include structural-functionalist 
explanations, whereas later, more actor-oriented approaches have emphasized 
the importance of policy and administrative elites (see e.g. Skocpol and 
Amenta 1986), path-dependent development of once established institutions 
from previous policy decisions (see e.g. North 1990), or how policy decision-
making in significant ways is structured by the particular type of state 
constitutional form (Huber et al. 1993). What however has been recognized as 
the most prominent body of research derives from the power-resource 
perspective (Pierson 2000b). In this perspective, institutional formation 
processes are likely to reflect distributive conflict and partisan politics based in 

                                                 
17 Reference is here made to social insurances programs providing economic protection 
when work capacity is low, due to the most general common risks of old age and sickness. 
Other important programs include work accidents, unemployment and family formation; 
see further below. 
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social class (Esping-Andersen 1985; 1990; Kangas 1991; Korpi 1980 [1978]; 
1983; 1985; 2001; Palme 1990; Stephens 1979).18 

Recent work also offers an elaborate attempt to combine the most salient 
characteristics of the three new institutionalist perspectives into an augmented 
rational-actor analysis (Korpi 2001). Assuming rational and intentional actors, 
power asymmetries are included in rationality assumptions, and the role of 
institutions for structuring identities, interests and preferences is also 
recognized. Furthermore, these theoretical connections are empirically 
assessed by investigating the degree of path-dependence of different types of 
institutional models since the late 19th century. 

The feasibility of bringing new institutionalism together derives from a 
broadened understanding of power, and specifically of power costs, which are 
better suited to analyzing power asymmetries. In this way, the typically 
contractarian rational-choice perspective is complemented with an 
understanding of institutions as “structurations of power and as residues of 
conflict” (ibid.:243).19 In this way, institutions represent effective strategies for 
actors to reduce spending of different types of power costs (mobilization, 
maintenance/liquidity and use costs). Such investments may in turn play a 
direct and indirect role in reducing future power costs – directly, by e.g. 
routinized decision-making on re-/distributive issues, thus avoiding 
involvement in costly manifest conflicts, and indirectly, by also affecting 
interests, identities and preferences among broad categories of citizens. The 
latter processes may occur when collective action of broad categories of 
citizens intentionally is either facilitated or undermined by the ways in which 
institutions emphasize or play down differences between groups of individuals 
– e.g. according to occupation, class, income, age, gender, ethnicity and/or 
religion. Through such endogenous effects on interest formation, institutions 
may alter the frames of reference upon which citizens build their rational 
judgements – in turn affecting future coalition formation process. This way, 
intentional rational actors may use ‘calculus’ to generate ‘culture’ (ibid:250). 

From this analytical viewpoint, the origins of welfare state institutional 
development reflect outcomes of strategic action of state elites, using their 
favourable positions in asymmetric power relations to decrease power costs in 
face of class-based conflict over early social rights. However, ensuing 

                                                 
18 It has also been argued that the logic driving welfare state retrenchment may differ from 
that of welfare state development (Pierson 2000a). Recent work has however indicated how 
class-based interests have driven also these developments over more recent time periods 
(Korpi and Palme 2003). 
19 This understanding builds on power as a dispositional concept, i.e. a resource, to be 
understood in relational terms as “attributes making it possible for actors to reward or to 
punish other actors” (ibid.:243); see also Korpi (1985). 
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institutional developments rather reflects distributive conflict in a political 
arena between actors with more equal power resources. Distinct patterns of 
path-dependent institutional development here offer evidence to how political 
actors have used institutional structures to indirectly influence citizens’ 
identities, interests and values, hence also the basis for collective action. 

In continental Western European countries, where Catholic confessional 
parties played an influential role, the dominant ‘state corporatist’ strategy 
aimed to establish institutions that segmented the labour force into 
occupational categories, making class-based collective action more difficult. 
This was brought about by separating social insurance programs along 
occupational dividing lines, employing different regulations on key 
institutional aspects in terms of governance, benefits levels, eligibility 
conditions – this way differentiating class-based interests. Evidence of this 
strategy’s success is found in strikingly high path-dependency. Throughout the 
post-war period, this model has resisted repeated attempts from the left to 
bring about more universal institutional arrangements in terms of e.g. higher 
earning-related benefits for occupational classes of manual workers, equal to 
those of salaried employees.20  

In contrast, the basic security model, today found in many English-
speaking countries, provides flat-rate benefits, often at low levels to all 
citizens. By introducing least distortion in market relations, this type of model 
is typically advocated by centrist-right interests. Once in place, public social 
insurance solutions mainly become a concern for citizens with low-wages, 
whereas the low benefits offered provide higher salaried persons with 
incentives to seek complementary private social insurance alternatives. 
Indirectly, this institutional development, in the long term, thus structures 
citizens’ interests against cross-class alliances for institutional change.21 

In three Nordic countries, where social-democratic and left party 
participation in government has been stronger, the encompassing model 
eventually, after dramatic political conflicts, superseded the targeted, voluntary 
and basic security models.22 Here, reform started in Sweden, but was less 
conflict-laden in Finland and Norway, where conservative/centrist parties 
appear to have learned to avoid conflict from the Swedish example. By 
seeking policy solutions that would provide universal and clearly earnings-
related benefits both to agricultural and industrial workers (decreasing in 
                                                 
20 Only in the Netherlands was the state corporatist model altered, but rather in direction 
of lower benefit levels of targeted (i.e. means-tested) and basic security models. 
21 The targeted model, still dominant in Australia, that provides means-tested benefits, is 
likely to have similar consequences. 
22 Especially dramatic was the realization of the universal earnings-related pension reform 
in Sweden 1959 (Stråth 1998 in Lundberg 2003:122-3). 

 20



 

numbers) as well as to middle-class salaried employees (increasing in 
numbers), the Social Democrats’ strategically sought to broaden their electoral 
support. Notably, this development took place before major private programs 
had emerged and once in place, this model diminished cross-class status 
comparisons (Korpi 2001). 

The different types of present welfare state models have largely remained 
distinct in the forms they developed into since at least three to four decades 
ago (Korpi 2001). In this respect it is also meaningful to consider the timing 
of introduction of social rights in other domains than those of old age and 
sickness. It has here been suggested that these timings reflects the power 
balances between conflicting interests, especially in relation to which extent 
social rights are expected to interfere with the functioning of (labour) markets 
(Väisänen 1992). The early and relatively fast development (meeting less 
resistance from employers) of work accident insurance across all countries 
appears to indicate how employers were interested in both avoiding high 
litigation costs and reducing competitive differences between firms. The much 
later development of unemployment insurance indicates rather the opposite 
(Carroll 1999; Kangas 2000:10,30; Korpi 2001:269; Väisänen 1992). By 
directly interfering in market mechanisms, potentially raising labour costs and 
reservation wages, this was for long a broadly contested program. This 
program has also generally provided benefits at lower levels than what is the 
case in work accident and sickness insurances (Carroll 1999).23  

The even later development of family policies, has been understood to 
reflect initially low interest in this field of policymaking of major social actors 
(Wennemo 1994:62). However, as the pressures for reforms increased in the 
1960s and 1970s, with increasing number of families with two earners, 
comparative analyses have showed how policy developments are largely 
explained by actor-based theories. Left parties, as well as stronger gendered 
agency (in the form of women’s political mobilization), have promoted the 
development of family policy models supporting dual-earner families. In 
contrast, Catholic confessional based partisan politics have safe-guarded the 
traditional family pattern, and instead promoted a male bread-winner family 
policy model (Ferrarini 2003; Korpi 2000). 

This brief overview indicates that the emergence of different institutional 
types is likely to have been influenced by intentional actors and, in turn, have 
come to shape interests largely in support of existing institutional solutions. In 
relation to how attitudes, preferences and values to some extent are 

                                                 
23 Although left-partisan politics appears to have played a more limited role for this type of 
institutional development, institutional factors once instituted, are quite important for 
explaining the development of program coverage (ibid.). 
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endogenous to institutional development, how can these institutional types be 
expected to have affected individuals’ work orientations in specific patterns? 
Here, the general neo-classical argument leads us to expect more generous 
welfare states to mediate a weakened work norm, as individuals are provided 
with incentives to work less because of incomes available from ‘alternative 
sources’. Moreover, when economic incentives to work are removed through 
generous social policies, non-work behaviour may promote norms for not 
working, which further removes the stigma on those not working, which over 
again makes the option of not working more attractive (Lindbeck 1997). 

Drawing upon a broader institutional understanding, which recognizes a 
stronger reciprocity between social rights and social duties, the contradictory 
pattern can be expected. To the extent that generous social rights are provided 
through earnings-related benefits, which are combined with strict eligibility 
requirements, such institutional features may provide means of both 
rewarding and promoting broad participation in paid work, thereby mediating 
a stronger work norm. In this respect, especially the encompassing model, by 
its universal incentive structure, also encouraging dual-earner families can be 
expected to promote a broader work norm than the more strongly gendered 
and segmented state corporatist welfare state. Furthermore, to the extent that 
the reciprocity between social rights and social duties is mediated through the 
work-contract by public social insurance arrangements or rather bought 
directly on the market through private social insurance alternatives, this may 
also come to influence individuals’ instrumental attitudes to work. Where 
social rights and social protection is more extensively commodified, extrinsic 
values can be expected to become more important, whereas more extensively 
decommodified social rights rather can be expected to make intrinsic values 
relatively more important. At the macro-level countries, could by argued to 
gravitate towards either ‘work-oriented’ or ‘money-oriented’ value systems. 

Next we turn to production regimes, which may be understood as 
institutions governing the organization of market production. Here the so-
called varieties-of-capitalism approach represents a central new strand of 
research, which is focused on comparing fundamental differences in political 
economies and how these may confer comparative advantages (Hall and 
Gingerich 2004; Hall and Soskice 2001b; Kitschelt et al. 1999a; Soskice 1999). 
Particularly, attention is here drawn to a remarkably broad interrelatedness 
across several spheres of the political economy, where this institutionalist 
approach attempts to provide a “theory about the nature of institutional 
complementarities found in the macro-economies of the developed world” 
(Hall and Gingerich 2004:6). Furthermore, by recognizing how widely 
different market economies often reach relatively similar outcomes in terms of 
economic performance, this approach challenges the presumption that 
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increasing international economic integration will force institutions of diverse 
nations into convergence towards one common institutional model. Yet, in 
relation to the recency of this approach, work in this field needs to be 
understood to just have opened a new research agenda (Hall and Soskice 
2001a:vii). Much research still rests on comparisons of a more restricted 
number of countries, and also on case studies where distinctions often are 
made on qualitative assessments rather than being based on broader 
quantitatively oriented comparisons. 

Overall, main attempts have been concerned with elaborations on a new 
framework to understand institutional similarities and differences among 
developed economies. Although there is a general concern with institutional 
outcomes in terms of ‘social well-being’ and although the normative 
importance of institutional structures is also recognized, the main focus here 
lies on understanding how institutions will condition the strategic interaction 
of firms as economic actors, ultimately determining economic performance 
(Hall and Soskice 2001a:5,9).24 Placing the firm at the centre of analysis, the 
main relationships in market economies are evaluated in game-theoretical 
terms. Furthermore, firms’ capabilities are crucially understood as relational. 
I.e., in order to prosper,  

firms must engage with others in multiple spheres of the political 
economy: to raise finance (on financial markets), to regulate wages and 
working conditions (industrial relations), to ensure workers have the 
requisite skills (education and training), to secure access to inputs and 
technology (via interfirm relations), to compete for customers (in 
product markets), and to secure the cooperation of their workforce 
(firm-employee relations) (Hall and Gingerich 2004:7). 

Since firms encounter problems of coordination in several areas, their success 
is understood to lie in their capacity to effectively coordinate with a wide 
range of actors across the different spheres of production regimes. As the 
citation above indicates, five main spheres are distinguished. These include 
dimensions of industrial relations, vocational training and education, 
corporate governance, inter-firm relations and also intra-firm employee 
coordination (Hall and Soskice 2001a:6). In striving to solve these 
coordination problems, firms will polarize into two types of production 
regimes – liberal market economies (LMEs), or coordinated market 
economies (CMEs). In the former, “relations between firms and other actors 
are coordinated primarily by competitive markets”. In the latter, “firms 

                                                 
24 This recognition lies in how there is common reference to North’s (1990) definition of 
institutions as “a set of rules, formal or informal, that actors generally follow, whether for 
normative, cognitive or material reasons” (see e.g. Hall and Soskice 2001a:9). 
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typically engage in more strategic interaction with trade unions, suppliers of 
finance and other actors” (Hall and Gingerich 2004:8), supported also by non-
market institutions (Soskice 1999).  

The varieties-of-capitaism approach has not only sought intra-production 
regime complementarities, but also addressed what appears as an important 
interconnectedness also between production and welfare regimes institutions 
(Estevez-Abe et al. 2001; Hall and Gingerich 2004; Huber and Stephens 2001). 
In this respect, researchers of welfare regime development have often 
acknowledged the strong relationship between social policy programs and 
labour market politics, especially in the priorities of realizing a full-
employment strategy (see e.g. Esping-Andersen 1990; 1996a; Halvorsen 
1999c:122; Korpi 2000; 2003; Wadensjö 2005). With increasing concern to 
understand an even broader connection between the functioning of market 
economies and welfare states, comparative research is taking on an interesting 
new development.25 

With a varieties-of-capitalism approach, broader comparative studies 
have here focused particularly on firms’ interest in the development of 
unemployment protection (Estevez-Abe et al. 2001; Hall and Gingerich 2004). 
Mares (2003) expands the scope to include also work accident insurance, old-
age pensions, and early-retirement programs in a comparison between France 
and Germany. In general, these approaches renounce the assumption that 
firms, capital or employers generally have opposed the advancement of social 
policies, on the assumption that they will interfere with labour markets. Rather, 
firms are understood to have cooperated on these issues, since  

unemployment benefits with high replacement rates, for instance, can 
improve the ability of firms to attract and retain pools of labour with 
high or specific skills. Disability benefits and early retirement benefits 
can allow firms that operate production regimes requiring employee 
loyalty to release labour without violating implicit contracts about 
long-term employment (Hall and Soskice 2001a:50). 

In other words, firm cooperation in the development also of social insurance 
may be understood in terms of how such social protection in general may help 
“firms overcome market failures in skill formation” processes (Mares 
2003:251). 

Taken together, the varieties-of-capitalism approach has fruitfully defined 
different types of production regimes and has drawn attention to how 
                                                 
25  In typology terms, arguments are being raised for the fruitfulness of classifying 
institutions according to both welfare and production regimes (see e.g. Buchholz and 
Hofäcker 2003:11; Buchholz et al. 2004). Such a re-conceptualisation is offered in Estevez-
Abe et al’s (2001) re-interpretation of the welfare state, where reference is made to the 
combined institutional contexts in terms of ‘welfare production regimes’. 
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employers’ roles in welfare state development previously have been rather 
neglected. Perhaps most strikingly, this approach point to how “CMEs – in 
neo-classical economic theory held to be bumble-bees that cannot fly – appear 
to compete successfully with the LMEs” (Korpi 2005a:17). 

At the same time, the varieties-of-capitalism approach has also stimulated 
recent debate. Assumptions, logics and outcomes are contested and attention 
is drawn to some crucial aspects. Perhaps the most crucial point of debate 
concerns the origin of production regimes – an understanding which guides 
subsequent assumptions and analysis of institutional logics, development and 
change. Here, the emphasis on consensus, where firms are understood to 
maximize efficient coordination in terms of contractual agreements, appears 
to imply functionalistic explanation, less apt to explain institutional origins 
(Blyth 2003; Korpi 2005a; Watson 2003). In addition, where such contractual 
agreements are assumed to take place between reasonably equal actors (in 
terms of power), the potential conflicts and asymmetries of power have been 
largely neglected (Korpi 2005a).  

As far as production regimes and welfare regimes are understood to be 
highly integrated, interconnected, and complementary to each other, the 
distinctly different theoretical approaches found in each research sub-field in 
terms of explaining institutional origins, development and functioning 
constitute a striking incongruence. A recent empirical assessment did not lend 
support to the assumption that firms and employers take interest in 
promoting the development of unemployment insurance as a part of an 
efficiency-enhancing strategy (Korpi 2005a). Instead, from a power-resources 
approach, this particular insurance program can still be expected to be resisted 
by employers because of its relevance for workers’ reservation wages, 
unemployment levels, and also workplace discipline, whereas employers could 
be expected to cooperate on the development of work accident compensation 
programs. This hypothesis was supported by the development pattern and 
also the benefit levels of these insurance programs across eighteen modern 
welfare and production regimes in post-war years. In consequence, a different 
explanation for the origin and development of production regimes is offered. 
In parallel to the development of welfare regimes, production regime 
development appears to be associated with the long-term cabinet strength of 
the three major political tendencies – centrist-right, confessional or left parties. 
In this view, rather than being engineered by employers to overcome 
suboptimal market outcomes, the development of coordinated market 
economies may be understood as unintended outcomes, conditioned by the 
necessity of maintaining economic efficiency (Korpi 2005a:18). 

The varieties-of-capitalism approach has also been challenged in terms of 
neglecting the importance of values and norms, e.g. for the future stability of 
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different regime types (Goodin 2003). In this respect there appears to be a 
substantial incongruence between broadly stated definitions of institutions, e.g. 
as “a set of formal or informal rules that actors generally follow whether for 
normative, cognitive or material reasons” (Hall and Soskice 2001a:9), and how 
limited attention subsequently is directed to the role of values and norms.26 As 
we have seen above, somewhat more has here been done in the field of 
welfare state research. From a power resource perspective, recent assessments 
have indicated the crucial and substantial importance of understanding 
preferences, identities and interests as endogenous to institutional 
development (Korpi 2001; Korpi and Palme 1998; 2003). Family policy 
institutions have also been found to be highly important for shaping gender-
role attitudes (Sjöberg 2004). 

In sum, given that institutional structures are of major importance for the 
conditions under which individuals’ perform productive work, the 
institutional effects on individuals’ work orientations would appear to 
constitute important aspects of production regimes’ macro-economic 
performance in the long run. Yet, in relation to the recency of this field of 
research, theoretical and empirical underpinnings can be expected to be 
further elaborated. So far, work in this field has drawn attention to distinctly 
different types of production regimes and what appears as a remarkable 
interconnectedness also with distinct types of welfare regimes. An overview of 
how seventeen countries included in this thesis cluster in institutional types of 
both welfare and production regimes is displayed in Table 1. 

Firstly, liberal or coordinated market economies may be distinguished. The 
English-speaking countries are here seen as liberal market economies. The 
coordinated economies are further divided in three qualitatively different sub-
categories. The first sub-division of coordinated market economies separates 
group-coordinated countries (Japan) from remaining industry-coordinated West 
European economies. Japanese group-coordination can be described as taking 
place between groups of companies – within vertical and horizontal Keiretsus – 
entailing more restrained coordination between large companies in the same 
industry. Unions, technology diffusion, skill-development, vocational training 
and technical standard setting is organized by companies and not industry-
based phenomena (Soskice 1999:106). The industry-coordinated economies 
instead maintain industry-based action across these dimensions.  

                                                 
26 Debate on issues raised by the varieties-of-capitalism have also concerned insufficient 
theoretical foundations for explaining institutional comparative advantage (Watson 2003) 
or questionable empirical support for institutional specific efficiencies (Blyth 2003). 
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TABLE 1 Types of welfare and production regimes across 17 industrialized OECD countries (1990-2000). 

 Production regimes Welfare regimes 

 
Country

  Old-age pensions &  
sickness cash benefits 

Unemployment insurance Family policy Social assistance1

SE Coordinated  (national)  Encompassing Voluntary state subsidized Dual-earner support High  
NO Coordinated  (national)  Encompassing Comprehensive  Dual-earner support High  
FI  

 

 

Coordinated  (national)  Encompassing Voluntary state subsidized Dual-earner support High 
DK Coordinated  (national) 
  

 Basic security 
  

Voluntary state subsidized
 

Dual-earner support 
 

Medium  

BE Coordinated  (sectoral)  State corporatist State corporatist General family support Low 
FR Coordinated  (sectoral)  State corporatist State corporatist General family support Low 
DE Coordinated  (sectoral)  State corporatist State corporatist General family support Low  
AT Coordinated  (sectoral)  State corporatist State corporatist General family support High 
IT Coordinated  (sectoral)  State corporatist State corporatist General family support Medium  
NL Coordinated  (sectoral)  Basic security State corporatist General family support High  
CH Coordinated  (sectoral)  Basic security Comprehensive Market oriented High  
JP Industry-coordinated 
  

 State corporatist 
  

State corporatist 
 

Market oriented 
 

Low  

IE Liberal market economy  Basic security Comprehensive General family support Low  
UK Liberal market economy  Basic security Comprehensive Market oriented Low  
US Liberal market economy  Basic security Comprehensive Market oriented Low  
CN Liberal market economy  Basic security Comprehensive Market oriented Low  
NZ Liberal market economy  Basic security Targeted Market oriented Low  

Sources: Old-age pensions and sickness cash benefits (Korpi and Palme 1998), family policy (Korpi 2000), unemployment insurance (Carroll 1999), 
social assistance (Gough et al. 1996, Table 6, column 5), production regimes (Kitschelt et al. 1999a; Soskice 1999).  
 
1 Social assistance replacement levels are grouped into categories of high, medium and low levels; >65%, 50-65% and <50% respectively, relative to the 
disposable income of reference households where the head is earning average male earnings (after housing costs). 



 

Here, countries with national (or national by origin) and sectoral coordination 
can be distinguished – the former pattern is found in the Nordic countries, 
whereas continental (Western) European countries group according to the 
latter. 

Turning to typologies of welfare regimes, research in this field has 
flourished. With a specific interest in how the design of particular institutional 
characteristics may influence individuals’ work orientations, typologies that 
have specifically focused on key institutional aspects such as eligibility 
conditions and benefits levels, are better suited for theoretical and empirical 
evaluations. 27  Thus, analysis here draws upon typologies of social rights 
concerning the economic ‘risks’ in times of old age and sickness (Korpi and 
Palme 1998), unemployment (Carroll 1999) and family policy (Korpi 2000). 
Also the generosity of ‘last-resort-provisions’ (i.e. social assistance) as 
elaborated by Eardley et al. (1996) are brought into comparison. 

In relation to to how welfare states cluster across different social-rights 
domains, a fairly clustered pattern, not all too different from the pattern 
described in relation to production regimes, is evident. Yet some interesting 
nation specific arrangements can be noted. The most clear clustered pattern 
occurs across the English-speaking countries that provide the lowest overall 
welfare regime generosity. Countries combine basic security in old age and 
sickness, market-oriented family policies and comprehensive unemployment 
protection with low levels of social assistance. Irish family policy differs by 
providing the more traditional type of general family support and in New 
Zealand unemployment protection takes a targeted (means-tested) form. 
Nordic countries, which provide the highest overall welfare regime generosity, 
in general combine encompassing models for pension and sickness cash 
benefits, a dual-earner oriented family policy, and voluntary state subsidized 
unemployment insurance with high social assistance. However, Denmark 
makes for a slightly different case, as it clusters differently in three policy 
programs, where it instead provides basic security for pensions and sickness, 
and also medium rather than high levels of social assistance.28 
                                                 
27 The studies that to date examine the interrelatedness of welfare and production regimes, 
largely draw upon the work by Esping-Andersen (1990), distinguishing social-democratic, 
conservative and liberal welfare states. However, as this typology is based on indicators 
reflecting causes, institutional structure as well as outcomes, this typology tends to be more 
useful for descriptive rather than explanatory purposes (Korpi and Palme 1998). For a 
recent critical review of welfare regime typologies, see e.g. Arts and Gelissen (2002). For 
further elaboration on the special case of New Zealand as the only country classified as a 
targeted model, see Castles and Mitchell (1993). 
28 With the oil crises in the 1970s, Denmark was the first Scandinavian country to loosen 
the social contract in terms of full employment in the 1980s, when unemployment rose to 
levels nearly three times those found in Sweden and Norway. Yet, Denmark today is 
recognized to be distinctly similar to the Nordic countries in areas of equality, full 
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The continental European countries and Japan cluster rather clearly 
across social insurance programs but display a more mixed pattern in terms of 
social assistance. In general these countries combine state corporatist types of 
social protection for old age, sickness as well as unemployment with general 
family policies that support a more traditional division of paid and unpaid 
work (i.e. the male-breadwinner model). Exceptions to this general pattern are 
found in the Netherlands and Switzerland, where basic security is provided in 
old age and sickness. Switzerland and Japan can also be seen to provide lower 
levels of family support that make families more dependent on market 
solutions (i.e. the market oriented model), hence more resembling the 
English-speaking countries in this respect. Switzerland is also seen to cluster 
with these countries in terms of unemployment protection. 

After more than a century of contested institutional development, the 
overarching institutional interrelatedness between welfare and production 
regimes is striking. Institutional contexts across welfare capitalism seem 
arranged with a high degree of embeddedness, with broad interconnections 
between welfare and production regimes as well as within these regimes. The 
approach taken here is guided by the overall focus of understanding 
individuals’ work orientations, thus seeking those contextual measures which 
may be assumed to be of direct relevance to the particular attitude, value or 
preference at focus in each separate study. In this respect specific key 
institutional indicators measured on continuous scales are used in order to 
exploit the full cross-national variation that can be recorded along different 
dimensions of the production regimes. 

In their capacity as fundamental institutional contexts of work societies, 
it seems highly likely that both production and welfare regimes need to be 
considered as central to shaping individuals’ attitudes, values and norms 
regarding work. In addition, from a policymaking perspective, if there is 
concern with providing efficient work incentives, interest needs to be directed 
not only to how people act, but also to finding out how they are motivated – 
hence, there is here a need to look into attitude formation processes. Yet, 
‘attitudes about attitudes’ have varied considerably among social scientists 
over time. To some, attitudes are indispensable concepts – to others they 
represent an unscientific notion not worthy of study. The next section deals 
with what defines an attitude, and an attitude’s credibility for predicting action. 

                                                                                                                                               
employment, encouragement of female labour force participation, high levels of spending 
on social services, and also more recently in active labour market policy (Greve 2004:156). 

 29



 

The importance of studying attitudes, values and preferences 
Some justification for studying work orientations lies in their predictive power 
for behaviour. Others argue that attitudinal studies are important in their own 
right, in indicating how people reflect on unobservable and abstract 
phenomena, such as e.g. democracy. If we return to the initial question of 
whether expanded social rights have resulted in perverse work incentives, 
attitudinal studies may offer valuable information of individuals’ 
‘predispositions to act’, although it always remains important to also 
understand the circumstances that enhance or limit their predictability for 
manifest behaviour. It does not lie within the scope of this introduction to 
deal in depth with the large body of research in psychology and social 
psychology devoted to understanding this connection. The main objective 
here is to provide an overview of central concepts, their interrelationships, 
and a general understanding of attitude-formation mechanisms (as understood 
within the field of social psychology). Such understanding raises the chance of 
appreciating why there is good cause to study individuals’ attitudes to work in 
their capacity of having significant predictive power for individuals’ behaviour. 

Firstly, we consider the meanings and interrelationships of important 
concepts of culture, values, norms, institutionalized norms, preferences, 
attitudes, affects, beliefs, and behaviour. An intuitive, yet simplified way of 
relating these concepts to each other is to understand them as increasingly 
specific or de-aggregated components. The broadest concept – culture – has 
received such wide-ranging definitions so as to incorporate practically 
everything learned that is transferred between individuals with the help of 
symbols (Allardt 1977:66). This includes e.g. customs, habits, traditions, laws, 
knowledge or religious or technical practices. Such phenomena may be of 
rather temporary nature, but emphasis in cultural analysis usually lies on more 
permanent phenomena. Furthermore, symbolic forms are understood to 
include not only norms, values and roles, but also concrete embodiments of 
these in the form of buildings, objects, skills and techniques (ibid).  

Highly central to humans’ cultural world is the role of values, with Weber 
and Durkheim even holding values to be the prime guidelines for action in 
people’s lives (Arts et al. 2003a:4). A general understanding of values is that 
these include learned, general, impervious, ends-oriented tendencies to choose 
alternatives of action (Allardt 1977:51). As such, they represent important life-
goals or standards of behaviour – standards towards which the individual has 
a strong positive attitude, i.e. finds desirable (Gundelach 2002b). As ends 
rather than means, values also represent the goals a person strives for, which 
help determine many of his or her less deep-seated attitudes or beliefs 
(Oskampf 1977:13). Values may also be understood at different levels of 
generality, although not forming wholly coherent and integrated systems. 
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Most general universal values pertain to basic human values such as equality 
and freedom, justice and respect. At more specific levels, societal values and 
situational value orientations or norms pertain to either more concrete and 
social contextually specific values held by certain groups, or to concrete 
applications of social behaviour in specific circumstances. Here, there is a 
sliding transition to attitudes towards specific objects that are more 
distinctively related to individuals’ preferences and wishes. 

The central tenet of norms (as a social concept) is that they represent 
‘rules’ for behaviour, and that deviant behaviour brings on unpleasant 
consequences in terms of either direct punishment, or indirect punishment 
through the absence of rewards. Such punishment is given in many forms, 
from mild expressions to the severest form (the death penalty). As certain 
norms become more important and permanent, and eventually represent 
observable forms of action, accepted and internalized by a majority of the 
members within the social system, norms are considered to be 
institutionalized. 

In order to make these abstract understandings more ‘observable’, social 
science has for long been committed to studying peoples’ attitudes. A basic 
definition of an attitude is a tendency to react positively or negatively to 
certain phenomena, objects or persons. As such, attitudes are less impervious 
than values, which are more incorporated with the personality and life-
orientations. Here, attitudes can be understood to measure or tap into 
underlying dimensions of individuals’ more general value orientations or 
preferences. Here, the concept of preferences is commonly used to represent 
individuals’ values as well as their beliefs (where beliefs is identified as a 
component of attitudes, see below). Distinction in this respect follows from 
how values are defined as being more general and durable than preferences 
(Hechter 1992). 

To understand how attitudes are related to behaviour, social 
psychologists distinguish three components of attitudes – content or belief as 
a cognitive component, intensity as an affective component and congruence as the 
behavioural component. The dynamic mechanisms between these components 
are understood to take place within the individual, and as such they cannot be 
objectively judged to be right or wrong, but rather understood as logically 
consistent with one another (Allardt 1977:51; Atkinson et al. 1990:702). More 
specifically, the attitude concept is reserved for the affective component – 
emotions and feelings – as the likes or dislike, affinities for or aversions to 
objects. As such, attitudes appear to cluster along underlying value dimensions. 
Beliefs are rather defined as statements indicating a person’s subjective 
probability that an object is seen to have a particular characteristic. i.e. that 
they assert a truth or falsity of propositions about the object (Oskampf 
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1977:12). In short, people’s attitudes, broadly understood to include these 
three components, often appear to follow an internal logic, but rather than a 
strict kind of formal logic, this is understood in terms of ‘psycho-logic’. It is 
this logic that has raised the idea of cognitive consistency – “that we all strive 
to be consistent in our beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours, and that inconsistence 
acts as an irritant of a stimulus that motivates us to modify or change them 
until they form a coherent if not logical package” (Atkinson et al. 1990:703).  

Consistency theories have generated a great deal of research, but they are 
also fractionated and partially conflicting. Explanations generally strive for a 
more specific understanding of attitude change, through a more precise 
understanding of such psycho-logical processes. For example, dissonance 
theory has been most provocative in predicting that engaging in behaviour 
that counters one’s attitudes creates dissonance pressure to change the 
attitudes so they are consistent with the behaviour. 29 Yet, a basic and crucial 
principle of these theories is that “inconsistency among one’s ideas is an 
uncomfortable situation, which will motivate cognitive changes”, although not 
always strictly logical ones (Oskampf 1977:219). 

The understanding of cognitive consistency between attitudes and 
behavioural outcomes, seems to offer social scientists prerogatives to define 
social attitudes in relation to individuals behaviour, as “propensities to act” 
(Gundelach 2002b:16), or as a “readiness for response” where attitudes 
constitute preparations for behaviour, a predisposition to respond in a 
particular way to the attitude object (Allport 1968). Yet, as Allardt reminds us, 
attitudes may express “symbolic acts” and do not necessarily bear 
consequences for real action. In this case, results from attitude surveys can be 
misleading if there is little attention paid to the symbolic degree of particular 
attitudes. As such, behaviour is also influenced by other factors, where the 
degree of constraint in the situation of course is a major factor. However, 
when assessing attitudinal propensity for action, attitudes are understood to 
predict behaviour best when they in general (1) are strong and consistent, (2) 
are based on the person’s direct experience (3) are specifically related to the 
behaviour being predicted, (4) when there is little dissonance between beliefs 
(e.g. in terms of perceived control over behaviour) and attitudes, and (5) when 
persons’ attitudes are supported by group norms (Atkinson et al. 1990:706). 
While earlier empirical research in the 1930s to the 1970s revealed rather weak 
or inconsistent relations between attitudes and behaviour, later improvements 
in theoretical and empirical assessments (in line with the specifications noted 

                                                 
29 Examples of theories of attitude change include consistency theories, dissonance theory 
and perceptual approaches. For an overview, see e.g. (Oskampf 1977: ch. 9). 
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above), have shown how attitudes may predict behaviour quite well (see e.g. 
Ajzen 1991; 2002; Fazio 1990; Terry et al. 2000). 

Bringing back in the theme of work motivation, when measuring 
attitudes to work among working populations, a baseline for assuming 
reasonable predictive power of attitudes on behaviour is of course that 
working people’s attitudes all draw on their own experiences and that people 
are well aware of what work means to them. At the same time, people who 
express for example strong willingness to take part in work of course do so in 
full knowledge of the limitations of what they can do, what they prefer to 
work with, to what extent they may wish to work, and with which effort and 
efficiency they may do so (Alcock et al. 2003:202-203). This bring us to back 
to the overall picture of how attitudes to work may be understood as 
influenced by individuals’ capabilities, and job experiences, as well as by 
importance over-arching institutional contexts of welfare and production 
regimes, which may both enable or restrain the development of more positive 
attitudes to work. 

Summary of main findings 
The purpose of thesis has been to evaluate the role of welfare and production 
regime institutions for explaining cross-national patterns in individuals’ work 
orientations through comparisons of 12-23 industrialized democracies in the 
late 1990s and at the beginning of 2000. Its empirical focus has been on the 
strength of employment commitment, how work is valued as a ‘duty towards 
society’ or a ‘free choice’, valuations of how unemployed persons should need 
to accept job offers or lose their unemployment benefits, and individuals’ 
preferences for (early) exit into retirement (rather than for continued work). 

The central task has been to empirically assess the long-standing question 
of whether generous social insurance benefits eventually, albeit 
unintentionally, will distort work incentives and consequently weaken 
individuals’ motivation to work. In this respect, institutional structures are 
perceived as the normative orders that will affect values, beliefs, attitudes and 
preferences (see e.g. Korpi 1983; 1985; 2001; March and Olsen 1984; 1989). 

From one perspective, it has been assumed that since individuals are 
mainly economically motivated to work, availability of ‘alternative incomes’ 
can be expected influence them to opt for non-work alternatives, and their 
general work orientation can be expected to weaken. From a broader 
understanding of institutional design, it can however be hypothesized that key 
institutional features of generous social insurance, such as e.g. earnings-related 
benefits combined with strict eligibility requirements, may provide means of 
both rewarding and promoting broad participation in paid work, thereby also 
generating stronger work motivation. 
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Since working conditions are also extensively shaped by the institutional 
context of production regimes, these are addressed in two of the studies. This 
institutional structure can be understood as the organization of production 
through markets and market-related institutions. In this respect, higher 
coordination (or regulation) in the dimensions anticipated to be more 
important for structuring individuals’ work situations, such as worker 
organization, wage bargaining processes and employment protection, were 
expected to promote stronger work motivation by providing opportunities for 
taking part in work under more favourable terms. In sum, both welfare and 
production regimes institutions are expected to structure individuals’ work 
orientations, whether these concern individuals’ employment commitment, 
basic work values or preferences for longer or shorter working careers. Lastly, 
as institutional structures are not isolated from other potentially important 
macro-level conditions, countries’ structural contexts were also taken into 
account in analyses. 

Since the three studies draw upon cross-sectional survey data, a change in 
work orientations is not evaluated per se. Yet, it is argued that institutional 
promotion or distortion of work values plausibly will appear as observable 
cross-national patterns of individuals’ work orientations in the time period 
studied (1997-2000), as mature welfare and production regimes have been 
present for several decades and have followed rather distinct paths of 
development since the 1970s (Kitschelt et al. 1999b; Korpi 2001). 

Previous broad comparative research in this area is limited. Whereas there 
are virtually no studies on basic work values or retirement preferences, 
comparative approaches to employment commitment have drawn attention to 
interesting cross-national differences. Yet, existing research typically compares 
only a few countries, and tends to focus on how individual-level 
characteristics may be important in different ways among countries. In 
addition, where analyses have directly assessed cross-national differences, 
country-dummies have represented all macro-level effects. This precludes 
conclusions about to what extent institutional or structural contexts are 
important. 

With a specific focus on the macro-to-micro effects of institutional 
structures on individuals’ work orientation, a methodological strategy novel to 
broader comparative approach was used. Here, multi-level analysis provided 
an effective tool for assessing the relative importance of institutional factors 
once individual-level characteristics as well as structural (macro-level) variables 
are controlled for. This was made possible by combining large-scale 
comparative micro-level attitude data with institutional as well as structural 
indicators in simultaneous analysis.  
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Study 1: Welfare Regimes, Production Regimes and Employment Commitment: A Multi-
level analysis of Twelve OECD countries. The purpose of the first study was to 
evaluate the role of both welfare and production regimes for explaining cross-
national patterns in employment commitment across twelve OECD-countries 
in the late 1990s. The attitude data used is from the International Social 
Survey Program’s (ISSP) Work Orientation Study module of 1997. Previous 
research has pointed to how differences between countries correspond to 
groupings within production regimes, with employment commitment being 
stronger in coordinated market economies (Sweden, Norway and Germany), 
but weaker in liberal market economies (New Zealand, the United Kingdom, 
and the United States) (Hult and Svallfors 2002). Comparative scope was here 
broadened to cover three Scandinavian countries, four continental Western 
European countries, four English-speaking countries (the United Kingdom, 
Canada, the United States, and New Zealand), and Japan. For multi-level 
analysis, micro-level data was combined with broad institutional data and 
structural indicators. Welfare regime institutional data covered four main 
dimensions of social policy programs available to working-age populations – 
sickness cash benefits, unemployment benefits, family benefits and social 
assistance. Production regime institutional data covered mainly aspects of 
industrial-relations, formal educational and retraining structures. 

Findings indicated the following patterns. Firstly, the normative 
frameworks of more generous welfare regimes for shaping commitment to 
paid work are clearly enhancing for individuals’ employment commitment – 
for working men, working women as well as for unemployed persons. 
Although unemployed persons are found to be overall less committed than 
working persons, stronger commitment is even so found among unemployed 
persons in welfare states with more generous systems. Since the number of 
unemployed persons in the country samples was rather small, results in this 
respect are regarded as tentative. 

Secondly, results support the major importance of production regime 
coordination. Stronger employment commitment is found in countries with 
more regulated or coordinated market economies in terms of worker 
organisation, wage bargaining, employment protection legislation and active 
labour market policy effort. Since no significant effects were found in relation 
to aspects of formal education, it appears as if production regimes may not be 
fully coherent interconnected systems, but to some extent represent 
contradictory policies. Yet, since theoretical elaboration and empirical 
operationalization in this field is in an early stage, improvements in this area 
can be expected.  

Thirdly, institutions are more important for structuring the attitudes of 
persons with less stable, partial or intermittent labour market attachment, i.e. 
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working women and unemployed persons as compared to working men. This 
finding indicates how institutions more extensively, not only shape 
participation opportunities, but (more extensively) also the attitudes for these 
groups. Furthermore, women’s commitment was more strongly structured by 
institutional context than by female labour force participation. In general, 
employment commitment appeared to be weaker in countries with higher 
unemployment, but results were inconsistent. 

Fourthly and lastly, in relation to men’s commitment there were clear 
cross-level interaction effects between institutional contexts and socio-
economic status. With higher education and social class positions, men’s 
commitment was stronger within more generous welfare regimes or more 
extensively coordinated production regimes, whereas institutional context 
mattered equally for women across countries. Although individuals may attain 
higher socio-economic positions for different reasons across countries, these 
findings could be interpreted as an effect of how more generous welfare 
regimes successfully generate stronger work incentives also for people in these 
strata, by providing also persons higher up the income scale with significant 
social protection through earnings-related benefit design. In relation to 
production regimes, the same differentiated effect indicates how more 
regulated markets provide individuals also of lower socio-economic status 
with more agreeable working terms and provided incentives to enter and take 
in part work, whereby otherwise weakened incentives for these individuals 
may be avoided. 

Taken together, the concern with generous welfare regimes’ allegedly 
negative unintended consequences in terms of distorting commitment to work 
appears unwarranted. To the contrary, and related to the concern with intended 
consequences of welfare regimes, the ‘paradox of redistribution’, as proposed 
by Korpi and Palme (1998), appears to be paralleled by a ‘paradox of 
employment commitment’. Clearly earnings-related benefits of more generous 
welfare regimes appear not only reduce inequality and poverty more efficiently 
than do welfare regimes with lower flat-rate or targeted benefits – but also to 
generate stronger commitment to take part in paid work. 

Study 2: Unemployment Insurance and Work Values in Twenty-Three Welfare States. 
This study examined how unemployment insurance programs may have 
structured basic work values in unintended ways. These programs were 
specifically assessed since it has been argued to most directly challenge basic 
participatory work values, potentially distorting the reciprocity between social 
rights and social duties upon which the welfare state ultimately depends. As 
noted previously, there is no previous broad comparative research in this area. 
Most comparative research has focused on post-modern value changes from 
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materialist to post-materialist concerns in relation to increasing levels of 
economic development or fluctuating unemployment. 

The broad comparative approach taken here was made possible by new 
micro-level data from the joint project of the European Values Study and the 
World Values Survey. Data from twenty-three industrialized democracies 
across North America and Europe in 2000, including also Japan, was 
combined with institutional data on unemployment insurance benefit levels, 
maximum duration periods, and eligibility conditions. Moreover, empirical 
testing was designed to accommodate theory and findings at odds, by 
permitting work values and institutional design to vary multi-dimensionally, 
thus potentially exposing contradictory institutional aspects and values.  

Results from multi-level analyses show how institutional design matters 
in significant and contradictory but (overall) non-gendered ways. Across the 
three value dimensions assessed, a general pattern was discerned. There was a 
consistent tendency towards a positive relationship between more traditional 
work values and the generosity of benefit levels as well as eligibility 
conditions. Instead there was a clear tendency towards a negative relationship 
in relation to duration periods, i.e. less traditional work values are found in 
countries where unemployment insurance duration periods are longer. The 
strength and significance of these relationships however differ across the 
value dimensions. The pattern is most clear in relation to how much work is 
valued as a duty towards society, where all institutional effects are significant. 
In relation to how ‘unemployed persons should accept job offers or lose their 
unemployment benefits’, the positive effect of eligibility conditions was not 
significant and the negative effect of benefit duration was only significant in 
relation to working men. Lastly, as to how work is not valued as a ‘free choice’, 
institutional effects of benefit levels and duration were only significant when 
working women within the sixteen ‘older’ welfare states were compared, but 
not when the ‘new’ welfare states of post-communist countries were included 
in analyses. Structural factors were overall of more limited importance. The 
degree of economic development did appear to be somewhat more relevant, 
although in the opposite direction from what is expected on the basis of 
modernization theory – more ‘traditional’ work values were stronger in 
countries with higher levels of economic development. 

These findings call into question the present focus on moral hazard in 
relation to unemployment benefit levels. Rather, the findings suggest that 
more attention needs to be directed at duration related problems, and how 
such problems may be related to e.g. demand-side conditions, negative 
‘duration effects’ in relation to employers’ hiring preferences, and also to the 
problem of long-term unemployed persons’ increasing ‘discouragement’. 
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Lastly, attention was drawn to the interconnectedness between values 
(reasonably stable over time) and attitudes to work (which are more 
situationally determined). Through their ‘reciprocal causation’, these nested 
relationships are suggested to be recursive over time (Morrow 1993:163), 
which brings findings from the first study into consideration. Since welfare as 
well as production regimes were found to broadly structure commitment to 
paid work, basic work values to some extent will also be under the indirect 
influence of how societies broadly encourage and provide opportunities for 
participation in paid work, and more importantly so, to what extent 
participation on reasonable and agreeable working terms is encouraged. 

Study 3: Continued Work or Retirement? Preferred Exit-age in Western European 
countries. Welfare progress across Western European countries has meant that 
people live longer, in relatively good health and under relatively good 
economic conditions. Yet, increasing longevity, combined with a dramatic 
early-exit trend and declining fertility rates, today challenges traditional 
solutions to the sharing of resources and supporting responsibilities between 
generations. Inevitable demographic transition and the need to finance 
mounting pension costs has resulted in much research on the causes behind 
problematic early exit. Whereas findings have demonstrated the important 
role of financial incentives provided by social insurance systems, substantial 
cross-national differences remain unexplained and conclusions point to the 
importance of people’s attitudes towards continued work or retirement.  

This study is a first attempt to evaluate the importance of institutional 
structures for exit-age preferences among working populations across twelve 
Western European countries. New survey data from the Eurobarometer in 
2003 permitted such inquiry. For the first time a survey question addressed 
what age people “would like to” or “would have liked to” retire at, i.e. 
capturing preferences that are less restrained by financial concerns. This data 
was combined with institutional data for welfare and production regimes, as 
well as with control variables for structural factors. Welfare regime 
institutional data covered four main dimensions of social insurances that have 
been shown to be of relevance for persons of ages around the statutory or 
pre-statutory retirement age. Production regime institutional data represent 
the central industrial relations dimensions and to some extent countries’ skill-
profiles. 

The results firstly show how men as well as women on average prefer 
exit well before most countries’ statutory retirement ages – approximately at 
58 years, meaning on average approximately 7 or 5.5 years before statutory 
retirement age in the case of men and women respectively. Yet, there are 
substantial and significant cross-national differences. Here, findings from 
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institutional analyses are unambiguous when preferred real exit-age is 
examined. Later preferred retirement ages are found within institutional 
contexts characterized by higher welfare regime generosity or higher 
production regime coordination. In relation to how high unemployment 
decades ago became an enduring driving force behind policy strategies 
facilitating early-exit across Western Europe – possibly instigating so-called 
‘early-exit cultures’ – there was no indication thereof (in terms of individuals’ 
preferences) in countries with current low demand for labour. Instead the 
opposite tendency was indicated – men clearly prefer later retirement in 
countries that (today) have higher unemployment rates among older workers. 
Also, later exit is in general preferred within countries with higher 
participation rates of older workers, and women clearly preferred later exit 
within countries with higher female labour force participation. 

When the anticipated independent normative effects of eligibility age 
were evaluated by ways of comparing preferred relative exit-age (i.e. relative to 
statutory retirement age), strong effects were found in relation to women’s 
retirement preferences, but overall there was little change in determinants of 
men’s overall preferences. This is not all that surprising, since female statutory 
retirement ages deviate more from 65 years, which is the predominant norm 
for male statutory retirement age. Accounting for eligibility age in analyses of 
women’s preferences explained as much as half of cross-national differences 
(when Ireland was excluded as an outlier). By this comparison, no effects of 
institutional, demand or structural labour market factors remained significant 
for women. 

In a sustainable policy perspective, results indicate how encouraging 
people to work longer is mainly a question of raising effective retirement ages 
and not necessarily the statutory retirement age. Findings also draw attention 
to the importance of broader institutional contexts not only for immediately 
pre-retirement-aged workers, but for influencing working careers throughout 
the life-course. In relation to how more generous welfare regimes structure 
preferences in favour of relatively later retirement, a narrow policy concern 
focused on the level of social insurance benefits in this respect appears to be 
somewhat misguided. Instead, it seems like there is need for increased 
consideration of how production regime institutions may broadly regulate 
labour demand, working conditions and retraining opportunities. Insofar as 
more extensively coordinated production regimes encourage labour market 
participation on more agreeable and favourable terms, this appears to offer a 
plausible explanation for their structuring of later exit-preferences. Lastly, the 
distributional problems of policy changes also need to be addressed (see e.g. 
Myles 2002:134). Awareness of this aspect implies how policy changes need to 
ensure that the least advantaged, such as e.g. low-income earners who often 
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have shorter life expectancies, are not disproportionately affected by policy 
changes. Transition therefore arguably needs to be managed with equal 
concern for intergenerational equity, intra-generational justice, and the further 
‘democratization’ of ageing for men as well as for women. 

Overall Conclusion 
In relation to this thesis’ overall purpose – to evaluate the role of welfare and 
production regime institutions for explaining cross-national patterns in 
individuals’ work orientations – the multi-level strategy used resulted in 
several novel implications in the field of comparative attitude research. 
Findings point to two broad over-arching institutional conclusions that 
remain robust when micro-level as well as macro-level structural factors are 
controlled for in analyses. 

The first conclusion concerns welfare regime institutions and the long-
standing question about how generous benefit levels may distort incentives to 
work, thus affecting individuals’ work orientations negatively. Findings 
consistently show how higher social insurance benefit levels are broadly 
associated with stronger work orientations – whether these concern 
employment commitment, basic work values, or later retirement preferences. 
Although the significance of positive effects in some cases depend on the 
exclusion of country-outliers, or a restriction of analysis to ‘older’ welfare 
states (i.e. exclusion of ‘newer’ welfare states of the post-communist 
countries), in no instance does a negative (even non-significant) relationship 
turn up. However, when the scope of welfare regime ‘generosity’ was 
broadened to take into account multi-dimensional qualities of institutional 
structure, longer duration periods were found to structure contradictory 
outcomes in terms of weaker work values. In a historical perspective, this 
finding appears to indicate how policy choices of longer duration periods, in 
attempts to tackle problematic unemployment over the past decades, may 
have encouraged weaker work values. 

This specification leads to the second overall conclusion. This concerns 
how production regimes are at least equally important as welfare regimes for 
structuring individuals’ work orientations. In the two studies that incorporated 
both these contexts in analyses, higher coordination in domains of labour 
market organization and regulation, training and re-training policy efforts, and 
also countries with a more specific skill-profile, were seen to structure 
significantly stronger employment commitment and later retirement 
preferences. It can also be noted how both welfare and production regime 
institutions ‘mattered’ regardless of whether structural factors were found to 
be important or not. 
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These two conclusions point to the normative importance of both kinds 
of institutional structures, which consequently directs attention to the 
centrality of their interconnectedness. In relation to how more generous 
welfare regimes are interrelated with more extensively coordinated production 
regimes, it appears as if people, in exchange for extensive social rights, are 
more motivated to perform their social duties in the form of productive work, 
given that it is performed on, for the worker, overall more favourable working 
conditions. These findings do thus support a broadening of concern with the 
normative impact of institutional structures and the interplay between welfare 
and production regimes for encouraging not only the extent, but also the quality 
of participation in work, since these appear to be equally important for 
enhancing individuals’ general work motivation. 

Limitations and future research 
Combining large-scale comparative attitude data with institutional data in 
multi-level analyses is a step forward in the empirical testing of the macro-to-
micro links between institutions and the formation of preferences and values, 
and better opportunities for opening the ‘black box’ of these processes. Only 
some fifteen years ago these possibilities did not exist, as this approach 
ultimately depends on the availability of high-quality comparative micro- and 
macro-level data for a sufficiently large number of comparable countries. As 
such, these studies represent an initial attempt of theoretical and empirical 
assessments in this field. Together with the limitations imposed on the studies, 
a number of suggestions about where future research fruitfully may be 
directed deserve reporting. 

Firstly, in relation to how modelling power of broad cross-national 
comparison calls for larger numbers of comparable cases, the crucial 
importance of available data needs to be addressed. At the micro-level, this 
means continuing hitherto impressive and expanding cross-national 
collaboration on compiling comparative attitude data such as the International 
Social Survey Programme (ISSP). As the number of countries available for 
comparison increases, the importance of producing strictly comparable 
measures of individuals’ attitudes, values and preferences, as well as central 
individual-level variables such as e.g. education, social or occupational class as 
well as income, cannot be underestimated. Missing data or problematic 
comparability simply compels the researcher to drop countries from 
comparison if problematic spuriousness in model (mis-)specifications is to be 
avoided. Another data restriction to analyses in this thesis was imposed by the 
representativity of national samples. This has implied that evaluation of 
institutional effects on the work orientations studied here pertain mainly to 
working populations. As there were indications that institutional effects 
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appear to be stronger for groups more marginalized on the labour market, a 
broader understanding of institutional impacts also for these groups calls for 
alternative sampling strategies in future comparative survey projects. Such 
attempts could for example follow those previously employed in the 
Employment in Europe Survey of 1996 or the ‘Work Options of the Future’ 
study of 1998. In addition to nationally representative samples, the former 
survey also targeted representative samples of sufficiently large number of 
unemployed persons, whereas the latter survey specifically targeted young 
entrants, female returners and unemployed persons. 

Lastly, in relation to how this thesis has assessed cross-national patterns 
of work orientations in the late 1990s and early 2000s, and as such has not 
evaluated attitude or value changes per se, future research will benefit from 
repeated surveys, which will facilitate an evaluation of attitude and value 
changes over time. 

At the macro-level, the quality and availability of comparable data for 
sufficiently large numbers of comparable cases is equally crucial. Firstly, in 
relation to data on welfare regimes, the institutional data used here draws 
nearly exclusively upon data from the Social Citizenship Indicator Program 
(SCIP) (see Appendix I). This database represents one of the most elaborate 
attempts at quantifying information on nationally legislated social rights across 
five broad social insurance programs in eighteen OECD countries. For 
effective comparability, the strategy of comparable typical cases implies that 
data is collected and calculated for a few cases in terms of a person’s yearly 
earnings (an average production worker’s wage), age and household situation. 
In relation to how the three studies especially focused on the generosity of 
replacement rates, the database constitutes a great improvement over what is 
available in standard source books. Benefit levels have been calculated net of 
taxes and restrictions imposed by income ceilings for benefit purposes have 
been taken into account – two components that may substantially separate net 
from gross benefit levels. 

Although this institutional data constitutes a great improvement over 
what previously has been available, broadening as well as increased 
specification in the scope of the data may enhance the possibility to 
understand the connection between institutional structures and individuals’ 
attitudes and values. A broadening of scope here implies further attempts to 
expand the number of comparable countries, by directing attention to the less 
studied developing welfare states, of e.g. new democracies and newly 
industrialized nations. A broadening of scope also implies how the measures 
of welfare state ‘generosity’ can be improved by incorporating important 
aspects of social services and housing policies (see e.g. Bambra 2005). A more 
specified scope of institutional indicators implies that the accuracy of these 

 42



 

indicators may be improved through attempts to ‘modernize’ definitions of 
‘typical cases’ to reflect changes in labour market and family structures. 
Especially, such specification would be of relevance in capturing gendered 
institutional structures and how social rights are available to women – in 
relation to women’s typical earnings, work and family formations, affecting 
their agency as well as work-life orientations. 

Secondly, in relation to production regime institutions, results in this 
thesis pointed to the equal, or even stronger, importance of these institutional 
structures for shaping different aspects of individuals’ work orientations. Yet, 
elaboration on institutional types of ‘varieties of capitalism’ is just beginning, 
and considerable efforts are needed in establishing the theoretical 
underpinnings as well as securing validity and reliability of indicators. 
Research in this area finds reasonably common grounds in establishing 
important interconnected spheres of labour market-related institutions as well 
as a complementary interrelatedness between production and welfare regimes.  

The empirical attempts at operationalizing of production regimes were in 
this thesis guided by the assumption that individuals’ work orientations will be 
structured mainly by institutional aspects most directly framing the 
employment situation or affecting the skills, training or retraining. Findings 
here offered evidence to how the extensiveness of worker organisation, wage 
bargaining, employment regulation, active labour market policy effort and also 
the skill-profile of labour markets are of specific importance. Although these 
aspects are central in the general literature on varieties of capitalism, these 
aspects still represent no more than partial aspects of production regime 
structures. Moreover, these aspects clearly represent traditional arenas for 
political and labour market conflict. 

This brings three currently debated aspects of the varieties-of-capitalism 
approach into focus, where further theoretical as well as empirical work will 
be rewarding. Firstly, there is the crucial issue of establishing institutional 
origins and driving forces. In this respect, the varieties-of-capitalism approach 
reflects common dilemmas within new institutional theory. Institutions may 
be perceived as the result of rather contractual agreements, downplaying the 
role of labour market or political conflict. Institutions may also be perceived 
as outcomes of previous conflicts, where power relations and the asymmetries 
of power in labour market relations instead play a central role. Secondly, 
improved understanding on these issues will reasonably enhance 
understanding of internal logics of institutional interrelatedness and 
complementarities. Thirdly, this will in turn offer a better understanding of 
institutional outcomes, in terms of recently debated questions on institutional 
efficiency, stability and prospects for future survival (see e.g. Blyth 2003; 
Goodin 2003; Hall and Sockice 2003; Watson 2003). 
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The need for additional theoretical groundwork is directly accentuated by 
the centrality of understanding production and welfare regimes as highly 
complementary institutional structures (Estevez-Abe et al. 2001; Hall and 
Gingerich 2001). Yet, theorists on the former type of institutions seek 
explanations for institutional development that largely do no include political 
and labour conflict (see e.g. Hall and Gingerich 2001; Hall and Soskice 2001a). 
Theorists on the latter type of institutional development, have however 
successfully shown how the development of welfare regimes is related to 
outcomes of previous power struggles between organized interests of capital 
and labour (see e.g. Korpi 2005b; Pierson 2001). It thus appears as if theory 
needs to be further integrated across institutional domains, as well as further 
empirically substantiated, e.g. by more elaboration on the uni- or multi-
dimensionality of these interconnected structures. Thus, future research on 
institutions’ normative importance will benefit from improved assessments of 
societal institutions’ interrelatedness and thus their interconnected normative 
importance. 

Lastly, interesting micro-to-micro as well as macro-to-micro-to-macro 
links may tentatively be addressed. In relation to how the studies in this thesis 
have only concerned institutional outcomes in terms of attitudes, values and 
preferences, it would be of great importance for future research to investigate 
the predictive power of individuals’ work orientations also for behavioural 
outcomes. Given that the demonstrated work orientations are indicative of 
the extent people take part in work, this could add some leverage to the 
productive vitality of countries with institutional structures combining 
generous welfare regimes and more coordinated production regimes, in this 
respect possibly also influencing overall productive efficiency. On a less 
speculative note, the findings from this thesis clearly points to how future 
research concerned with moral hazard in labour markets, needs to address not 
only the extent to which individuals’ take part in paid work, but also the quality 
of participation. This calls for further elaboration on how welfare regimes and 
production regimes in interconnected ways provide individuals with 
appropriate opportunities as well as capabilities in these respects. 
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ABSTRACT: Since the introduction of the first social insurance schemes, questions have 
been raised regarding the trade-off between the adequacy and equity of benefits, and their 
effects on individuals’ work orientations. This study examines the role of both welfare and 
production regime institutions for explaining cross-national patterns in individuals’ 
employment commitment across twelve OECD-countries in the late 1990s. Results from 
multi-level analyses show firstly how employment commitment is stronger within more 
generous welfare regimes as well as within more extensively coordinated production 
regimes. Secondly, institutions are found to be more important for structuring the attitudes 
of persons with less stable labour market attachment. Thirdly, for men, there are clear 
positive cross-level interaction effects between institutional structures and individuals’ 
socio-economic status, whereas institutions matter more equally regardless of socio-
economic status for women. In relation to the concerns with the allegedly negative 
unintended consequences of welfare regime institutions for creating distortions, these seem 
to be unwarranted with regards to employment commitment. To the contrary, there 
appears to be a ‘paradox of employment commitment’: clearly earnings-related benefits of 
more generous welfare regimes appear to generate stronger commitment to take part in 
paid work. 
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Ever since the introduction of the first social insurance schemes, questions 
have been raised regarding the trade-off between the adequacy and equity of 
benefits and their promotion of dependency and distorted work incentives, 
the latter ultimately seen as potentially lowering economic efficiency and 
growth. It has been argued that when individuals are presented with 
reasonable alternative incomes, such as generous welfare benefits, the 
disincentives to work will rise (see e.g. Lindbeck 1988; 1995; 1998; Murray 
1984; Okun 1975). It thus becomes pertinent to evaluate to what extent 
welfare regimes through their incentive structures have shaped individuals’ 
work orientations. Within this context, it furthermore is of particular interest 
and relevance to evaluate how individuals are committed to take part in paid 
work for also non-financial reasons, which in the following is labelled 
employment commitment. 

Typically, the studies conducted in this field are usually limited to within-
organisation or within-country studies, or studies comparing two or a few 
countries, while there are still very few large-scale comparative studies of 
employment commitment. In addition, earlier studies typically focus on the 
individual characteristics or work situations that are of importance for a 
person’s employment commitment, and less on the importance of cross-
national institutional differences. Yet, results from the few larger-scale 
comparative studies conducted either demonstrate no clear relationship 
(Gallie and Alm 2000), or indicate how employment commitment appears to 
be higher in countries with more generous welfare states (Berglund 2001; Hult 
and Svallfors 2002). While these studies have drawn our attention to 
interesting cross-national differences, they have still been limited inasmuch as 
they have not examined how employment commitment is related to specific 
qualities of welfare regime institutions or the broader contextual structures 
framing labour markets – so-called production regimes.  

Hence, the starting point for this study is the assumption that individuals’ 
employment commitment will vary both with individual-level factors – in 
relation to people’s expectations and experiences of work – and also with 
country-level factors – in relation to how welfare and production regime 
institutions frame the work situation. In addition, analysis in this area needs 
also to take into account how aspects of labour market structure, such as 
female labour force participation and unemployment, in themselves may 
influence employment commitment. 

From an institutional perspective there is little doubt about the centrality 
of providing strong and positive incentives for work in all policymaking, 
although strategies have differed markedly across welfare regimes. Notably, 
also generous welfare regimes were intentionally designed to encourage labour 
market participation and were also strongly dependent on its attainment (see 
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e.g. Esping-Andersen 1990:28). In particular, this stands clear in relation to 
how there has been clear priorities for full-employment policies across 
Scandinavian welfare states with highly generous social policy transfers and 
services. In part, such priorities have also been shared within the coordinated 
(skill-oriented) production regime design, geared towards high-qualitative 
activation, more expansive macro-economic policies and active labour market 
policies for a highly organized labour market and coordinated market relations 
(see e.g. Benner 2003:132; Kvist and Ploug 2003:5-6; Soskice 1999).  

Thus, a broader institutional approach may also lead to an opposite 
understanding of how commitment to employment may be affected by 
institutional design. According to such an understanding, institutional 
frameworks may provide work incentives and opportunities that make it both 
economically and normatively rational for individuals to take part in paid 
work. This could not only counteract economic disincentives, but may in turn 
even promote stronger employment commitment. Since the different 
theoretical approaches predict contradictory outcomes, it thus remains an 
empirical question how country-level institutional characteristics may structure 
individuals’ employment commitment. 

The primary purpose of this study is to evaluate the role of welfare and 
production regime institutions for explaining cross-national patterns in 
individuals’ employment commitment across twelve OECD-countries in the 
late 1990s. For a correct evaluation of cross-national patterns, analysis also 
needs to take into account individual factors that in previous studies have 
been shown to be of importance. By the use of multi-level modelling, 
individual- and country-level data are combined in simultaneous analysis for 
the specification of their relative effects on employment commitment. For 
this purpose, this study draws upon comparative attitudinal data from the 
International Social Survey Program’s (ISSP) Work Orientation Study module 
of 1997, which is combined with macro-level contextual indicators for both 
welfare and production regimes. Indicators of welfare regime generosity are 
taken from the Social Citizenship Indicator Program (the SCIP database), 
which includes measures of social insurances that are provided in times of 
sickness, unemployment and family formation. Eardley et al.’s (1996) report 
provides data on the generosity of social assistance. Production regimes 
indicators are derived from OECD statistics. To make institutional 
contrasting effective, twelve advanced industrial OECD countries, grouping 
evenly across different types of mature welfare and production regimes were 
selected from the relevant ISSP-module. These countries are Canada, 
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Denmark, Germany, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, 
Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom and the United States.1 

The study is organized in the following way. Firstly, the relationship 
between institutional incentives and individual employment commitment is 
discussed and previous findings from comparative research on employment 
commitment are presented. In the subsequent three sections, institutional 
structures are discussed and hypotheses are presented in relation to how 
institutional aspects may influence employment commitment. Thus, the 
second section deals with welfare regimes, the third section deals with 
production regimes and the fourth section deals with their interrelatedness 
and the role of structural labour market conditions. Fifth, previous research 
and expectations of individual factors’ importance for employment 
commitment are discussed. Sixth, the data, measurements and method are 
described. Seventh, results are presented and lastly, the main findings are 
discussed. 

Institutional incentives and individual employment commitment 
Commonly, incentives are understood as stimulants, motivations or impulses 
for actions which might otherwise not take place, i.e. distinct from coercively 
influenced action. Such an understanding is supported by the definition 
proposed by Schroeder (2000:28), where incentive-induced action is 
coterminous with consciously and willingly performed acts of intentional 
actors with preconceived plans. For the purposes of this study, incentives are 
defined as the external stimulants that structure attitudes of individuals in the 
form of employment commitment. A narrower definition includes pecuniary 
rewards as the only (extrinsic) stimuli. This would for example make the 
distance between welfare benefits and salary crucial. A broader definition 
includes a wider spectrum of both extrinsic and intrinsic work incentives. 
Examples of the former (in addition to income) are prestige, status, respect, 
acceptance and power, whereas examples of intrinsic work incentives include 
e.g. taking pride in one’s work, feelings of accomplishment, happiness, self-
respect and identity, as well as the importance of time-structure, purpose and 
social contacts at the workplaces (see e.g. Jahoda 1982; Kelvin and Jarrett 
1985; McLaughlin et al. 1989).2 Such incentives could however also be defined 
as inducing well-being while conforming to present work-norms, avoiding 
stigmatisation that follows from deviant behaviour (see e.g. Lindbeck 1997).  
                                           
1 Germany is represented by respondents residing in the geographical area of former West 
Germany. 
2 Although the role of creativity is usually not included in descriptions of so-called latent 
values of work (see e.g. Jahoda 1982), it reasonably is rather closely related to aspects of 
self-realization, social identity and feelings of accomplishment through work. 
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Although institutional frameworks differ, work is in many respects at the 
nexus of both production and welfare regime institutions, through which 
commitment to work, as well as over-arching work values, will be structured 
by economic, political, social, and moral mechanisms. Regardless of what 
emphasis might be given to actor-oriented rational-choice theory or the 
structuralist’s more constrained view of individual action, institutions are here 
regarded as the link between agency and structure, to some extent affecting 
strategic actions, actors’ rational calculation, as well as preferences and beliefs 
within normative orders (see e.g. March and Olsen 1984; March and Olsen 
1989). Consequently, individuals can be expected to express their employment 
commitment in a way that to some extent relates systematically to the 
incentive structures of welfare and production regime institutions. 

The long-standing concern with avoiding moral hazard and distorted 
work incentives also infers the intentional quality of institutions to promote 
desired work values, within welfare regimes or production regimes (see e.g. 
Dobbin and Boychuck 1999:282; Kvist 1998:52-53). As such, institutions can 
be understood as social constructions, created and molded over time by 
various actors, where a remarkable stability of institutions that were formed a 
long time ago has been found (Pierson 2001; Rothstein and Steinmo 2002; 
Scharpf and Schmidt 2000a; Swank 2002). As is argued here, this reasonably 
also pertains to institutionalized work values. The development of institutions 
along strong dividing lines has been termed path-dependency (see e.g. Alber 
1981) and is understood to depend upon the qualities of institutions, either as 
more flexible or more embedded (Kitschelt et al. 1999a:442). Even though an 
‘institutions matter’ perspective is applied here, other factors such as religious 
or political traditions may be of relevance for forming individuals’ attitudes to 
work. Yet, it is argued here that in fact such contexts, in part, are captured by 
welfare state institutional design, as the emergence and development of 
welfare state institutional design was much related to partisan politics and its 
confessional or non-confessional influences (see e.g. Korpi 2001). 

Previous research 
The large-scale comparative studies using attitudinal data on employment 
commitment are few. Two studies use ISSP-data for six advanced 
industrialized countries, where both studies include Sweden, Norway, the 
United States, the United Kingdom and Germany. However, where Berglund 
(2001) also includes France, Hult and Svallfors (2002) instead include New 
Zealand. The differences between countries that were found correspond to 
groupings within production regime typologies, with employment 
commitment being stronger in coordinated market economies (Sweden, 
Norway and Germany), especially in the Scandinavian countries, and weaker 
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in liberal market economies (New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the 
United States). Another study draws upon data from the Employment in 
Europe Survey of 1996, which covers fifteen European Union member states. 
This study focuses particularly on differences between employed and 
unemployed, but finds no evidence that (employment) commitment in general 
is affected by the generosity of unemployment benefits (Gallie and Alm 
2000).3 

Although these studies indicate interesting cross-national differences, 
they either do not include direct measures of welfare regime generosity, or 
employ country-dummy variables as the sum-measure of all contextual effects. 
Such studies consequently do not elaborate further upon which, and to what 
extent, specific institutional characteristics might be related to cross-national 
differences in employment commitment. With particular interest here in how 
institutions structure employment commitment, a description of institutional 
structure is carried out next and institutional hypotheses are presented. 

Welfare Regimes 
By now, the number of typologies for welfare-state institutional regimes is 
approaching the number of countries included in this study. The few studies 
to date examining the interrelatedness of welfare and production regimes 
largely draw upon the seminal work by Esping-Andersen (1990), 
distinguishing social democratic, conservative (or Christian democratic) and 
liberal welfare states. However, as we shall see below, there is here reason for 
making the main distinction between welfare regimes providing basic security 
benefits (at low to medium replacement rates), or earnings-related benefits (at 
medium to high replacement rates). Thus, with a focus on the generosity of 
alternative incomes provided across four welfare regime policy programs 
(sickness cash benefits, unemployment insurance, family benefits and social 
assistance), rather than labels with political connotations, welfare regime types 
are here referred to in benefit-related terms. Also categorisation of social 
assistance domains may fruitfully focus on replacement levels since these have 
been shown to be highly linked with first-tier replacement levels, particularly 
the degree to which social insurance provides income security (Nelson 
2003:91-127).4 Despite institutional complexity, there are striking similarities 

                                           
3  An association does however appear between unemployment benefits and lower 
commitment in the specific case of married/cohabiting women in societies with a more 
traditional gender culture (Gallie and Alm 2000:121). 
4 For in-depth description of social insurance scheme typologies using data from the SCIP-
database, see e.g. Korpi and Palme (1998) in the field of sickness cash benefits, Carroll 
(1999) in the field of unemployment insurance, and Korpi (2000) and Ferrarini (2003) with 
regards to family policies. For social assistance, see Eardley et al. (1996). For a recent 
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within countries across policy programs, pointing to the usefulness of 
evaluating overall welfare regime generosity, where three regime-related 
‘work-slogans’, as proposed by Goodin (2001:13-14, italics added), may 
illustrate the work and welfare regime nexus: “work, not welfare”, to be found 
within less generous regimes providing basic security, and “welfare through 
work” or “welfare and work”, to be found within more generous welfare 
regimes providing earnings-related benefits, mainly for those working, or for 
all citizens respectively. 

Social policy programs 
In absence of evidence from large-scale comparative studies on how specific 
regime characteristics structure individuals’ attitudes to work, there is a 
growing body of comparative research regarding behavioural outcomes linked 
to regime-related work (dis)incentives. Firstly, in relation to sickness cash 
benefits and unemployment insurance benefits, studies have found indications 
of work disincentive effects, although evidence is not conclusive, since the 
sizes of the effects have been difficult to estimate. Usage of short-term 
sickness benefit was found to be related to sickness cash benefit-generosity 
(see research review by Sjöberg and Bäckman 2001:279-80), and higher 
unemployment rates with higher unemployment benefit levels (OECD 
1994b), longer unemployment benefit duration (Sjöberg 2000b) or both 
(Layard et al. 1991). 

However, underlying theory and findings are contradictory. Firstly in 
relation to unemployment benefits, the positive experience of leisure may be 
counteracted (and/or complemented) by positive intrinsic values of work, as 
well as strong negative psycho-social effects of unemployment.5 Secondly, the 
strict conditions and qualification requirements within social insurance 
schemes cannot be disregarded, since they largely restrain individuals’ ‘free 
choices’ between work and leisure (Carroll 1999; Kvist 1998). Thirdly, 
matching theory implies that more generous unemployment benefits not only 
may reduce overall unemployment due to better matching opportunities 

                                                                                                                            
critical review of welfare regime typologies, see e.g. Arts and Gelissen (2002). For further 
elaboration on the special case of New Zealand as the only country with means-tested 
benefits across all insurance programs studied here, see Castles and Mitchell (1993). 
5 In this field of research at least three well-known theories have received considerable 
attention – for deprivation theory, see e.g. Jahoda (1982), for agent theory, see e.g. Fryer 
and Payne (1984; 1986); finally on the so-called vitamin model, see e.g. Warr (1987). These 
all focus on important and conceivably non-substitutable non-financial values of work and 
how they tend to manifest themselves through consequences of unemployment. By and 
large, these theories share the same view of human nature, but tend to differently 
emphasize the importance of social institutions for structuring individual behaviour. For an 
overview, see Samuelsson (2002:1-25). 
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between human capital and work-positions (see e.g. Burdett 1979; Pollmann-
Schult and Büchel 2005; Åberg 2003), but may also strengthen the positive 
experiences of employment and thus also commitment thereto. Lastly, 
unemployment is also in much a demand-side problem, where active labour 
market policy, macro-economic policy and the behaviour of employers have a 
large influence on employment, unemployment and the diffusion of work 
norms in society. 

In relation to family benefits, a plausible assumption is that commitment 
is related to how women through family policies are encouraged and are 
provided with opportunities to participate in paid work (see e.g. Daly 2000; 
Ferrarini 2003). In this context, differences could be expected according to 
different family policy models, where dual earner, general (male bread-winner) 
and market-oriented family policy models have been distinguished (Korpi 
2000). Firstly, findings from a broad comparison of eighteen countries 
(including the twelve in this study) found higher female labour force 
participation correlated with higher earnings-related parental leave benefits. 
Lower levels of support on the other hand were correlated with lower rates of 
female labour force participation, thus promoting a more traditional general 
(male-breadwinner) family policy model (Ferrarini 2003). Secondly, in a 
comparison of attitudes to female labour force participation across thirteen 
industrialized countries, family policies have also been shown to significantly 
explain variations in gender-role attitudes (Sjöberg 2004). 

Lastly, social assistance, in its capacity as the means-tested systems of last 
resort, could be regarded as an ‘ultimate’ alternative income to paid work. A 
narrower pecuniary hypothesis, perhaps most intuitive here, would lead us to 
expect weaker commitment with higher assistance generosity similarly across 
countries, since all countries provide means-tested benefits. However, rather 
than being communicating vessels, first- and last-tier institutions may rather 
be understood as mutually reinforcing parts of the welfare system, where a 
strong interdependency has been found between the level of social assistance 
and especially earnings-related first-tier social insurance (Nelson 2003). With 
close ties between first- and second-tier institutions, the institutional 
disincentive effects of second-tier social assistance could be expected to be 
less pronounced in countries with strong first-tier institutions, as strong 
overall institutionalised work incentives and work orientation arguably may 
permeate more extensively also domains covered by second-tier institutions. 

Hypotheses 
Across welfare policy programs described above, there has been concern and 
some (although not conclusive) evidence of distorted work incentives in 
relation to benefit generosity. A narrower pecuniary approach would in this 
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case expect these findings to be paralleled by those indicating an inverse 
relationship between benefit generosity and commitment, which leads to the 
following hypothesis: 

(H1): According to a narrower pecuniary approach, it is hypothesised 
that the incentive structure within more generous welfare regimes 
encourages individuals in the labour force (both those working and 
the currently unemployed) to be less committed to employment. 

An opposite hypothesis may also be posed, drawing upon a broader 
institutional understanding. This hypothesis is grounded on the fact that 
countries with higher benefit generosity to a further extent employ the 
earnings-related principle, whereby benefits are directly conditional and 
directly related to work. In other words, earnings-related benefits are (1) 
structured by requirements of reference and qualification periods in paid 
labour, (2) often higher at higher levels of pay (earnings-related), while by 
requirement (3) conditional upon the recipient being exposed to a specific 
condition of need (for example work incapacity for sickness cash benefits). 
The latter specification, however self-evident it may seem, nevertheless makes 
explicit how individuals’ ‘choices’ between work and leisure must not be 
regarded as unrestrained or free. In relation to unemployment benefits, 
following matching-theory and findings consistent therewith, higher 
generosity may also (4) more extensively allow a better matching between 
individuals’ skills, preferences and work positions, thereby providing better 
opportunities for taking part in labour on more favourable terms which may 
further strengthen more positive experiences of employment. Thus, in the 
case when commitment is expected to foremost reflect the institutionalized 
pattern of benefits’ earnings-relatedness, this leads to a contradictory 
hypothesis: 

(H2): According to a broader institutional approach, it is hypothesized 
that the incentive structures of generous welfare regimes, through 
earnings-related benefits, tie higher welfare regime generosity to more 
stable labour market participation, which in turn encourages 
individuals in the labour force to be more committed to employment. 

In relation to how benefits, differentially earning-related, are available to 
rather different proportions of individuals according to their socio-economic 
status across welfare regimes, it seems plausible that institutional contexts may 
matter differently for the employment commitment of people in relation to 
their socio-economic status. 6  A closely interrelated aspect here is that of 

                                           
6 It is recognized how institutional structures of welfare states in this respect developed 
much in relation to how partisan politics and policymaking within social insurance 
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differential levels of wage compression across countries, where earning 
increments for those with higher education and social class positions are 
recognized to differ distinctly across countries. Typically, countries such as 
Sweden and Germany, with more generous earnings-related benefits, have 
more compressed wage structures than what is found in basic security welfare 
regimes such as for example the United States and the United Kingdom (see 
e.g. Korpi and Palme 1998).  

In relation to these institutional differences, it thus seems plausible to 
expect differential effects of institutional context for (at least) two reasons. 
Firstly, individuals’ ‘choice’ or striving for higher education, occupational 
training and occupational status may be differentially guided by non-financial 
(intrinsic) work values across countries. Secondly, alternative incomes, i.e. 
social protection, provided by social insurance systems in more generous 
welfare states, in combination with lower wage dispersion, will be attractive 
also to persons with earnings higher up the income scale, hence to broader 
categories along the socio-economic stratification continuum. As such, the 
built-in incentives of earnings-related benefits will also be relatively more 
influential on persons with higher education and ‘higher’ social class positions 
within more generous welfare regimes. Since wage dispersion tends to be 
greater among men than women, institutional effects are expected to be more 
pronounced for men. These expectations thus lead us to expect cross-level 
interaction effects between the welfare regime variable and individual-level 
variables of education and social class, which leads to the following 
hypothesis: 

(H3): It is hypothesized that the institutional effects of welfare 
regimes will be relatively stronger for the employment commitment of 
people with higher education and ‘higher’ social class positions within 
more generous welfare regimes – i.e. we expect a positive cross-level 
interaction between welfare regime generosity and both (1) education 
and (2) social class, and furthermore that these effects will be more 
pronounced for men than for women. 

We next turn to a closer description of another important context within 
which attitudes to work are formed – different types of production regimes. 

Production regimes 
In addition to welfare regime institutions, the importance of institutional 
frameworks related to the organisation of production through markets and 
market-related institutions also need to be recognized. As such, these 

                                                                                                                            
institutions aimed to increase or decrease the homogeneity within so-called risk pools 
within social insurance (see e.g. Korpi 2001; Korpi and Palme 1998). 
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institutions largely frame working situations and contribute to shaping the 
working climate in labour markets, and therefore may be regarded as highly 
influential for individuals’ attitudes to work. These frameworks focus on ways 
in which micro-agents organize and structure their interrelationships given the 
‘rules of the game’ set by market-related institutions along four central 
dimensions. These cover the educational and training system, the inter-
company system, the industrial relations system, and the financial system 
(Soskice 1999), and together they can be understood to comprise “the 
incentives and constraints that are deeply embedded in a set of institutions 
that are relatively impervious to short-run political manipulation” (Kitschelt et 
al. 1999a:430).  

Two major production regime patterns have been discerned, coordinated 
and liberal market economies (Soskice 1999). 7  Despite their qualitatively 
different features, both institutional frameworks have developed in order to 
reach higher market competitiveness and effectiveness, although strategies on 
various different interrelated arenas differ markedly. 

Coordinated production regimes fall into two main sub-categories, the 
group-coordinated (Japan) and the industry-coordinated (West European) 
economies. In Japan coordination takes place between groups of companies 
across industries, whereas the industry-coordinated market economies can be 
further sub-divided into countries with either national (alternatively, originally 
national) or sectoral coordination. The former pattern is found in the 
northern countries, first and foremost Sweden and Norway, but also 
Denmark. The latter is found in the Netherlands, Switzerland, Germany and 
Italy (Kitschelt et al. 1999a:429). 8  In short, the unifying characteristics of 
industry-coordinated countries are institutional frameworks that encourage 
developments of long-term cooperative relations between companies, 
companies and employees, as well as between companies and their owners 
(Soskice 1999:106). 

In the liberal production regimes – the United States, the United 
Kingdom, Canada and New Zealand – there is little non-market coordination 
between companies, labour has been “progressively excluded”, and the state 
plays a more distant role, not engaging in any strong frame-setting role 
(Soskice 1999:103). As such, this framework overall has little capacity for 
affecting companies to coordinate activities collectively. Combining market 
                                           
7 This distinction is in essential respects paralleled by the skill- or rule-oriented labour 
market distinction, as termed by Dobbin and Boychuck (1999). 
8  France is noted as a mixed case, and to follow a pattern of a “state-business-elite 
coordinated-market economy”, which for example excludes labour more progressively than 
other industry-coordinated countries. The French configuration is also understood to be in 
a more uncertain and transitional state (Soskice 1999:103-104). 
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deregulation, emphasis on shorter-term and competitive relations (Soskice 
1999), together with relatively more extensive low-skill sectors (Åberg 2003), 
these countries’ companies compete internationally rather on price than on 
quality (Taylor-Gooby et al. 2003). 

Even though production regime configurations cover several broad 
dimensions of social structure, their sub-systems tend to be highly interrelated 
and dependent on one another to function effectively (Archibugi and 
Immarino 1999; Benner 2003:134; Edquist 1997; Huber and Stephens 2001; 
Lincoln and Kalleberg 1990; Soskice 1999). In the attempt to capture the 
bearings of these structures it is necessary to focus on key aspects. This is 
facilitated by following a logic of sequentiality, as proposed by Soskice (1999).9 
Accordingly, at the heart of an effectively functioning institutional system is 
the promotion of a skilled and well-educated labour force. When skill-
promoting long-term investments are taken on by companies, this calls for 
long-term financing as well as coordinated wage-setting to minimize risks of 
poaching of skilled labour, as well as cooperative company-level industrial 
relations to ensure cooperation from the highly skilled and therefore relatively 
more powerful employees. Such cooperative industrial relations consequently 
also require that companies can commit to long-term relations with 
employees, in turn requiring long-term corporate financing. This translates 
also into the need for cooperation between companies in technology transfers, 
which returns the sequence back to the country’s emphasis and investment 
into skill-development. 

Hypotheses on production regimes 
Since coordinated labour markets, more so than liberal ones, depend on a 
highly skilled and motivated work force, with more collaborative strategies, 
more job autonomy and involvement in decision making (Soskice 1999:115-
6), these markets are assumed to more extensively incorporate intrinsic work 
values into a broader spectrum of employment. Although, developments of 
e.g. worker organization, collective wage bargaining and employment 
protection have developed much out of rational or extrinsic concerns, it is 
argued here that institutionalized regulation in these aspects will also expand 
opportunities to take part in work for more intrinsic reasons, by ways of 

                                           
9 Although interrelatedness across production regime domains is the central tenet in all 
descriptions of production regimes, slightly different logics of sequentiality have been 
proposed. These differently emphasize the importance of skill-profile within the economy 
(as dominated either by industry-, occupational- and firm-specific skills as opposed to 
general skills) (Estevez-Abe et al. 2001), extent of investments in human capital (through 
education and retraining) (Dobbin and Boychuck 1999; Soskice 1999) or unionization and 
the wage-setting system (Huber and Stephens 1998; 2001; Swenson 2002). 
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entailing more favourable working terms (for the worker). Taken together, 
these arguments lead to the first production regime hypothesis: 

(H4): Through more extensive opportunities for workers to take part 
in work under more favourable conditions as structured by 
production regimes, more extensively coordinated production regimes 
are hypothesized to promote stronger employment commitment than 
liberal regimes with little coordination. 

In the same way as welfare regimes were expected to have differential effects 
on individuals according to their socio-economic status, this seems plausible 
for production regimes as well. Again, this expectation is closely interrelated 
with the countries’ different wage-setting and work-regulating frameworks 
that have been found to be highly influential for wage compression. For 
example, in contrast to the United States and the United Kingdom, unions in 
Germany and Sweden play an important role in wage determination, where 
there are relatively high wage floors set by minimum wages and also 
unemployment benefits (Acemoglu and Pischke 1999:542; OECD 1994a). 
Further, liberal production regimes’ education systems may often fail to 
provide youth with necessary ‘social skills’ for labour market entry – there, 
work will thus more often come at lower wages, which arguably further 
impairs work incentives (Soskice 1999). This leads us to expect weaker 
commitment in these countries, especially among less skilled persons with 
lower education or persons at ‘lower’ social class positions. This leads to a 
cross-level institutional hypothesis similar to the one posed in relation to 
welfare regimes. 

(H5): It is hypothesized that the institutional effects of production 
regimes will be weaker for the employment commitment of people 
with lower education and ‘lower’ social class positions within less 
coordinated production regimes – i.e., we expect a positive cross-level 
interaction between production regime coordination and both (1) 
education and (2) social class, and furthermore that these effects will 
be more pronounced for men than for women. 

Welfare and production regime interrelatedness  
Regarding a remarkable overarching institutional interrelatedness between 
welfare and production regimes, Huber and Stephens (2001) untangle how 
certain welfare states are embedded in particular types of production regimes 
through different patterns of relationships between labour, enterprises, banks, 
and the government, accompanied by different policy patterns. They observe 
how most aspects (although not all) of welfare and production regimes “fit 
each other in a mutually supportive or enabling way” (2001:104). This 
concerns how wage levels are related to benefit levels, labour market policies 
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to social policies, and how production for the world market is related to the 
qualification level of the labour force together with wage and benefit levels. 
Hence, such a mutually enabling relationship appears to strongly have shaped 
the development of production regimes, which in turn are linked to various 
macro-economical and labour market structural characteristics. Consequently, 
coordinated market economies with their high-skill emphasis and relatively 
high wage equality enable generous welfare regimes that make it less likely for 
low-wage firms to survive. At the same time, generous social policy regimes 
‘need’ to be embedded in production regimes that generate high investment 
levels, as well as high employment rates with high-skill emphasis and relative 
wage equality. Less generous welfare regimes instead exist in concert with low 
levels of coordination or state intervention in employment, wages or the 
economy. 

Since the dominant processes of socio-economic stratification still take 
place on the labour market (Korpi 2000), those who cannot fully participate in 
paid work may be deprived of the material resources and social rights that 
usually depend on labour market participation (see e.g. Hobson 1990; Lewis 
1992). These individuals may also be prone to participate in work under less 
advantageous circumstances such as e.g. low wages or skill-development (see 
e.g. Soskice 1999). Accordingly, institutional structures are understood to have 
different bearings for different groups on the labour market, particularly for 
the incentive structure of the less strongly attached groups. Among groups 
recognized to be at particular risk of disadvantage are the unemployed (see 
e.g. Goodin 2001; Kenworthy 2002; Kvist 1998) or women/mothers, whose 
opportunities to participate in paid labour is more extensively shaped by 
institutions (see e.g. Daly 2000; Gornick et al. 1997; Grimshaw and Rubery 
1997; Orloff 1996; Sundström 2001). From an understanding of how 
institutions are both constraining and enabling structures for individuals’ 
opportunities to participate in paid labour, the following over-arching regime-
institutional hypothesis is posed: 

(H6): Institutional structures of both welfare and production 
regimes will more extensively structure the employment 
commitment among persons with more unstable, intermittent or 
temporary attachment to the labour market, such as e.g. the 
unemployed, housewives, and to some extent also working 
women as compared to working men. 

It can be noted that housewives are anticipated to constitute a special case, 
since they to a further extent appear to have opted for non-participation 
rather than for any given extent of participation. The reasons behind this and 
the stability of this labour market status, may however differ substantially 
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across countries. Yet, housewives are expected on average to be less 
committed to employment as compared to working persons and also the 
unemployed. 

Labour market structures: Unemployment and female labour force participation 
Since welfare and production regimes are not isolated from other macro-
societal conditions, analysis also needs to take into account how such factors 
may structure employment commitment. Particularly there appears to be 
reason to expect effects in relation to how unemployment and female labour 
force participation varies across countries. Although these structural 
conditions in themselves may be considered partly a consequence of 
institutional context, an inclusion of these factors in analyses consequently 
permits an evaluation of how these contextual factors may have additional, 
and as such independent, direct effects on employment commitment. 

In relation to unemployment, it has been argued that rising and/or high 
unemployment rates make for a shift away from materialist concerns, and that 
such a shift will increase emphasis on freedom, self-expression, and quality of 
life. In consequence, the importance of intrinsic (non-financial) work values in 
the employment situation is understood to be more extensively emphasized 
(Clark and Lipset 1991), and the number of individuals in work positions 
espousing stronger employment commitment could be expected with higher 
unemployment. However, the opposite has also been predicted as a 
consequence of high levels of unemployment (Lindbeck 1997). With 
decreased disutility from deviation from the social (work) norm as the share 
of unemployment benefit recipients increases, it is argued that people will 
become less prone to take part in work. Given contradictory theoretical 
predictions, it thus remains an empirical question how unemployment may 
structure commitment. 

In relation to female labour force participation, as reasoned above, a 
plausible assumption is that commitment would be structured in relation to 
how women are encouraged to participate in paid work. Since family policies 
provide qualitatively different opportunities in this respect (see e.g. Daly 2000; 
Ferrarini 2003), this analysis seeks to evaluate whether there not only may be a 
gendered effect mediated through institutional structures, but also whether 
there is a direct and separate effect of female labour force participation rate in 
itself.10 

                                           
10 In the empirical analysis, the indicator of female labour force participation rate refers to 
persons aged 18-59, and indicator of standardized unemployment rate refers to persons 
aged 18-64. Both indicators are averages for 1997-99 (OECD 2002). 
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Employment commitment at the individual level 
What expectations do previous findings raise as to how individuals’ 
characteristics in general may structure their employment commitment? In 
this respect, it bears repeating that there are still very few large-scale 
comparative studies on employment commitment, and even quite few studies 
comparing more then two or three countries. In addition, previous research – 
comparative studies as well as country-specific studies – has provided 
somewhat contradictory findings.  

While the main focus in this study is on institutions’ influence on 
commitment, analysis should also assess and incorporate those individual-level 
characteristics that have been reasoned to be, or found to be important for 
explaining individuals’ employment commitment. Yet, as opposed to other 
comparative studies, the comparative approach taken here does not elaborate 
further upon to what extent individual characteristics are important in 
different ways in different countries. Rather, the (multi-level) statistical 
technique permits an evaluation of how individuals across all countries differ 
significantly from one another in relation to specific individual characteristics. 
Thus, expectations will here be discussed in a more general sense. 

The general presumption about how commitment to paid work may be 
structured by individual indicators draws on the crucial understanding of how 
such commitment is connoted with intrinsic values of work. With this in 
perspective, most attention in previous research has focused on the 
importance of persons’ age, gender and family situation, as well as 
employment status (comparing the unemployed against the employed). 
Although classical studies, such as The Affluent worker by Goldthorpe et al. 
(1968) an the Hawthorne experiments analyzed by Mayo (1949), early directed 
attention to rational and normative aspects of class-based attitudes to work, 
surprisingly little attention has been paid in recent research to how 
employment commitment is structured by socio-economic aspects, although 
such characteristics tend to be highly central to studies on other work-related 
attitudes. 

Firstly, in relation to how employment commitment can be expected to 
differ in relation to employment status, a large body of research has 
established various non-financial sufferings of being unemployed, for example 
in individual unhappiness (see e.g. Clark and Oswald 1994; Kenworthy 2002), 
physical ill-health (see e.g. Berkman 1986; Cassel 1976; Jackson 1985; Warr 
1987; Whelan 1993) or mental ill-health (see e.g. Alm 2001; Kelvin and Jarrett 
1985; Starrin et al. 1996; Warr 1987; Weich and Lewis 1998). As such, findings 
offer some support of how non-financial work values conceivably may be 
non-substitutable with values derived from other activities (see e.g. Fryer and 
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Payne 1984; 1986; Jahoda 1982; Warr 1987). However, recent findings have 
also established evidence for how unemployed fare differently ‘un-well’ in 
relation to how successful their ‘coping strategies’ are in order to make up for 
these non-financial sufferings (see e.g. Halvorsen 1999b). In this respect the 
unemployed can not be considered as a homogenous group, especially not 
through times of structural unemployment and also thereto changing attitudes 
towards the unemployed (see e.g. Svallfors 1996). Findings in this respect 
seem to indicate that there may be a decline in employment commitment 
among the unemployed and especially among the long-term unemployed 
(Halvorsen 1999b; Svallfors et al. 2001). Contradictory indications were 
however found in a large-scale comparative study, where the unemployed 
persons were found to be more strongly committed to paid work than the 
employed (Gallie and Alm 2000). 

In relation to a gendered dimension of employment commitment, 
women’s commitment could be assumed to essentially mirror women’s 
structurally differing positions in work life with respect to the differing 
opportunities women have to participate in paid labour. As such, differences 
in commitment may relate to the opportunities women have to take part fully 
in paid labour, or alternatively, to how opportunities (or the lack of 
opportunities) instead support an alternative self-identity, either primarily as a 
home-maker, or an ‘adaptive’ identity seeking a combination of 
responsibilities in both spheres (see e.g. Hakim 2002). Such circumstances 
appear to be manifested through larger numbers of women than men in part-
time work, in less career-prone (often service-oriented) occupations often also 
found in the public sector, usually also receiving lower rates of return for their 
work hours (see e.g. Daly 2000; Hakim 2002; Stier and Mandel 2003). Yet, it 
can also be argued that the large numbers of women in service-oriented 
occupations instead have a high motivation to work on so-called care-rational 
basis as proposed by e.g. Waerness (1984; 2003), and therefore would be more 
committed to work. Since gender-role attitudes differ widely across countries 
(see e.g. Sjöberg 2004), and women’s work orientations have been found to be 
quite heterogeneous (see e.g. Doorewaard et al. 2004; Hakim 2002), it is not 
clear how employment commitment may differ in a general way between men 
and women. Participation may promote stronger commitment, but the 
conditions under which women participate can be expected to matter. In so 
far as women participate in paid work more reluctantly, either on part-time 
basis or in occupations that mainly accommodate traditional familial roles 
(short hours of work, less demanding tasks), this may weaken commitment 
(Hansen 1997; Mandel and Semyonov 2003). On the other hand, women who 
intentionally ‘choose’ such employment may be equally committed to such 
employment, as this accommodates preferences for combined responsibilities 
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(see e.g. Hakim 2002). Whereas several recent studies have found quite small 
or non-existent differences between men’s and women’s employment 
commitment (see e.g. De Vaus and McAllister 1991; Gallie and Alm 2000; 
Gallie et al. 1998; Halvorsen 1997), three recent studies found women to be 
overall more committed to paid work than men (Gallie and Paugam 2002; 
Hult and Svallfors 2002; Svallfors et al. 2001).  

Closely related to any gendered differences in employment commitment, 
partnership and especially the presence of a dependent child in the household 
has been understood to reinforce a more ‘traditional’ division of labour (see 
e.g. Ahrne and Roman 1997), which would lead us to expect stronger 
commitment among men with these factors present, but weaker commitment 
among women. Such expectations have however received little overall support 
from studies comparing Scandinavian countries (Svallfors et al. 2001), or from 
studies that have included Germany, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and 
the United States (Hult and Svallfors 2002) or France (Berglund 2001).11 

Also in relation to age expectations, findings are somewhat mixed. Post-
modern theorists hold younger persons to express more ‘post-materialist 
concerns’, not ascribing the same importance to work as previous generations, 
and therefore devoting themselves more to other interests (see e.g. Inglehart 
1990). From a life-course perspective, individuals are expected to attach 
different importance to work dependent on their present life-phase. From this 
perspective, weaker employment commitment is (again) expected among the 
young, but rather as a result of the young being in an ‘instrumental’ phase 
where the experience of work is rather limited and other activities are held to 
be relatively important. Commitment is however expected to be stronger in 
the following two phases – the materialistic phase in middle-ages and an 
altruistic phase during older age (see e.g. Berglund 2001:168-169). In contrast, 
the theory of the latent value of work predicts that the young – being at the 
beginning of their career, entering into the labour market – to be eager, 
idealistic, and therefore more strongly committed (Jahoda 1982). And as for 
older persons, their commitment has also been expected to be weaker, related 
to the fact that more of their work life lies behind them, that they attach less 
of importance to new goals and experiences, perhaps a consequence of being 
more prone to fatigue and anticipating retirement (Svallfors et al. 2001). 
Findings from Swedish and Norwegian studies lend some support to declining 
commitment with age (Halvorsen 1999a; Halvorsen 1999b; Marklund 1993), 
but more recent comparisons find significant effects of age only in Denmark 
when Scandinavian countries were compared (Svallfors et al. 2001), and in 

                                           
11 The conclusion about non-gendered commitment in France is however tentative, as the 
representativity of the French survey data is rather questionable. 
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Germany when six Western countries were compared (Hult and Svallfors 
2002).  

Lastly, in relation to socio-economic stratification, in so far as education 
and social class reflect how a persons may have more favourable expectations 
and experiences of work, and also how persons have invested more into their 
work situation (in terms of training and education), such individuals can be 
expected to hold stronger commitment (Lincoln and Kalleberg 1985). 
Previous comparative studies offer rather clear support for these expectations, 
where individual stratification (both according to education and social class) 
was found to be overall more important than both family structure and age in 
determining employment commitment (Berglund 2001; Hult and Svallfors 
2002). At the same time, conclusions from a Swedish (Marklund 1993) as well 
as a British study (Gallie et al. 1998) found that social class played no or only a 
limited role. 

In sum, theories as well as empirical findings are often contradictory. 
Drawing upon findings from more recent studies that have also taken a 
broader comparative perspective, employment commitment is in general 
expected to be more dependent on socio-economic status, rather than age and 
family structure, although it is recognized that analysis also needs to take into 
account the latter type of plausibly important factors. 

Data, Measurements and Method 
The individual-level data used is supplied by the International Social Survey 
Program (ISSP), a comparative survey program aiming to produce high-
quality comparable data on attitudes and values in industrialized countries. For 
this survey it is recognized that the problems of establishing cross-national 
validity in question phrasing, concepts and meanings, have been dealt with to 
a uniquely high extent through careful translational procedure from the master 
questionnaire developed within the ISSP’s main drafting group, to national 
questionnaires prepared by national drafting groups (for further discussion see 
e.g. Becker et al. 1990; Davies and Jowell 1989; Svallfors et al. 2001). Regarding 
response rates, these vary mainly between 50 and 75 percent, which has been 
judged as acceptable by collaborators and for some countries even as quite 
usual.12 More caution must be applied to the Dutch and Italian cases with 
response rates at around 40 percent. According to the Dutch representative, 
there are no biases in the data regarding age, gender or education. In the 
Italian case, the known bias in relation to age and sex has been dealt with by 
weighting in the same way as was done for other countries with known data-
                                           
12 Fieldwork differed somewhat across countries. In four of the twelve countries studied 
here, surveys were conducted through postal questionnaires. In remaining countries, either 
face-to-face or computer aided telephone interviews were conducted. 
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sampling biases. Accordingly, sensitivity of results to the exclusion of these 
cases will be checked. 

Reassuring, though, are the very high internal response rates with regards 
to the dependent variables, although these are somewhat lower among the 
unemployed and housewives. As these groups are also represented by rather 
few respondents, results for these groups need to be seen as tentative. Lastly, 
as not much is known about how non-responses might have influenced 
results, a reasonable guess would be that individuals with less interest in their 
work probably will be under-represented, thereby implying slight over-
estimations of commitment within the survey. Overall, attention will not be 
fixed upon smaller differences in particular estimates, but rather on larger 
patterns. 

Dependent variables 
Questions in the ISSP survey capture several dimensions of work 
commitment (for a review of validity, reliability and dimension-overlap, see 
Morrow 1993). Since we are interested in the extent to which people are 
committed to take part in paid work for more than strictly financial reasons, it 
is of particular relevance to study individuals’ employment commitment. As 
such, employment commitment, indicates the degree to which a person in 
general wants to be engaged in paid employment (see e.g. Jackson et al. 1983; 
Warr 1982), and more specifically so, regardless of need. This measure thus 
further accentuates the importance of intrinsic work values in the employment 
situation.13  

By the use of principal component analysis, two questions from the ISSP 
module were found to accurately and with acceptable robustness measure 
individuals’ employment commitment across all twelve countries. 14  These 
questions were phrased as two statements:  
 (Q1) “I would enjoy having a paid job even if I did not need the money.”
 (Q2) “A job is just a way of earning money – no more.” 
For each statement answers were available as alternatives on a five-point scale, 
where the respondents were asked to choose one of five alternatives:  

                                           
13 It should be noted how the concept of employment commitment is not indicative of 
work involvement or endowment, i.e. how hard a person will work, either for him/herself 
or for his/her organisation. Neither is it indicative of the extent (amount of time) a person 
would like to devote to paid work. 
14 Principal components analyses (by varimax rotation) were conducted for each country 
separately as well as for the whole sample of countries. Alternative rotations as well as 
Jackknife robustness-tests were performed, securing the uni-dimensionality of these two 
questions across countries. Results are available from author upon request. 
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(1) Strongly agree, (2) agree, (3) neither agree nor disagree,  
(4) disagree, (5) strongly disagree. 

Answers were recoded so that higher values on a scale from one to five 
correspond to stronger employment commitment, and item-responses were 
combined into a summed employment commitment index taking on values 
from 2 to 10.15 

Individual-level independent variables 
At the individual level, analysis evaluates effects of sex, age, household 
composition, education and social class. The measurement of sex and age is 
straightforward. Since age might bear a curvilinear relationship with 
commitment, five age-groups were constructed: 18-24, 25-34, 35-44, 45-54 
and 55-59 years of age. The oldest age-group was restricted upwards so that 
no country’s official pension age was exceeded. In order to more clearly see 
whether the youngest age-group differs in commitment, the reference 
category was set to those aged 25 to 34 years. Regarding household 
composition, single persons are contrasted against those married (or living as 
married) or those separated for some reason (widowed or divorced). The 
presence of dependent children in the respondent’s household is measured as 
a simple dichotomous variable. Regarding individuals’ education, persons with 
or without tertiary-level education are distinguished. Social class is measured 
through a recoding of occupational class into a six-category EGP-
classification scheme (see e.g. Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992). This scheme 
distinguishes between unskilled workers, skilled workers, routine non-manual 
employees, service classes I and II (higher- or lower-level controllers and 
administrators), and the self-employed.16 In relation to labour market status, 
four categories are distinguished: persons currently working full-time and 
part-time (respectively), unemployed persons and housewives. Since the 
numbers of unemployed and housewives are restricted, analysis based on the 

                                           
15  As categories were checked to reasonably well approximate a normal distribution, 
hierarchical linear modelling for continuous outcomes was applied as proposed by e.g. 
Bosker and Snijders (1999:230). 
16 For most countries 3- or 4-digit ISCO-codes (international standard classification of 
occupation) were available. Recoding was aided by syntax provided by Carl Hult and Stefan 
Svallfors (Department of Sociology, Umeå University, Sweden). Original and additional 
coding syntax was available through reclassifications by Ganzeboom and Treiman (1996), 
also available online (Ganzeboom 2005). Recoding of the British sample follows the British 
Standard Occupational Classification scheme provided by John Goldthorpe and Anthony 
Heath (1992), supplied by the British National Centre for Social Research (via Carl Hult 
and Stefan Svallfors). The Netherlands EGP-classification was supplied in a country-
specific data file, which was matched and joined with the main file. Coding procedure was 
checked with the Dutch ISSP-representative Jos Becker (personal communication). 
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unemployed sub-sample excludes Japan, and the housewife sub-sample 
excludes Sweden and Denmark (as well as all men). In addition, as there is no 
available data on social class for the non-working persons, these combined 
data limitations impose major restrictions on analysis, which is why final 
analyses pertain only to working-person sub-samples. 

Welfare regime generosity –description and operationalisation 
As an indicator of overall welfare regime generosity, the average generosity 
level of benefits across four major types of social insurance programs was 
calculated. Programs covered are unemployment insurance, sickness cash 
benefits, family benefits as well as social assistance. These benefits provide the 
most frequently used ‘alternative incomes’ when people do not take part in 
paid work during the course of their working lives. The generosity of pensions 
was not included, as these benefits are not immediately available to the larger 
parts of the working age population. Also, it has been reasoned that incentives 
within pension frameworks may differ from that of other social insurance 
benefits (see e.g. Jepsen 2002:42), and as such may rather provide clear 
positive incentives to take part in paid work throughout the life-course. 

For comparative purposes, overall average welfare regime generosity 
refers to the net average benefit replacement rate in relation to a net average 
production worker wage (APWW), or average overall earnings in the case of 
social assistance.17 Data on social insurance generosity pertains to 1995 and is 
from the Social Citizenship Indicator Program (SCIP). Data on social 
assistance replacement rates, available for 1992, are from Eardley and Gough 
et al. (1996:160) (see Appendix I for details on the data used). Although the 
importance of more encompassing measures of welfare regime generosity (e.g. 
inclusion also of coverage-ratios, qualifying conditions and membership 
requirements) should be acknowledged as proposed by Kvist (1998), the 
indicator chosen is held to reasonably well match the broader comparative 
aim of this study. Together with complementary description of key 
institutional features, these measures are regarded to effectively distinguish 
how welfare regimes generosity in effect follows principles of earnings-
relatedness or basic security, hence generating a sufficiently effective measure 
for larger-scale comparison of welfare regime generosity. The distribution of 
benefit generosity across countries is shown in Table 1 (see p. 68). 

Firstly, overall welfare regime generosity at high to medium levels are 
found (in this order) in Scandinavia, the continental European countries and 
Japan, where Denmark clusters with the latter countries because of lower 

                                           
17  For the importance of comparing net outcomes (i.e. post transfer and taxation 
outcomes), see Ferrarini and Nelson (2003). 
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benefit ceilings (see further below).18 All these countries provide earnings-
related unemployment and sickness cash benefits. These are also in general 
restricted upwards through ceilings on maximum benefits. Another character 
distinguishing the Scandinavian countries from the Continental European 
ones and Japan is universal (or near universal) coverage in several social 
insurance programs. Coverage in the latter countries is lower, where benefits 
to a greater extent are provided to the active labour force within segments of 
occupational programs, consequently excluding groups more loosely attached 
to, or outside, the labour force (Korpi and Palme 1998). 

In effect, generosity of earnings-related benefits is often determined by 
maximum benefit ceilings, which tend to be higher for sickness cash benefits 
and parental leave insurance than for unemployment benefits. For example 
Italy and Switzerland employ no ceilings for sickness cash benefits. In the case 
of unemployment, the Swiss and Dutch ceilings are the most generous. 
Remaining countries in general have ceilings, either slightly above or 
approximately replacing an average production worker wage in case of 
sickness or unemployment respectively. Denmark deviates from the 
Scandinavian countries by employing rather low ceilings across all social 
insurance programs, making the degree of earnings-relatedness markedly 
lower for those earning higher wages, but also for the chosen comparative 
case of an average production worker. 19 

Regarding family benefits, only the Scandinavian countries employ 
earnings-related dual earner support, which brings their total family support 
markedly higher. The lower generosity in Denmark is again primarily due to a 
lower benefit ceiling, but also a shorter duration of dual earner support 
benefits (Ferrarini 2003:60). Yet, as e.g. Danish public day-care service for the 
youngest children is extensive, Denmark is still considered to promote dual 
earner families.20  

                                           
18 Although Denmark is recognized as a more mixed model, it still continues to be distinct 
in terms of equality, full employment, encouragement of female labour force participation, 
high levels of spending on social services, and active labour market policy. As such it more 
resembles the universal welfare states of the Scandinavian countries (Greve 2004:156). 
19 In Denmark, the formal replacement rates of unemployment and sickness cash benefits 
were 90 and 100 percent of gross earnings respectively; however, since these insurances are 
limited by the same maximum benefit ceiling, the net replacement rate in relation to an 
average production worker’s wage is 57 percent. In Italy, the formally earnings-related 
unemployment benefit (replacing 30 percent of gross earnings), in practice provides 
benefits similar to the lower basic security levels. 
20  The higher earnings-related dual earner support is usually paid for shorter duration 
periods, combined with extensive publicly subsidized day-care services for the youngest 
children (1-2 years) and as such facilitate shorter interruptions for child-care and higher 
overall participation rates of female workers. 
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Continental European countries and Japan, through medium to low levels of 
total family support (with the combination of low dual earner support and 
higher levels of general family support), instead encourage a more traditional 
division of paid and unpaid labour within households, thereby to a larger 
extent supporting typical male-breadwinner family models (Ferrarini 2003; 
Korpi 2000). 21  Lastly, the four English-speaking countries clearly provide 
lowest overall welfare regime generosity, although in Canada at rates not very 
much lower than those found in continental Europe and Japan. Remarkably, 
New Zealand, with means-tested benefits in all policy domains, provides 
higher generosity than both the United States and the United Kingdom.22 

Considering social assistance benefits, generosity measures refer to social 
assistance as a percentage of net disposable income at average earnings in 
1992. Again, the previously described pattern is in much repeated, although 
lower replacement levels, in addition to those in the English-speaking 
countries, are also found in Germany and Japan.23 

Production regime coordination–description and operationalisation 
Without adhering to functionalist arguments or ruling out change, 
interrelatedness of regime dimensions is regarded to be an important reason for 
why there are only a limited number of possible constellations of institutional 
frameworks (Soskice 1999). Following Soskice’s (ibid.) and Huber and 
Stephens’ (2001) leads, indicators for production regime coordination were 
chosen for the systems of industrial relations and skill-development, which are 
recognized to be key dimensions for structuring interrelatedness across all 
dimensions. These dimensions can also be assumed to be of stronger 
importance for influencing attitudes to work, as they are more directly related 
to individuals’ particular work-situations and work-experiences.   

                                           
21 The traditional male bread-winner model follows from general family support mainly 
provided as maternity grants and/or childcare leave, and usually combined with longer 
durations of maternity leave, and public day-care services mainly for somewhat older 
children (from three years up to school age). This provides incentives for the parent with 
the lowest earnings (usually the mother) to utilize childcare leave and stay away from the 
labour market for a number of years after the birth of the child. 
22 The exceptionally low generosity in the United States is mainly a consequence of there 
being no hitherto legislated national sickness insurance program. In relation to the overall 
low scores across family policy programs, and how these benefits are combined with 
limited provision of public day-care services, this encourages reliance on market resources 
or informal help for the supply of caring services, which is why these countries can be 
understood as following a ‘market oriented’ family policy model (Korpi 2000). 
23 Their interrelatedness with first-tier benefits is also indicated by intermediate to high 
correlations between social assistance generosity and first-tier benefits, where correlation 
coefficients between social assistance and unemployment benefit generosity, sickness cash 
benefit and family benefit generosity respectively are 0.69, 0.58 and 0.48. 
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TABLE 1 Welfare regime generosity across four policy programs in twelve countries 1995 (ranked by overall welfare regime generosity). 
 
Welfare Regime Generosity across four policy programs 
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IT  Medium (63) High Low Medium

 
Low High Medium

 NL  Medium (62) Medium
 

High Low Low Medium High
DE  Medium (62) High Medium

 
Low Low Medium
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DK  Medium (60) Medium High Medium
 

Low High Medium
 JP  Medium
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Medium
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Low
 

Medium
 

 Low
  

CA  Low (46) Low Low Low Low Medium
 

Low
NZ  Low (29) Low Low Low Low Low Low
UK  Low (28) Low Low Low Low Low Low
US  Low (17) Low Low Low Low Low Low
Welfare regime generosity-index is measured on 0-100 point scale, with the following index cut-off points: High >75, medium 50-75, low <50. Index cut-off 
points for general family support: high >20, medium 10-20, low <10, unemployment benefit: high >60, medium 50-60, low <50, social assistance: high >70, medium 50-
70, low <50. For specifications, see Appendix I. 
 
Source: SCIP; Eardley and Gough et al. 1996. 



TABLE 2 Production regime structures in twelve countries 1997-1999 (ranked by production regime coordination of PR1). 
 
Production regime coordination across two dimensions 
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High Medium
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Low High Medium
 UK Liberal Low (2.6) Medium

 
(5.4)  Low Medium Low Low Medium

 
 Low

US Liberal Low (1.5) High (7.6)  Low Medium Low Low High High
PR-indices are measured on 0-10 point scales. Index cut-off points: PR1 high >6, medium 3-6, low <3, PR2 high >6.0, medium 4.5-6.0, low <4.5. Separate indicators’ cut-off 
points: union density and collective bargaining high >60, medium 40-60, low <40, EPL-index high >2, medium 1-2, low <1, active labour market program measures high >20, 
medium 10-20, low <10, average education high >12.5, medium 11-12.5, low <11, technological innovation performance high >5, medium 3-5, low <3. For specifications and 
sources, see Appendix I. 



Consequently six indicators were derived from various OECD sources and 
combined into two index-measures of production regime coordination. 

The national education level, which captures the extent of post-
compulsory secondary-education, is measured by average years of formal 
education of the working-age population.24 As a measure of policy ambitions 
to train or retrain adults and of active labour market policy ambitions, the 
spending on active labour market programs as a percentage of GDP per 
member of the labour force is used.25 The industrial relations dimension is 
captured by union density and collective bargaining coverage. The former is 
calculated as union members’ percentage of all employees and the latter as the 
percentage of workers covered by collective agreements (usually higher than 
union membership rates). Structures of long-term commitments between 
employers and employees are assessed in terms of the extent to which shorter-
term and more competitive relations on the labour market are favoured 
through more flexible hiring and firing of workers, measured by the 
employment protection legislation (EPL) index (higher flexibility with lower 
EPL-scores). Finally, an indicator of inter-company relations in terms of 
technology transfer is also used. Here, an especially central feature of 
innovation policies across the OECD for overall growth and productivity is 
the extent of support for business research and development (OECD 
2004e:12-13). Consequently, the OECD-standardized indicator for the 
dimension of technological innovation performance is used, measuring the 
business research and development expenditure share of GDP in 1998.26 For 
a specification of measures, see Appendix I. 

When the uni-dimensionality of production regime indicators was 
checked by principal component analysis, these were found to cluster in two 
components; thus, two composite production regime coordination measures 
were constructed. The first indicator (PR1) pertains to the industrial-relations 
and (re-)training system through active labour market measures, and as such 
more directly reflects labour market conditions. This index includes the four 
                                           
24 A range of alternative measures were also evaluated. These include the proportion of 
working-age population with secondary or tertiary education, or various ratios between the 
numbers of high- and low-educated. These indicators did not alter results in any substantial 
way. Another relevant measure would possibly be an indicator of real skill rather than 
formal education since measures have been found to differ greatly, lending evidence to the 
existence of larger unskilled populations in liberal production regimes (Huber and Stephens 
2001). Comparable data is however not available for all countries included in this study. 
25 This measure is preferred since it reflects policy efforts to improve skill rather than the 
level of unemployment. 
26 Alternative measures were also evaluated, drawing upon a range of OECD indicators for 
technological innovation performance (OECD 1998a), with no substantial changes to 
results. 
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measures of union density, collective bargaining coverage, the employment 
protection legislation index and active labour market program extensiveness. 
The second indicator (PR2) pertains to the more formal skill-structures of 
average years of education and technological innovation performance. How 
countries compare on production regime indicators is displayed in Table 2.27 

Firstly, it can be seen how the two combined coordination-indexes (PR1 
and PR2) differ markedly from each other. The pattern for the first index 
measure (PR1) is highly similar to the pattern displayed by the overall welfare 
regime generosity indicator. The highest coordination scores are found in 
Scandinavian countries and the lowest in the English-speaking countries, 
except for New Zealand which has medium scores together with the 
continental European countries and Japan. The high scores in the 
Scandinavian countries are influenced by high union density as well as high 
collective bargaining coverage, whereas union density rates are lower in 
Continental European and the three English-speaking countries. Active labour 
market measures and EPL-ratings convey a more mixed pattern besides the 
lower scores found in English-speaking countries. Regarding the second 
production regime index (PR2), it is difficult to discern previously described 
patterns. High average education is found in Germany and Switzerland, as 
well as in Canada and the United States, of which the latter also score high on 
technological innovation performance. The Scandinavian countries overall 
hold medium scores on both indicators. Italy scores low on both indicators, 
joined in the case of technological innovation performance also by Denmark, 
the Netherlands, New Zealand and the United Kingdom. In sum, as these 
different dimensions of production regime coordination are measured on 
continuous scales, this allows countries to display somewhat contradictory 
policies. 

Method 
As we are interested in individuals’ commitment as clustered within twelve 
countries, multi-level modelling is used. This allows effects of predicting 
variables to be correctly referred to their right levels, with a separation of 
variance between levels. This method also enables analysis of cross-level 
interaction that requires variables defined at different levels to be combined in 
a single statistical model (see e.g. Jones and Duncan 1998). Unfortunately, the 
limited number of higher-level units (twelve countries) limits the number of 
simultaneous macro-level variables to two if modelling is to be done with 
reasonable accuracy in estimates. All estimated models are random intercepts 

                                           
27 For information about construction of measures and sources, see Appendix I. 
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models, allowing average commitment to vary across countries.28 Next, results 
from multilevel regressions are presented. 

Results 
In this section multi-level analyses are presented in four steps. Initial analysis 
evaluates the effects of individual-level factors only on employment 
commitment. After this, country-level contextual effects are added to the full 
micro-level model in three different ways, where each assessment permits a 
direct assessment of contextual effects on employment commitment once 
individual factors are controlled for. Firstly, separate effects of each 
contextual variable are evaluated for four different sub-samples of working as 
well as non-working persons. Secondly, cross-level interaction effects are 
modelled, and thirdly, the combined effects of regime factors and structural 
labour market factors for the working person sub-samples are evaluated. As 
theory and previous findings have indicated how employment commitment 
may be gendered, male and female sub-samples are modelled separately. 

The results from initial multi-level models that include individual-level 
variables only, are displayed in Table 3. As all individual-level variables are 
categorical, estimates indicate the differential effect on commitment in 
relation to respective reference categories. In a first comparison of intercepts 
across the five different sub-samples (Models 1-5) pertaining to the total 
sample and sub-samples of unemployed, housewives, and working men and 
working women, the intercept is seen to be above 6 in all models, with slightly 
lower estimates for the unemployed and working men sub-samples. This 
denotes how overall average commitment for the respective reference 
categories are above the midpoint commitment score (6).  

Before we turn to evaluating the effects of individual-level indicators, 
attention can be drawn to the lower panels of Table 3. As variance is here 
separated between the individual and country level, it is useful to evaluate the 
amount of variation in commitment that is located between countries as a 
percentage of the total variation – a proportion that is termed the intraclass 
correlation coefficient (ICC) (Snijders and Bosker 1999:17). For all models 
presented in this study, the ICC is easily calculated by dividing country-level 
variance with the summed individual- and country-level variance. 
                                           
28  All models are estimated by the RIGLS-algorithm (residual or restricted iterative 
generalized least squares), which is equivalent to the estimation technique of residual 
(restricted) maximum likelihood (REML). This differs from the (unrestricted) maximum 
likelihood (ML) mainly with respect to estimating variance components, where REML 
takes into account the loss of degrees of freedom resulting from the estimation of the 
regression parameters, which is especially important when the number of groups is small. 
As a result downward bias of random parameters is avoided (Snijders and Bosker 1999:56-
57). For further discussion see e.g. Goldstein (1995: ch. 2). 

 72



TABLE 3 Micro-level determinants for employment commitment (standard errors within 
parentheses).1) 
 Model 1 2 3 4 5 
  Total 

sample 
Unem-
ployed 1)

House-
wives 1) 

Working 
men 

Working 
women

VARIABLES       
  (reference category  Intercept 6.683*** 6.250*** 6.647*** 6.344*** 6.583***
  within parenthesis)  (0.129) (0.238) (0.264) (0.154) (0.165) 
Sex  Female 0.358*** 0.520***    
  (male)  (0.039) (0.179)    
Age 18-24 0.143* 0.367 -0.168 0.155 0.193* 
  (25-34)  (0.067) (0.264) (0.306) (0.109) (0.097) 
 35-44 0.063 -0.252 0.129 -0.043 0.108 
  (0.046) (0.248) (0.140) (0.072) (0.066) 
 45-54 -0.065 -0.278 -0.310° -0.178* 0.021 
  (0.051) (0.294) (0.178) (0.078) (0.074) 
 55-59 -0.078 -0.462 0.002 -0.215* -0.061 
  (0.070) (0.346) (0.222) (0.107) (0.112) 
Civil status  Separated -0.002 0.090 -0.308 0.059 -0.033 
  (single)   (0.069) (0.297) (0.292) (0.112) (0.095) 
 Married/cohabit. 0.056 0.183 -0.134 0.083 0.020 
  (.049) (0.243) (0.320) (0.076) (0.069) 
Child  Has child 0.026 0.119 0.146 -0.007 0.003 
  (no child)  (0.040) (0.204) (0.157) (0.062) (0.058) 
Education  University 0.725*** 0.387° 0.593*** 0.405*** 0.505***
  (no university edu.)  (0.038) (0.222) (0.150) (0.062) (0.060) 
Labour market status Part-time worker 0.065    0.127* 
  (working full-time)  (0.048)    (0.056) 
 Unemployed -0.405***     
  (0.084)     
 Housewife -0.490***     
   (0.063)     
Social class (EGP) Skilled manual    0.107 0.037 
  (unskilled worker)     (0.091) (0.131) 
 Routine non-manual   0.405** 0.413***
     (0.107) (0.077) 
 Service class II    0.598*** 0.687***
     (0.092) (0.086) 
 Service class I    1.010*** 1.101***
     (0.097) (0.107) 
 Self-employed    0.794*** 0.668**
     (0.103) (0.117) 
VARIANCE Country level 0.166 0.127 0.066 0.194 0.228 
  (0.069) (0.091) 0.045 (0.083) (0.097) 
 Individual level 2.944 3.354 3.168 3.078 2.438 
  (0.041) (0.221) (0.137) (0.064) (0.054) 
Intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) % 5.34 3.65 2.04 5.93 8.55 
Model fit (-2LL)  41330.91 1945.50 4302.68 18341.10 15478.30
Number of observations 10561 473 1084 4644 4136 
°/ */ **/ *** Significant at 10/ 5/ 1/ 0.1%-level respectively.  
Note: 1) Unemployed sub-sample excludes Japan; housewife sub-sample excludes Sweden and Denmark.  
Source: International Social Survey Program 1997 (own calculations). 
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Consequently it is this amount of variation to which we seek explanation as 
macro-level factors are added to models in subsequent analyses. For the total 
sample (Model 1), an intraclass correlation coefficient of 5.34 percent, 
consequently specifies that the greatest part of the variance in commitment is 
found at the individual level. Yet, in a comparative perspective, when 
evaluating attitude differences across countries, this amount of variation is 
usually considered as normal cross-national variation.29 

Turning to the results of the first model, which is run on the total sample 
of both working and non-working persons across all twelve countries (Model 
1), results for the most part confirm the general expectations of employment 
commitment as more dependent on higher education, but also on sex, rather 
than on age and family structure. The higher educated are significantly more 
committed than those with lower education; women are (with strong 
significance) found to be more committed than men. Apart from the youngest 
being more committed than those aged 25-34, there are no significant effects 
in relation to age or household variables. In relation to labour market status, 
there is an indication that part-time workers (of which by far most are 
women) are more committed than full-timers. This estimate is however non-
significant. To the contrary, in relation to the two groups which in some 
respects can be understood to be more distanced to the labour market, i.e. 
housewives and the unemployed, these persons are found to be significantly 
less committed than persons in full-time work. 

When the unemployed and housewives are assessed separately (Models 2 
and 3), these persons’ employment commitment is structured much in the 
same way by individual characteristics (both as compared to the total sample, 
and as compared to working persons sub-samples). Commitment of the 
youngest unemployed is however not found to differ in any significant way. 
Attitudes within these two groups can be seen to differ less across countries, 
as indicated by the smaller intraclass correlation coefficients at 3.65% and 
2.04% respectively. 

Lastly, in Models 4-5, when the commitment of working men and 
working women are modelled separately (for which also indicators of social 
class are available), the expectation of social class as a highly important 
indicator of employment commitment is confirmed, with similarly strong 
effects found within both the male and female sub-samples. Although social 
class is not strictly ordinal, a rather clear pattern is discerned whereby 
                                           
29 As a rough indication of significant cross-country variation, the estimates of variance can 
be compared against the size of their standard errors (i.e. by same procedure as variable 
estimates). By this comparison, the lower country-level variation found in relation to the 
sub-samples of unemployed and housewives appears to be non-significant (at the 10-
percent level). 
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commitment is stronger within the two service classes and among the self-
employed, followed by the non-manual workers, whereas skilled workers do 
not differ significantly from the unskilled. Apart from effects of social class, 
previously found effects are largely re-confirmed, with three qualifications – 
younger women are more committed, but older working men (aged 45-59) are 
less committed than their respective counterparts aged 25-34. Within the 
female sub-sample the previously seen positive effect of part-time work is 
now significant. For more clarity in relation to subsequent macro-level 
analyses, the corresponding estimate for part-time working men was not 
included in model, as it was found to be non-significant and did not either 
improve model fit.30  

It can also be noted how cross-national variation in commitment is 
substantially larger among working women than among working men – 8.55 
percent as compared to 5.93 percent (i.e. a difference of 44 percent relative to 
the variation found in the male sub-sample). In relation to the cross-national 
variation found within the total sample, it is seen how cross-national variation 
actually increases within the working men and working women sub-samples as 
indicators of social class are introduced into the models. This consequently 
means that compositional explanations operate contrary to expectations: 
countries with high overall levels of commitment are in fact composed of less 
people with employment-commitment inducing characteristics.31  

For an overview of the cross-national differences in employment 
commitment after micro-level factors have been controlled for, the country-
level residuals from Models 2-5 can be plotted, i.e. residuals from models 
estimated on both working and non-working persons sub-samples. In 
addition, any pair of countries can be compared for significant differences (at 
the 5%-level) by comparing the 1.4*standard deviation interval for overlap, 
where no overlap indicates significant cross-national differences (Goldstein 
and Healy 1995). This is shown in Figure 1a-d. Firstly, in relation to the two 
working-person sub-samples, several significant cross-national differences can 
be observed. On average working men as well as women in the United 
Kingdom, Canada and Italy, but also Japanese and Dutch men, as well as 
women in the United States are significantly less committed to work as 
compared to their Scandinavian and Swiss counterparts. In addition Danish 
and Norwegian working men and women are significantly more committed 
                                           
30 The direction of the estimate for part-time work in the male sub-sample was negative. 
Exclusion of this variable was also checked for its influence on macro-level results, and was 
found to have none. 
31 When variables are introduced in alternative sequences, it is seen how the compositional 
effect for women is a consequence of differences in education-composition, whereas for 
men it is a consequence of differences in social class-composition. 
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FIGURE 1a-d Employment commitment among working men, working women, unemployed and 
housewives ages 18-59 across twelve OECD countries 1997, after controlling for individual-level 
characteristics.* 
 a. Working men (Model 4, Table 3) 
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* Data displayed are the country-level residuals from Models 2-5 in Table 3 and their 1.4 * standard deviation interval 
for residuals-overlap comparison. No overlap indicates significant cross-national difference. Unemployed sub-sample 
excludes Japan and housewives sub-sample excludes Denmark and Sweden. Source: International Social Survey 
Program 1997 (own calculations). 
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than workers across almost all other countries, with exceptions of their Swiss 
and Swedish counterparts, and also German women. By this comparison, 
Danish working women are in fact seen to be more committed than working 
women across all countries included in comparison. 

Among the unemployed and housewives, as a consequence of lower 
country-level variance, there are fewer significant cross-national differences. 
Among the unemployed, only the Canadians are seen to be significantly less 
committed then those unemployed in the five highest ranking countries (the 
three Scandinavian countries, the Netherlands and Italy). Among housewives, 
there are some significant differences indicated between the less committed 
housewives in the United States, the United Kingdom and the Netherlands, as 
compared to their Japanese, Norwegian, and/or Swiss counterparts. Taken 
together, it is thus these cross-national differences that we seek to explain by 
introducing indicators of institutional context in the next steps of analysis. 

In the second step of analysis the separate effects of each contextual 
variable are evaluated as these are added to the full micro-level models for the 
four sub-samples evaluated in previous section (i.e. Models 2-5 in Table 3). 
These results are presented in Table 4. Note that tables from here on do not 
include micro-level estimates, since the significances and directions of these in 
effect remain the same. In addition to the straightforward interpreted effects 
of included country-contextual measures, the reported intraclass correlation 
coefficient for these models can be compared to the intraclass correlation 
coefficient of full micro-level models (i.e. Models 2-5 in Table 3). By 
calculating the reduction in intraclass correlation coefficient (∆ICC), an 
indicator of the extent to which contextual factors explain cross-national 
variation in employment commitment is provided. 

Turning firstly to the effects of welfare regime generosity, significant 
positive effects are found in all four sub-samples. It is also seen how this 
institutional factor explains substantial cross-national differences in 
employment commitment within all sub-samples. Furthermore, in accordance 
with the hypothesis that institutions would be more important for structuring 
attitudes to work among people with relatively less stable attachment to the 
labour market, it is shown that the explanatory power of the institutional 
factor increases much in relation to how the four different groups differ in 
this respect. For the relatively less attached groups of unemployed and 
housewives, intra-class correlation is reduced by 41 and 45 percent 
respectively, for working women by 31 percent, and for working men by 16 
percent. 
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TABLE 4 Macro-level determinants for employment commitment; one country-level variable added to each full micro model for sub-samples of 
working men, working women, unemployed and housewives (standard errors within parentheses).1) 

  REGIME  
VARIABLES 

Welfare 
regime 
generosity 

Production 
regime 
coord. (1) 

Production 
regime 
coord. (2) 

Unemploy-
ment rate 

Female 
labour 
force part. 
rate 

Welfare
regime 
generosity 

Production 
regime 
coord. (1) 

Production 
regime 
coord. (2) 

Unemploy-
ment rate 

Female 
labour 
force part. 
rate 

 Working men Working women 
Estimate        0.109* 0.127* 0.145 -0.046 0.030* 0.148* 0.162** 0.142 -0.043 0.217*
 (0.062)

 
 (0.057)

 
 (0.106)

 
 (0.050)

 
       

 
           

           
          

          
       

   
         

(0.014)
 

(0.060)
 

(0.055)
 

(0.117)
 

(0.055)
 

(0.092)
 

ICC 4.97 4.35 5.52 6.02 4.41 5.94 5.14 8.24 8.86 8.17
∆ICC2)

 
16.2 26.6 6.8 -1.5 25.6 30.5 39.9 3.6 -3.6 4.4

Model fit2)

 
3.13° 4.85* 2.10 0.96 4.32* 5.35* 7.18** 1.50 0.63 1.80

n 4644 4644 4644 4644 4644 4136 4136 4136 4136 4136

Unemployed persons
 

Housewives
 Estimate 0.122* 0.154** 0.091 0.025 -0.014 0.103* 0.066 0.061 -0.032 0.002

 (0.062)
 

 (0.057)
 

 (0.114)
 

 (0.058)
 

       
 

           
           

      
          

          

(0.016)
 

(0.046)
 

(0.069)
 

(0.092)
 

(0.038)
 

(0.013)
 

ICC 2.16 1.32 4.09 4.25 3.90 1.12 2.22 2.40 2.16 2.43
∆ICC2)

 
40.8 63.7 -12.1

 
-16.6
 

-6.8 44.9 -8.9 -17.7
 

-5.9 -19.2
 

Model fit2)

 
3.01° 6.03* 0.49 -0.11 0.58 4.96* 0.92 0.16 0.52 -0.19

N 473 473 473 473 473 1084 1084 1084 1084 1084
°/ */ **/ *** Significant at 10/ 5/ 1/ 0.1%-level respectively.  
 
Notes: 1) Not reported in table: estimates of full micro-level models (Models 2-5, Table 3). 2) Intraclass correlation reduction in percent (∆ICC) and improved model fit are 
relative to full micro-level models. Sources: International Social Survey Program 1997 (own calculations); For macro-level determinants: SCIP; Appendix I. 



As we turn to the effects of the production regime variables, and to begin 
with the first production regime index (PR1) pertaining (mainly) to the 
industrial relations dimension, the effects of this factor are seen to be largely 
similar to those of welfare regime generosity, with overall significant positive 
effects on employment commitment, except in the housewife sub-sample. 
Also the explanatory power for cross-national variation of this variable 
follows the same pattern as was seen in relation to the welfare regime variable, 
but appears to be even stronger, explaining as much as 64%, 40% and 27% of 
country-level variation in employment commitment among the unemployed, 
working women and working men sub-samples respectively. However as 
attention is turned to the second production regime indicator (PR2) pertaining 
to the dimension of more formal educational structures, results are quite 
different. Although all estimates are positive, there are no significant effects 
and the large standard errors indicate rather poor correlations.  

Turning to the direct effects of structural labour market factors, the only 
significant effects are found in relation to female labour force participation 
rates, where working men as well as women are found to be more committed 
to paid work in countries with higher rates of female labour force 
participation. The current unemployment rates in countries do not appear to 
structure employment commitment in any significant way across countries. 
Again quite large standard errors indicate rather poor correlations, but it can 
be noted that the estimated effects are negative within the working person 
sub-samples, but positive within the unemployed sub-sample. 

Next, the hypothesized differential effects of institutional contexts for 
the employment commitment of people in relation to how they differ in 
socio-economic status are evaluated. This means testing for any significant 
cross-level interaction effects between regime factors and individual-level 
factors regarding people’s education and social class. As there were no 
significant effects of the second production regime factor (PR2), this factor is 
excluded from further analysis.  

In relation to individual’s education, two cross-level interaction variables 
were constructed to evaluate the effect of having higher education within 
different institutional contexts. Here, the reference category is represented by 
lower education within an ‘average institutional’ context (i.e. average scores on 
welfare and production regime indices respectively). Correspondingly, in 
relation to individual’s social class, six cross-level interaction terms were 
constructed to evaluate any significant effects of ‘higher’ social class positions 
within different institutional contexts. Here, the reference category is 
represented by an unskilled worker within the same average institutional 
context. Results are presented in Table 5. 
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TABLE 5 Cross-level interaction effects between institutional variables and education as well as 
social class on employment commitment (standard errors within parentheses).1) 
CROSS-LEVEL 
INTERACTION TERMS 

Working men Working women 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Welfare regime generosity        
   *no university education ref.    ref.    
   *university education 0.103***    -0.019    
 (0.028)    (0.025)    
Welfare regime generosity        
   * unskilled manual  ref.    ref.   
   * skilled manual  0.047    -0.071   
  (0.043)    (0.068)   
   * routine non-manual  0.041    0.033   
  (0.056)    (0.035)   
   * service2  0.100*    -0.011   
  (0.042)    (0.036)   
   * service1  0.111**    -0.010   
  (0.040)    (0.044)   
   * self-employed  0.093°    0.018   
  (0.048)    (0.055)   
Production regime coordination        
   *no university education   ref.    ref.  
   * university education   0.105**    -0.020  
   (0.029)    (0.026)  
Production regime coordination        
   * unskilled manual    ref.    ref. 
   * skilled worker    0.077°    0.042 
    (0.043)    (0.071)
   * routine non-manual    0.027    0.012 
    (0.054)    (0.036)
   * service2    0.136**    -0.007
    (0.041)    (0.037)
   * service1    0.130**    0.014 
    (0.041)    (0.048)
   * self-employed    0.089°    -0.019
    (0.048)    (0.060)
VARIANCE         
Country level 0.169 0.153 0.061 0.139 0.238 0.228 0.241 0.226 
 (0.073) (0.066) 0.069) (0.060) (0.101) (0.097) (0.102) (0.096)
Individual level 3.071 3.077 3.072 3.075 2.438 2.439 2.438 2.440 
 (0.064) (0.064) (0.064) (0.064) (0.054) (0.054) (0.054) (0.054)
Intraclass correlation     
   coefficient (%) 5.20 4.74 4.98 4.32 8.89 8.55 9.00 8.48 
Model fit2) 12.36** 7.99** 11.86** 12.55** 0.46 2.10 0.39 1.00 
No. of observations 4644 4644 4644 4644 4136 4136 4136 4136 
°/ */ **/ ***   Significant at 10/ 5/ 1/ 0.1%-level respectively.    
 
Notes: 1) Not reported in table: estimates of full micro-level models (Models 4-5, Table 3). 2) Improved model fit is 
relative to full micro-level models. Sources: International Social Survey Program 1997 (own calculations); For macro-
level determinants: SCIP; Appendix I. 
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Comparing Models 1-4 pertaining to the working men sub-sample against 
Models 5-8 pertaining to the working women sub-sample, a distinctly 
gendered pattern turns up. For men, there are significant positive cross-level 
interaction effects found in all combinations of regime variables and 
individuals’ education as well as social class, and model fit is significantly 
improved for all models. In addition, effects appear to be stronger for the two 
service classes and also the self-employed. Three exceptions to the overall 
significant effects can be noted in relation to social class. Across welfare 
regimes there are no differential effects of institutions on employment 
commitment of skilled manual workers and routine non-manual workers as 
compared to unskilled workers. Across production regime contexts, by the 
same comparison this is the case for routine non-manual workers as 
compared to unskilled workers. Taken together, for working men, the positive 
institutional effects (of higher welfare regime generosity and more extensive 
production regime coordination) on employment commitment are stronger 
for those with university-level education, as well as more generally for those 
with ‘higher’ social class positions. In contrast, for the sub-samples of working 
women (Models 5-8), no significant cross-level interaction effects were found. 
The signs of the estimates are mixed, and standard errors are relatively large. 
Taken together, these results seem to support the assumption that institutions 
matter more selectively for men within generous welfare regimes and more 
highly coordinated production regimes, whereas for women, institutions 
appear to matter more equally for all, regardless of educational attainment or 
social class. 

In the final analysis the combined effects of regime factors and structural 
labour market factors are evaluated. As the number of respondents is highly 
restricted for the non-working person sub-samples, analysis here pertains to 
the working men and working women sub-samples. The results from the 
estimated models can be seen in Table 6. As the total number of macro-level 
variables is restricted to two, models 1-8 include separate combinations of one 
regime variable and one structural labour market variable. Firstly, results in the 
upper panel show how both welfare and production regime variables retain 
their significant positive effects in each combination. In addition, there are 
now some interesting effects of structural labour market indicators. Higher 
female participation rates are still found to significantly structure the 
commitment of working men. For working women, however, the direct effect 
of this indicator is now seen to be non-significant once regime indicators are 
included in the same models. In other words, these results indicate how 
women’s stronger commitment to paid work is more strongly structured by 
institutional context than in relation to structural labour force participation. In 
relation to the previously indicated negative (but non-significant) correlation
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TABLE 6 Macro-level determinants for employment commitment; two country-level variables added to each full micro-level model for sub-samples of 
working men and working women (standard errors within parentheses).1) 

 Working men  Working women  
VARIABLES 1 2      

    
3
 

4
 

5  6 7
 

8
 Welfare regime generosity 0.122* 0.109* 0.162** 0.148**

 (0.061)       
     

      
       

        
     

        
     

(0.050)  (0.058)
 

 (0.057)
 Production regime coordination 

 
  0.168** 0.112* 0.205***

 
0.153**

(0.051) (0.049)
 

 (0.045) (0.055)
 Unemployment

 
-0.060  -0.089* -0.062 -0.097**

 (0.044) (0.037)
 

(0.043)
 

(0.034)
 Female labour force participation 

 
 0.030* 0.026* 0.021 0.016

(0.012)
 

(0.012)
 

 (0.013)
 

(0.013)
 VARIANCE  

Country level 
 

0.148 0.100 0.093 0.096      
         

   
         

 

0.138 0.134 0.074 0.126
(0.064) (0.044) (0.042)

 
(0.043)

 
(0.060)

 
(0.058) (0.034)

 
(0.055)

Individual level 
 

3.078 3.078 3.078 3.078 2.438 2.438 2.438 2.438
(0.064)
 

(0.064)
 

(0.064)
 

(0.064)
 

(0.054)
 

(0.054)
 

(0.054)
 

(0.054)
  

Intraclass correlation coeff. (%) 4.59 3.15 2.93 3.02  5.36 5.21 2.95 4.91 
Intraclass correlation reduction (%)2)

 
 22.6         

        
    

46.9 50.5 49.0 37.4 39.1 65.6 42.5
Model fit 2) 5.28° 9.14**

 
10.76**

 
9.81**

 
7.74* 8.31* 14.95***

 
 9.03*

Number of observations 4644 4644 4644 4644 4136 4136 4136 4136
°/ */ **/ ***   Significant at 10/ 5/ 1/ 0.1%-level respectively.  
 
Notes: 1) Not reported in table: estimates of full micro-level models (Models 4-5, Table 3). 2) Intraclass correlation reduction (in percent) and improved model fit are relative to full 
micro-models. 
Sources: International Social Survey Program 1997 (own calculations); For macro-level determinants: SCIP; Appendix I. 



between unemployment and commitment to work, it is indicated by models 3 
and 7 how higher unemployment appears to have some significant negative 
influence on overall commitment, although this is true mainly in relation to 
countries’ production regime coordination. 

Turning to the lower panel of Table 6, we can see how country-level 
variance is explained by inclusion of both country-level variables (as denoted 
by the reduction in intraclass correlation). Total explanatory power is quite 
substantial in all models. Aside from being relatively lower in Model 1 (23 
percent), explanatory power ranges from 37 percent to as much as 66 percent. 

In order to check the robustness of reported results, systematic tests 
were carried out to check the sensitivity of analyses for any country-outlier 
effects. For each sub-sample, and each model throughout macro-level 
analysis, alternative models were tested, in turn excluding any of the two 
extreme countries at each end of the commitment continuum. In addition, any 
effects resulting from the exclusion of the Netherlands and Italy were 
evaluated, as survey-data from these countries were laden with somewhat 
higher non-response rates.  

Overall, the results are very robust for country-outlier effects. The 
reported institutional effects did not change in any substantial way throughout 
these tests – however, with two noteworthy exceptions. Most notably, within 
the working men sub-sample, the positive institutional effect of welfare 
regime generosity fell slightly below significance as the least committed 
working men found in the United Kingdom were excluded from analysis 
(estimate now significant at the 15%- and 13%-level respectively for Models 1 
and 2, Table 6). The other substantial change was found within the housewife 
sub-sample, where the exclusion of the least committed American housewives 
cancelled out the significance of the positive institutional effect of welfare 
regime generosity (see Table 4). In an opposite way, rather bringing out 
significant effects with alternate exclusion of countries, changes were found in 
relation to the working women sub-sample. When English-speaking countries 
were alternately excluded from models, the direct structural influence of 
female labour force participation once again tended to be significant (in 
combination with stable significant positive effects of institutional indicators). 
Lastly, also worth noting, within the unemployed sub-sample, there were no 
substantial changes incurred by any of the alternative models, with respect to 
any of the reported macro-level effects as reported in Table 4. 

Discussion 
The starting point for this study was to evaluate the role of qualitatively 
different welfare and production regime institutions in the shaping of 
individuals’ commitment to paid work across twelve industrialized 
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democracies. In relation to the generosity of welfare regimes, as 
institutionalized in social insurance and social assistance, two contradictory 
hypotheses were posed. On the one hand, commitment was expected to be 
weaker in more generous welfare regimes as an effect of generous alternative 
incomes creating more severe disincentives to work. On the other hand, 
drawing upon a broader understanding of institutional design, it was 
hypothesized that key institutional features of earnings-related benefits, 
combined with strict eligibility requirements, provide means of rewarding and 
promoting broad participation in paid work, and thereby may generate 
stronger employment commitment. 

Taking a new approach to cross-national comparisons, a multi-level 
framework has facilitated a direct and specified evaluation of how institutional 
characteristics structure individual employment commitment once other 
structural factors as well as individual characteristics are controlled for. In the 
latter respect, analysis provided a general confirmation of socio-economic 
status being more important than age and household composition for 
explaining individual commitment. In this respect, commitment was clearly 
stronger with higher education and at ‘higher’ social class positions. In 
addition, analyses showed how (full- as well as part-time) working women in 
general are more committed than working men. The analyses also 
demonstrated how employment commitment varies predominantly with 
individual characteristics, but how clear and significant cross-national 
differences validate the importance also of country-specific contexts. 

In relation to contextual factors, the main findings can be summed in 
four points. Firstly, in relation to the question of whether welfare regimes 
create disincentives or incentives to take part in work, thus also influencing 
people’s preferences in this respect, the broader institutional hypothesis was 
supported. Employment commitment was consistently found to be stronger 
within more generous welfare regimes – for working men, working women 
and also unemployed persons. Although unemployed persons seem to be 
overall less committed than working persons, stronger commitment was even 
so found among unemployed persons in welfare states with more generous 
systems. Yet, as the number of unemployed in country samples is rather small, 
results in this respect need to be regarded as tentative.  

Secondly, results support the equal, or even stronger, importance of 
production regime coordination for structuring employment commitment. 
More specifically, stronger employment commitment was found in countries 
with more regulated or coordinated labour market organization in terms of 
worker organisation, wage bargaining, employment protection legislation and 
active labour market policy effort. These findings thus offer support to the 
hypothesis on how institutions providing more extensive opportunities for 
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workers to take part in work, under more favourable conditions, will 
encourage stronger employment commitment. No significant effects were 
however found in relation to production regime aspects of formal education 
and technological innovation performance. As such, it appears as if 
production regimes may not be fully coherent interconnected systems, but to 
some extent display contradictory policies. However, since theory as well as 
operationalization attempts in this field are still in their first stages, there is 
further need for elaboration on the uni- or multi-dimensionality of this 
context and for establishing valid and reliable indicators. 

Thirdly, institutional contexts were found to be more important for 
structuring the attitudes of persons with less stable labour market attachment, 
i.e. working women and unemployed persons as compared to working men. 
This finding is congruent with the understanding of how institutions more 
extensively shape opportunities for participation for these groups, but 
moreover points to the importance of institutions also for shaping attitudes. 
Moreover, women’s commitment was seen to be more strongly structured by 
institutional context rather than by structural female labour market 
participation. In relation to general labour demand across societies, 
commitment appeared to be weaker with higher unemployment, but results 
were not entirely consistent. 

Fourthly and lastly, there were clear gendered cross-level interaction 
effects between institutional contexts and socio-economic status. Whereas 
institutional context mattered rather equally across countries for all women 
regardless of their socio-economic status, institutional effects were distinctly 
differentiated for men in this respect. With higher education and social class 
positions, men’s commitment was stronger within more generous welfare 
regimes or more extensively coordinated production regimes. Aside from how 
individuals may attain higher socio-economic positions for different rationales 
across countries, these findings appear to support two important 
interpretations about institutions’ influence on individuals’ attitudes. Firstly, 
more generous welfare regimes, by providing also persons higher up the 
income-scale with significant social protection through the earnings-related 
benefit design, are remarkably successful in generating strong work incentives 
also for people in these strata – an effect that may also be accentuated by 
typically more compressed wage structures in these countries. Secondly, in 
relation to production regimes, the same differentiated effect may be 
understood in terms of how individuals with lower socio-economic status 
within more regulated labour markets are provided with more agreeable 
working terms and provided incentives to enter and take part in work, 
whereby otherwise weakened incentives for these individuals can be avoided. 
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Taken together, the chosen multi-level strategy yielded several insights 
regarding previously unspecified impacts of important societal contexts on 
individuals’ commitment to paid work. Findings also draw attention to the 
importance of understanding the normative orders of both welfare and 
production regimes for shaping people’s attitudes. Here, the strategy of 
combining qualitative institutional data with comparative attitude data 
provides a substantial step forward in the empirical testing of the macro-to-
micro links between institutions and the formation of preferences and values, 
and as such improved opportunity for opening the essential macro-to-micro 
black box. 

Future research into institutions’ normative importance will here further 
benefit from improved assessments of societal institutions interrelatedness 
and thus their interconnected normative importance. In addition, research in 
this field would be strengthened by directing attention to the connection 
between individuals’ attitudes and behaviour. Another interesting finding 
points to the importance of studying the role of family policy and female 
labour market participation for structuring not only women’s, but also men’s, 
attitudes to work in significant ways. 

Finally, we may return to the initially described concern with generous 
welfare regimes’ negative unintended consequences – allegedly distorting 
incentives to work. Since modern welfare states have been present for decades 
and reasonably should have exercised considerable accumulated normative 
impact on people’s attitudes by the late 1990s, concern about severely 
perversed work incentives seems misguided and unwarranted as far as 
individuals’ employment commitment is concerned. To the contrary, and 
related to the concern with intended consequences of welfare regimes, the 
‘paradox of redistribution’, as proposed by Korpi and Palme (1998), appears 
to be paralleled by a ‘paradox of employment commitment’. By this parallel, 
clearly earnings-related benefits of more generous welfare regimes not only 
reduce inequality and poverty more efficiently than do welfare regimes with 
lower flat-rate or targeted benefits – they also generate stronger commitment 
to take part in paid work. 
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ABSTRACT: This study addresses the question of whether extended ‘social rights’, 
specifically in the form of unemployment insurance, is undermining people’s willingness to 
perform their ‘social duties’ in the form of productive work. Multi-level analyses is used to 
evaluate how three aspects of institutional design may explain cross-national patterns of 
work values across twenty-three industrialized countries in 2000. There is a consistent 
tendency for a positive relationship between more traditional work values with higher 
generosity of benefit levels as well as more demanding eligibility conditions. To the contrary, a 
negative relationship is found in relation to duration periods. The strength and significance of 
these relationships however differ across the three value dimensions studied. Firstly, the 
clearest pattern is found in relation to how work is valued as a ‘duty towards society’, where 
all institutional effects are significant. Secondly, in relation to valuations of how 
‘unemployed persons should accept job offers or lose their benefits’, the positive effects of 
the eligibility factor are non-significant, and the negative duration effects are only 
significant among working men. Thirdly, in relation to how work is not valued as a ‘free 
choice’, institutional effects are only significant when working women within the sixteen 
‘older’ welfare states are compared. The effects of economic development are inconsistent 
across value dimensions and in the opposite direction expected from modernization theory; 
more traditional work values are found to be stronger in countries with higher levels of 
economic development. 
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Are ‘social rights’, as termed by Marshall (1950), undermining people’s 
willingness to perform their basic ‘social duties’ in the form of productive 
work? Although no area of social policy has escaped such policy concern, the 
problems of distorted work incentives are understood to be most overt in 
relation to unemployment protection. Here, individuals are considered to be 
more in control over their ‘risk’ behaviour, by for example quitting jobs or 
seeking jobs less effectively. Much attention has consequently focused on the 
relationship between generosity of unemployment insurance benefits and 
unemployment. In comparative research, some empirical findings suggests 
that higher unemployment rates are related to higher unemployment benefit 
levels (OECD 1994b), as well as longer benefit duration periods (Layard et al. 
1991; Nickell 1997). Other, more recent analyses call into question the effect 
of benefits levels on unemployment rates, and suggest that the effects of 
duration length on unemployment are historically contingent (Sjöberg 2000b). 

Taken together, these findings suggest that the generosity of 
unemployment insurance may have an unclear role for explaining cross-
national variation in unemployment rates. In this context it has been 
suggested that models derived from orthodox economic theory may not be 
correctly specified, as they leave out other important factors for understanding 
the behaviour of unemployed persons (Sjöberg 2000b). Firstly, unemployment 
to some extent is also a demand side problem. Secondly, the design of 
unemployment insurance schemes may also provide positive incentives to 
work, e.g. through eligibility conditions (Carroll 1999), design of generous 
benefits that make use of work requirements as eligibility criteria (Esser, first 
study in this thesis; Korpi and Palme 1998), or by improving matching 
between unemployed persons and post-unemployment job positions. In this 
last respect, the availability of unemployment benefits has for example been 
found to raise subsequent employment stability (Belzil 2001), buffer against 
losses in subsequent earnings (Addison and Blackburn 2000; Gangl 2002), and 
also result in significantly lower rates of transition into over-education in post-
unemployment jobs (Pollmann-Schult and Büchel 2005). Thirdly, people may 
also be motivated to work not only for purely economical reasons. In this 
respect, institutions, in their capacity of influencing values (see e.g. Ben-Ner 
and Putterman 1998:40), also provide normative frameworks that may shape 
different work values across countries according to their institutional design. 

Following these arguments, from a comparative perspective, it is fruitful 
to examine how welfare state institutions may have influenced individuals’ 
work orientations. Such investigation could also contribute to better 
understanding individuals’ behaviour. Furthermore, an institutional approach 
in this respect could facilitate a more precise understanding of how various 
aspects of unemployment insurance schemes may affect individuals’ work 
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orientation in different ways. Following somewhat contradictory theoretical 
arguments and previous findings, there is reasonable cause to focus on at least 
three specific institutional aspects: levels, duration and eligibility requirements 
of unemployment insurance benefits. 

Drawing on an understanding of individuals’ work orientations as multi-
dimensional, investigation is directed towards how institutions may have 
generated normative changes in more basic work values. Whereas attitudes to 
work capture individuals’ more situationally specific job or work preferences, 
work values are indicative of broader, more fundamental and also more stable 
value orientations, that also express the extent to and ways in which certain 
social action is perceived as desirable and ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Given that the 
reciprocity between social rights and social duties is in question, attention is 
here focused on how people may value work as a ‘duty towards society’, or as 
a ‘free choice’ – in general as well as in direct relation to how unemployed 
persons should need to accept jobs or lose their unemployment benefits – and 
how unemployment insurance institutions may have shaped individuals’ values 
across countries in these respects. 

Previous comparative research on work values is limited. Research 
drawing upon broad comparative survey data (the coordinated World Values 
Survey and the European Values Study) has mainly focused on 
postmaterialistic value change, but neither of the main indices of 
materialist/postmaterialist concerns are based specifically and exclusively on 
work-related questions (see e.g. Inglehart 1977; 1997; Inglehart and Abramson 
1994; 2000). From the adjacent field of research on cross-national differences 
in commitment to paid work (i.e. employment commitment), results from the 
few larger-scale comparative studies available indicate either that there is no 
clear relationship between employment commitment and unemployment 
insurance generosity (Gallie and Alm 2000; Gallie and Paugam 2002), or that 
employment commitment appears to be stronger within more generous 
welfare states (Berglund 2001; Hult and Svallfors 2002). The latter results were 
also further confirmed when analysis included direct measures of welfare 
regime institutional aspects within a multi-level framework, when also 
controlling for other structural factors (Esser, first study in this thesis). An 
institutionally guided cross-national comparison of people’s work values is 
thus warranted. For reasons outlined above, there is particular reason for 
evaluating the possible normative impact of unemployment insurance design. 

The purpose of this study is to evaluate how the institutional design of 
unemployment insurance benefits may contribute to an understanding of 
cross-national patterns of work values across twenty-three industrialized 
countries in 2000. The particular values of concern relate to people’s level of 
agreement with whether work should be seen as a ‘duty towards society’, 
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whether work should be seen as something to be ‘freely chosen’, and whether 
‘unemployed persons should accept available jobs or lose their benefits’. 
Furthermore, by applying multi-level modelling, a simultaneous inclusion of 
micro- and macro-level factors in the same analysis facilitates a correct 
estimation of macro-effects, and avoidance of drawing wrong conclusions 
about individual-level effects inferred from the macro-level (i.e. avoiding the 
ecological fallacy). As such, this technique thus permits an evaluation of the 
relative importance of macro-level factors, once relevant individual-level 
factors have been controlled for. 

The study draws upon new comparative attitudinal data from the World 
Values Survey of 1999-2001. This data is combined with institutional 
indicators of unemployment insurance that cover three program aspects: 
benefit levels, maximum benefit duration periods and eligibility requirements. 
These indicators are mainly from the Social Citizenship Indicator Program 
(SCIP). Indicators of labour demand, labour supply (of female workers) and 
economic development were derived mainly from indicators provided by the 
OECD. To make cross-national contrasting effective, twenty-three countries 
grouping evenly across different types of welfare states across Europe 
(including also seven new democracies of Central and Eastern Europe) and 
North America, including also Japan, were selected from the WVS-module. 
These are: Austria, Belgium, Canada, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, 
Finland, France, Germany, Great Britain, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, 
Japan, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Russia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Sweden 
and the United States.  

This study proceeds as follows. Firstly, theoretical considerations and 
previous findings are presented. This section provides conceptual definitions, 
a brief discussion of value-formation processes within institutions (in general) 
and unemployment insurance institutions (in particular), and ends with an 
account of previous findings. Secondly, the institutional dimensions of 
unemployment insurance proposed to be of relevance for shaping work values 
are further described and discussed. In relation to each structural framework 
identified, institutional hypotheses are presented. Thirdly, the relevance of 
individual-level factors is addressed, where expectations and findings from 
previous research are presented. In the fourth section, data, method and 
measurements are described. Fifth, results are presented, after which findings 
are discussed. 

Values and institutions 
Early sociologists like Max Weber and Emile Durkheim held values to be 
prime guidelines for peoples’ lives. As such, values have later been defined as 
learnt, general, impervious, ends-oriented orientations that guide behaviour 
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(Allardt 1977:51). Notably, they represent important standards for social 
action to which the individual has a strong positive attitude (Gundelach 
2002b), thus including “an element of desirability and an ethical–moral 
component”, which differentiates forms of human conduct as ‘good’ and 
‘acceptable’ or ‘bad’ and ‘unacceptable’ (Haller 2002:142). For such reasons, 
they help determine many of those more situation-specific attitudes and 
beliefs which individuals hold (Oskampf 1977:13). 

Moving from the general to the more specific, also values may be 
understood at different levels of generality, although not forming a “wholly 
coherent and integrated system” (Swidler 1986 in Haller 2002:142). The most 
general universal values pertain to very basic human values such as equality and 
freedom, justice and respect. At more specific levels, societal values and 
situational value orientations or norms pertain to either more concrete and social 
contextually specific values held by certain groups, or to concrete applications 
of social behaviour in specific circumstances, respectively. In the latter more 
specific case, there is a sliding transition to attitudes towards specific objects 
that are more distinctively related to individuals’ preferences and wishes. In 
comparative perspective, the latter two levels may be understood to entail in 
part a universal element, but also in part a reference to societal circumstances 
that imply a so-called ‘practical ethics of responsibility’ (Haller 2002:143).  

For basic work values, such as the perception of work as a duty towards 
society, the above understandings imply a certain commonality within all 
countries to the perceived importance of doing one’s duty through productive 
work, but also a component of differentiated perception, according to 
country-specific conditions. Here, it is argued that institutions broadly 
constitute such main country-specific structures, and how welfare states in 
particular frame the work situation in different ways across countries. As it is 
the basic ‘social rights–social duties’ connection that is of particular interest 
here, specific attention is directed to the design of unemployment benefits, 
since the work incentives (or disincentives) of this social insurance program 
appear to most directly challenge societal participatory work values. As 
compared to social assistance, this social insurance program provides a more 
reasonable alternative income for relatively long periods of time. Moreover, 
entitlement is not assessed against more rigid medical criteria employed in the 
(usually) more generous social insurance programs covering e.g. sickness, 
accident, disability or old age. 

In a general sense, institutions may here be defined as “relatively stable 
collections of practices and rules defining appropriate behaviour for specific 
groups of actors in specific situations” (March and Olsen 1998:948). 
Furthermore, institutions, once instituted, will continue to form interests 
around existing particular institutional qualities. In the long run, these feed-
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back effects make institutions in themselves ultimately dependent on the 
actions and preferences of individuals. In other words, individuals’ 
preferences will form institutions, but institutions will in turn affect 
preferences. Although value researchers differ in their views on the 
endogeneity of values to institutions, there are common grounds in the 
understandings of how people’s values do not take shape in a vacuum, but are 
embedded in broader social and historical contexts. As such, institutions are 
here understood as the link between agency and structure that affect strategic 
actions, actors’ rational calculation, as well as preferences and beliefs within 
normative orders (March and Olsen 1984; 1989).  

In relation to how institutions generate incentives to work, incentives 
may commonly be understood as motivators for actions which might 
otherwise not take place – action here distinguished from that influenced by 
coercion. For the purposes of this study, incentives are defined as the 
institutional stimulants that may structure individuals’ work values. With a 
narrow conception of such stimulants including only pecuniary rewards, the 
difference between welfare benefits and salary would be seen as crucial for 
individuals’ motivation to participate in work within generous welfare states. 
With a broader conception of work incentives, people may also be motivated 
by intrinsic values of work such as e.g. feelings of accomplishment, self-
respect, identity, purpose and social contacts at workplaces. In addition, 
individuals’ work-related well-being may spring from conformity to present 
work norms (thus avoiding stigmatization that follows from deviant 
behaviour). In this sense welfare states may also generate normative 
frameworks that encourage people’s participation in work. 

In this context, it is recognized how present societal institutions have 
been constantly shaped in different ways over time by various actors. Despite 
disputable origins and complex driving forces, institutions, once instituted, 
may develop along remarkably stable differentiated paths over long time-
spans (Pierson 2001; Rothstein and Steinmo 2002; Scharpf and Schmidt 
2000b; Swank 2002). Development along such strong dividing lines has been 
termed path-dependency (see e.g. Alber 1981) and can be understood to 
depend on the character of institutions, either as more flexible or more 
embedded (Kitschelt et al. 1999a:442). Here, the role of power and conflict for 
path-dependent developments has been emphasized differently. From a more 
actor-oriented perspective, institutions may be regarded as outcomes of 
previous power struggles, where institutional outcomes will influence not only 
social action and interests, but also the formation of interest groups, which 
will feed-back into the institutional formation process (see e.g. Korpi 2001). 
From a more structuralist perspective, path dependency may instead occur as 
a series of less purposive successive moves, where initial development 
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encourages subsequent development along the initiated path while 
discouraging alternatives (see e.g. Pierson 2000a). 

By similar logics, it has been argued that unforeseen unintended 
consequences of moral hazard, e.g. work-avoidant behaviour, also follow 
path-dependent processes, by ways of reinforcing negative feedback loops 
(see e.g. Haller 2002; Pierre and Rothstein 2003:12). For example, when 
economic incentives to work are removed through generous social policies, 
non-work behaviour may promote norms for not working, which further 
removes the stigma on those not working, which again makes the option of 
not working more attractive (Lindbeck 1997).  

Unemployment insurance incentives 
As we turn to research on how the generosity of unemployment insurance 
may cause higher unemployment, a basic assumption regarding distorted work 
incentives, is that leisure-time is valued higher than work-time. Given a free 
choice, individuals are understood to opt for leisure, e.g. by quitting jobs, or 
not accepting job-offers below reservation wage. This reservation wage 
depends on several factors, including available resources such as 
unemployment benefits, but also the type and level of occupational 
qualification and current labour demand. According to search theory, both the 
benefit levels and maximum duration period will determine the reservation 
wage and affect job-search effectiveness as well as the job acceptance rate 
(Meyer 1990). There has also been concern with ‘duration effects’ following 
longer spells of unemployment, which may bring about not only a loss of 
abilities, but possibly also decreased motivation and possibilities for re-
employment (Blanchard and Diamond 1994; Eriksson and Gottfries 
forthcoming; Pissarides 1992). Studies have here shown how reservation 
wages appears to drop as duration of benefits is exhausted, with increasing 
transition rates into employment during the last period of entitlement (see e.g. 
Katz and Meyer 1990). 

In addition to these arguments, alternative considerations have also been 
raised. Firstly, the positive experience of leisure may be counteracted by 
strong positive intrinsic values of work. Importance of these aspects of work 
is supported by a large body of research concerned with the non-financial 
sufferings associated with unemployment, such as physical or mental ill-
health.1 Secondly, conditions of active job search and eligibility requirements 

                                                 
1 Unemployment related non-financial sufferings that have been found to a greater degree 
among the unemployed are e.g. individual unhappiness (Clark and Oswald 1994; 
Kenworthy 2002), physical ill-health (Berkman 1986; Cassel 1976; Jackson 1985; Warr 
1987; Whelan 1993) or mental ill-health (see e.g. Alm 2001; Kelvin and Jarrett 1985; Starrin 
et al. 1996; Warr 1987; Weich and Lewis 1998). 
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within insurance schemes cannot be disregarded, since they largely restrain 
individuals’ ‘free choices’ between work and leisure (Carroll 1999; Kvist 1998).  

Thirdly, there may also be positive incentives provided by unemployment 
insurance regulations. For example, eligibility requirements in terms of 
necessary participation in paid work (contribution periods) within specified 
time limits (reference periods) directly encourage individuals to take part in 
work. Also, matching theory stipulates certain positive consequences of 
different aspects of unemployment compensation (the availability, level and 
duration of unemployment benefits) on post-unemployment labour market 
outcomes. In this view, the unemployment benefit may in a basic sense be 
regarded as a ‘search subsidy’ (Burdett 1979). Rather than taking any first 
immediately available job, individuals may search over extended time for a 
better matching of their human capital or occupational qualifications with 
appropriate job positions. In such a way subsequent over- or under-
qualification in post-unemployment jobs may be avoided. This is understood 
not only to enhance individual’s job quality and well-being (financial as well as 
non-financial), but may prevent a societal under-utilization of human capital 
and facilitate a reduction of overall unemployment costs as well as general 
long-run societal costs (see e.g. Gangl 2002; Pollmann-Schult and Büchel 
2005; Åberg 2001; 2003).2 

Lastly, it can well be argued that work values may also depend on how 
working conditions are structured in qualitatively different ways across labour 
markets, i.e. on the extent to which different types of production regimes are 
more or less extensively coordinated. Although such investigation lies beyond 
the scope of this study, it is argued that studying welfare regimes may offer 
some indication of the importance also of labour market organisation, since 
welfare and production regimes have been shown to be rather extensively 
interrelated – especially in terms of organization of workers and wage 
bargaining, employment protection, skill-development and re-/training 
policies (Hall and Gingerich 2004).3 

Since this study draws upon cross-sectional data it does not evaluate 
value change per se. It can however be argued that mature welfare states, which 
have been present for several decades and followed reasonably distinct paths 
of development, have generated normative influence for sufficient amounts of 
time to have influenced peoples’ work values in the year studied (2000). In 

                                                 
2 For a review of theoretical issues relevant to the relationship between unemployment 
insurance and unemployment dynamics, see Atkinson and Micklewright (1991). 
3  Especially these dimensions of production regimes have also been shown to clearly 
structure individuals’ commitment to paid work (Esser, first study in this thesis). For 
readings on welfare and production regime interrelatedness, see also Estevez-Abe et al. 
(2001), Hall and Soskice (2001a), and Huber and Stephens (2001). 
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this case, institutional promotion or perversion of work values would 
reasonably appear as an observable cross-national pattern of work values. As 
the welfare states of the seven new democracies of Eastern and Central 
Europe included in this study differ in this respect, the sensitivity of analyses 
to their inclusion is checked. 

Modernization, labour demand and supply 
Although an institutional approach to studying work values is warranted, the 
welfare state is not isolated from other potentially structuring factors, which 
may be important for work values. According to modernization theory, 
economic development is the main driving force behind values fundamentally 
changing in the direction of more ‘postmaterialist’ concerns in increasingly 
post-industrial or ‘welfare’ societies (see e.g. Inglehart 1977; 1990; Inglehart 
and Abramson 1994; Inglehart and Baker 2000). Industrialization is 
understood to produce social and cultural consequences whereby rising levels 
of income and education, as well as increased occupational specialization, will 
elicit consequences such as e.g. changing gender roles, attitudes toward 
authorities, sexual norms, and more. In line with such changes, values will 
shift away from economic and physical security, towards a greater emphasis 
on freedom, self-expression, well-being, trust and tolerance (Inglehart and 
Baker 2000:20,49).4 

Whether, and in this case how, materialist and postmaterialist value 
changes are related to a shift also in the basic work values at focus of this 
study is not entirely given. Neither the four-item nor twelve-item 
postmaterialist indices commonly used in this line of research take into 
account such basic work values. The indices do not either include any item 
that directly and uniquely asks about individuals’ relationship to work. 5 
However, it has been suggested that the proposed value change from 
materialist to postmaterialist concern infers a move away from more 
traditional work values as inherited from the ‘Weberian’ protestant work ethic. 
Instead individuals’ work values can be expected to shift towards viewing 
work as something more optional and/or dependent on an individual’s 
possibility of self-expression through (or outside) work (Gundelach 
2002a:145-146). 
                                                 
4 Although there have been several modifications to modernization theory in later writings, 
the central tenet remains with the pervasive importance mainly of economic development 
(Inglehart and Baker 2000:49-50). 
5 No separate item of the 4-item materialist/postmaterialist index explicitly concerns work 
or unemployment. In the 12-item index, one item is associated with work but jointly also 
asks about community concern. By this item, priority placed upon ‘seeing that people have 
more to say about how things are done in their jobs and in their communities’ (italics 
added), is classified as a postmaterialistic concern. 
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Modernization theory has however not gone uncriticized. Although 
much concern has focused on measurement and methodological issues, 
theoretical underpinnings have also been debated. Principally, the causal order 
between economic development and values has been proposed to be rather 
the opposite, where ideologies and values may be understood as the guiding 
forces for, rather than consequences of economic development. Another issue 
concerns the idea of development as an overall uni-linear trajectory. Here, 
Inglehart and his critics apply different perspectives to short-term value 
changes. On the one hand, these are understood as somewhat transitory 
stages in an overall general line of development. On the other hand, they have 
been understood as fluctuating movements of materialist and non-materialist 
ideas that are more closely related to other important structural influences 
such as for example unemployment. For a recent summary of main points, see 
Haller (2002).6 

Yet another conception of ‘duty’ invites an understanding of values as in 
part humanly innate functions, and as such common to all individuals. Here, it 
is argued that certain basic human values cannot ultimately be derived from 
self-interest only. Instead, innate emotions, innate cognitive capacities, and the 
internal logic of a norm, rather makes “commitment to what one ought to do, 
or duty, /…/ a ‘primordial’ human response to human interaction” 
(Mansbridge 1998:152). From this conceptual viewpoint, most people are 
understood to act from complex combinations of both duty and self-interest, 
where the internalized norm of doing useful work in society in most cases 
needs to be understood as a mix of innate functions as well as institutionalized 
social expectations (Ben-Ner and Putterman 1998; Mansbridge 1998:162). 

From a theoretical point of view, it thus appears warranted to include 
different kinds of factors in consideration of plausible hypotheses for 
empirical testing of the relationship between unemployment insurance design 
and work values. 

Previous findings  
No comparative research has yet focused on the basic participatory work 
values of interest here, with the particular survey questions being used only 
having been included in the last round of the coordinated European Values 
Study and World Values Survey 1999-2001. More focus has instead been 
directed to materialist/postmaterialist value developments and to some extent 
also the centrality of work in individuals’ lives, and how individuals over time 
or across age cohorts value different qualities in work. Yet, such specifications 
                                                 
6 For further critical comments, see also for example Clarke and Dutt (1991), Clarke et al. 
(1999), Davis and Davenport (1999), Davis et al. (1999), Flanagan (1987), Marks (1997), 
Mastekaasa (1983). 
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tell us little about individuals’ conceptions of work’s dutiful or optional 
character. Neither have other large-scale comparative attitude surveys, such as 
the International Social Survey, Eurobarometer, or the European Social 
Survey tapped such dimensions of work values. 

This section therefore briefly addresses some of the general findings 
from studies taking a modernization perspective and is complemented with 
recent findings from the adjacent field of research concerned employment 
commitment. The main bulk of research that has been concerned with 
evaluating post-modern value changes, draws upon the materialist/ 
postmaterialist (4- or 12-item) index, which was first used in European 
Community Surveys (the Eurobarometer) in the early 1970s. These questions 
have thereafter also been incorporated in the European and World Values 
Study and Survey respectively, which today together cover more than 80 
countries. Findings here suggest how massive cultural change has occurred in 
any society that has experienced sufficient economic growth over the past 
decades. Such conclusions mainly reflect how younger birth-cohorts hold 
increasingly postmaterialist values, held to result from younger birth cohorts 
having experienced significantly more secure life-settings during early 
formative socialization. Furthermore, as far as evaluation of yearly cross-
sectional data can tell, such value changes do not appear to be life-cycle 
related, since birth cohorts have not been found to become more materialistic 
as they age. In addition, increasing adherence to postmaterialist values within 
younger cohorts are not exclusively a result of the higher educational levels of 
younger Europeans (Inglehart and Abramson 1994).7 In parallel, distinctive 
traditional values still persist, which reflect societies’ cultural and religious 
traditions along lines of e.g. Protestant, Confucian or communist heritages. As 
such patterns appear to endure despite modernization, this is suggested to 
demonstrate a certain amount of path-dependency. Nevertheless, over-arching 
these cross-national differences, economical development is considered the 
prime driving factor for shifts away from absolute norms and values towards 
values that are increasingly rational, tolerant, trusting and participatory 
(Inglehart and Baker 2000). 

Although, critics are often ready to accept apparent value changes, the 
conceptualization and measurement of materialist/postmaterialist values have 
been found problematic. Especially the use of heterogeneous indices has 
drawn repeated attention. The general objection is of course that unreliable 
measuring instruments with questionable validity may lead to wrongful 
conclusions about driving forces behind value change (see e.g. Davis and 

                                                 
7 As noted by the authors as well as their critics, such conclusions can not be drawn in a 
strict sense from cross-sectional data. 
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Davenport 1999). In the same vein, it has been argued that when value change 
is re-examined with new controls but using the same indices, value shifts from 
materialism to postmaterialism rather are a consequence of fluctuating 
unemployment rates (Clarke and Dutt 1991; Clarke et al. 1999). Findings have 
also been questioned from a methodological perspective as there is 
problematic treatment of macro- and micro-levels in analysis, and conclusions 
may suffer from the ecological fallacy (Davis and Davenport 1999; Haller 
2002).8 This debate continues, but taken together, it appears as if conclusions 
about the nature and extent of value change from a modernization perspective 
need to be treated with some caution (Haller 2002). 

Lastly, as noted previously, recent findings in the adjacent field of 
comparative research on employment commitment suggest that commitment 
is actually stronger within coordinated production regimes (Berglund 2001; 
Hult and Svallfors 2002). This is further confirmed in a broader study that 
included direct measures of institutional context while also controlling for 
other structural factors. Commitment was clearly stronger in more generous 
welfare regimes as well as in more coordinated production regimes (Esser, 
first study in this thesis). As these studies also showed how individuals’ 
attitudes were strongly structured by individuals’ socio-economic status (rather 
than age), this commitment appears to be strongly indicative of individuals 
own specific job situation – real or prospective. As this study seeks to 
understand institutions’ importance for more general values, we now turn our 
attention to a description and discussion of institutional characteristics, and a 
formulation of hypotheses about their expected influences on individuals’ 
work values. 

Dimensions of unemployment insurance 
Several different distinctions between different types of welfare states have 
been proposed. They should be recognized to cater to different purposes and 
different fields of application. The distinction here follows a previous strategy 
proposed by Korpi and Palme (1998), which attaches particular importance to 
key institutional aspects such as principles for defining eligibility for benefits, 
principles for replacement levels, and forms of governance.9 Here, the main 

                                                 
8 In this respect, drawing upon the last wave of data from the European Values Study, the 
recent edited book by collaboraters (Arts et al. 2003b), includes well-executed studies 
employing multi-level analyses. These have for example examined the role of welfare state 
structures for solidarity and civic morality (Arts et al. 2003c), or the importance of religious 
and labour force characteristics for sex-role attitudes (Kalmijn 2003). Variations in basic 
work values across countries have however remained unexamined. 
9 Such distinctions were originally proposed by Korpi and Palme (1998) in the field of 
public pensions and sickness cash benefits. For a recent critical review of welfare regime 
typologies, see e.g. Arts and Gelissen (2002). 
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focus is on three particular aspects of unemployment insurance: the level of 
benefits as indicated by the net benefit replacement rate (hereafter, benefit 
level), the maximum period during which benefits are available to the 
unemployed person (hereafter, duration period), and the length of the 
required qualification period during which the individual has to participate in 
work in order to qualify for benefits (hereafter, contribution period).10 

As a starting point, since search theory and matching theory predict 
negative as well as positive work effort effects of unemployment 
compensation in relation to benefit levels as well as duration periods, and 
findings have been found consistent with both, different aspects of 
unemployment compensation is anticipated to have potentially different 
effects on work values. 

From a stricter pecuniary perspective it could be assumed that the 
generous unemployment compensation, both in terms of benefit levels and 
duration, will weaken people’s values for work as a duty towards society. Since 
there appears to be no previous assessment of the incentives provided by 
contribution period requirements for employment or unemployment 
outcomes, there is here insufficient guidance for hypotheses. From this 
perspective the following hypothesis can thus be posed: 

(H1): According to a narrower pecuniary approach, it is hypothesised that 
the incentive structure provided by higher benefit levels and longer 
duration periods will weaken individuals’ values of work as a duty towards 
society, but strengthen individuals’ values of work as a ‘free choice’ – in 
general as well as in relation to less agreement with unemployed persons’ 
need to accept jobs or else lose their unemployment benefits. 

Drawing upon broader institutional considerations, an alternative hypothesis 
may also be posed. The general assumption in this respect is that, to the 
extent that aspects of unemployment insurance encourage participation in 
work, such design will sustain more traditional work values. Looking firstly at 
the incentives provided by contribution periods, a rather straightforward 
expectation would be that longer contribution periods provide incentives for 
individuals’ to participate in paid work, and therefore endorse more traditional 
work values. Secondly, more generous benefit levels are usually provided 
through earnings-related benefits (Carroll 1999). As such, these benefits are 
directly conditional upon and related to work incomes and more extensively 
structured by requirements of reference and contribution periods, which is 
why higher benefits may also encourage participation in work. In addition, 

                                                 
10 For an in-depth typology description of eighteen modern welfare states’ unemployment 
insurance schemes, see e.g. Carroll (1999).  
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benefits remain conditional upon the recipient being exposed to the specific 
condition of need (i.e. unemployment), which means that the recipient is also 
required to take on active job search. Thirdly, according to matching theory, 
higher benefit levels and duration to a further extent may allow better 
matching of individuals’ skills and preferences with appropriate job positions, 
thereby raising chances for increased stability in post-unemployment jobs. As 
such, also duration periods may promote more traditional work values. 
Although such incentives arguably to some extent also encourage more 
intrinsic and self-expressive expectations of work, these propositions are 
summed in a second hypothesis, generally predicting the opposite relationship 
as compared to the previous hypothesis: 

(H2): According to a broader consideration of unemployment insurance 
design, it is hypothesised that the incentive structure provided by longer 
contribution periods, higher benefit levels and longer duration periods will 
all strengthen more traditional work values – values of work as a duty 
towards society, and less so a free choice – in general as well as in relation 
to more agreement with unemployed persons’ need to accept job offers or 
else lose their benefits. 

In addition, analyses can also evaluate the importance of other societal 
structural factors that have been argued to be major driving forces behind 
value change in increasingly post-industrial or ‘welfare:ist’ societies. Following 
modernization theory, analyses take into account the importance of economic 
development. Following critics of modernization theory, analyses thus also 
evaluate the relative importance of unemployment. Accordingly, higher 
economic development is anticipated to correlate with less traditional work 
values, especially in its dimension capturing the importance of intrinsic work 
values whereby work to a larger extent is recognized as something more 
optional and/or largely dependent on whether work is “fun” (Gundelach 
2002b:162). As modernization theorists and their critics expect opposite 
outcomes in relation to higher unemployment, it remains somewhat unclear 
how this factor can be expected to relate to more traditional work values. 
However, in relation to how it has been suggested that higher levels of 
unemployment will also decrease the disutility from deviation from the social 
(work) norm (Lindbeck 1997), higher unemployment may be expected to 
imply relatively weaker (traditional) work values. Thus it appears warranted to 
control also for these structural factors in the empirical analysis (see Appendix 
A for country characteristics in these respects). 

Before we turn our attention to individual-level mechanisms, the 
theoretical consideration of ‘duties’ as to some extent humanly innate 
functions may also be given some consideration. From such a conceptual 
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perspective, one could expect some variation in valuing work as a duty 
towards society across countries in relation to institutional factors. Yet, these 
differences could be expected to be relatively small, since doing one’s duty of 
useful productive work in society to some extent represents deeper more 
general innate functions common to individuals across all countries. 

Work values at the individual level and female labour force participation 
As far as work values may develop according to predictions of modernization 
theory, individuals’ values are mainly expected to relate to individuals’ age, 
education and income. It is here proposed that younger cohorts that have 
been raised under increased physical and financial security will be more likely 
to manifest postmaterialist values, more extensively emphasizing freedom of 
expression and individualism and less rigid morality than older generations 
(see e.g. Harding and Hikspoors 1995:443; Inglehart 1990; Inglehart and 
Abramson 1999).11 Likewise, also the more financially secure strata of society 
are expected to display such value orientations more consistently than those 
less privileged (Inglehart and Abramson 1999:672; Maccoby 1988). In more 
specific terms, more traditional work values are expected at higher income, 
education, and social class positions. This appears to be congruent also with 
expectations derived from matching theory, whereby persons with higher 
education and higher occupational skills in general can be expected to be 
more concerned about matching work preferences with work positions, thus 
manifesting values more in favour of work’s optional qualities.  

These expectations have also received empirical support in relation to age 
(see e.g. Inglehart and Abramson 1999), although the general significance of 
age has been questioned by e.g. Davis and Davenport (1999) and Clarke et al. 
(1999). The findings are less divided in relation to education, socio-economic 
status and income (see e.g. Clarke et al. 1999; Inglehart and Abramson 1999), 
although results in relation to income receive somewhat inconsistent support 
(Davis and Davenport 1999). 

The gendered dimension of materialist/postmaterialist values has been 
less emphasized. A theoretical connection has been proposed whereby gender 
may be considered as an aspect of feeling secure, which is why male persons 
would be expected to show more post-materialist concerns. This has also 
been confirmed in analyses by e.g. Darren and Davenport (1999) and Zanders 
(1993), but is inconclusively confirmed by e.g. Clarke et al. (1999) and 
Inglehart and Abramson (1999).  

In relation to the particular work values studied here, it seems reasonable 
to expect smaller gender differences insofar as the survey questions capture 
                                                 
11  Age differences carry implications of both cohort and lifecycle effects. With cross-
sectional data there is no possibility to separate these effects in a strict sense. 
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more general values regarding work, but also to expect larger differences in 
the case of personalized survey-question phrasings. The latter would be 
expected since women in larger numbers do not fully participate in paid work, 
participate in work on more flexible part-time terms, at lower wages, with less 
access to skill-development (see e.g. Daly 2000; Gornick et al. 1997; Grimshaw 
and Rubery 1997; Korpi 2000; Sundström 1999). In this case, women can be 
expected to express work values that reflect their own experiences of 
somewhat more restricted necessity to perform dutiful work. Applying the 
same reasoning to more traditionally composed households, which tend to 
manifest more traditional divisions of labour within the family (Ahrne and 
Roman 1997; Klevmarken 1990; South and Spitze 1994), would suggest more 
traditional work values among both those men and women who are married 
or have a dependent child. However, if survey questions capture more 
generalized work values regardless of the extent to which productive work is 
performed by women or men in society, small gender differences may be 
expected. To facilitate an evaluation of these issues, men and women are 
modelled separately in analyses. In addition, and in relation to distinctly 
different levels of female labour force participation across countries, such 
structural differences are also controlled for at the macro-level, in order to 
evaluate any direct effects of this factor on women’s as well as men’s work 
values (see Appendix A for country characteristics in this respect). 

The same logics of personalized work values in relation to generality of 
question phrasings may be anticipated in relation to persons’ labour market 
status. With more general statements, less marked differences may be 
expected. To the contrary, in so far as work values are personalized, groups 
that for various (assumed ‘voluntary’) reasons are less stably attached to the 
labour market could be expected to hold values more consistent with viewing 
work as something optional and less of a duty. Here, housewives, retired 
persons and students, and to some extent also part-time workers (among 
which most persons are women) may plausibly differ from the unemployed as 
to how voluntary their ‘looser’ attachment to the labour market is. Work 
values among the unemployed may also differ as a consequence of negative 
duration effects. In the case where the unemployed, regardless of their initial 
work inclination, become less employable due to long-term unemployment 
spells, work values may deteriorate with increasing discouragement, or as an 
effect of adaptive coping strategies to deal with an initially undesirable 
situation. 

Data, Measurement and Method 
The empirical analysis is based on fourth wave survey data from 1999-2001 
provided by the joint project between the European Values Study (EVS) and 
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the World Values Survey (WVS). This started as an European project in the 
late 1970s, aiming to investigate basic human values (for details see e.g. 
Halman and Vloet 1994; Inglehart et al. 2004). In all countries, surveys were 
performed through interviews among nationally representative samples of all 
adult citizens aged above 18 (17 in Japan). Response rates vary mainly 
between 50 and 95 percent, where the lower end of these response rates in 
comparative attitude research tends to be judged as acceptable and for some 
countries even quite usual. More caution must be applied to six countries 
included in this study where response rates hover around 40 percent: Belgium 
(43%), France (42%), Sweden (41%), the Netherlands and Portugal (40%) and 
Estonia (35%). For these countries, sensitivity of results to exclusion of 
country needs to be checked. Countervailing overall low response rates for 
some countries, there are very low internal non-response rates on the 
dependent variables in all countries.12 However as non-working persons are 
represented by in some countries rather few respondents, results in relation to 
these groups need to be seen as tentative. 

Where there are known data-sampling biases caused by non-responses, 
these have been adjusted for by weighting factors mainly in relation to age, 
sex, education and region.13 Since attitudes are measured on rank orderings 
(Likert scales), attention is focused on overall patterns and not on smaller 
differences in particular estimates. For the present study, the final data set is 
comprised of twenty-three countries with a total of 28,877 individuals 
between the ages 18 and 74. The total aggregated sample includes persons 
working full- or part-time, unemployed persons, housewives, retirees and 
students. The average country sample size is 1255, ranging from 849 in 
Hungary to 2291 in Russia. 

Dependent variables 
Morrow’s (1993) comprehensive review of work orientations systematically 
deals with their multi-faceted character. Of four major dimensions 
distinguished – work ethic endorsement, career commitment, job involvement 
and organizational commitment – it is work values within the work ethic 
endorsement dimension, and in particular the ‘work ethic’ sub-dimension, 
which are the focus of this study. This dimension encompasses values that 
ascribe importance to work itself, which has been defined as a range of beliefs 

                                                 
12 In no country is this internal non-response rate on work values higher than 5 percent. 
13 For five countries, marital status, habitat and occupational status was also adjusted for by 
supplied weights. For Belgium (for which no weights were supplied), there is no known 
bias in the data regarding age, gender or education (according to the Belgian 
representative). For further information on country-specific weighting procedures see 
European Values Studies (2000) and World Values Survey (2000). 
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that include e.g. views that “work is a good in itself and bestows dignity on a 
person”, or that “everyone should work and those who do not are not useful 
societal members” (Buchholz 1976). 

Three questions in the EVS survey capture such work values. These 
questions were all phrased as statements. The first two read:  

(Q1) “Work is a duty towards society”, and  
(Q2) “People should not have to work if they don’t want to”. 

Response alternatives were graduated on a five-point Likert scale, with 
respondents being asked to choose only one of these alternatives as follows: 

(1) strongly agree, (2) agree, (3) neither agree nor disagree,  
(4) disagree, (5) strongly disagree. 

Answers to the first question (Q1) were recoded so that higher values 
correspond to valuing work as a duty towards society. In relation to the third 
question, respondents were asked to rate their view on a scale composed of 
two statements at each end of the continuum rating from 1 to 10:  

(Q3) (1) People who are unemployed should have to take any job available or lose 
their unemployment benefits, 

 as opposed to: 
 (10) People who are unemployed should have the right to refuse a job they do 

not want. 
For the third question (Q3), answers were recoded so that higher values 
correspond to agreement that the unemployed should take jobs available, or 
lose their benefits.  

Notably, question phrasing across all three value dimensions address how 
individuals conceive that work in general should be performed in society – as a 
duty or free choice, for employed as well as unemployed persons (the latter, as 
specifically addressed by the third question). This implies that responses to a 
lesser extent may reflect individual work values. From a gender perspective 
and in relation to how women differ substantially in how they take part in 
paid work across countries, these general question phrasings may thus not 
necessarily reflect women’s differential experiences of paid work and thereto 
related work values. As a result, our expectations of significantly gendered 
work values, both at the micro- and the macro-level of investigation, are 
somewhat lowered. 

Although all questions belong to the work ethic dimension, they were 
not found to be entirely suitable for a valid composite (uni-dimensional) 
‘work-value index’. Principal component analysis rather revealed how each 
question corresponds to a somewhat distinct dimension of work values. How 
countries’ average work values are correlated across these three dimensions 
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can be seen in Appendix B, where national mean values for the three variables 
(Q1, Q2 and Q3) are plotted against one another in the three logically possible 
(bivariate) combinations. 

The first value dimension (Q1), hereafter ‘work as a duty’, most clearly 
captures the value that everyone should work in order to be useful societal 
members. The second dimension, hereafter ‘work as a free choice’, implies a 
notion of work as an activity associated with optional qualities. Yet, it is 
distinct from the first value dimension and should not be understood as a 
reversed phrasing of the first question. Instead it appears to tap a dimension 
more closely related to modernization theorists’ idea of increased 
postmaterialist concerns. In this respect people increasingly value more 
expressive work values or may attach less importance to work in itself, rather 
seeking self-realization through other interests (see e.g. Inglehart 1990). As 
such, this question appears to capture to what extent individuals will work if 
work is ‘fun’ enough, i.e. whether it is anticipated to live up to individuals’ 
expectations (Gundelach 2002b:162). Following a reversed coding of answers 
to the first question (higher values with agreement that work is duty), there is 
a positive, albeit low and non-significant, correlation (r=0.388) between ‘work 
as a duty’ and ‘work as no free choice’. 

The third dimension, hereafter ‘work coercion on the unemployed’, is 
somewhat more strongly correlated with the first question. This dimension is 
also directly related to unemployment institutional design, since the question 
refers explicitly to the strictness of eligibility criteria for unemployment 
benefits. With a reversed coding of this question’s responses, high-end 
continuum response (unemployed persons should accept job offers or lose 
unemployment benefits) is positively and significantly correlated with valuing 
work as a duty (r=0.529). Instead, low-end continuum response (unemployed 
persons’ right to refuse jobs they do not want) is non-significantly correlated 
with valuing work more as a free choice (r=0.339). 

Unemployment insurance design 
Measures of unemployment insurance design pertain to three dimensions of 
unemployment insurance benefits or unemployment assistance. The benefit level 
is measured as the net replacement rate (as percentage) of an average 
production worker wage net of taxes. The duration period is measured as the 
maximum number of weeks during which benefits are available. Work-
requirement conditions to qualify for benefits are measured by the contribution 
period, i.e. length of required participation in paid work within a given time-
span (the reference period). In the operationalization of duration and 
contribution periods, units (weeks) were transformed so that measures 
represent proportions of the maximum measure within the entire sample of 
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nations, and also rescaled to take on values between 0 and 10. Among the 
twenty-three countries included in this study the maximum duration period is 
182 weeks (in Belgium and the Netherlands), the maximum contribution 
period is 77 weeks (in Portugal), and the maximum reference period is 208 
weeks (in Hungary). 14  The institutional data is mainly from the Social 
Citizenship Indicator Program (SCIP). 15  How aspects of unemployment 
insurance are distributed across the three dimensions is shown in Figure 1-2. 

As can be seen in both figures, mainly as indicated by low and non-
significant correlations, there are no easily discerned relationships. Aside from 
all Scandinavian countries and Continental European countries employing 
medium- to high-level benefit levels (but different duration periods) (Figure 
1), there are no clear geographical clusters of e.g. Scandinavian countries, 
Continental Europe, Mediterranean countries, or English-speaking countries. 
Neither do the characteristics of the new welfare states of post-communist 
countries form any distinct clusters. In both figures, these can be seen to mix 
rather evenly among ‘older’ welfare states. 

Firstly, if we look at Figure 1, four countries combine low benefit levels 
with a short duration. These are Italy, Poland, Great Britain and Estonia. 
While benefit levels are also very low in Ireland, duration is of average length. 
Four countries – the Netherlands, Belgium, France and Finland – instead 
combine medium to high benefit levels with the longest duration periods. The 
remaining fourteen countries combine medium to high benefit levels with 
short to medium durations. Typically, the shortest duration periods are found 
in the United States, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Austria, and 
Japan, whereof Japan is the only country with higher benefit levels. Countries 
which typically provide somewhat longer duration periods but at lower benefit 
levels (at replacement rates between 40 and 60 percent) are Canada, Denmark, 
Greece and Hungary. 

It can also be added how all but five countries in 2000 provide at least 
somewhat earnings-related unemployment benefits. Exceptions include 
Estonia and Poland, where benefits are means-tested, and Great Britain and 
Ireland, where flat-rate benefits provide lower ‘basic security’. The earning-
related benefits in remaining countries are however typically restricted 
upwards by maximum benefit ceilings that cut replacement rates for people 
                                                 
14 For example, for the French case, where the duration period is 130 weeks, this measure is 
transformed by firstly dividing this measure with the maximum duration period within the 
entire cross-national nation sample (182, the period legislated in Belgium and the 
Netherlands) – the fraction is then multiplied by 10, to arrive at the index measure of 7.14. 
15 For more information and detailed description and construction of measures in this 
study, see Appendix I. Notably, replacement rates pertain to net outputs, which may be 
substantially different from asserted gross replacement rates. For the importance of 
comparing net outcomes, see Ferrarini and Nelson (2003). 
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with higher earnings. The highest ceiling is employed in the Netherlands, 
whereas the Scandinavian and continental European countries in general 
employ ceilings approximately replacing an average production worker’s wage 
(APWW).16 
 
FIGURE 1 Unemployment insurance net replacement rate and maximum duration period in 
twenty-three countries in 2000 (duration as proportion of maximum value in sample x10).* 
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*Maximum duration period in sample is 182 weeks  Source: SCIP (see Appendix I).  

 
In Figure 2, contribution periods are graphed in relation to their 
corresponding reference periods. As main incentives are anticipated in relation 
to the contribution period requirements, the reference period is included in 
this figure only as a point of reference.17 In the figure, countries can be seen to 
cluster in every quadrant. Four countries deviate somewhat by combining 
short contribution periods with relatively long reference periods. These are 
Japan, Russia, Canada and the United States. Aside from these countries, there 
appears to be a rather proportional correspondence between contribution and 
reference periods. This is however mainly a result of similar contribution 
periods across eleven countries that employ reference periods of varying 

                                                 
16 A special case is the formally earnings-related unemployment benefit in Italy. Through a 
replacement rate at 30 percent of earnings, Italian unemployment insurance in practice 
provides social security at levels similar to those provided by flat-rate benefits in Ireland 
and Great Britain. 
17 Results from alternative analyses (not reported) confirm this anticipation. No significant 
effects were found in relation to this aspect of unemployment insurance, separately or in 
combination with other aspects. 
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lengths. Lastly, combinations of short contribution and reference periods are 
found in France, Sweden, Greece, the Netherlands and to some extent also 
Estonia and Ireland. 

 
 

FIGURE 2 Unemployment insurances’ reference and contribution period length in twenty-
three countries in 2000 (measured as proportion of maximum value in sample x10).* 
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*Maximum contribution and reference periods in the sample are 77 and 208 weeks 
respectively.  Source: SCIP (see Appendix I). 
 

Taken together, unemployment insurance is clearly multi-dimensional, 
whereby multi-variate analysis becomes a suitable and effective tool for 
establishing the relative importance of various aspects of unemployment 
insurance for work values. In order to avoid problems of multi-collinearity, 
correlations for all combinations of macro-level variables (unemployment 
insurance and structural factors) were checked. With one exception, 
correlations were in every case low (below 0.328) and non-significant. The 
exception concerns an intermediate negative and significant correlation  
(r=-0.612) between economic development and unemployment, which 
however does not incur any problems of multi-collinearity for analyses. 

Individuals’ characteristics 
The aim of correctly explaining variability in work values at the country level 
necessitates that variation at the individual level is correctly accounted for. 
Following theoretical propositions and previous research, this analysis takes 
into account individuals’ sex, age, education, social class and labour market 
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status as well as household composition. As age might have a non-linear 
relationship with work values, six age-groups across the age-span 18-74 were 
formed: 18-24, 25-34, 35-44, 45-54, 55-64 and 65-74 years. For the analyses 
focusing on working person sub-samples, the oldest age-group was restricted 
to those aged 45-54 in so that individuals’ age would not exceed any country’s 
standard legislated retirement age.18 To see more clearly whether the youngest 
age-group differs from persons further on into their working lives, the 
reference category was set to those aged 25 to 34 years. Regarding household 
composition, single persons are contrasted against those married (or 
cohabiting), and the presence of dependent children in respondent’s 
household is measured as a simple dichotomous variable. 

Turning to individuals’ socio-economic status, persons with primary-level 
education are firstly contrasted against persons with secondary- or tertiary-
level education. Secondly, comparing six occupational categories, the unskilled 
manual workers are contrasted against skilled manual workers, non-manual 
office workers (including supervisors), professional workers, managers and the 
self-employed. Lastly, on individuals’ labour market status, persons working 
full-time are contrasted against persons working part-time, the unemployed, 
housewives, retired persons and students. As noted previously, as the number 
of respondents for non-working sub-samples are limited, these groups are not 
included in final analyses. 

Method 
Since we are interested in individuals’ work values as clustered within twenty-
three countries, a multi-level modelling technique is appropriate. Applying e.g. 
OLS-modelling to each level separately in order to draw conclusions about 
joint effects would be problematic since using aggregate-level data for 
conclusions about individuals implies cross-level inference, i.e. the ecological 
fallacy and may lead to wrong conclusions (Robinson 1950). Using micro-level 
data only, disaggregating contextual variables and assigning the same values to 
individuals on these variables makes for technical problems – calculated 
standard errors will be incorrect. Individuals grouped within higher-level units 
are not independent of each other, but more alike another, which is why 
standard errors then would be underestimated, increasing probability of non-
significant effects appearing as significant (Barcikowski 1981; Bryk and 
Raudenbush 1992). Instead, by simultaneously combining micro- and macro-
level factors in the statistical model, multi-level technique allows effects of 
predicting variables to be correctly referred to their right level and also 
permits separation of variance between levels (see e.g. Jones and Duncan 

                                                 
18 This meant exclusion of ten Slovenian women aged 53 and 54. 
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1998). All models estimated are random intercepts models, allowing average 
work values to vary across countries.19 

Results 
Analyses are presented in two steps. Firstly, individual-level factors are 
evaluated. For each value dimension a full set of individual characteristics are 
included in three different models that draw on three different (sub-)samples. 
The total aggregated cross-national sample comprises all working and non-
working persons aged 18-74. The additional two sub-samples comprise full- 
and part-time working persons aged 18-54, men and women respectively. As 
we move on to the second step in analyses, country-level factors are added to 
the ‘full’ micro-level models pertaining to working person sub-samples. Such 
procedure permits a direct assessment of contextual effects once individual 
factors have been controlled for and also facilitates an evaluation of macro-
level factors’ explanatory power for cross-national variation (once 
compositional effects of individual characteristics are accounted for). 

Results from multi-level models including individual-level variables are 
displayed in Table 1. To start with, the overall pattern shows rather similar 
effects of individual factors across the three dependent variables (Q1-Q3), as 
these have been reversed to all imply more ‘traditional’ or ‘materialist’ work 
values with higher scores. With all individual-level variables being categorical, 
estimates indicate the differential effect of individual characteristics on work 
values relative to the respective reference category. It can here be noted that 
all intercepts across the first and second value dimensions (Models 1-6) lie 
above the midpoint score (3). This implies that work values of persons with 
characteristics represented by the overall reference category in each respective 
model value work somewhat more as a duty towards society and somewhat 
less as a free choice.20 As to the values in the work-coercion-dimension (Q3), 
intercepts are seen to lie closer to the mid-point score (5). Whereas average 
values held by persons in the male reference category is somewhat more in 
favour of unemployed persons’ right to turn down job offers, female 
counterparts position themselves slightly at the other side of the mid-point. It 
is also in this value dimension that the only significant gender difference 
appears when men and women are compared directly (Model 7). 

                                                 
19 Since the number of groups is small, all models are estimated by the RIGLS-algorithm 
(residual or restricted iterative generalized least squares) whereby a downward bias of 
random parameters is avoided (Snijders and Bosker 1999:56-57). For a more detailed note 
on this issue, see footnote 28 in the first study of this thesis. For further discussion see also 
e.g. Goldstein (1995: ch. 2). 
20 This overall average refers to the group-dependent intercept, i.e. slightly different from 
the traditional average. 
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TABLE 1 Micro-level determinants of work values (standard errors within parentheses). 
Dependent variables1) (Q1) Work as duty (Q2) Work is not free choice

 Model2) 1 2 3 4 5 6 
  Total Men Women Total Men Women 
VARIABLES 3) Intercept 3.493*** 3.416*** 3.508*** 3.334*** 3.338*** 3.669***
  (0.058) (0.061) (0.066) (0.080) (0.101) (0.154) 
Sex  Female 0.012   0.022   
  (male)  (0.013)   (0.014)   
Age 18-24 -0.016 0.049 0.056 -0.042 -0.013 -0.014 
  (25-34)  (0.025) (0.045) (0.046) (0.027) (0.047) (0.073) 
 35-44 0.096*** 0.087** 0.149*** .070** 0.095** 0.060 
  (0.020) (0.034) (0.033) (0.021) (0.036) (0.051) 
 45-54 0.226*** 0.246*** 0.227*** 0.168*** 0.137*** 0.239***
  (0.020) (0.036) (0.035) (0.022) (0.038) (0.054) 
 55-64 0.431***   0.305***   
  (0.025)   (0.027)   
 65-74 0.561***   0.357***   
  (0.031)   (0.033)   
Civil status  Married/cohab. 0.049** 0.092** 0.014 0.033* 0.046 -0.027 
  (single)   (0.015) (0.035) (0.030) (0.016) (0.037) (0.046) 
Child  Has child 0.018 0.069* -0.003 0.060 0.065* 0.087* 
  (no child)  (0.015) (0.030) (0.028) (0.016) (0.032) (0.044) 
Education  Secondary -0.080*** -0.096** -0.088* -0.008 -0.024 0.028 
  (primary)  (0.016) (0.034) (0.035) (0.017) (0.036) (0.074) 
 Tertiary -0.212*** -0.207*** -0.236*** -0.069*** -0.118* 0.095 
  (0.019) (0.043) (0.043) (0.020) (0.046) (0.068) 
Occupational class Skilled manual  0.080° -0.009  -0.033 0.089 
  (unskilled worker)   (0.042) (0.050)  (0.045) (0.077) 
 Non-manual office -0.008 -0.045  0.013 0.029 
       worker/supervisor (0.042) (0.039)  (0.045) (0.061) 
 Professional worker -0.038 0.010  -0.037 0.042 
   (0.057) (0.051)  (0.061) (0.083) 
 Manager  0.072 -0.017  -0.041 -0.032 
   (0.061) (0.070)  (0.065) (0.118) 
 Self-employed  -0.045 -0.037  0.030 0.143 
   (0.051) (0.058)  (0.054) (0.086) 
Labour market  Part-time work -0.131***  -0.082** -0.106***  -0.034 
status   (0.024)  (0.032) (0.026)  (0.034) 
  (working full-time) Unemployed -0.161***   -0.240***   
  (0.026)   (0.028)   
 Housewife -0.212***   -0.168***   
  (0.026)   (0.028)   
 Retired 0.044°   0.058*   
  (0.026)   (0.027)   
 Student -0.034   -0.045   
   (0.031)   (0.033)   
VARIANCE Country level 0.039 0.038 0.047 0.135 0.181 0.123 
  (0.012) (0.012) (0.015) (0.040) (0.055) (0.037) 
 Individual level 1.100 1.267 1.069 1.242 1.411 1.190 
  (0.009) (0.022) (0.018) (0.011) (0.024) (0.020) 
Intraclass correlation coeff. (%) 3.42 2.91 4.21 9.80 11.37 9.37 
Model fit (-2LL) 82305.45 21014.42 20740.21 85371.43 21669.15 21416.78
Number of observations 28038 6984 7039 27863 6943 7006 
Number of countries 23 23 23 23 23 23 
°/ */ **/ *** Significant at 10/ 5 / 1/ 0.1%-level respectively. 
 
Notes: 1) Dependent variables; (Q1) agrees: work is duty towards society (high); (Q2) disagrees: people should 
not have to work if they don’t want to (high); (Q3) agrees: unemployed should have to…take any job 
available or lose their unemployment benefits (high) …have the right to refuse a job they do not want (low). 
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TABLE 1 CONTINUED) (
       Dependent variable1) . (Q3) Work coercion of unemployed 

 Model2) 7 8 9 
  Total Men Women 
VARIABLES 3) Intercept 5.173*** 4.827*** 5.271*** 
  (0.178) (0.211) (0.212) 
Sex  Female 0.074*   
  (male)  (0.037)   
Age 18-24 0.039 0.091 0.035 
  (25-34)  (0.069) (0.122) (0.126) 
 35-44 -0.023 -0.105 -0.094 
  (0.055) (0.089) (0.089) 
 45-54 0.079 -0.078 0.001 
  (0.056) (0.096) (0.096) 
 55-64 0.484***   
  (0.072)   
 65-74 0.720***   
  (0.088)   
Civil status  Married/cohab. 0.165*** 0.300** 0.116 
  (single)   (0.042) (0.096) (0.082) 
Child  Has child 0.007 0.040 0.038 
  (no child)  (0.042) (0.080) (0.078) 
Education  Secondary -0.115** -0.177* -0.127 
  (primary)  (0.042) (0.089) (0.094) 
 Tertiary -0.353*** -0.531*** -0.445***
  (0.052) (0.118) (0.119) 
Occupational class Skilled manual  0.254* -0.063 
  (unskilled worker)   (0.112) (0.138) 
 Non-manual office worker  0.375** 0.177 
       /supervisor  (0.113) (0.103) 
 Professional worker  0.212 0.073 
   (0.158) (0.142) 
 Manager  0.646*** 0.304 
   (0.176) (0.212) 
 Self-employed  0.638*** 0.121 
   (0.136) (0.163) 
Labour market  Part-time work -0.346***  -0.256** 
status   (0.069)  (0.090) 
  (working full-time) Unemployed -1.322***   
  (0.070)   
 Housewife -0.237**   
  (0.073)   
 Retired 0.024   
  (0.070)   
 Student -0.361***   
   (0.093)   
VARIANCE Country level 0.558 0.594 0.561 
  (0.178) (0.196) (0.186) 
 Individual level 7.097 7.563 6.720 
  (0.065) (0.140) (0.124) 
Intraclass correlation coeff. (%) 7.29 7.28 7.70 
Model fit (-2LL)  115204.7 28285.74 27956.37
Number of observations 23989 5897 5854 
Number of countries 20 20 20 
This question was not asked in Japan, Canada or the USA. 2) Models: Total sample 
pertains to persons aged 18-74; male sub-sample is working men aged 18-54; female 
sub-sample is working women aged 18-54. 3) Reference categories within parenthesis. 
Source: World Values Survey 2000. 
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How then do results relate to previous findings that indicate stronger effects 
in relation to individuals’ age and socio-economic status, as compared to 
gender and household composition? Such expectations are overall largely 
confirmed, but with some interesting exceptions, most notably some 
inconsistent findings in relation to socio-economic status. 

Firstly, the strongest effects are overall found in relation to age and 
education, in predicted directions across all value dimensions. We find 
increasing traditional/materialist work values with higher age, but a decrease 
of such values with higher education. There are two notable exceptions. 
Women’s education does not predict to what extent women value work as a 
‘free choice’ (Model 6). Neither are there are any age-related value differences 
in terms of valuating work coercion of the unemployed when persons aged 
18-54 are considered (Models 7-9). Secondly, across all value-dimensions, it 
can be noted that effects of age are somewhat stronger than those of 
education when the larger age-span (persons aged 18-74) is considered, but 
reasonably equal when the smaller age-span of working person sub-samples 
are considered. 

Thirdly and notably, the other socio-economic factor, i.e. occupational 
class, is not found to be related to work values in any significant way across 
value dimensions, with one remarkable and gendered exception. In Model 8, it 
can be seen how men’s occupational class affects work values in the opposite 
way as compared to education. Here, men with ‘higher’ occupational-class 
positions hold more traditional/materialist values when it comes to the 
unemployed persons’ need to accept job offers or lose unemployment 
benefits. Especially strong effects are found in relation to values among 
managers and the self-employed. 

As to the anticipated lower importance of household composition for 
work values, such expectations are in general confirmed. Firstly, effects of 
persons’ marital status and the presence of a dependent child in the household 
are less consistently significant across different dimensions of work values. 
Secondly, those effects which are significant, are weaker albeit in the expected 
direction. Men and/or women (varying with specific work value considered) 
within more traditionally composed households tend to have more 
traditional/materialist work values. Notably, married men differ rather 
distinctly from single men on the third value dimension, more strongly 
agreeing with unemployed persons’ need to accept job offers or lose benefits. 

Lastly, when work values are evaluated in relation to individuals’ labour 
market status, a rather clear tendency is discerned. Part-time workers and 
persons currently outside employment – unemployed persons, students and 
housewives – hold less traditional/materialist work values as compared to full-
time workers, with two exceptions. Estimates of students’ (less traditional) 
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work values across first and second dimensions (‘work as a duty’ and ‘work as 
a free choice’) are not significant. Neither are the women working part-time 
found to differ in any significant way from the full-timers in the extent to 
which work is valued as a free choice (Model 6). To the contrary, retired 
persons are seen to hold more traditional work values, although estimates 
across value dimensions are inconsistently significant. Lastly and notably, the 
overall strongest individual-level effects are found on the dimension that 
specifically relates to unemployment benefits (Model 7). Here, unemployed 
persons differ decisively in that they are more in support of their right to 
refuse jobs that they don’t want. 

Before we turn our attention to macro-level factors, the proportion of 
cross-national variation in work values can be evaluated from the lower panels 
of Table 1. Since variance from multi-level regressions is separated between 
the individual and country level, it is helpful to calculate the intraclass 
correlation coefficient (ICC). This denotes the proportion of total variance 
that is found at the group level (here, the country level) (Snijders and Bosker 
1999:17). For all models in this study, the ICC is easily calculated as the 
country-level variance divided with the summed individual- and country-level 
variance. Comparing intraclass correlation coefficients across the three value 
dimensions, the clearly smallest cross-national differences are found in 
relation to the ‘duty dimension’, especially among working men (less than 
3%). Yet, this variance is clearly non-random, as indicated by the size of the 
variance estimate as compared to its standard error (a rough indication of 
significant variance). The largest cross-national value differences are instead 
found on the ‘free-choice’ dimension. Here, approximately 10% of total 
variation is located between countries – a quite substantial amount of 
variation when comparing countries. Lastly there is also rather substantial 
cross-national variation (between 7 and 8 percent) on the ‘work coercion’ 
value dimension. It is thus these cross-national differences we seek 
explanations for by including macro-level factors in the next step of analyses. 
Because of previously mentioned data restrictions with regards to limited 
numbers of non-working persons in nation samples, subsequent analyses 
pertain to the working person sub-samples only. 

In Table 2 results are presented for models in which macro-level factors 
have been added to ‘full’ micro-level models (Models 2-3, 5-6 and 8-9, from 
Table 1).21 Notably, only macro-level estimates are reported in Table 2, since 
                                                 
21  Alternative models that included fewer macro-level variables in each model were 
systematically tested. Overall, effects of these variables as included separately or in more 
restricted combinations are highly similar to those presented in Table 2. Notably, there 
were no changes to the direction of estimates, although significance-levels in a few cases 
varied towards the marginal. 
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micro-level estimates change only marginally, not altering significance and 
direction of estimates. When attention is first turned to the ‘work-as-duty’ 
dimension, an interesting pattern turns up. Effects of all unemployment 
insurance institutional factors are significant (albeit weakly in one case). To 
the contrary, there are no significant effects found in relation to the structural 
factors – economic development, unemployment or female labour force 
participation. Furthermore, institutional effects can be seen to be non-
gendered, but clearly multi-dimensional. Whereas effects of both benefit levels 
and contribution periods are positive, effects of duration period are negative. 
In other words, valuation of work as a duty towards society is stronger in 
countries where unemployment benefits levels are higher and contribution 
periods are longer. To the contrary, such values are weaker within countries 
where duration periods are longer. 

To evaluate the explanatory power of macro-level factors, the reduced 
intraclass correlation for these models can be compared to the corresponding 
intraclass correlation coefficients of full micro-level models, i.e. before macro-
level factors were added to the models. Such comparison is facilitated by 
calculating the proportional intraclass correlation reduction (∆ICC), which 
thus indicates the proportion of country-level variance explained. Two 
measures were calculated, the reduction incurred by adding all six macro-level 
factors and the reduction incurred by unemployment insurance institutional 
factors only. In relation to the latter indicators, these can be seen to explain as 
much as a third (31 percent) or two thirds (65 percent) of the country-level 
variation in ‘duty-values’, for the male and female sub-samples respectively. 
For the male sub-sample, all macro-level factors together explain almost half 
(47 percent) of cross-national differences. 

Turning to the second value dimension, valuing work as a free choice, 
effects of macro-level factors are quite different from those found in relation 
to how work was valued as a duty. The only macro-level factor found to be 
significant on this dimension is economic development in relation to men’s 
work values. However, contrary to predictions of modernization theory, men 
in more economically developed countries hold more traditional/materialist 
work values. For men, it is also seen how structural variables help explain a 
rather substantial proportion of cross-national value differences (at least 25.8 
percent), whereas unemployment institutional factors together are unable to 
explain any cross-national differences. For women’s values in this dimension, 
no macro-level factors were found to be significant, although almost a third of 
cross-national variation is explained. This appears mainly to be an effect of 
the positive albeit non-significant effect of the female labour force 
participation rate, and to some extent also an effect of combined 
unemployment insurance factors.  
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TABLE 2 Macro-level determinants of work values across 23 welfare states (standard errors 
within parentheses).1)  

Dependent variables3) (Q1) Work as duty (Q2) Work as free 
         choice 

(Q3) Work coercion 
       of unemployed 

 Men Women Men Women Men Women 
UNEMPLOYMENT 
INSURANCE (UI) 

      

   Benefit level 0.025° 0.060** 0.020 0.045 0.131° 0.146° 
 (0.015) (0.020) (0.050) (0.041) (0.078) (0.087) 
   Duration period -0.032* -0.046** -0.020 -0.026 -0.153* -0.097 
 (0.016) (0.015) (0.037) (0.030) (0.064) (0.072) 
   Contribution period 0.043** 0.053*** 0.023 0.035 0.038 0.092 
 (0.016) (0.015) (0.038) (0.030) (0.071) (0.079) 
STRUCTURAL  VARIABLES       
   GDP per capita 0.004 -0.004 0.033* 0.011 0.073** 0.043° 
 (0.005) (0.006) (0.015) (0.012) (0.022) (0.025) 
   Unemployment -0.017 -0.007 -0.021 -0.030 - - 
 (0.014) (0.013) (0.033) (0.027)   
   Female labour force -0.048 -0.056 0.051 0.111 - - 
   participation (0.421) (0.039) (0.099) (0.080)   
VARIANCE       
   Country level 0.020 0.017 0.130 0.084 0.346 0.437 
 (0.007) (0.006) (0.040) (0.026) (0.118) (0.146) 
   Individual  level 1.269 1.069 1.411 1.190 7.563 6.720 
 (0.022) (0.018) (0.024) (0.020) (0.140) (0.124) 
INTRACLASS CORRELATION       
   no macro variables 2.91 4.21 11.37 9.37 7.28 7.70 
   UI 2.01 1.47 12.25 8.25 7.05 6.86 
   UI & structural variables 1.55 1.57 18.44 6.59 4.37 6.11 
INTRACLASS CORRELATION 
   REDUCTION (%)2) 

      

   UI 30.9 65.0 -7.8 11.9 3.1 11.0 
   UI and structural 46.6 62.8 25.8 29.6 39.9 20.8 
       
Number of observations 6984 7039 6943 7006 5897 5854 
Number of countries 23 23 23 23 20 20 
Model fit (∆2LL) 2) 17.40** 27.35*** 13.55* 12.93* 17.43* 8.50° 
°/ */ **/ *** Significant at 10/ 5 / 1/ 0.1%-level respectively. 
 
Notes: 1) Not in table: estimates of full micro-level models (Models 2-3,5-6,8-9 in Table 1). 2) Intraclass 
correlation reduction and model fit (∆2LL) is relative to full-micro models (Table 1). 3) Dependent variables; 
(Q1) agrees: work is duty towards society (high); (Q2) disagrees: people should not have to work if they don’t 
want to; (Q3) agrees: unemployed should have to…take any job available or lose their unemployment 
benefits (high) …have the right to  refuse a job they do not want (low). Q3 not asked in Japan, Canada or the 
USA. 
 
Sources: World Values Survey 2000; SCIP (see Appendix I); Sources on structural variables, see Appendix C. 
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The relatively large standard errors of these estimates however dissuade me 
from further interpretation. 

Lastly, we turn to the third value dimension of values regarding work 
coercion of the unemployed. As a consequence of this question not being 
asked in three of the countries included in this study (Canada, the United 
States and Japan), the number of macro-level factors possible to include in 
these models is more restricted. Consequently, models displayed in table 
include four macro-level factors – the three unemployment insurance 
institutional factors and the level of economic development. Alternative 
models were also tested, using controls for unemployment and female labour 
force participation respectively. Since their effects were not significant and 
model fit was not improved as compared to models excluding these factors, 
these models are not reported. 

On this dimension of work values a third pattern turns up, to some 
extent resembling effects on the duty dimension. The significance of effects 
found is however generally weaker, and inconsistent across unemployment 
insurance aspects and across male and female sub-samples. Again, there are 
positive effects of benefit levels (for both the male and female sub-samples), 
but a negative effect of duration period (for the male sub-sample only). 
Positive estimates of contribution periods are however non-significant. In 
other words, results indicate that in countries with higher benefit levels there 
is stronger agreement with the view that unemployed persons should have to 
take available jobs or lose their unemployment benefits. To the contrary, there 
is stronger agreement with unemployed right to refuse jobs they do not want 
in countries employing longer duration periods. In addition, and differently as 
compared to the duty-dimension, individuals’ values here appear to be more 
extensively structured by countries’ economic development – men’s more 
extensively than women’s. Together, macro-level factors help explain 
approximately 40 and 21 percent of cross-national value differences in the 
male and female sub-samples respectively – where the greater part of this 
explanatory power among men is related to controlling for economic 
development. 

As noted above, results may be sensitive to the exclusion of the so-called 
‘new’ welfare states, or of countries where survey response rates were 
somewhat lower. Firstly, when any of the six countries with lower response 
rates were excluded from analyses, there were no substantial changes as to the 
significance and direction of macro-level factors as reported in Table 2. 
Secondly, as all the new democracies were excluded from analyses, a range of 
alternative models were tested. These included combinations of two to four 
macro-level factors, as the number of higher-level units restricts simultaneous 
inclusion of all factors. Results from these models overall largely reconfirm 
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the reported effects, thus indicating reasonably robust results – however with 
three noteworthy exceptions. A change of significance appears in each value 
dimension. Firstly, in relation to how men value work as a duty towards 
society, the weakly significant positive effect of benefit levels tends to turn 
non-significant. Secondly, in relation to how women value work as a free 
choice, where there were no significant effects reported in relation to 
unemployment insurance institutional characteristics, two effects are now 
rather consistently found to be significant. Similarly as for the two other work 
value dimensions, there is here a positive effect of benefit levels, but a 
negative effect of the duration period. Thirdly, in relation to how men agree 
that unemployed should accept job offers, the weakly significant positive 
effect of benefit levels turns non-significant. 

Discussion 
This study set out to evaluate how generous unemployment protection may 
have affected work values in unintended ways, thus potentially driving a 
wedge into the relationship between social rights and social duties upon which 
the legitimacy and the functioning of welfare state ultimately depends. Two 
broad contradictory hypotheses were posed. From a more orthodox economic 
perspective, weaker traditional work values were expected with higher 
unemployment insurance benefit levels and longer duration periods. From a 
broader institutional perspective, stronger traditional work values were 
expected in relation to the level, duration as well as eligibility conditions of 
unemployment insurance benefits. 

In relation to previous research in this area, this study has attempted to 
break new ground in several ways. Where most attention previously has been 
directed at broader post-modern value changes, this is the first study to 
evaluate basic work values in a broad comparative perspective, comparing 
twenty-three industrialized democracies. This was made possible by drawing 
upon new comparative attitude data for these countries, in combination with 
new institutional data for unemployment insurance generosity that cover 
broader institutional aspects than previously considered. In addition, effective 
evaluation of proposed hypotheses was facilitated by taking a novel 
methodological approach in this field of research. Hereby, multi-level analysis 
permitted a specified evaluation of the relative importance of macro-level 
factors once individual effects were controlled for at the micro-level. Lastly, 
empirical testing was purposely designed to accommodate theory as well as 
findings at odds, by permitting work values as well as institutional design to be 
multi-dimensional, thus potentially exposing contradictory institutional 
aspects and values. 
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Analysis of individual-level factors largely reconfirms expectations that 
age and education are generally more important for individuals’ work values 
than gender and household composition. Less traditional work values are 
found with lower age as well as higher education. Furthermore, individuals 
that are more loosely attached to the labour market in general hold less 
traditional work values, whereas occupational class overall, and somewhat 
unexpectedly, was found to be of little importance.  

In addition to how individual characteristics are shown to structure work 
values, the analysis draws attention to existing and non-trivial cross-national 
differences for which macro-level factors in part have high explanatory value. 
The multi-level strategy yielded several insights. Firstly, while the institutional 
design of unemployment insurance is found to be important in several 
significant ways, both hypotheses received some support, but neither 
hypothesis received consistent support. This is a consequence of how 
unemployment institutions are found to structure work values in contradictory 
(albeit overall non-gendered) ways.  

Across all work value dimensions this general and contradictory pattern 
is discerned. There is a consistent tendency for a positive relationship between 
more traditional work values and the generosity of benefit levels as well as 
eligibility conditions (in terms of contribution periods). In relation to duration 
periods, on the other hand, there is a clear tendency for a negative 
relationship. The strength and significance of these relationships however 
differ across the three work value dimensions considered. Firstly, this 
contradictory pattern is most clear in the dimension pertaining to how much 
work is valued as a duty towards society, where all institutional effects are 
significant. Secondly, in relation to how much individuals agree that 
unemployed persons should accept job offers or lose their benefits (the value 
dimension mostly similar to the duty-dimension), the described institutional 
pattern is repeated, but estimates of the eligibility factor effects are not 
significant. Also, the negative duration effects are only significant in relation 
to the male sub-sample. Thirdly, in the last value dimension as to how work is 
not valued as a ‘free choice’, institutional effects of benefit levels and duration 
are only significant when analysis is restricted to working women in more 
mature welfare states, excluding the new welfare states of post-communist 
countries. 

Moreover, structural factors in terms of unemployment and female 
labour force participation are shown to be of limited importance. More 
relevant for work values is instead countries’ degree of economic 
development. Effects were however inconsistent across dimensions and also 
opposite to what can be expected from modernization theory. More 
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traditional work values are found to be stronger in countries with higher levels 
of economic development. 

How do these results provide an answer to the initial question concerned 
with generous unemployment benefits distorting incentives to work, and in 
consequence also individuals’ basic work values? To this question, findings do 
not offer a simple answer. Rather, the analyses make clear how values as well 
as institutions are complex and need to be understood as including potentially 
contradictory dimensions, promoting also contradictory outcomes. Following 
the general assumption that basic work values are structured in relation to 
how unemployment protection encourages participation in work, higher 
earnings-related benefits and stronger eligibility criteria are notably supportive 
in this respect, whereas longer duration periods appear to be ‘counter-
productive’, as far as work values are considered. As such, these findings call 
into question how policy-concern with moral hazard is narrowly fixed upon 
the level of unemployment benefits, a concern which evidently appears to be 
fairly misguided. The findings in this study suggest that further attention and 
investigation instead be directed to the duration-period related effects of 
unemployment insurance. 

Previous research has here drawn attention to several possibly 
problematic duration-period related outcomes. For example, at the macro-
level, in a historical perspective labour market policy choices have clearly 
focused differently on demand- or supply-side factors in the promotion of full 
employment and attempts to fight rising and high unemployment. Here, 
prolonged duration periods of unemployment benefits have deliberately been 
used as a central means to cope with persistent and high unemployment (see 
e.g. Ebbinghaus 2000). In parallel, higher levels of unemployment have also 
been differentially acceptable from varied policy perspectives across countries. 
Effects of such policy choices appear to be supported by findings from broad 
cross-national comparison that suggests historically contingent effects of 
duration length on unemployment (Sjöberg 2000b). At the micro-level, studies 
have also found longer spells of unemployment problematic in terms of both 
employers’ and employees’ reactions. By the logic of so-called ‘duration 
effects’, long-term unemployed persons are less attractive to hire than still 
employed or short-term unemployed persons seeking employment, thus 
making it more difficult for long-term unemployed to transition back into 
employment (Blanchard and Diamond 1994; Eriksson and Gottfries 
forthcoming; Pissarides 1992). Aside from how long-term unemployment in 
itself has been found to be discouraging for unemployed workers, the 
described duration effects of unemployment insurance may even further 
amplify such consequences. 
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If we here return to the crucial connection between social rights and 
social duties, and how much work is specifically conceived as a ‘duty towards 
society’, values in this particular dimension are found to be much less 
diversified as compared to e.g. valuing work as a ‘free choice’. The smaller 
cross-national variation in this respect, especially among working men, 
appears as somewhat remarkable, given that twenty-three countries with 
rather different welfare states, as well as somewhat different cultural heritages 
and levels of economic development, are compared. This draws our attention 
to how basic, societal and participatory work values in one respect are rather 
similar across countries, but in another respect, at the same time are 
extensively structured by welfare state institutional characteristics. 

From a perspective that rather focuses on commonality of social norms, 
the apparent similarities in valuing work as a duty across countries to some 
extent may reflect Mansbridge’s (1998) proposition about the nature of basic 
values. While recognized in part to be shaped within the normative orders of 
institutions (such as the welfare state), basic values according to this 
proposition are held to also in part constitute innately human functions, 
common to all people. This would thus offer some explanation to the small 
differences found between countries in this respect.  

From a perspective that focuses on institutional differences, it may also 
be fruitful to broaden the focus from specific concern with unemployment 
protection, to consider also the importance of the welfare state broadly, as 
well as how work is organized within so-called production regimes. Here, we 
can draw on implications from findings in the adjacent field of research on 
commitment to paid work. Such commitment, which is indicative of 
individuals’ attitudes to taking part in jobs that would be of specific relevance 
to him- or herself, is clearly structured by both welfare and production regime 
institutions. In this respect, stronger commitment is found both within more 
generous welfare regimes as well as within more coordinated production 
regimes. Whereas welfare regimes are understood to more broadly encourage 
and provide opportunities for participation in paid work, production regimes 
are understood to provide more agreeable working conditions – especially in 
terms of organization of workers and wage bargaining, employment 
protection, skill-development and re-/training policies (Esser, first study in 
this thesis). 

How then, do these prior findings relate to the findings presented here? 
Although values (reasonably stable over time) should be understood as 
different from attitudes (more situationally determined), they may also be 
understood as interconnected through “reciprocal causation”, in which case 
“these nested relationships may be recursive over time” – especially if 
attitudes and perceptions are considered as strongly influenced by situational 
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factors (Morrow 1993:163). In this respect, basic work values to some extent 
are also directly supported by those attitudes that are influenced by broader 
societal institutions. In consequence, more basic work values will be under the 
indirect influence of how societies broadly encourage and provide 
opportunities for participation in paid work, and more importantly so, to take 
part in work on reasonable and agreeable working terms. As such, it seems 
warranted that future research, concerned with problems of moral hazard 
within welfare states, not only deals with the extent of participation in paid 
work, but also the quality of participation, and how welfare regimes and 
production regimes in interconnected ways provide individuals with 
appropriate opportunities as well as appropriate capabilities in these respects. 
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APPENDIX A Country characteristics – GDP per capita, unemployment rate and  
female labour force participation rate (average 1997-1999). 
 GDP per capita1)

 
(current prices and 

current 1000 ppp:s)

Unemployment 2)

 
(standardized rate)

Female labour 
force 

participation3) 

Scandinavian countries 24.5 7.7  73.4 
Sweden (SE) 23.6 7.5  74.6 
Denmark (DK) 27.2 4.9  75.4 
Finland (FI) 22.8 10.8  70.3 
     
Continental Europe and Japan 24.4 7.3  57.3 
The Netherlands (NL) 25.9 3.5  61.8 
Germany (DE) 24.2 8.8  62.9 
France (FR) 22.6 11.1  61.4 
Belgium (BE) 24.1 9.0  38.4 
Austria (AT) 25.2 4.2  62.0 
Japan (JP) 24.6 4.4  63.8 
     
Mediterranean countries 18.5 9.2  52.5 
Italy (IT) 23.5 11.5  45.1 
Portugal (PR) 16.6 4.8  65.0 
Greece (GR) 15.4 11.4  47.5 
     
English-speaking countries 26.5 6.2  65.1 
Great Britain (GB) 23.3 6.0  67.2 
Ireland (IR) 24.6 6.6  52.6 
Canada (CA) 25.8 7.9  68.9 
The United States (US) 32.3 4.4  71.5 
     
New democracies of Central and 
Eastern Europe 10.4 10.5  64.4 
Estonia (EE) 95.7 11.0  66.4 
Poland (PL) 98.8 11.8  59.9 
Czech Republic (CZ) 13.5 7.5  64.9 
Hungary (HU) 11.0 7.6  50.8 
Slovenia (SL) 15.2 7.6  63.9 
Slovakia (SK) 11.3 14.7  74.6 
Russia (RU) 96.7 13.0  70.1 
    
Grand mean 19.6 8.3  62.0 
Sources: 1) Gross domestic product, per head, at current prices and current purchasing power 
parities (ppp) is from OECD (2003c; 2004d). Corresponding data for Estonia, Russia and Slovenia 
is from Quazell (2004). 2) Data on standardized unemployment rate (persons 18-64 years of age) 
and female labour force participation rate (persons 18-64 years of age) are from OECD (2003c). 
Corresponding data for Estonia, Russia and Slovenia is from the ILO database LABORSTA 
(2004). All statistics refer to average for years 1998-99, except the female labour force participation 
rate, which is average for years 1997-1999. 

 122



 

APPENDIX B Three dimensions of work values across 20-23 countries, country averages 
(dependent variables) for working persons aged 18-54 in 2000. 
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Note: Dependent variables: (Q1) agrees on scale 1-5: work is duty towards society (high); (Q2) disagrees on 
scale 1-5: people should not have to work if they don’t want to; (Q3) agrees on scale 1-10: unemployed 
should have to…take any job available or lose their unemployment benefits (high) …have the right to  refuse 
a job they do not want (low). Question 3 was not asked in Japan, Canada or the USA. Source: World Values 
Survey 2000.
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ABSTRACT: The combination of greying populations, decreasing fertility rates and a 
marked trend in falling retirement age is profoundly challenging the sharing of resources 
and supporting responsibilities between generations in the developed world. Previous 
studies on earlier exit-trends have focused mainly on supply-side incentives and generally 
conclude that people will exit given available retirement options. Substantial cross-national 
variations in exit-ages however remain unexplained. This suggests that also normative 
factors such as attitudes to work and retirement might be of importance. Through multi-
level analyses, this study evaluates how welfare regime generosity, as well as production 
regime coordination explains cross-national patterns of retirement preferences across 
twelve Western European countries. Analysis firstly shows how both men and women on 
average prefer to retire at 58 years, meaning on average approximately 7 or 5.5 years before 
statutory retirement age in the case of men and women respectively. Contrary to what is 
expected from previous research on supply-side factors, preferences for relatively later 
retirement is found within more generous welfare regimes and also within more extensively 
coordinated production regimes. For women, however, institutional effects do not remain 
once substantial cross-national differences in women’s statutory retirement ages are taken 
into account.

                                           
* The results of the analyses of Eurobarometer data reported in this study were part of the “Study 
of the Implications of Demographic Trends on the Formation and Development of Human 
Capital”, No. VC/2003/0247, carried out by the Institute for Futures Studies with financial support 
from the European Commission, Employment and Social Affairs, DG/DG EMPL/E/1. The 
author is grateful to Tommy Ferrarini and Kenneth Nelson at the Swedish Institute for Social 
Research for providing data on family policy measures and net-benefit data for Spain respectively. 
For useful comments on earlier versions of this study, I am grateful to Lars Brännström, Tommy 
Ferrarini, Thorben Fridberg, Walter Korpi, Kenneth Nelson, Joakim Palme, Ola Sjöberg, Gabriella 
Sjögren, Michael Tåhlin as well as Giuliano Bonoli and the other participants of ESPANET’s young 
researcher workshop on European Welfare States: Legitimacy and institutional Change, October 
2004. 





 

While populations in the developed world are greying, one of the most 
marked features of labour force change over past decades is the falling 
retirement age. The average employment rate across European countries 
among persons aged 60-64 is currently below 30 percent, although with 
widening cross-national differences (Burniaux et al. 2003; OECD 2001b). That 
people live longer, in relatively good health and under relatively good 
economic conditions, is of course a sign of welfare progress. Nevertheless, the 
combination of people living longer but retiring earlier and declining fertility 
rates today challenges the traditional solutions to the sharing of resources and 
supporting responsibilities between generations. In reaction to the escalating 
retiree dependency ratio, governments seeking sustainable policy alternatives 
have become highly concerned with delaying effective exit from labour 
markets. Such priorities have generated a need for new perspectives on the 
health of populations, policies supporting early labour market exit, and 
investment in human resources (see e.g. Clark et al. 2004:29; European 
Commission 2003b; Institute for Future Studies 2004). 

Why do people retire earlier? Despite frequent assumptions in research, 
retirement cannot be considered an entirely individual choice. Rather, the 
decision to retire can be understood as a result of the interaction between the 
individual, the social insurance system (welfare regime) and the functioning of 
the labour market (production regime). As such, recent trends in retirement 
may be accounted for by both supply-side and demand-side factors that can 
be understood to push as well as pull persons into economic inactivity (see 
e.g. Casey 1989; 1998; Esping-Andersen 1996a; Esping-Andersen and 
Sonneberger 1991; Jepsen 2002; Naschold and de Vroom 1994a; Walker 1985; 
von Nordheim 2003 ). 

Previous research has considered a range of explanatory factors behind 
earlier exit. At the micro level, important factors include for example 
individuals’ health, wealth and also their taste for leisure (see e.g. Palme and 
Svensson 2002). At the macro level, most attention has focused on the 
supply-side problem, understood as resulting from pull-effects of retirement 
policies through the design of welfare systems. Cross-national evidence from a 
large coordinated project on early retirement in twelve OECD countries 
supports the general notion that if work does not pay in relation to retirement 
options, people will not work (Gruber and Wise 2004a). Yet, supply-side 
factors have not been able to explain the large differences in effective 
retirement ages within the OECD area, and even less so the widened 
differences over time (Guillemard 1993; OECD 2003b). Hence, policy 
solutions focusing on solely financial incentives of supply-side factors are 
limited in scope.  

 125 
 



 

Also the organization and functioning of the labour market play an 
important role in this respect. For example, as labour markets have gone 
through rapid technological change and business-cycle structured 
unemployment, the occurrence of temporary negative demand shocks have 
clearly contributed to poor labour market conditions and often high 
unemployment rates for persons aged 55-60 (see e.g. Gruber and Wise 1999; 
2004a). In addition, the normative order of institutional contexts has been 
considered to play a role. Such aspects include discriminatory ‘ageism’ in 
labour markets and the development of so-called ‘early exit-cultures’ (Burtless 
and Quinn 2001; Casey 1998; Gallie 2002; Myles 2002; OECD 2003b). As 
such, important demand-side conditions have been strongly connected to 
wide-spread irreversible labour force withdrawal (Ebbinghaus 2000; 
Guillemard 1993; 2001; OECD 2003b; Van Dalen and Henkens 2002). 

Although much concern has focused on the interplay between 
institutional contexts and individuals’ retirement behaviour, no comparative 
study has yet evaluated institutions’ normative influence on people’s attitudes. 
In face of inevitable demographic transition and the need to finance mounting 
pension costs, there is great need for policies to meet the new challenges of 
sharing resources and supporting responsibilities between generations. Here, a 
significant aspect calls for an evaluation of the circumstances under which 
people may be more motivated to stay on longer in work, thus warranting an 
evaluation of factors determining people’s retirement preferences. Such 
insight could facilitate implementation of sustainable policies in two senses. 
For one, it remains a formidable political obstacle to implement changes in 
opposition to widespread public preferences (see e.g. Myles 2002). Secondly, 
policy changes that to a further extent are aligned with individuals’ preferences 
stand a better chance of attaining real and intended effects. 

The purpose of this study is to evaluate the role of institutions for 
shaping exit-age preferences across twelve European Union member states in 
2003. This is possible through a large-scale survey that included questions 
about preferred retirement age. From a comparative and multi-level 
perspective, this means examining the role of welfare regime generosity and 
the organization of labour markets through measures of production regime 
coordination, while also taking into account labour demand and supply, as 
well as individual-level circumstances. The attitude data used is from the 
Eurobarometer of 2003, from which twelve countries were selected for 
comparison: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, 
Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom.1

                                           
1  Limited institutional indicators precluded comparison of Luxembourg, Portugal and 
Greece. 
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The outline of the study is as follows. The first section describes the 
changing patterns of demography and work in older ages and offers a 
theoretical interpretive frame for these patterns from a life-course perspective. 
Secondly, a historical background is given. This section describes how 
policymakers across Europe at the beginning of the 1970s came to make 
different choices in relation to changing labour markets, both reagarding full 
employment priorities and social policies. From rather broad consensus on 
the necessity of facilitating earlier exit, European policy-making has recently 
performed a high-kick turn in search of sustainable policies for the future – 
both in an economical and social (human capital) sense. Thirdly, previous 
findings, which include both individual- and country-level factors behind early 
exit, are reviewed. Fourth, so as to understand how different institutional 
incentive structures may encourage different retirement preferences, 
institutional design and interrelatedness is described in further detail. This 
section ends with a presentation of institutional hypotheses in relation to both 
welfare and production regimes. Fifth, an overview of preferred retirement 
age across twelve European countries is given. As standard legislated 
retirement ages differ across Europe and have also been found to have 
normative influences, preferences are evaluated relative to statutory retirement 
age as well as relative to individuals’ expected retirement age. Sixth, the 
determinants of preferred retirement age are explored. Initially, individual-
level factors are here evaluated, after which they are combined in 
simultaneous analysis with country-level characteristics. Lastly, findings are 
discussed. 

Changing demographics bringing new perspectives to old age 
Over the life course, the traditional threefold pattern of pre-work, work and 
post-work as institutionalized by public pension policies has endured, 
although dates of transitions have become more flexible and retirement 
typically occurs before legislated standard retirement age. The scope of earlier 
retirement however differs greatly across countries. With European 
exceptions represented by the United Kingdom and Sweden, where gradual 
retirement is or has been common, transition typically occurs from full-time 
employment to full-time retirement (Blöndal and Scarpetta 1998:6,42; 
Wadensjö 2005). The necessity or even optimality of such abruptness has 
been questioned for some time by policymakers seeking sustainable policy 
alternatives for the future (see e.g. Ebbinghaus 2000; Kohli et al. 1991; 
Wadensjö 2003; Vincent 1995:62-63). 

The twelve European countries included in this study are without 
exception representative of the general trend of falling retirement age across 
the developed world. This can be seen in Figure 1. Half a century ago, average 
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exit-age (i.e. the age at which people on average leave the labour force for 
retirement) for both men and women was above 65, but has since then fallen 
steadily over the period until a break in this downward trend appears in the 
mid 1990s. For men, this development appears to have stabilized at an 
average exit-age around 61. For women, average exit-age fell below 60 already 
in the 1980s, to reach a low at 58 around 1995, but this trend appears to have 
been reversed in the last decade when average exit-age is just above 60 
according to new estimations for 2001 by the European Commission 
(EUROSTAT 2005). Due to a break in data series between 1995 and 2001, 
the interpretation of changes in this period needs to be tentative.2

FIGURE 1 Average exit-age from the labour force in twelve European Union member 
states of 2003 in the period 1950-2000.1) 

55

60

65

70

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000

Average exit-rate

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9
Standard deviation

Men Women St.dev. men St.dev. women
 

Sources: 1950-1990 (Blöndal and Scarpetta 1998:53); 2001 (EUROSTAT 2005). 

As indicated by trends in standard deviation, differences in men’s exit age 
across countries have increased steadily over time until a break in the trend 
appears around 1990, after which the trend appears to reverse between 1995 
and 2000. Instead, the larger cross-national difference in women’s exit age has, 
after a slight increase between 1950 and 1960, decreased over the subsequent 
period to a variation that is slightly higher than what is found among men. 

Turning to the changing demographics of highly industrialized countries, 
we can evaluate how European countries combine greying populations with 
                                           
2 Changes may in part be a result of the different estimation procedures used. Yet, it is 
plausible that female exit-age actually have risen. Firstly Belgium and Italy have raised their 
statutory retirement ages (see Appendix B), and secondly, a change in trend is also 
indicated already between 1990 and 1995 when the exit-age appeared to be stabilizing in 
Austria and Sweden, and when its decline was even reversed in Germany, i.e. in countries 
without changes in eligibility age. 
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declining fertility rates. In Figure 2, through measures of old-age dependency 
rates and ratios for these countries, it can be seen how the population of older 
persons is related to the population in productive ages. Looking firstly at the 
two measures of the old-age dependency rate (differing according to their age-
spans), both rates have been slightly increasing over the period up until the 
turn of the century. Thereafter, however, population projections predict a 
much more steeply increasing trend in the elderly’s relative shares for the next 
25-year period. The trend is naturally steeper when the narrower age span is 
considered (as indicated by the broken line relating persons aged 60+ to 
persons aged 20-59), as compared to the broader age span (as indicated by the 
continuous line relating persons aged 65+ to persons aged 15-64). Contrasting 
the broad and narrow age-span scenarios, it can be seen how, in an assumed 
case of effective retirement age at 65 in 2005, the share of persons aged 65 
and over comes out to 25 percent relative to that of working-aged persons 
(age 15-64). In the case of effective retirement at 60 rather than 65, the 
corresponding figure would be 40 percent (relative to working-age persons 
aged 20-59). 
FIGURE 2 Old-age dependency rate (and ratio) of non-working age persons as a percentage 
of (per) working-age persons on left (and right) axis. Averages across twelve European 
Union member states of 2003 in the period 1960-2030.1) 
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 Note: 1) Excluded member states are Luxembourg, Portugal and Greece.

When these figures are turned into ratios, the equivalent old-age dependency 
ratios show how in 2005 there are three (alternatively 1.5) working-age 
persons to every older person, when the broader (alternatively narrower) age 
span is considered. Anticipating the scenario for 2030, both ratios are 
expected to roughly halve over this period, meaning 1.5 (alternatively only 0.6) 
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working-age persons to every non-working age person as regards to when the 
broader (alternatively narrower) age span is considered. In sum the different 
age-span scenarios clearly depict how the supporting responsibilities between 
generations are accentuated when retirement age falls below 65. 

From a less problem-oriented outlook, the dramatic demographic 
changes occurring after 1950, which coincided with economic growth, 
expansion of public social security and increased opportunities for education 
and leisure, can be seen as having brought an entirely new stage to the life-
course (Laslett 1989).3 In this perspective a ‘democratization’ of ageing can be 
said to have taken place, where persons in a ‘third age’ have been described as 
“the young old, who retire early enough and in sufficiently good health to 
enjoy an unprecedented period of cultivation, creativity and leisure” 
(Troyansky 1997:50). A 60-year old of today is simply not the equivalent to a 
60-year old two centuries ago. Hence, a distinction is now commonly made 
between persons in their third age (50-74) and those in their fourth age (75 
and over) when possible dependence increases (Laslett 1994).4

In light of the democratization of a healthier third age, it is somewhat 
remarkable that social theories on ageing have rarely been explicit in public 
policy making. A recent review of how gerontological theory has been applied 
in public policy did not reveal any consistent application (Walker 1999:375). 
What was identified was rather so-called ‘broad interpretations’, bearing a 
clear tendency towards regarding ageing of populations mainly as an economic 
burden rather than a social and economic triumph. It is also proposed that a 
positive scenario focusing on promotion of social inclusion and integration 
rather than exclusion of older workers, necessitates explicit theoretical 
foundations on which public policies are to be based, where social theories 
need to complement economic ones in the policy arena (ibid.). 

Recent developments in life-course theorizing are now challenging 
traditional organismic, biologistic and chronologically oriented perspectives 
on ageing (see e.g. Bengtsson and Schaie 1999; Bytheway 1997). The central 
tenet of the life-course perspective is an understanding of ageing as a dynamic 
process, recognizing the importance of social interaction and the interplay 
between the individual and social structure (see e.g. Dannefer and Uhlenberg 
1999; Walker 1999), as well as the importance of changing structures 

                                           
3 For example, by 1950 all countries included in this study had legislated public old-age 
pensions.  
4 When older persons in a broad European survey of 1991 were asked how they preferred 
being referred to, terminology signalling old-ness or passiveness received least support 
(Walker and Maltby 1997:17-18). 
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themselves (see e.g. White Riley et al. 1999:334).5 As the life course can be 
described as “the individual experience of the collective social process of 
ageing” (Vincent 1995:9), a life-course perspective implies an understanding 
of ageing as a process within a unique socially, economically and culturally 
specific historical period in which the concomitant biological ageing process 
takes place (Dannefer and Sell 1988). Such life courses are structured by 
norms, values and historical patterns of social changes that make the life 
course both an individual and social process of ageing (Vincent 1995:9).  

While conceptual apparatuses differ, the concerns within the life-course 
perspective with multi-level structures and the interaction between micro- and 
macro-level phenomena translate rather straightforwardly into concern with 
how institutional contexts affect individuals’ experiences. As is argued here, 
especially welfare and production regime contexts are important for 
structuring experiences around work and welfare, consequently also for 
individuals’ retirement preferences.6  

Attention needs also be drawn to the fact that, in parallel with 
democratization of ageing, there is also differentiation. Societal inequalities 
not only reproduce, but can be seen to amplify with old age (Vincent 1995:23-
24). In many countries poverty as well as low incomes still persist among older 
people – with a particularly high incidence of poverty among older women, 
especially widows. Furthermore, in a comparative perspective, the ageing 
trend is also characterized by wide cross-national variations in pensioners’ 
living standards, where differentiation by class, gender and ethnicity relates 
closely to how pension policy solutions have been differentially successful in 
reducing poverty (Higgs 1997:122; Kangas and Palme 2000; Korpi and Palme 
1998; Quadagno and Reid 1999; Vincent 1995:28) and in particular gender-
based and generational inequalities (see e.g. Daly 2001; Ginn et al. 2001; 
Walker and Maltby 1997:53). 

Social theorizing has also brought attention to how institutions, in 
attempts to cope with economic recession and mass unemployment, have 
come to mediate social norms in terms of ‘early-exit cultures’. Through 
difficult times, older rather than younger workers across Europe have been 
selected for redundancy through increasingly relaxed early-retirement policies, 
and with time also increasingly relaxed and/or broadened conditions of 

                                           
5  Dannefer and Uhlenberg (1999:308) also note how social interaction not only is 
important during early years but also of decisive importance throughout the later life-
course as well. 
6 Yet, given that the current study draws on cross-sectional data, limitations for applying a 
life-course perspective are here apparent, as evaluation of any cohort-effects requires a 
longitudinal approach (see e.g. Troyansky 1997:49-50; Walker 1999:308-9; Vincent 
1995:10). 
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alternative forms of social protection such as invalidity and unemployment 
insurance (see e.g. Walker and Maltby 1997:71-72). Such national-level policies 
are also understood to promote formation of ageist firm-level social norms. 
Ageism (prejudice against older people), resting on the generalizing 
presumption that older workers are less productive than younger workers, has 
become problematic across the Western world, although less ‘gerontophobia’ 
is found in Europe (Troyansky 1997:50,53; Walker and Maltby 1997). At the 
same time, a recent review of research on age-related productivity concluded 
firstly that there is not much done yet in this field of research, and secondly 
that there is meagre evidence in support of ageist assumptions (Casey 1998). 
Rather, the stereotyping process seems to be at work, whereby perceived or 
real disabilities in one aspect tend to be carried through to other areas of 
ability (Vincent 1995:20). With increasing awareness, there is today growing 
concern across countries with preventing ageism, through e.g. anti-age 
discriminatory legislation (see e.g. Higgs 1997:121). 

Taken together, an evaluation of explanatory factors behind retirement 
preferences across Western Europe, calls for an approach that distinctly 
addresses the multi-level character of individuals’ retirement ‘decision’ – 
taking into account individual characteristics as well as cross-nationally varying 
institutions and labour market contexts that influence rational as well as 
normative ‘choices’ between continued work or retirement. 

Work and retirement through times of mass unemployment  
For a better understanding of how institutional contexts have come to 
provide mixed incentives for early retirement, it is helpful to look back at 
policy choices made across Europe during past decades.  

When mass unemployment started to spread across Europe with the first 
oil price shock in 1973 and subsequent economic recession, the facilitation of 
early exit for older workers became a significant alternative for alleviating 
pressured labour markets. In addition, technological changes that brought a 
shift from production- to knowledge- and information-based societies, also 
generated new demands on employment (e.g. with less demand for manual 
workers and instead increasing demand for professional and service workers). 
In relation to these changes, early-exit priorities were also a social-political 
attempt to regenerate the labour force by putting a higher priority on the 
excess supply of younger workers (Blöndal and Scarpetta 1998; Ebbinghaus 
2000:511; Walker and Maltby 1997:72). Moreover, there was often broad and 
mutual interest between governments, employers’ organisations and trade 
unions in promotion of early retirement, which was on the whole seen as a 
necessary general remedy to the difficult situation (see e.g. Guillemard 1993; 
von Nordheim 2003:10). 
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Although early exit became a widespread phenomenon across Europe, 
distinctive differences remained across countries, reflecting distinctly different 
policy choices. In particular, countries made markedly different priorities as 
regards to full employment, where such politics were mainly sustained in 
countries where social democratic parties in governments remained strong, 
namely Sweden, Finland and Norway (Esping-Andersen 1990; Korpi 2003). 
In Sweden, for example, the full-employment priority had been the main goal 
of economic policy since the 1930s, with the unemployment rate in most years 
of the post-war period below 2 percent and only 1.5 percent in 1989 and 1990 
(Wadensjö 2005:1,12). It was not until the economic crisis of the 1990s that 
Sweden’s unemployment rate rose dramatically – since the turn of this century 
it appears to have stabilized at levels around 4-5 percent. Sweden was also the 
first country to introduce a gradual (or partial) retirement program (already in 
1976) that proved to be highly successful in retaining older workers in the 
labour force (Wadensjö 2003).7  

With a weaker social democratic party, which also to a greater extent was 
dependent on support from other small parties, Denmark made a different set 
of policy choices. From the mid-1970s until the mid-1990s, the most 
prominent labour market policy objective was to diminish the labour force, 
either through the prolongation of unemployment benefits (de Koning et al. 
2003) or through cutting labour supply, which was facilitated through 
permissive early retirement policies such as the 1978-79 early retirement 
reform (Benner and Bundegaard Vad 2000:412, 437).8

The Continental European response to ‘deindustrialization’ resembled 
the Danish response, but went even further and was also dependent on other 
policy choices (Esping-Andersen 1996b:68). The rationale behind such policy 
choices lay entrenched in the long tradition of labour markets organized 
around full-time, long-term and unbroken male work careers, with sectorized 
welfare state patch-work securing high male bread-winner wages and ensuring 
of family-based welfare across the life cycle. With mounting problems, these 
countries increasingly developed into insider-outsider labour markets, typically 
with low female participation and massive youth unemployment. With low, in 
periods even falling net employment growth, these societies were not 

                                           
7 When similar programs were set up in France, Denmark and Germany in the mid-late 
1980s, these turned out to be less successful as they offered less favourable terms and were 
not effectively coordinated with employers’ measures in supporting part-time jobs 
(Ebbinghaus 2000:518). 
8 In Europe, Denmark (together with Belgium) during this period employed the longest 
unemployment benefit duration period (for persons in older ages), which was further 
extended in Denmark to six years in 1985 and seven years in 1994, after which is was to be 
gradually reduced to four years between 1996 and 2001. 
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producing employment to meet labour supply and early retirement routes 
were facilitated as a solution (Esping-Andersen 1996b:78-79). Lastly, in 
countries with more residual welfare states, such as in the United Kingdom, 
the pull-effects are seen to have been of less importance than push factors, 
and in consequence, these countries have experienced less early exit from 
work than Continental Europe (Ebbinghaus 2000:546).9

Recent policy changes 
In recent times, however, policy making has (as noted) performed a high-kick 
turn away from, to use Ebbinghaus’ words, “what started out as temporary 
redundancy payments or old age unemployment relief and became entrenched 
acquired rights, [and] policy traps” (2000:546). Today, such politics are 
broadly looked upon as wasteful practices of ageing management and a dire 
‘under-using’ of human resources (see e.g. Ebbinghaus 2000:511; European 
Commission 2003b; Kok 2003; Lafoucrière 2002:51; von Nordheim 2003).10 
Policymakers are now rethinking also the social-policy system and its 
connections to economic resources in order to design sustainable social 
policies for the future. Two fundamentally different ways of saving are 
identified – on the one hand by “accumulation of capital assets by setting off 
part of the disposable income to buy financial claims on future production” 
and on the other “to invest in and maintain the productive capacity of the 
human population” (Institute for Future Studies 2004:1).  

To accommodate both agendas, there is a recognized need to broaden 
policy focus from health care, pension reforms and the living conditions for 
the elderly, to also take into account the reproduction of the tax-paying and 
care-taking populations, hence broadening the focus of such discussion to 
include also the younger populations. In relation to the first agenda, recent 
European Commission guidelines of 1998-99 call for a reworking of all tax 
and benefit systems that facilitate early exit and punish people who work into 
their sixties and seventies (Troyansky 1997:12). In relation to the second 
agenda, three areas are identified as particularly essential: 1) gender relations, 
family stability and fertility, 2) education, longevity and labour supply, and 3) 
demographic aspects of income inequality. Furthermore, it is recognized how 
these concerns necessitate a long-term policy perspective, since policies 

                                           
9 For a typology of early exit patterns in ten OECD countries, see Ebbinghaus (2000). 
10 In 2001 the OECD initiated a thematic review of some twenty countries with regards to 
their ageing and employment policies. The intent was to survey the main barriers to 
employment for older workers and attach crucial importance to finding ways for improving 
job skills of older people as well as their working conditions, and new ways of how to 
better “activate” older job seekers; see e.g. OECD (2003a) for Sweden or OECD (2004a) 
for the United Kingdom. 

 134 
 



 

affecting reproduction of human capital by nature are very long-term, with 
main returns from investment accruing several decades after investment 
(Institute for Future Studies 2004:43-44). In relation to labour supply across 
both male and female as well as younger and older populations, the Lisbon 
strategy (launched in 2000 as part of the European Employment Strategy) 
articulates clear goals of full employment for all of Europe by 2010 in order to 
enable social protection systems to withstand the impact of ageing, while 
retaining adequate and sustainable pensions.11

Micro- and macro-oriented research on individuals’ early exit 
Against the backdrop of profoundly changing labour markets in past decades, 
this section provides an overview of previous research that has been 
concerned with both micro- and macro-level causes behind early retirement. 
In this broad field of research, two general perspectives can be discerned as to 
how the retirement decision has been considered an individual choice. Firstly, 
there is a strand of research that more readily has emphasized the importance 
of social forces, state regulation of labour markets and employer practices that 
may contribute to poor labour market conditions for older workers, and thus 
assumes rather involuntary exit on individuals behalf (see e.g. Esping-
Andersen and Sonneberger 1991; Naschold and de Vroom 1994b). 

The other strand of research, which emphasizes the retirement decision 
as an individual choice, nevertheless also recognizes how macro-level factors 
set an over-arching frame, within which the individual retirement decision is 
made. Most evidently individual’s health and also the availability of retirement 
benefits in relation to the individual’s age are highly influential for his or her 
retirement choice. While this strand of research has for the most part 
evaluated pull-effects exercised by the social insurance system, the retirement 
decision is thus still regarded mainly as an individual choice. 

Within the stream of research assuming that the retirement decision is 
mainly an individual choice within given contexts, slightly different 
assumptions are made about the motivational factors involved. If not 
explicitly, assumptions are implicitly made as to the importance of financial as 
well as non-financial factors for people’s motivation to work. Three different 
views can be distinguished. From a more restricted pecuniary perspective, 
preferences for early exit are expected mainly to align with economic factors. 
As retirement increasingly takes place before the statutory retirement age, 
there is an increasing concern with how social insurances are available broadly 
across all policy programs. According to this view, the basic retirement 
                                           
11 Full employment is formulated in terms of targets set for 2010, aspiring to an overall 
employment rate at 70%, female employment rate at 60% and an employment rate for 
workers over 55 at 50% (see e.g. Kok 2003:12). 
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question is related to how individuals evaluate the difference between total 
retirement incomes from retiring today, as compared to delaying retirement by 
a year (or another given amount of time). In this view, exit closely depends on 
the earnings-benefit trade-off. When work no longer pays in relation to 
available alternative incomes, the individual will opt out. Findings from this 
line of research are dealt with further below (under macro-level findings). 

A somewhat broader view also recognizes the importance of qualitatively 
different job experiences, which are understood to offer different levels of 
“job satisfaction” (Jepsen 2002:31). According to this line of research, later 
exit is to be expected among persons with higher levels of satisfaction, which 
is held to come with higher education and occupational class, or otherwise 
more favourable job situations. However, it is also recognized how financial 
and non-financial motivational factors may contradict each other in terms of 
work and retirement preferences. While non-financial work commitment 
tends to be stronger among persons with higher education and social class 
(see e.g. Hult and Svallfors 2002; Svallfors et al. 2001), preferences for later 
retirement can be expected to follow the same pattern. At the same time, it is 
plausible to assume that there are often better financial opportunities for these 
persons to retire early, e.g. through private wealth or occupational retirement 
programs (in particular for individuals with long uninterrupted male work 
careers), which is why preferences for earlier retirement could also be further 
strengthened. Within this line of research, there has also been concern with 
the so-called joint retirement decision between spouses, whereby the early 
retirement of one spouse has been seen to predict the following retirement of 
the other (see e.g. An et al. 1999; Weaver 1994). With lower statutory 
retirement ages for women in some countries, this may affect also men’s exit-
age somewhat downwards. 

The third view further broadens the individual choice to include also 
social norms, although these in turn are regarded as under the influence of the 
overall economic situation (see e.g. Casey 1998). In this view, early retirement 
has been highly institutionalized as a result of governments’, employers’ and 
trade-unions’ agreements about early exit as an acceptable way of managing 
the workforce. Although the individual might thus have been pressured to 
exit, they are not necessarily unhappy to do so, and the retirement decision is 
still assumed to be an individual rational choice. 

Individual-level factors 
As a starting point, retirement behaviour across countries is similarly related 
to age and the availability of retirement benefits determined by eligibility 
conditions. Also, women tend to retire earlier then men, but notably only 
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partly in consequence of lower female statutory retirement age in many 
countries (see e.g. Casey 1998; Jepsen 2002). 

When comparing five countries with widely differing pension 
arrangements (the United States, Germany, Italy, the United Kingdom and the 
Netherlands) in the period 1971-1995, individuals were found to time their 
exit in similar patterns (across countries) in relation to health and socio-
economic status (Blöndal and Scarpetta 1998:43). The self-employed or 
people working in the service sector retire later than civil servants and workers 
in manufacturing industry. Also, the higher educated and professionals stay on 
longer than do lower educated and blue-collar or white-collar workers. These 
later findings have been interpreted to also suggest that preferences for leisure 
may vary significantly across individuals, and that, to the extent that higher 
educated workers have access to more stable jobs, job security may be 
influential for the retirement decision (ibid.:43). The socio-economic factors 
were however found to play a different role depending on retirement route, 
either through the ordinary pensions system or through any type of disability 
or unemployment-related retirement (ibid.:46).  

In respect of the quality of jobs and work places, public opinion surveys 
point to the importance of changing work conditions within increasingly post-
industrial job structures, where work place factors have been found to be 
strongly influential for attitudes to work and retirement (see e.g. Gallie and 
Paugam 2002; Myles 2002; Rose 2003). Such factors include labour market 
differentiation between the private and public sector, aspects of job quality 
such as work involvement, skill development, career chances, flexibility and 
also security (through e.g. the quality of work contracts), or conversely also 
factors related to whether work is unhealthy, dangerous, stressful, dull or 
boring. 

A recent Swedish survey applying a broad approach to examining why 
individuals with sickness benefits wanted to apply for disability pension rather 
than return to work, provides rather congruent findings (Swedish National 
Social Insurance Board 2004). Significant effects on preference for early 
retirement were found in relation to higher age, low education among men, 
low income, subjective judgement of future health, more than two months’ 
absence from work and unfavourable work conditions such as mentally 
demanding or a “bad” physical environment. There were however no clear or 
significant effects in relation to occupational class. 

To sum up, previous research indicates that pecuniary as well as non-
pecuniary work- and retirement-related factors are influential for individuals’ 
choices to exit.  

Accordingly, two broad hypothesises can be posed as to how individuals 
may prefer earlier or later exit according to individual factors. Firstly, all else 
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being equal (e.g. availability of non-employment benefits), persons who have 
more stable attachment to the labour market, as well as more favourable or 
satisfactory job positions, can be expected to prefer later exit. This would be 
expected with higher socio-economic status and also higher age – in so far as 
older persons have longer tenure or seniority and as such often better job 
situations and higher wages (to the extent that retirement preferences are both 
financially and non-financially motivated) (see e.g. Lazear 1979). Although this 
aspect of age is expected to bear most importance, age may of course matter 
on other assumptions as well. Individuals’ age-related exit-preferences may be 
more dependent on how judgements about exit alternatives depend on 
individuals’ proximity to retirement. Also, from a life-course perspective, the 
cohort effects of age cannot be ruled out. For example, preferences for earlier 
exit could be expected among younger people, according to the idea of 
increasingly post-modern attitudes to work, i.e. an overall decreasing 
importance of work in relation to other life-spheres.12 Yet, as is well known, 
cohort-effects cannot safely be inferred from cross-sectional data as is used 
here. 

Secondly, an additional general hypothesis may also be posed, whereby 
persons with less stable attachment to the labour market, and strong (with 
work) competing identities, demands, interests or tastes, could be expected to 
prefer earlier exit. According to this hypothesis, working women in a more 
traditional family situation (married women, with dependent children and/or 
other extensive care-taking responsibilities) could be expected to prefer earlier 
exit. However, with widely different gender-role attitudes across countries (see 
e.g. Sjöberg 2004), and the fact that women’s work orientations have been 
found to be quite heterogeneous (see e.g. Doorewaard et al. 2004; Hakim 
2002), these traditional factors could also be expected to be of little 
importance for working women’s retirement preferences as opposed to (for the 
most part) ‘home-centred’ women’s preferences. Regarding how the first 
study in this thesis shows how part-time workers hold stronger non-financial 
employment commitment as compared to full-time workers, this leads us to 
expect preferences for relatively later retirement among female ‘part-timers’. 
Lastly, in accordance with this hypothesis, persons with a strong taste for 
leisure could be expected to prefer earlier exit 

Macro-level factors 
Firstly, in relation to the less studied direct importance of ‘push’ factors, such 
as mass unemployment and economic restructuring, these have been claimed 

                                           
12 See e.g. Inglehart (1990; 1997) and Inglehart and Baker (2000) for further readings on 
this line of reasoning. 
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to be of relatively less importance for explaining early exit (Ebbinghaus 
2000:523). More interest has instead focused on financial supply-side 
incentives to retire. Such attempts have been incorporating increasingly 
precise measures of factors that may be influential for the retirement decision 
and in general provide broad evidence for the fact that financial incentives 
matter, with old-age pension systems discouraging work in pre-statutory 
retirement ages in virtually all OECD countries (see e.g. Blöndal and Scarpetta 
1998). 

A recent coordinated international project run by the National Bureau of 
Economic Research (NBER) involved rigorous testing of incentives in twelve 
OECD countries (including nine of the fourteen European countries included 
in this study). Through modelling of implicit tax rates on continued work in 
relation to income security wealth, micro-estimations demonstrated how 
economic disincentives are in strong correspondence with welfare state 
institutional structures (Gruber and Wise 2004a). Findings are confirmed by 
recent country-specific studies, e.g. for Finland (Hytti 2004), Germany (Knuth 
and Kalina 2002), Italy (Brugiavini and Peracchi 2003) and Sweden (Palme 
and Svensson 2002).13

Another important conclusion from these types of studies is that 
consideration of old-age pension scheme incentives alone is insufficient. 
Complementary social insurance programs such as occupational pensions, 
disability and unemployment related benefits, provide alternative pathways 
into retirement and are highly important in determining overall incentives for 
workers retiring before standard retirement age, although specific transitional 
patterns differ across countries (see e.g. Blöndal and Scarpetta 1998; 
Ebbinghaus 2000; European Commission 2003b:59; Hytti 2004; Palme and 
Svensson 2002).14 For example, all European countries (except for the UK) 
provide older workers with unemployment insurance for at least one year, 
making it possible to “‘bridge’ the time from dismissal to normal retirement” 
(Ebbinghaus 2000:526).15 A recent Swedish study, drawing upon high-quality 
micro panel data, found that only about a third of persons aged 60 (whose 
main sources of income was from work) retired through the ‘normal’ route, 
but instead through alternative routes involving occupational and disability 
pensions, unemployment as well as sickness insurance (Hallberg 2003). In 
conclusion, schemes that were “originally designed to deal with other 
                                           
13 For a summary of individual country results over the past decade, see e.g. Blöndal and 
Scarpetta (1998) and Gruber and Wise (2004b). 
14 Unemployment pensions were used mainly in Germany, Denmark, and Finland, but 
were of more marginal importance in Austria (Blöndal and Scarpetta 1998:26). 
15  For more detailed analysis of the intended and unintended effects across OECD 
countries of combined pull-factors, see e.g. Ebbinghaus (2000:523-30). 
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contingencies, have been used in some countries to finance early retirement” 
(Blöndal and Scarpetta 1998:7). 

Still, supply-side factors have not been found to explain the large cross-
national differences in effective retirement ages within the OECD area, and 
even less so the widened differences over time (Guillemard 1993; OECD 
2003b). For example, changes in implicit tax rates and standard retirement 
ages explained only a third of the trend decline in older men’s labour force 
participation in OECD countries over the last three decades (OECD 2003b). 
Likewise, when the analyses in the large-scale study by Blöndal and Scarpetta 
also included controls for labour market factors (measuring the decline in 
labour supply of older male workers), a large fraction of the cross-national 
differences still remained unexplained, bringing the authors to conclude that 
also ‘other factors’ need to be considered for explaining cross-national 
variation (1998:40). Related to these findings, it has also been recognized how 
eligibility age appears to have a specific and independent impact on the 
retirement decision, indicating customary effects or social norms for 
retirement in relation to legislated standard and early retirement ages (Gruber 
and Wise 2004a:8; OECD 2003b:41). 

In sum, micro- as well as macro-level analysis point to the importance 
also of ‘other’, quite probably non-financial factors as influential for the 
retirement decision. As proposed by e.g. the European Commission 
(2003b:18,61), there appears to be a rationale for seeking normative 
explanations for cross-national variation in exit-ages, as expressed by 
individuals’ preferences for work and retirement across countries. As 
institutional contexts are understood to link individuals’ actions, their 
preferences and their beliefs within normative orders (see e.g. March and 
Olsen 1984; 1989), this is where attention is directed next. 

Preferences for continued work or retirement within institutions 
In order to understand how institutional incentives may encourage different 
retirement preferences, institutional design and interrelatedness is discussed 
next. As the ‘individual at work’ is seen as being at the nexus of both welfare 
and production regimes, people’s experiences of, and opportunities for, labour 
market participation within both of these normative orders is presumed to 
shape his or her preference for work and retirement. 

Welfare regimes 
For the purpose of this study, distinction between different types of welfare 
regimes is based on institutional characteristics. Typologies following this 
approach attach particular importance to key institutional aspects such as 
principles for defining eligibility for benefits, levels of benefits, and forms of 

 140 
 



 

governance.16 As we here set out to evaluate the overall ‘pull-effect’ exercised 
by the welfare state on working individuals’ retirement preferences, it is the 
generosity of benefits which is of main interest. 

Across European welfare states, generosity of benefits can be described 
as providing basic security (at low to medium replacement rates), or providing 
income security through a varying degree of earnings-relatedness of benefits 
(ranging from medium to high replacement rates). Despite institutional 
complexity, there are remarkable similarities within countries across policy 
programs of pensions, sickness cash and unemployment benefits, as well as 
family policy (see also the introductory chapter in thesis), which generates 
theoretical as well as empirical rationale for combining generosity measures 
across policy programs. 

Summarily, Nordic welfare states combine earnings-related benefits with 
universal coverage, and to a great extent encourage female labour force 
participation by means of earnings-related parental leave benefits and 
extensive public day-care services. Denmark has been recognized as a more 
mixed model, but continues to be distinctly similar to other Nordic countries 
in areas such as equality, full employment, encouragement of female 
participation and high levels of spending on social services (as well as 
increasingly in active labour market policy) (Greve 2004:156). Continental 
European welfare states on average provide almost equally generous benefits 
(by ways of pensions, sickness cash and unemployment benefits), but have 
been designed to segment the dependent labour force into occupational 
categories, typically excluding economically non-active citizens (Korpi and 
Palme 1998).17 In addition, Continental European family policies providing 
general family support tend to encourage a male bread-winner model, i.e. a 
more traditional division of paid and unpaid labour, and consequently lower 
rates of female labour force participation (Korpi 2000). Lastly, the two 
English-speaking countries included in this study – Ireland and the United 
Kingdom – represent a welfare state that provides lower flat-rate benefits, and 
as such provide ‘basic security’, typically with universal coverage as eligibility is 
usually based on citizenship or residence (Korpi and Palme 1998). 

                                           
16 Typologies have been proposed by e.g. Korpi and Palme (1998) in the field of public 
pensions and sickness cash benefits, Carroll (1999) in the field of unemployment insurance, 
and Korpi (2000) with regards to family policies. 
17 Earnings-relatedness of unemployment benefits tend to be restricted upwards through 
ceilings of maximum benefits, which consequently in some cases lowers the degree of 
earnings-relatedness (e.g. in the Danish case). Also, notably, the formally earnings-related 
Italian unemployment benefit provides a gross replacement rate level at only 30 percent of 
earnings. In practice this means a generosity level similar to the British and Irish ones. 
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These differences draw our attention to how, to use Esping-Andersen’s 
(1990) term, decommodification (i.e. decreased marked dependence) is 
differentiated across countries, since the right to social insurance benefits is 
usually highly dependent on people performing their social duties, mainly in 
the form of productive work. In this view, where ‘social rights’ are usually tied 
to pre-requisites of work, access and opportunity to paid work may in fact be 
considered a ‘proto-right’ with respect to accessing social rights (see e.g. Korpi 
and Palme 2003:428). 18  In other words, to the extent that e.g. women 
participate in labour markets, they will also have independent social rights. 
With clear gendered patterns in terms of female participation (as to extent and 
continuity) in European labour markets (see e.g. Daly 2000; Hakim 1997), 
women unquestionably still have differentiated access to social rights. 
Consequently subsequent analysis of work and retirement preferences needs 
to take into account the gendered participation pattern related to still widely 
gendered labour markets, work careers and work identities (see e.g. Arber et al. 
2003; Ginn and Arber 1996; Ginn et al. 2001). 

Production regimes 
The other institutional context of importance for structuring people’s 
preferences for work and retirement pertains to the organization of 
production. In this field, attempts to understand institutional patterns from a 
‘varieties of capitalism’ approach have resulted in a distinction between liberal 
and coordinated market economies – or ‘production regimes’ (see e.g. Hall 
and Gingerich 2004; Hall and Soskice 2001b; Kitschelt et al. 1999a; Soskice 
1999). 

Placing firms at the centre of analysis, micro-level agents (according to 
logics of interrelatedness) need to organize and structure their 
interrelationships given the ‘rules of the game’ that are set by market-related 
institutions across four broad dimensions. These pertain to the educational 
and training system, the inter-company system, the industrial relations system, 
and the financial system (see e.g. Hall and Gingerich 2004; Soskice 1999). In 
order to be successful, firms need to engage with each other across spheres to 
e.g. raise finance, regulate wages and working conditions, ensure that workers 
have the requisite skills, secure access to inputs and technology, compete for 
customers and secure cooperation of their workforce (among other tasks). 
Success lies in their ability to coordinate or compete effectively across these 
areas (Hall and Soskice 2001a:6). In this respect, production regimes have 
come to base their cooperation and complementarities either on competitive 

                                           
18 Alternative terms include “employment rights” (see e.g. Ebbinghaus 2000) or “industrial 
citizenship” (Marshall 1950). 
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markets (liberal production regimes) or on some degree of collaboration and 
strategic interaction rather than competition (coordinated production regimes) 
(see e.g. Hall and Soskice 2001a; Soskice 1999). Coordinated production 
regimes are also recognized to involve the state to a further extent than do 
liberal regimes (Soskice 1999). The complementarity notion implies that 
institutions supporting effective strategic coordination in one sphere of the 
political economy tend to be complementary to institutions supporting 
analogous coordination in other spheres.19

Accordingly, coordinated production regimes include labour force and 
training systems that more extensively provide industry-, occupational- or 
firm-specific skills, more extensive investment into a re-skilling of the labour 
force (e.g. through active labour market measures), higher unionization, more 
centralized wage-setting organization, and also more expansive macro-
economic policies (Soskice 1999).20 To the contrary, the liberal production 
regime combines a general skills-oriented profile with a lower degree of 
coordination across these spheres. In Europe liberal regimes are represented 
by the United Kingdom and Ireland. Coordinated production regimes are 
represented by Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Germany, the 
Netherlands and Sweden, whereas France, Italy and Spain constitute mixed 
types (Hall and Gingerich 2004). 

In addition to the interrelatedness within production regime dimensions, 
there is also remarkable interrelatedness between production and welfare 
regimes. Welfare states appear to be embedded in particular types of 
production regimes, whereof the different aspects (although not all) are 
understood to fit each other in a mutually supportive or enabling way 
(Estevez-Abe et al. 2001; Hall and Gingerich 2004; Huber and Stephens 
2001:104). This concerns how wage levels are related to benefit levels, labour 
market policies to social policies, and how the production for the world 

                                           
19 Somewhat different logics have been proposed to structure these complementarities. 
These logics may centre on the particular skill-profiles within the economy (as dominated 
either by industry-, occupational- or firm-specific skills, as opposed to general skills) 
(Estevez-Abe et al. 2001), or on the extent of investments in human capital (through 
education and retraining) (Dobbin and Boychuck 1999; Soskice 1999) or on unionization 
and the wage-setting system (Huber and Stephens 1998; 2001). 
20 In relation to firm-specific skills, recent research has described a logic whereby firms in 
countries with a more compressed wage structure will be willing to invest more extensively 
in general training for unskilled workers in relation to skilled workers (Acemoglu and 
Pischke 1999). However, for the purpose of this study, the broader industrial- or 
occupation-specific skill profile appears to be more relevant, as public vocational training is 
assumed to be more equally and more extensively available, and as such providing 
qualitatively different options in relation to people’s preferences for human capital 
formation. 
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market is related to the qualification level of the labour force, together with 
wage and benefit levels.  

Operationalizations 
Turning to the operationalization of institutional indicators, it can firstly be 
noted that the theoretical and empirical underpinnings of production regime 
types still constitutes a rather recent field of research, with rather few attempts 
to date at closer operationalization of institutional characteristics. Yet, 
attempts so far have been promising, lending reasonably robust evidence 
about the interrelatedness of intra-production regime characteristics, and also 
interrelatedness between production regimes with specific aspects of welfare 
regimes.21 For the purpose of this study, the production regime indicators 
chosen pertain largely to the industrial relations and skill/training dimensions, 
as these are assumed to be of greater and more direct importance for 
structuring preferences in relation to work and retirement.22 Accordingly, the 
coordination measure is a combined index across five programs – labour 
market organization by indicators of worker organization, wage bargaining, 
employment protection legislation, active labour market policy effort, and also 
an indicator of countries’ skill profile (see Appendix I for further description 
of measures). 

The welfare regime measure is a combined index across four major social 
insurance programs – old-age pensions, sickness cash benefits, unemployment 
insurance and family policy. Measures across all programs refer to the 
generosity of benefit replacement rates, except the family policy indicator, 
which is a combined measure of parental leave benefit generosity and the 
extent of public child day-care services. Although the combined index-
measure does not incorporate all non-employment benefits available to 
persons in pre-retirement ages (such as e.g. disability-related or occupational 
pensions), it represents a reasonably accurate and broad measure of overall 
social insurance generosity. As such, and all the more importantly, it 
reasonably well mirrors how publicly provided social insurance measures are 
designed across broad policy programs to provide incentives for labour 
market participation, not only among people close to retirement age, but for 
people throughout their life course. In addition exit-routes most often include 
alternative path ways (see e.g. Walker and Maltby 1997), providing financial 

                                           
21  Perspectives however differ decidedly as to the origins and driving forces behind 
institutional development. 
22 How these dimensions are of stronger importance for structuring attitudes to work as 
compared to more formal skills structures was also shown in the first study in this thesis. 
For further specifications of measures and sources, see Appendix I. 
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exit incentives equal to, or even stronger than, those yielded by early-
retirement options (see e.g. Palme and Svensson 2002).23

An overview of how countries combine welfare regime generosity and 
production regime coordination is shown in Figure 3. Certain clusters can 
here be discerned. Sweden, Finland and the Netherlands combine high 
measures in both dimensions.24 Denmark deviates from the other two Nordic 
countries with somewhat lower welfare regime generosity, which is also found 
in Belgium.25 The opposite combination – high welfare regime generosity but 
low production regime coordination – is found in Austria, Germany and 
Spain, whereas Italy and France, with still lower welfare regime generosity, 
appear to constitute mixed cases. At the low end of the spectrum, the two 
English-speaking countries measure low on generosity on both dimensions. 

FIGURE 3 Correlation between welfare regime generosity and production regime 
coordination, EU14 in 2000, index scores. 
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23 A measure of disability pension generosity (as calculated by Blöndal and Scarpetta 1998) 
was however tested in analysis, but did not add any further findings. 
24 Sweden for example is the only country that has training and active measures directed 
towards older workers (Jepsen et al. 2002:34). 
25 The lower generosity of the Danish welfare state is much a consequence of low income 
ceilings for benefit purposes across all programs except pensions. For example in 1995, 
Danish sickness cash benefits were 100% of income up to a low maximum, which in effect 
(after taking this ceiling into account) meant a gross replacement rate at 56.6% of an 
average production worker’s wage (SCIP database, see appendix I). Pension calculations do 
not include ‘efter løn’ – a benefit that relates more closely to the disability scheme. 
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Institutional hypotheses 
What hypotheses may be posed in terms of institutional influence of 
production and welfare regimes on people’s preferred retirement age? As 
people may lead their working lives within distinctly different contexts, the 
general institutional presumption is that, as people approach retirement, they 
will differ in their expectations and preferences in fairly strong relation to their 
work-life experiences. Accordingly, the general argument is that institutional 
structures that more extensively encourage individuals to take part in work, or 
provide opportunities to do so on relatively more favourable terms, will 
contribute to more agreeable or worthwhile work experiences, which to a 
further extent may promote norms and preferences for relatively longer 
working careers, and thus norms and preferences for relatively later 
retirement. 

Moving from the general to the more specific, hypotheses can be posed 
in relation to welfare and production regime institutions respectively. Firstly in 
relation to welfare regimes, following the discussion above, two contradictory 
perspectives can be distinguished. From a perspective focusing on financial 
incentives, generally on the presumption that leisure is usually preferred over 
work, it can be proposed that social insurance generosity in general will 
discourage individuals from participation in paid work. A first welfare regime-
specific hypothesis is formulated accordingly: 

(H1): Higher ‘alternative incomes’ provided by more generous welfare 
regimes across broad policy programs will provide stronger financial 
incentives for labour market exit and thus promote preferences for 
relatively earlier retirement. 

Drawing upon a broader institutional understanding of the welfare state, an 
opposite hypothesis may also be posed. In relation to benefit design and 
benefit conditionality, generous welfare regimes are, through the earnings-
related benefit principle, seen to make benefits directly conditional as well as 
strongly related to participation in work through requirements of reference 
and qualification periods in paid labour. In addition, benefits are always by 
requirement conditional upon the recipient being exposed to a specific 
condition of need (i.e. sickness in the case of sickness cash benefits etc). The 
latter specification, however self-evident it may seem, nevertheless is critical 
since it makes explicit how individuals’ ‘choices’ between work and leisure 
cannot be regarded as unrestrained.26  

                                           
26  For example, the scope for early retirement through disability pensions or 

unemployment benefits would be greatly restricted if entitlement is assessed against rigid 
medical criteria or conditional on active job search respectively (see e.g. Blöndal and 
Scarpetta 1998:28). 
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In relation to the generosity of old-age pensions, benefits are strongly 
related to the number of contribution years with work, during which 
individuals qualify for benefits. In relation to unemployment protection 
generosity, following matching-theory and findings consistent therewith (see 
e.g. Pollmann-Schult and Büchel 2005; Åberg 2001), higher generosity may 
facilitate a better matching of individuals’ skills and preferences with work 
positions, thereby promoting more agreeable work experiences. Or in other 
words, increased decommodification may provide individuals with better job 
alternatives and opportunities to take part in paid work. In relation to 
gendered retirement anticipations, family policies providing earnings-related 
parental leave benefits and extensive public day-care services, provide women 
with more extensive opportunities to participate in paid labour, and as such 
provide a normative framework in stronger support of longer working careers 
with shorter interruptions for child-care. In sum, these arguments lead to a 
second welfare-regime specific hypothesis, specifying the opposite 
relationship between social insurance generosity and preferred exit-age: 

(H2): Through the design of benefits across broad policy programs, 
higher benefits within more generous welfare regimes will provide 
stronger incentives for labour market participation, and also, through a 
higher degree of decommodification, provide individuals with an 
increased range of job alternatives, which promotes preferences for 
longer work careers, hence preferences for relatively later retirement. 

In relation to production regime coordination, an institutionally grounded 
hypothesis needs to take into account that more coordinated labour markets 
depend on a highly skilled work force, with more collaborative strategies, 
more job autonomy and involvement in decision making (Soskice 1999:115-
6). Structures of wage setting, employment protection, retraining 
opportunities and development of specific skills can in this context be seen as 
highly influential for individuals’ working conditions. When the opportunity 
arises to participate on conditions that are more under the control of the 
worker him/herself, and when there is better opportunity to access skills 
according to one’s preferences and to match such skills with appropriate and 
durable positions in the labour market, it can be assumed that such 
opportunities will promote more reasonable and agreeable work experiences, 
and as such promote longer working careers. The hypothesis in relation to 
production regime coordination is posed accordingly: 
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(H3): Through more extensive opportunities for workers to take part in 
work under more favourable conditions, as structured broadly by the 
industrial-relations and education/training systems of production 
regimes, more extensively coordinated production regimes will promote 
preferences for longer work careers, hence preferences for relatively later 
retirement. 

Lastly, in relation to the importance of demand-side factors (first and 
foremost unemployment), following the previous discussion, it can be 
anticipated how these may be correlated in opposite ways to retirement 
preferences. From the discussion above, high and persistent unemployment 
may, through the development of early-exit cultures, promote preferences for 
earlier retirement. However, in the case where early exit is involuntary, 
people’s exit-age preferences could also be uncorrelated or even have a 
positive correlation in relation to unemployment. 

The data – an overview of exit-age preferences across Europe 
With increasing availability of comparative attitude data for cross-national 
comparisons, there are new possibilities to study peoples’ values as influenced 
both by individual- and country-level factors. The attitude data used in this 
study draws upon Eurobarometer survey data for 1992 and 2003, provided by 
the European Commission (1992; 2003a). These surveys have been conducted 
at least twice a year in all member states of the European Union since the 
early 1970s on behalf of the European Commission, providing regular 
monitoring of social and political attitudes in the European publics.27 Both 
surveys draw upon samples of 1,000 persons, representative of populations 
aged 15 and over in each of the member states. Hence, the 1992 survey 
included twelve countries and the 2003 survey included fifteen countries (i.e. 
also the new member states Sweden, Finland and Austria since 1995).28 With 
regards to the Eurobarometer data of 2003, upon which main analyses is 
based, we can note that from country-specific data providers there are no 
                                           
27 Since 1990 surveys are most commonly supplemented on special topics, where the 
survey of 2003 is one of two focusing on retirement (previously also in 1977). The 
questions about exit-age preferences in the study of 2003 were not previously included in 
study of 1977. More information about the current study and the Eurobarometer project is 
available online via the German Social Science Infrastructure Services 
(http://www.gesis.org). 
28 The analyses exclude Greece, Portugal, Luxembourg and former East Germany, where 
Germany (in 2003) is represented by 1,000 persons residing in the geographical area of 
former West Germany. As weights have not yet been supplied by the data provider, results 
pertain to non-weighted data. However, deviance in this respect is estimated to be rather 
marginal as indicated by comparisons between weighted and non-weighted results using 
data from recent Eurobarometer studies of the late 1990s, for which weights were 
available. 
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indications of any deviations in response rates for any of the surveyed 
countries. In relation to how response rates in general range between 50 and 
90 percent in surveys like these, some general caution with regard to the 
interpretation of the analyses is warranted. Reassuring in this respect are also 
the very high internal response rates with regards to the dependent variables. 
Taken together, as we are interested in overall patterns, attention will not be 
fixed upon smaller differences in particular estimates. 

Overview of retirement preferences across Europe 
For an overview of how exit-age preferences vary across Western Europe, 
average preferences by country and gender are now presented. For a better 
appreciation of their ‘relativity’, preferred exit-age is related to standard 
legislated retirement ages, which we expect to have a normative influence, as 
well as to individuals ‘expected’ exit-age. Accordingly, Figures 4a-b display 
how persons responded to questions about at which age they “would like to” 
(preferred exit-age) and “expect to” (expected exit-age) retire in 1992 and 
2003, although the question about preferred retirement was unfortunately 
only asked in 2003.29

Before examining the figures more closely, a note on the substantive 
difference between these measures is warranted. Expected exit-age is here 
regarded as an expression of individuals’ judgement when extrinsic work and 
retirement alternatives (such as e.g. eligibility age and financial opportunities) 
are likely considered. Preferred exit-age is understood as individuals’ taste for 
retirement when intrinsic consideration is more extensively decisive, and, as 
indicated by question-phrasing, when financial consequences in case of 
retirement need not be considered. It is these preferences that are of greater 
interest here, since they constitute a better measure of individuals’ non-
coercively structured taste for retirement. As such, the difference between 
preferences for retirement in relation to statutory legislated retirement age 
may be considered as a motivational span to be addressed by policymakers 
seeking institutional incentives that may encourage workers to stay on longer 
in work. 

As can be seen in Figures 4a-b, national averages for working men and 
women in each country are connected through lines to the legislated standard 
retirement age at the time (continuous in the case of men and broken in the 
case of women).30 Countries are ordered horizontally by geographical clusters, 
                                           
29 The two questions were asked in direct subsequence – firstly: “At what age do you 
expect to/did you expect to retire?” and secondly: “At what age would you like/would you 
have liked to retire?”. 
30  Responses were bottom-coded at age 40 to avoid outlier effects. This affected 
approximately 1.5% of responses (equally across male and female sub-samples). In itself, 
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with the Nordic countries followed by the Continental European countries, 
the two Mediterranean countries and the two English-speaking countries. 

Directing attention first to statutory retirement ages, it is seen how the 
male statutory retirement age in most countries is 65 (or higher), whereas it on 
average is lower for women. Notable exceptions from the ‘65-norm’ for men 
throughout the period include a lower statutory retirement in France (age at 
60) and in Germany (at age 63).31 Among women, lower statutory ages (than 
65) are found in half of the countries. These include Belgium, France, 
Germany, Austria, Italy, and the United Kingdom. It can also be seen how all 
these countries, except France, still employ a gender-differentiated retirement 
age in 2003. While the average legislated retirement age across all countries 
remains roughly the same for men, it has risen by a year to just above 63 years 
in 2003 for women. 

When attention is turned to expected exit-ages, and initially to how these 
have changed over the past decade, a clear overall average rise between 1992 
and 2003 is indicated – a change by almost three years for men (overall 
expecting to retire at 62.2 in 2003), and by 4.6 years for women (overall 
expecting to retire at 61.4 years). This rise appears as a real change, since 
differences remain just about the same when averages for the nine member 
countries of 1992 are considered in 2003 (i.e. excluding Finland, Sweden and 
Austria). This increase also remains when Belgium and Italy (the two countries 
that raised statutory retirement age during this period) are not considered, 
although the overall rise then is slightly lower, 2.3 years for men and 3.9 years 
for women.32

Despite rising expected retirement age, the overall average is still at least 
2 years below average statutory retirement age in 2003. Exceptions to the 
average pattern in 2003 are found among women in countries with low 
legislated normal pension age, where women in France, Italy and the United 
Kingdom (all with statutory retirement at 60) in fact on average expect to 
retire later than the legislated age.

                                                                                                                            
this small fraction indicates meagre evidence for any wide-spread preference for an entirely 
‘post-modern’ lifestyle, by which people broadly are prepared to give up the whole idea of 
work. Respondents preferring pre-age-40 retirement were kept in the analyses since their 
stated preferences arguably contribute substantial information. Exact data for Figure 4a and 
4b is given in Appendix A. 
31 The official statutory retirement age in Germany is at 65, but given the legislated amount 
of contribution years of an average production worker, the formal retirement age is 
effectively at 63 (see Appendix B for further details). 
32 During this period Italy raised the statutory retirement age from 60 to 65 for men and 
from 55 to 60 for women, and Belgium raised the female statutory retirement age from 60 
in 1992 to 63 by 2003. 
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FIGURES 4a-b Individuals’ preferred and expected retirement age relative to legislated 
standard retirement age in European Union member states of 1992 and 2003. Country 
averages refer to working persons (full- or part-time) over age 25.1)
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Note: 1) European member states not included are Luxembourg, Portugal and Greece. 
Sources: Eurobarometer 1992 (EB 37.1); Eurobarometer 2003 (EB 60.3). For exact data upon which figures are 
based, see Appendix A, for further information about legislated retirement age, see Appendix B. 

 
When means were checked for significance differences, Italian women still expect 
to retire significantly earlier than their male counterparts, whereas the gendered 
differences in expected retirement between French and British men and women 
respectively were not found to be significant. In examining expected retirement age
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more closely, additional gendered patterns turn up. Despite gender-equal 
legislated retirement age, women expect to retire significantly earlier than their 
male counterparts in the Netherlands, Germany and Ireland (1992 and 2003) 
and Denmark (only in 1992). In contrast, the small gendered differences in 
expected retirement age Sweden, Finland and Spain (in 2003) were not 
statistically significantly. Lastly, we can evaluate the variation over time 
between countries in relative expected retirement age, as indicated by the 
variation in span between legislated and expected retirement ages. In addition 
to the obvious increased overall average expected retirement age, the variation 
across countries has decreased by (on average) one standard deviation, from 
2.7 to 1.7, leaving rather little variation between countries in 2003, although 
the variation is somewhat higher among women. 

However, as regards preferred retirement age in 2003, an interesting 
pattern emerges in this respect. The average preferred retirement age in all 
countries lies well below expected ages, with men averaging 58.1 years and 
women 57.5, but with substantial cross-national differences. In Nordic 
countries, preferred retirement on average is an additional three years lower 
than expected retirement age, closer to 4 years lower in continental European 
countries, and at least 5 years lower in both Mediterranean and English-
speaking countries (either relative to expected or statutory retirement age, 
depending on which is lower).  

In six of the twelve countries (Sweden, Finland, France, Spain, Ireland 
and the United Kingdom), of which all but the United Kingdom legislate 
gender-equal statutory retirement ages, the small gendered differences 
indicated in the figure are not statistically significant. In the remaining six 
countries (Denmark, the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, Austria, Italy and 
Ireland), women in all cases prefer to retire significantly earlier. In sum, the 
variation between countries in preferred retirement age is considerably larger 
than the variation in relative expected retirement age – differences to which 
explanations are sought in subsequent analyses. 

Results – micro and macro explananda of preferred retirement 
Seeking the explananda of exit-age preferences, the multi-level technique is 
used in subsequent multivariate analyses. This technique permits simultaneous 
combination of micro- and macro-level factors in the same statistical model, 
while effects of predicting variables are correctly referred at the right level and 
variance can be separated between levels (see e.g. Jones and Duncan 1998). 
Analyses proceed in two steps. Firstly effects of individual-level factors are 
modelled, after which country-level contextual effects are added to the full 
micro-level models. This permits a direct assessment of contextual effects on 
retirement preferences once important individual factors are controlled for. In 
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addition, the extent to which contextual factors explain cross-national 
variation in exit-age preferences may be evaluated. As available theory predicts 
somewhat different preferences among men and women, male and female 
sub-samples are modelled separately. 

The results from initial multi-level models that include individual-level 
variables only are displayed in Table 1. 33  As available theory suggests 
important independent normative effects of eligibility age, this may be 
incorporated in analyses by estimating two alternative models for male and 
female sub-samples, in relation to which subsequent contextual analysis is 
assessed. Models 1 and 3 estimate effects in relation to the measure of 
preferred real retirement age, for male and female sub-samples respectively, 
whereas models 2 and 4 estimate effects on relative preferred retirement age, 
i.e. relative to the legislated standard retirement age. Relative preferred 
retirement age was calculated by subtracting the standard legislated retirement 
age from the real preferred retirement age in each individual case. Each sub-
sample pertains to working persons (full- and part-time) over age 25.34  

Following theoretical propositions and findings from research concerned 
with behavioural outcomes, a range of individual characteristics are included 
in analyses. These include demographical and socio-economic characteristics 
such as age, civil status, household composition, education and occupational 
class. 35  Household composition here accounts for the presence of a 

                                           
33  All models estimated are random intercepts models, allowing average preferred 
retirement age to vary across countries. Since the number of groups is small, all models are 
estimated by the RIGLS-algorithm (residual or restricted iterative generalized least squares) 
whereby a downward bias of random parameters is avoided (Snijders and Bosker 1999:56-
57). For a more detailed note on this issue, see footnote 28 in the first study of this thesis. 
For further discussion see also e.g. Goldstein (1995: ch. 2). 
34 Part-time work is defined as persons working less than 30 hours per week. Non-working 
persons, such as the unemployed, students, persons mainly responsible for a household and 
retired or disabled persons, were excluded from analysis mainly for two interrelated 
reasons. These groups include very few persons in some countries, which is why data 
representativity is restricted. This in itself may be considered partly a consequence of 
institutional context. Secondly, although selection effects need to be kept in mind, 
exclusion is estimated to bring less bias to country-level variation. Alternative models were 
also run on sub-samples that included the unemployed and students. This is commented 
further upon in text. 
35 Individuals’ level of education is a proxy, derived from the response to the question 
“How old were you when you stopped full-time education?”. If a person has finished at the 
age of 20 or later (as opposed to having finished earlier) this is taken either as an indicator 
of further investment in human capital, either by relatively higher or longer education, or 
an indicator of re-/investment at a more mature age. This coding follows procedures 
similar to those used by for example Hakim (2002:445). Preferable indicators would of 
course rather relate attained education to categories of primary, secondary or tertiary 
education according to international guidelines as proposed by the OECD (2004b). 
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dependent child under age 14 in the household.36 In addition, a measure of 
subjective health, taste for leisure, and two job-related characteristics are taken 
into account.37 These two latter characteristics include the subjectively stated 
agreement (or disagreement) with statements about the individual’s job as 
being either “dull and boring”, or “too demanding and stressful”. 

As all individual-level variables are categorical, estimates indicate the 
differential effect on exit-age preferences in relation to respective reference 
categories. When comparing intercepts across male and female sub-samples 
(referring to estimates for overall reference categories), no gendered difference 
is found in terms of preferred real retirement ages (57.8 and 57.7 years 
respectively), whereas by the same comparison, men prefer to retire almost 1.5 
years earlier then women when relative preferences are considered (6.9 years 
as compared to 5.5 years before standard legislated retirement age). Aside 
from different intercepts, the only substantial difference between models 1 
and 2 (male sub-sample), or 3 and 4 (female sub-sample), is seen in relation to 
country-level variance.  
When variance is separated between the individual and country level, it is 
helpful to calculate the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC), which is 
understood as the proportion of total variance that is located at the group 
level (i.e. at the country level) (Snijders and Bosker 1999:17). For all models 
presented in this study, the ICC is simply calculated by dividing country-level 
variance with the summed individual- and country-level variance. In the table 
it is thus seen how variance at the country level across models 1-4 accounts 
for 8-14 percent of total variance, which can be considered as a rather 
substantial part of cross-country variation in studies comparing attitudes 
across countries. Furthermore, it is slightly higher among women than among 
men (both as to real and relative preferences). However, among men, 
variation at the country level increases as statutory retirement age is taken into 
account (as indicated by an increase in ICC between model 1 and 3), whereas 
it decreases for women (comparing models 2 and 4). In other words, part of 
the variation in women’s preferences is accounted for by differences in the 
statutory retirement age (more precisely 16 percent), whereas for men the 
different statutory retirement ages actually contribute to higher cross-country 
variation in retirement preferences. 

                                           
36 Data unfortunately does not permit evaluation of joint retirement decisions. 
37 Subjective health differentiates between persons stating they are “fairly satisfied” with 
their health, as opposed to “fairly dissatisfied”. Taste for leisure was coded ‘high’ if the 
respondent answered that leisure activities had the most impact on their free time, when 
asked to choose three alternatives from a list of seven items, including an alternative stating 
that none of the alternatives applies. 
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TABLE 1 Micro-level determinants for preferred pension age (real age and relative to statutory 
retirement age) among working persons over age 25, in twelve European Union member states 2003 
(standard errors within parentheses).
  Men   Women  
 Model    . 1  2  3 4 
 real relative  real relative 
VARIABLES       
   (reference category within  Intercept 57.8*** -6.89***  57.7*** -5.46*** 
   parenthesis)  (0.689) (0.733)  (0.731) (0.731) 
Age group 40-49 0.678* 0.681*  0.881** 0.872** 
   (25-39)  (0.275) (0.275)  (0.275) (0.275) 
 50-54 1.700*** 1.709***  1.902*** 1.893***
  (0.931) (0.391)  (0.373) (0.373) 
 55-59 2.370*** 2.364***  3.075*** 3.063***
  (0.447) (0.447)  (0.463) (0.463) 
 60-64 5.324*** 5.316***  4.514*** 4.509***
  (0.702) (0.702)  (0.659) (0.659) 
 65+ 4.653*** 4.663***  3.359*** 3.370***
  (0.949) (0.949)  (0.577) (0.577) 
Civil status  Married/cohabiting 0.331 0.321  -0.538* -0.538* 
   (single)   (0.290) (0.290)  (0.244) (0.244) 
Child  Child present -0.619* -0.614*  -0.397 -0.403 
   (no child in household.)  (0.280) (0.280)  (0.266) (0.266) 
Education Higher (later) education 0.272 0.233  0.707** 0.634* 
   (finished full-time <age 20)  (0.266) (0.266)  (0.257) (0.257) 
Occupational class Skilled manual -0.249 -0.200  -0.954° -0.980° 
   (unskilled worker)  (0.502) (0.502)  (0.551) (0.551) 
 Employed in service -0.119 0.515  -0.996* -0.988* 
  (0.587) (0.515)  (0.462) (0.462) 
 Employed at desk 0.471 -0.089  -0.778° -0.752° 
      /supervisor (0.514) (0.587)  (0.451) (0.451) 
 Middle management 0.608 0.664  -0.634 -0.597 
  (0.569) (0.569)  (0.518) (0.518) 
 General management 0.754 0.815  -0.466 -0.425 
  (0.602) (0.603)  (0.585) (0.585) 
 Self-employed -0.026 0.025  -0.137 -0.100 
  (0.551) (0.551)  (0.554) (0.554) 
Labour market status Part-time work - -  0.523° 0.542° 
   (full-time work)     (0.294) (0.294) 
Health (subjective) Dissatisfied with health -0.959* -0.959*  -1.493*** -1.491***
   (satisfied with health)  (0.409) (0.409)  (0.378) (0.378) 
Taste for leisure High importance of leisure -0.474* -0.462°  - - 
   (low importance)  (0.242) (0.242)    
Dull/boring job Dull/boring job -0.690° -0.675°  -1.278*** -1.248** 
   (not dull/boring)  (0.372) (0.372)  (0.364) (0.364) 
Demanding job Too demanding job -0.775** -0.765**  -0.526* -0.509* 
    (not too demanding)  (0.236) (0.236)  (0.233) (0.233) 
VARIANCE Country level 2.662 3.408  3.596 2.955 
  (1.152) (1.456)  (1.533) (1.271) 
 Individual level 30.444 30.443  23.247 23.249 
  (0.893) (0.892)  (0.756) (0.756) 
Intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) % 8.0 10.1  13.4 11.3 
Model fit (-2LL) 14643.16 1465.92  11419.08 11416.98
Number of observations 2339 2339  1905 1905 

°/ */ **/ *** Significant at 10/ 5/ 1/ 0.1%-level respectively.  Source: Eurobarometer 2003 (EB 60.3). 
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As we examine effects of indicators, the overall strongest effects are 
found in relation to age, notably a strong positive relationship. The older 
people are, the later would they like to retire (those aged 65+ excepted). As 
discussed previously, there are several plausible explanations for this, although 
interpretation needs to remain rather speculative. Older persons may prefer 
later exit either due to higher tenure/seniority yielding better job situations 
and higher wages, or because their judgements about retirement alternatives 
are increasingly more realistic with higher age. Or, cohort effects may play out, 
which however cannot be inferred from cross-sectional data. 

In relation to marital status and household composition, effects are both 
weaker and gendered. Married women (but not men) tend to prefer somewhat 
earlier retirement, whereas it is men (but not women) who live with 
dependent children who prefer somewhat earlier retirement. The latter 
relationship is reasonably of curvilinear nature as children eventually grow up 
and move out. It can be noted (not reported in table) that widows’ 
preferences did not differ in any significant way, and neither was the effect of 
a person’s care-taking responsibilities (for child, partner, family member or 
grandchild) found to matter.38  

Another gendered pattern turns up in relation to education and 
occupational class. Men’s retirement preferences, contrary to expectations, do 
not appear to be structured by education or occupational class, whereas 
women with ‘higher’ education prefer later retirement, but earlier retirement if 
they are skilled manual workers, employed in service, at desk or as supervisors 
as compared to unskilled manual workers. In the case of men, signs of 
estimates indicated preferences for later retirement among middle-level and 
general managers, although effects are non-significant.39 Notably, there were 
no significant interaction effects between marital status and having a child 
present in the household, or between age and education. 

In relation to how women take part in full- or part-time work, women’s 
work orientations and work conditions have been found to be quite 
heterogeneous, and it was not clear how preferences for retirement could be 
expected in this respect. However, in relation to how later retirement 
preferences reasonably can be assumed to correlate with stronger employment 
commitment, the significant effects (indicated in Table 1) of later retirement 
preferences among female part-time workers are supported by findings from 
                                           
38 Care-taking responsibility was measured as the number of hours per week that a person 
spends on care. Persons with most extensive responsibilities (>20 care-taking hours per 
week) appeared in fact to generally prefer later retirement, but the estimate was non-
significant. 
39 Estimates almost reach significance when measures of leisure and job characteristics 
were not included in model. 
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the first study in this thesis, where female part-time workers were seen to be 
significantly more committed to paid work than female full-timers.40

Turning to health-, leisure-, and the two job-related variables, effects are 
rather similar across gender. Earlier retirement is preferred in relation to 
dissatisfaction with one’s health, perceiving one’s job as dull and boring or 
seeing the same as too demanding and stressful. Whereas health and having a 
dull/boring job affects women’s preferences more strongly than men’s, the 
opposite is true in relation to perceiving one’s job as too demanding/stressful. 
A gendered difference pertains also to a persons’ taste for leisure, where a 
stronger taste means preference for somewhat earlier exit for men, but not for 
women.41

In relation to subjectively stated responses to job-related questions, 
multi-level modelling necessitates a careful evaluation of how these may be 
endogenous in relation to macro-level indicators. In other words, this should 
be done to avoid controlling for variables that can be considered endogenous 
to the production regime variables introduced in subsequent steps of analysis. 
The decision here to include measures of dull/boring and 
demanding/stressful jobs is based on the assumption that these indicators 
constitute relevant compositional rather than contextual factors, since these 
job experiences most certainly exist in all countries and may be found at all 
levels and within all types of occupations. Empirically this assumption was 
supported by the fact that inclusion of these variables in models improved 
model fit greatly, as well as decreased country-level variation slightly, yet 
exercising very little influence on explanatory effects of contextual 
indicators.42

Before contextual factors are introduced in the next step of analysis, we 
may graphically examine the cross-national differences that we seek 
explanations for. How retirement preferences differ across countries once 
micro-level factors have been controlled is evaluated by plotting country-level 
residuals from Models 1-4 in Table 1. These are displayed in Figures 5a-b. 

                                           
40 For men, full micro-level models for subsequent analyses do not discriminate between 
full- and part-time workers, as there are less than ten male part-time workers in nine out of 
the twelve countries. In addition, the (positive) estimate was non-significant and did not 
improve the model fit. 
41 For women, the estimate (although similarly signed) was not significant and did not 
improve the model fit. 
42 Effects of other individual-level factors were also evaluated. Although some effects were 
found in relation to certain job-related factors, these indicators were excluded from further 
analysis mainly for being conceivably endogenous to the contextual production regime 
variable. Also, several of these indicators were laden with unacceptable internal non-
response rates. 
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First of all, by comparing the displayed 1.4*standard deviation interval 
for overlap, any pair of countries can be compared for significant differences 
(at the 5-percent level), where no overlap indicates significant cross-national 
differences (Goldstein and Healy 1995). Comparing real and relative exit-age 
preferences, some notable changes in country-rankings can be observed. 
Firstly, checking residuals of real retirement-age preferences (Figure 5a), some 
clear significant non-gendered differences between countries can be seen. Latest 
exit is preferred in Denmark, followed by Germany, Sweden and Finland, 
where respondents prefer significantly later retirement as compared to their 
male and female counterparts in the United Kingdom, Ireland, France, Italy 
and Belgium. Secondly, when comparing residuals of relative preferences 
(Figure 5b), interesting switches in rank take place. For men, France and 
Germany, i.e. the two countries that employ low statutory retirement ages (at 
60 and 63 respectively), are now at the high end of ranking. French and 
German men’s retirement preferences can now be seen to differ significantly 
from those found in Sweden and lower-ranking countries. The same statutory 
retirement age-guided switches occur among women. Previous higher-ranking 
countries like Denmark, Sweden, Spain and Finland (all with statutory 
retirement ages at 65) switch places with five (of the six) countries with lower 
statutory retirement ages, i.e. France, Austria, Italy the United Kingdom and 
Germany (of which all but Germany employ a statutory retirement age at 60). 
Significant differences are now found e.g. between these five highest ranking 
countries and Ireland, the Netherlands and Belgium. It is thus these significant 
cross-national differences that we seek explanations for by introducing 
measures of institutional context into sub-sequent analyses. 

To recapitulate, previous research that has focused on large variation in 
labour force exit (i.e. behaviour) found that earlier exit was extensively related 
to various features of old-age public pension systems, but also to overall 
generosity of non-employment benefit systems for older workers (see e.g. 
Blöndal and Scarpetta 1998). Secondly, also structural labour market factors 
were found to be particularly important for the supply of older workers. In 
this case, the size and composition of the working age population was found 
to have a stronger impact on participation rates in countries with more 
generous social insurance benefits (Blöndal and Scarpetta 1998:41). 

Analyses here thus seek to evaluate the combined effects of both supply- 
and demand-side factors on retirement age preferences. With twelve countries 
included in multi-variate analyses, there is considerable strain on the data in 
terms of modelling explanatory factors at the country level. For reasonable 
accuracy in estimates, the maximum number of macro-level indicators is thus 
limited to two per model. To incorporate also the normative impact of 
statutory retirement age in sub-sequent analyses, this control is facilitated by
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FIGURES 5a-b Preferred retirement age among working persons over age 25 in twelve European 
Union member states 2003, after controlling for individual-level characteristics (legislated standard 
retirement ages within parentheses).1) 

a.  Preferred retirement age 
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a.  Preferred retirement age relative to legislated standard retirement age 
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Note: 1) Data displayed is country-level residuals from models 1-4 in Table 1 and their 1.4*standard 
deviation interval for residuals overlap comparison. No overlap indicates significant cross-national 
difference. Standard legislated retirement ages are given within parenthesis. 
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evaluating effects of country-level explanatory factors against the relative 
preferred retirement age – i.e. the real preferred retirement age subtracted with the 
relevant statutory retirement age, rather than including an additional variable 
at the country level. 

Since theoretical as well as empirical rationales exist for constructing 
composite contextual measures, each model will include one institutional 
supply-side measure – either of welfare regime generosity or production 
regime coordination – combined with one demand-side measure indicating 
the general overall demand, measured by the overall standardized 
unemployment rate. Also, in relation to women’s preferences, models that 
include a measure of structural labour force composition (in the form of the 
overall female labour force participation rate) were also estimated. This 
permits an evaluation of direct structural effects and also an evaluation of any 
further institutional effects once participation is taken into account. 43  In 
addition, a range of alternative demand-side and structural measures were also 
tested, including youth and old-age unemployment rates, as well as 
participation rates among older workers aged 55-64 (male or female). These 
are not reported in tables but commented further upon in text. 

Turning firstly to preferences in relation to real retirement age, results 
can be seen in Table 2. In addition to the straightforward interpreted effects 
of included country-contextual measures, the lower panel in the table provides 
information about to what extent country-level variance is explained by the 
inclusion of country-level indicators. This is indicated by calculations of the 
reduction in the intraclass correlation coefficient when models that include 
macro-level indicators are compared to models without macro-level indicators 
(i.e. the full micro-level models of Table 1). As effects at the micro-level in 
effect remain the same (regarding direction, strength and significance), these 
are not reported in tables. 

By looking at models 1-4 in Table 2, it can be seen how there are quite 
similar effects for male and female sub-samples. When controlling for overall 
demand, effects of both institutional components – welfare regime generosity 
and production regime coordination – are in all cases positive and significant. 
The interpretation of these effects nevertheless needs to be understood in a 
relative sense, as we know that people across all countries prefer to retire 
before statutory retirement age. Given this circumstance, a relatively later exit 
is still clearly preferred in the countries where welfare regime generosity is 
higher and production regimes are more coordinated.  

As it can be argued that the incentives provided across policy programs 
may differ in relation to how different policy areas are connoted with 
                                           
43 An overview of structural and demand-side variables is found in Appendix C. 
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substantially different rationales for how a person (voluntarily or involuntarily) 
moves into inactivity, the influence of separate measures of the composite regime 
indices were also tested (not reported). For example retirement from old-age is 
usually considered as an acceptable and honourable status – a reward for having 
worked. Being unemployed, however, tends to be a less honourable status, where a 
person may feel unwanted or a failure (see e.g. Jepsen 2002:42). In relation to the 
former, it can be argued that the effect on exit of welfare generosity is a direct 
economic effect, whereas in the latter case, it may be an indirect effect through a 
person’s general attitude to work. As such, effects on preferences may differ and 
possibly also be contradictory in relation to separate dimensions of institutional 
measures. These arguments however, did not receive much support.  
 
TABLE 2 Macro-level determinants for preferred pension age among working persons over age 25, 
EU 12 in 2003, standard errors within parentheses.1)

Working men  Working women 
 1 2  3 4 5 6 
REGIME VARIABLE        
Welfare regime generosity 0.085*   0.090*  0.068°  
 (0.036)   (0.044)  (0.035)  
Production regime coordination  0.077*   0.083*  0.058°
  (0.034)   (0.040)  (0.035)
DEMAND-SIDE VARIABLE        
Unemployment rate -0.180 -0.072  -0.069 0.093   
   (standardized) (0.176) (0.173)  (0.214) (0.208)   
Female participation rate      0.112* 0.107*
   (persons age 15-64)      (0.050) (0.053)
VARIANCE        
Country level 1.955 1.999  2.971 2.963 1.859 2.003 
 (0.863) (0.881)  (1.278) (1.274) (0.823) (0.882)
Individual level 30.444 30.444  23.247 23.247 23.247 23.247
 (0.893) (0.893)  (0.756) (0.756) (0.756) (0.756)
INTRACLASS CORRELATION COEFFICIENT        
   No macro variables 8.0 8.0  13.4 13.4 13.4 13.4 
   Regime variable 6.1 5.5  10.4 10.5 10.4 10.5 
   Regime and demand-side variable 6.0 6.2  11.4 11.3 97.4 98.0 
INTRACLASS CORRELATION REDUCTION2) (%)        
   Regime variable 24.6 31.0  22.3 21.9 22.3 21.9 
   Regime and control variables 25.0 23.4  15.1 15.3 44.5 40.6 
        
Model fit2) 5.46° 5.25°  4.18 4.20 9.38** 8.51* 
Number of observations 2339 2339  1905 1905 1905 1905 
°/ */ **/ *** Significant at 10/ 5/ 1/ 0.1%-level respectively. 
 
Notes: 1) Not reported in table: estimates of full micro-levels (models 1a-b, Table 1). 2) Intraclass correlation 
reduction (in percent) and model fit is relative to full micro-level models (Table 1). 
Sources: Eurobarometer 2003 (EB 60.3); SCIP (see Appendix I); Appendix C. 
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When separate regime indicators were modelled (not reported), all estimates 
of separate regime generosity effects were positive for men as well as for 
women, although notably effects were only significant at the 5-percent level in 
relation to unemployment insurance generosity and family policy measures. 

As to the effects of general labour demand on preferences (as can be 
seen in Table 2), these are clearly non-significant, where large standard errors 
indicate a rather poor correlation. However, with regards to the working 
women sub-sample, when measures of female labour force participation are 
included in models 5-6, it is seen how the participation rate strongly structures 
retirement preferences, where women in countries with higher participation 
rates prefer relatively later exit. Although institutional effects now here slightly 
weaker, they are still positive and significant (at the 10-percent level). 

Turning to the lower panel of Table 2, we can see how country-level 
variance is explained by inclusion of country-level variables through the 
reduction in intraclass correlations (as a percentage of ICCs of the full micro-
level models in Table 1). Evaluating, to begin with, only the explanatory 
power of the regime factors, it can be seen (across all models) how 
explanatory power is substantial for both male and female sub-samples – 
between 25 and 31 percent for the male sub-sample, at about 22 percent for 
the female sub-sample. As the combined effects of regime and unemployment 
variables are considered (Models 1-4), total explanatory power does not 
increase, and is even slightly lower in some models. Explanatory power is far 
stronger when considering the structural indicator of the female labour force 
participation rate, as it is combined with regime characteristics. As can be seen 
in Models 5-6, country-level indicators together explain as much as 41-45 
percent of country-level variance.  

Taken together so far, the institutionally grounded hypotheses, both in 
relation to welfare and production regimes, seem to be confirmed in that 
preferred retirement age tends to be higher in countries with higher welfare 
regime generosity and higher production regime coordination. However, as 
previous studies have shown how retirement eligibility age has independent 
normative effects on the retirement decision, it thus is necessary to check 
whether institutional effects remain once the normative effect of eligibility age 
is controlled for. As the number of macro-level variables is restricted, this 
control is performed by the procedure of modelling institutional effects in 
relation to the relative preferred retirement age. The results of these models are 
presented in Table 3. 

When the equivalent models were run for relative preferred exit-age, a 
striking gendered pattern turns up. Not only do all institutional effects on 
women’s retirement preferences disappear, so does that of female labour force 
participation. Although variation across countries appears to be the same, this 
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is a consequence of including Ireland (a distinct outlier) in analysis. With Ireland 
excluded, cross-country variation halves from 11.3 to 5.6 percent. All the same, no 
regime indicators are significant by this comparison either.44

With male statutory retirement age at 65 in most countries, not unexpectedly, 
the normative bearing of statutory retirement age was less cross-nationally 
influential for overall preferences. Institutional effects of welfare regime generosity 
remain equally strong. In combination with the (non-significant) demand-side 
measure, regime factors explain approximately a fifth of country-level variance. 
However, the positive effect of production regime coordination (model 2) does not 
retain its significance when modelled together with the measure of general demand 
 
TABLE 3 Macro-level determinants for preferred retirement age relative to legislated standard 
pension age, working persons over age 25, EU 12 in 2003, standard errors within parentheses.1)

Working men  Working women 
 1 2  3 4 5 6 
REGIME VARIABLE        
Welfare regime generosity 0.081*   0.033  0.041  
 (0.042)   (0.045)  (0.047)  
Production regime coordination  0.061   -0.004  -0.014
  (0.041)   (0.043)  (0.046)
DEMAND-SIDE  VARIABLE        
Unemployment rate 0.107 0.245  0.166 0.205   
   (standardized) (0.203) (0.210)  (0.220) (0.220)   
Female participation rate      0.006 0.026 
   (persons age 15-64)      (0.065) (0.069)
VARIANCE        
Country level 2.680 3.052  3.138 3.313 3.351 3.591 
 1.159 1.311  (1.346) (0.417) (1.432) (1.528)
Individual level 30.443 30.443  23.249 23.249 23.249 23.249
 (0.892) (0.892)  (0.756) (0.756) (0.756) (0.756)
INTRACLASS CORRELATION COEFFICIENT        
   No macro variables 10.1 10.1  11.3 11.3 11.3 11.3 
   Regime variable 97.5 99.4  11.4 12.3 11.4 12.3 
   Regime and demand-side variable 98.1 10.3  12.9 12.5 12.6 13.4 
INTRACLASS CORRELATION REDUCTION2) (%)        
   Regime variable 25.3 96.4  -1.3 -9.0 -1.3 -9.0 
   Regime and control variables 19.6 99.5  -5.5 -10.6 -11.7 -18.6 
        
Model fit 2) 4.75° 3.27  1.40 0.74 0.66 -0.19 
Number of observations 2339 2339  1905 1905 1905 1905 
°/ */ **/ *** Significant at 10/ 5/ 1/ 0.1%-level respectively. 
 
Notes: 1) Not reported in table: estimates of full micro-levels (models 2a-b, Table 1). 2) Intraclass correlation 
reduction (in percent) and model fit is relative to full micro-level models (Table 1). 
Sources: Eurobarometer 2003 (EB 60.3); SCIP (see Appendix I); Appendix C. 
                                           
44 Alternative models were also tested on a female sub-sample of only full-time working women, 
but results do not differ substantially from those reported in Table 3. 
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(although it does so when demand of older or younger workers is taken into 
account, not reported in table).  

Notably this is a direct consequence of including France in the 
comparison, as the French have very ’late’ retirement preferences in relation 
to their exceptionally low statutory retirement age at 60. Notably, France 
represents a rather distinct outlier by its combination of moderate welfare 
regime generosity and production regime coordination (by European 
comparison), with exceptionally late retirement preferences (that are much an 
effect of exceptionally low statutory retirement age). If France is excluded 
from the analysis, production regime factors are again significant (at 10-
percent level) and the significance of welfare regime factor reaches the 1-
percent level. If the two countries with lower male statutory retirement ages 
(France and Germany) are excluded from the analysis, combined macro-level 
factors explain as much as 45-65 percent of cross-national variation. 

As alternative demand and structural variables were checked, the 
significance of institutional effects as reported in Table 3 increased in some 
combinations. Although the mechanisms by which these alternative 
contextual measures may influence overall preferences are less clear, some 
interesting results deserve reporting. Firstly, and consistent with previous 
discussion of a ‘trade-off’ between younger and older workers in times of 
higher unemployment, men tend to prefer earlier retirement in countries with 
higher unemployment rates among young persons (aged 15-24), although 
effects are only significant in relation to real retirement age (i.e. not relative to 
statutory retirement age). When the youth unemployment factor was 
combined with welfare or production regime factors, this increased 
explanatory power (of the overall models) to 48 and 37 percent respectively. 
On the contrary, in countries with higher unemployment among older 
persons (aged 55-59), men were found to prefer later retirement, especially 
when relative preferences were considered. In these models, combined macro-
level factors explained as much as 41-45 percent of country-level variance. To 
some extent this appears to contradict the assumption of normalized early-exit 
cultures in countries with higher unemployment rates among older workers, 
although we again need to recall that this is a relative contradiction, as persons 
across all countries prefer early-exit per se. Also, unemployment across Europe 
in recent times is different as compared to that of previous decades, during 
which early-exit cultures presumably were formed. 

In order to check the robustness of these results, a variety of sensitivity 
tests were carried through. None of these alternatives impinged on the 
significance of institutional effects as reported in the tables. Firstly, effects in 
relation to alternative statutory retirement ages were checked. This concerns 
countries with clearly flexible or alternative retirement age possibilities. 

 164



 

Alternative models were run using the statutory age for Germany at 65 instead 
of 63, for Ireland at 65 instead of 66, and also for Denmark at 65 instead of 
67. Also, what can be called a ‘norm-sensitive’ statutory retirement age was 
tested (see Appendix B for details), which takes into account any changes in 
statutory retirement age during the last 25 years by weighing the statutory age 
by the number of years it was in effect during the respondent’s working life 
(over age 25). In addition, the normative effects on preferences were less 
dependent (unaffected) by statutory early retirement age, as the equivalent 
institutional effects held even stronger significance in such models, and 
institutional effects retained their significant effects even in relation to the 
female sub-sample. 

Secondly, alternative models were run, excluding any micro-level 
variables that possibly could be endogenous to the production regime factor 
(i.e. the job-related variables, education and social class). Thirdly, the working 
person sample was broadened to include also ‘potentially working persons’, 
i.e. students and the unemployed. Fourthly, sensitivity of results in relation to 
country outliers was evaluated. Systematically, the two extreme countries at 
each end of the preference continuum were excluded from analysis, i.e. 
Ireland, the United Kingdom, France and Germany, either separately or in 
combination. Also any effects in relation to the exclusion of Denmark were 
checked, since the Danes, as opposed to the French, combine rather moderate 
welfare regime generosity with exceptionally high statutory retirement age. 
Results are robust in relation to all these elaborations, with one exception. 
When the United Kingdom is excluded separately, the effect of the regime 
indicator drops slightly below significance.  

Discussion 
In relation to the dramatic early-exit trend across the Western world over the 
past decades, previous research has demonstrated the important role of 
financial incentives provided by social insurance programs. Yet, comparative 
research has stopped short of explaining remaining cross-national differences 
once individual and financial factors, as well as labour market structures, have 
been taken into account. In consequence, there have been tentative 
conclusions about the importance of also ‘other factors’, such as e.g. people’s 
attitudes towards continued work or retirement – especially when retirement 
considerations concern early retirement. With yet no comparative research in 
this field, this study is a first attempt to evaluate the importance of normative 
orders of specific institutional structures for exit preferences among working 
populations across twelve Western European countries. This was facilitated by 
taking a new approach to comparative attitude research, by way of applying a 
multi-level framework. Such analysis constitutes an effective and appropriate 
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tool for a direct evaluation of institutional effects on individual’s retirement 
preferences once other structural factors as well as individual characteristics 
are controlled for. 

The study used large-scale attitudinal data from the Eurobarometer 
survey of 2003, which includes a question not only about what age people 
“expect to” retire at, but also a subsequent question about what age people 
“would like to” or “would have liked to” retire at, i.e. a question that taps into 
individual preferences more unrestrained by financial concerns. In relation to 
how micro-economic studies have been less apt to evaluate non-financial 
preferences, this study focused on people’s retirement preferences and their 
divergence from statutory retirement ages across countries. These differences 
may consequently be regarded as the motivational span that may be addressed 
by policymakers seeking institutional incentives that could encourage workers 
to stay on longer in work. 

On average people are found to prefer retirement well below most 
countries’ statutory retirement ages – approximately around 58 years (both 
among men and women). Whether there has been a change over time in this 
respect was not possible to evaluate, since this survey question has not been 
used before. In relation to expected retirement age, however, a real change 
seems to have taken place over the last decade, where men on average expect 
two years later retirement and women almost four. To what extent this 
possibly reflects structural changes, changes to institutional incentives, or 
perhaps an increasing ‘crisis awareness’ across populations, was however not 
possible to address or further evaluated in this study. 

In relation to welfare regime institutions, two opposite hypotheses were 
posed. According to a stricter pecuniary hypothesis, more generous welfare 
regimes are expected to shape earlier retirement preferences by providing 
stronger financial incentives to exit. According to broader institutional 
considerations, institutional design encourages stronger incentives for labour 
market participation and provides better job opportunities, and is thereby 
expected to promote preferences for longer work careers. In relation to 
production regime institutions, especially in their dimension of labour market 
organization and industrial relations, people were expected to prefer later 
retirement in more extensively coordinated economies, since these are 
understood to offer more agreeable working conditions in several respects. 

Results from the institutional analyses are unambiguous when preferred 
real retirement age is examined. Findings clearly support the hypotheses 
drawing upon broader institutional understandings. Men as well as women 
prefer later retirement within institutional contexts characterized by higher 
welfare regime generosity or higher production regime coordination. 
Furthermore, in relation to how high unemployment decades ago became an 
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enduring driving force behind policy strategies facilitating early-exit across 
Western Europe – possibly instigating so-called ‘early-exit cultures’ – there are 
no indications thereof (at least in terms of individuals’ preferences) in 
countries with current low demand for labour. Instead, there are rather 
indications of the opposite tendency – men clearly have later retirement 
preferences in countries that (today) have higher unemployment rates among 
older workers. Also, later retirement preferences are in general found within 
countries with higher participation rates of older workers, and women clearly 
prefer later retirement within countries where female labour force 
participation is higher. 

When analyses evaluated the anticipated independent normative effects 
of eligibility age, particularly strong effects are found in relation to women’s 
retirement preferences. Accounting for eligibility age in analyses explains as 
much as half of cross-national differences (Ireland here exempted in its 
capacity as an outlier). By this comparison, no effects of institutional, demand 
or structural labour market factors remained significant for women. For men 
however, with the male statutory retirement age predominantly at 65 (or close 
to 65), the normative influence of eligibility age is only weakly influential for 
overall preferences. Institutional effects of welfare regime generosity remain 
equally strong. The positive effect of production regime coordination 
however, does not retain its significance, but this is exclusively a direct 
consequence of including France in comparison, as the French have 
extraordinarily ‘late’ retirement preferences in relation to their exceptionally 
low statutory retirement age at 60. 

Since high-quality institutional indicators are crucial for evaluations like 
these, some considerations in this respect need to be discussed. Welfare 
regime indicators, for example, did not include occupational pensions. 
Although some consequences of their exclusion seems to be indicated at the 
micro-level (as discussed further below), it remains unclear at the institutional 
level how these types of benefits may have normative effects similar or 
different from those examined. It is also recognized that the indicator of 
public pension generosity is more typical for male working careers with 
statutory retirement at age 65. This limitation is however considered to be of 
rather marginal importance, since research supports the stronger importance 
of generosity in other social insurance programs when pre-statutory 
retirement age exit is considered (which was also supported by the results). In 
relation to production regime indicators, theoretical groundwork and the 
attempts at empirical operationalization of such measures are still in their first 
stages, which is why further attempts to secure validity as well as reliability of 
measures should be expected. Similarly, as is the case in welfare state research, 
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incorporation also of the gendered aspects of labour market organization 
would appear to be a reasonable as well as a rewarding future development. 

Findings at the individual level in part confirm expectations about 
preferences for later retirement among persons with better health, those 
holding more satisfactory job positions, and also higher age. However, in 
relation to how people with higher socio-economic status have been found to 
exit early in previous research, this is only partially supported when retirement 
preferences are considered. Only the higher educated women, but not their 
male counterparts, are found to prefer later exit. Also, contrary to 
expectations, female skilled manual workers, employees in services, and 
employees ‘at desk’ jobs or working as supervisors, preferred earlier 
retirement as compared to unskilled manual workers. In the case of men, the 
absence of significant effects of occupational class can be an indication of 
how non-financial motivational factors expected in higher socio-economic 
status positions possibly are cancelled out by better financial opportunities for 
early retirement than accounted for in this study (e.g. through private wealth 
or occupational retirement programs, more prevalent for those with long, 
largely uninterrupted male work careers). 

In a sustainable policy perspective, the results from this study are 
informative in a number of respects. Firstly, encouraging people to work 
longer is for the most part a question of raising effective retirement ages and 
not necessarily the statutory retirement age. In this respect, estimations have 
shown that an increase in effective retirement age by one year may absorb 
substantial but yet not sufficient amounts of anticipated future increases in 
pension expenditure (European Commission 2003b:6). As such, aiming 
policies at the pre-retirement aged older workers appears to be a necessary, 
but not sufficient, solution to mounting financial problems. It appears as if 
policies need to be concerned with the broad institutional structures of both 
welfare regimes and production regimes for shaping working careers 
throughout the life-course, thus taking a long-term perspective. 

In relation to this study’s findings on how design of more generous 
welfare regimes in fact encourages preferences in favour of later retirement, 
attaching narrow concern with the generosity of benefits turns out to be to 
some extent misguided. Rather, broader institutional design, as well as other 
important contextual factors, need to be taken into account. In this respect, 
the normative order of more generous welfare regimes was found to be largely 
paralleled by that of more extensively coordinated production regimes, 
especially as to how these institutions regulate labour demand and working 
conditions. As such, these aspects of institutional context may extensively 
encourage labour market participation and later exit preferences by creating 
jobs, particularly of the kind that offer more agreeable and favourable working 
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conditions for workers. Moreover, these regimes are also understood to 
extensively encourage the employability or re-employability of workers by 
providing more ambitious retraining options, thus more extensively investing 
in human resources and development. In other words, individuals’ 
employability and job positions appear to be equally important for peoples’ 
work and retirement attitudes, and as such would deserve attention and policy 
concern, at least equal to that focused on financial incentives provided by 
welfare states.  

Taken together, sustainable policies face challenges to incorporate 
adequate pensions for all persons with incentives for high levels of 
employment, balanced contributions and benefits, but also flexibility and 
predictability of pension benefits. Although timing of exit depends on a wide 
range of factors, discussion here needs to return to one specific central aspect 
of consideration. According to this argument, policy challenges posed by 
populations ageing may not be first and foremost of demographic or even of 
economic kind, but rather distributional, as proposed by e.g. Myles (2002:134). 
According to this proposition, policy changes need also take into 
consideration how we can ensure that the least advantaged, such as e.g. low-
income earners with often shorter life expectancies, are not disproportionately 
affected by policy changes implemented. With such focus, transition needs 
arguably to be managed with equal concern for intergenerational equity, intra-
generational justice, and also the further democratization of ageing for men as 
well as for women. 
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APPENDIX A Preferred, expected and statutory retirement age in twelve European union member countries in 1992 and 2003. Country averages refer to working 
persons (full- and part-time) over age 25. 

    1992 2003

   Legislated
standard 
retirement age

 Expected retirement 
age 

Legislated
standard 
retirement age

 Expected retirement age  Preferred retirement age
 

       Real Relative1)    Real Relative1) Real Relative1)

Men (M) Women (W) M W M W M W  M W  M W M W  M W M W 
Nordic countries      65.7 65.7    63.1 63.0 -2.6 -2.7  60.3 60.0 -5.3 -5.6
Sweden (SE) ― ― ― ― ― ―      

       

  

      
         
         

      
   

       
          

  

  

65 65  63.5 64.0 -1.5 -1.0 60.0 60.2 -5.0 -4.8
Finland (FI) ― ― ― ― ― ― 65 65  62.6 62.2 -2.4 -2.8 58.9 58.7 -6.1 -6.3
Denmark (DK) 
 

67 
  

67 
 

60.3
 

58.6
 

-6.7 -8.4  67 
 

67 
 

  63.3 
  

62.8 
 

-3.7 -4.2   62.1 
 

61.2 
 

-4.9 -5.8
 

Continental Europe 63.3 
 

62.0 
 

47.6 45.6 -3.0 -4.0  63.6
 

62.2 
 

 61.9 60.6 -1.7 -1.6  58.1 56.8 -5.5 -5.4
Netherlands (NL)

 
65 65 60.1 58.1 -4.9 -6.9 65 65  62.3 61.5 -2.7 -3.5 59.2 58.3 -5.8 -6.7

Belgium (BE)
 

65 60 58.6 55.0 -6.4 -5.0 65 63  60.9 59.9 -4.1 -3.1 57.3 55.9 -7.7 -7.1
France (FR) 60 60 57.3 56.3 -2.7 -3.7 60 60  60.1 60.5 0.1 0.5 56.4 56.1 -3.6 -3.9
Germany (DE) 63 63 61.9 58.9 -1.1 -4.1  63 63   

 
63.0 61.6 0.0 -1.4   

 
59.6 58.4 -3.4 -4.6

Austria (AT) 
 

― 
 

― 
 

― 
 

― 
 

― ― 65
 

60
 

63.0
  

 59.7
 

-2.0 -0.3 58.0
 

55.5
 

-7.0 -4.5
 

Mediterranean countries 
 

62.5 
 

60 57.3 55.7 -5.2 -4.3  65 62.5 
 

 62.4 61.8 -2.6 -0.7  57.4 57.1 -7.6 -5.4
Italy (IT) 60 55 58.5 56.2 -1.5 1.2 65 60  62.9 61.8 -2.1 1.8 56.7 55.4 -8.3 -4.6
Spain (ES)
 

65
  

65
 

56.0
 

55.2
 

-9.0 -9.8 65
 

65
 

 62.0
  

 61.9
 

-3.0 -3.1 58.1
 

58.8
 

-6.9 -6.2
 

English-speak. countries 65.3 62.8 60.3 56.4 -4.9 -6.3  65.3 62.8  61.4 60.4 -3.9 -2.4  56.2 55.6 -9.1 -7.1
Ireland (IE) 65.5 65.5 61.0 55.4 -4.5 -10.1  65.5 65.5   61.7 60.1 -3.8 -5.4   56.3 55.5 -9.2 -10.0
United Kingdom (UK) 
 

65 
  

60 
 

59.6
 

57.5
 

-5.4 -2.5  65 
 

60 
 

 61.0 
  

60.7 
 

-4.0 0.7  56.0 
 

55.7 
 

-9.0 -4.3
 

Grand mean 63.9 62.3  59.3 56.8 -4.7 -5.5   64.6 63.2   62.2 61.4 -2.4 -1.8   58.2 57.5 -6.4 -5.7
―  not European Union member state in 1992. 
Note: 1) Relative expected and preferred retirement ages are given relative to legislated standard retirement age in respective year. 
Sources: Eurobarometer 1992 (EB 37.1); Eurobarometer 2003 (EB 60.3). For statutory retirement age, see Appendix B. 



 

APPENDIX B Legislated Retirement Age 
As can be seen in Table A:1, the legislated retirement age has been relatively stable since the early 
1960s for the twelve European countries included in this study. Exceptions since the early 1980s 
are found in mainly two cuntries - Italy and Belgium, but also in Denmark, where statutory 
retirement age was lowered from 67 to 65 from July 1, 2004 (not concerning persons aged 60 by 
July 1st 1999). The normative impact of these changes was tested in analysis. This was done by 
relating responses to an alternative ‘norm-sensitive’ legislated retirement age. Calculations adjust 
retirement age for affected persons, assuming changes are known to (and of relevance for) 
persons above 24 years of age in year of implementation of new laws. The norm-sensitive 
retirement age is the weighted average of retirement age by year over the last period of 30-40 
years. More specifically changes in Italy are specified by a new law in December 1992, according 
to which the statutory retirement age for both men and women was raised by 1 year every two 
years from 60/55 in 1992 to 65/60 in 2000 for men/women respectively. In Belgium, according 
to new law December 1996, the retirement age for women is to be raised progressively to 65 
during a transitory period 1997-2009. 
 
TABLE B:1 Standard age of entitlement to public old-age pensions as basis for calculation of the norm-sensitive 
retirement age in fourteen European Union member states of 2003 for the period 1961-2003.1)

 Men        Women       
Year 1961 1975 1983 1985 1990 1995 2000 2003 1961 1975 1983 1985 1990 1995 2000 2003

Austria 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60
Belgium 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 60 60 60 60 60 60 62 63
Denmark 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67 67
Finland 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
France 65 65 60 60 60 60 60 60 65 65 60 60 60 60 60 60
Germany 65 63 63 63 63 63 63 63 65 63 63 63 63 63 63 63
Ireland2) 70 68 65 65 65 65 65 65 70 68 65 65 65 65 65 65
Italy 60 60 60 60 60 62 65 65 55 55 55 55 55 57 60 60
Netherlands 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
Spain 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65
Sweden 67 67 65 65 65 65 65 65 67 67 65 65 65 65 65 65
United Kingdom 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 65 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60
Sources: Blöndal & Scarpetta (1998:60), European Commission, Social Protection in the EU Member States (various 
years); Nordic Social-Statistical Committee (2004); OECD (2003b; 2004d); U.S. Department of Health Education 
and Welfare, Social Security Programs Throughout the World (various years); SCIP. 
 
Notes: 1) In countries where the legislated standard retirement age is flexible within limits (for example in Germany), 
the age noted in table refers to the retirement age at which the type case worker (as described in Appendix I) may 
retire, or else the age at which the ordinary pension is not lowered due to a shorter contribution period. In 
Continental European countries, statutory retirement age may often differ across sectors and professions. For 
example government employees and groups in arduous occupations tend to have lower standard ages, but self-
employed may have higher standard ages. 2) In Ireland, pensioners are divided equally across contributory retirement 
schemes with retirement age at 66, and non-contributory retirement schemes with retirement age at 65 (SCIP; Daly 
2001). Analyses are based on the average of these ages (65.5). 
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APPENDIX C: Labour force participation and unemployment rates, twelve European Union 
member states of 2003 (excluding Portugal, Spain and Luxembourg), average for years 
2002-2003. 

Unemployment rate   Female 
labour force 
participation 

 
 

(%) 

Labour force 
participation 
rate persons 
aged 55-64

 
(%) 

 
(standardized)

 
 

(%) 

 
persons  

aged 15-24 
 

(%) 

 
persons  

aged 55-59 
 

(%) 
Nordic countries  75.0 62.3 6.5 14.0 6.3 
Sweden (SE) 77.0 72.1 5.5 13.3 4.1 
Finland (FI) 72.4 53.1 9.1 20.3 9.6 
Denmark (DK) 75.4 61.6 4.9 8.5 5.2 
       
Continental Europe  62.9 37.2 6.7 11.8 6.2 
The Netherlands (NL) 68.2 44.4 3.1 5.6 2.0 
Germany (DE) 55.6 27.6 7.3 17.4 13.4 
France (FR) 62.3 40.3 9.1 19.5 6.4 
Belgium (BE) 64.4 43.2 9.1 9.1 3.6 
Austria (AT) 64.0 30.3 4.8 7.4 5.5 
       
Mediterranean countries  51.4 37.1 10.2 24.4 6.1 
Italy (IT) 48.1 30.8 8.9 26.3 4.3 
Spain (ES) 54.7 43.3 11.4 22.5 7.9 
       
English-speaking countries  63.4 53.2 4.7 9.5 3.2 
Ireland (IE) 69.3 56.4 5.0 11.3 2.8 
The United Kingdom (GB) 57.5 49.9 4.4 7.7 3.6 
       
Grand mean  64.1 46.1 6.9 14.1 5.7 
Source: OECD (2004c; 2004d); EUROSTAT (2005). 
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APPENDIX I 

WELFARE REGIME INDICATORS 
Indices used in studies: In study I, Welfare regime index is summed average across four policy 
programs; sickness cash benefits, unemployment insurance and family benefits in 1995 and social 
assistance in 1992. In study II, separate unemployment insurance indicators refer to 2000. In study 
III, welfare regime index is summed average across four policy programs; pensions, sickness cash 
benefits, unemployment insurance and family benefits in 2000.  
 
THE SCIP-DATABASE 
All welfare regime indicators, except data on social assistance and public child day-care services, are 
from the SCIP-database (Social Citizenship Indicator Program), under the direction of Walter 
Korpi & Joakim Palme at the Institute for Social Research, Stockholm University. The data-base 
contains institutional data for state-legislated social rights in eighteen countries for approximately 
every fifth year between 1930 and 2000, see also Korpi (2003), Korpi and Palme (2000; 2003). 
Data-base is currently being broadened to for some point in time also include Greece, Portugal, 
Spain, as well as the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia. Data cover 
five central social insurance programs: pensions, unemployment, sickness, work accident and post-
natal parental leave benefits (family benefits). All benefit replacement rates are calculated in relation 
to an average production worker wage (APWW) net of taxes for typical household cases as 
described below.  
 
Old-age pension benefit replacement rate 
The replacement level of old-age pension benefits refers to the pension drawn by persons who 
become pensioners at the end of the year s/he turns 65. Replacement levels are calculated for two 
family types, a single person and a married couple without dependent children assuming that both 
are above normal pension age but that only one of them has been gainfully employed. This person 
is assumed to have worked as an average production worker, having made full-time contributions 
during 35 years. For a married couple one person is assumed to have worked during 35 years, 
whereas spouse is assumed not to have worked at all. Spouse pension is however included when 
spouse eligibility condition is based on citizenship; or when there are spouse supplement paid to the 
recipient of a contributory pension; or when there is a married couple rate paid in income-tested 
pension programs. Replacement rates are calculated net of taxes and social security contributions. 
 
Unemployment insurance generosity and sickness cash benefits 
Unemployment and sickness cash benefit replacement rates refer to four-component averages, 
which depend on length of sickness/unemployment spell and type of household. Firstly, rates are 
an average of benefits paid during one week (after waiting days) as well as the average weekly rate 
of benefits paid during the first 26 week-period of sickness/unemployment. Secondly, the two type-
households are: a single-person household and a two-person household with two children (aged 2 
and 7). In the two-person household, one spouse is assumed to be working full-time earning an 
APWW, and that dependent spouse is without earnings. When available to the unemployed, also 
child and housing benefits are included in the benefit concept. In Canada where sickness cash 
benefits (in 1995) are limited to 15 weeks replacement rate during last 11 weeks is set to 0. For 
Russia unemployment benefit data is from the European Institute of Social Security (2000), and 
represents gross benefit rate for a single person household during first 26 weeks of unemployment. 
Under the assumption that an APWW is no higher than average wage in region, maximum benefits 
ceiling will not impinge on the type case net replacement rate. 

Unemployment benefit duration period refers to the period during which benefits are 
available to the typical case of an average production worker. In countries where duration is related 
to more specific personal characteristics, the chosen typical case refers to a person who is 30 years 
old, has ten years of work experience of which five years are at the present place of employment 
and who has not been unemployed during the past two years. Contribution period refers to the 
period necessary for the beneficiary to have participated in paid work in order to qualify for 
unemployment insurance benefits. The reference period is the period during which the contribution 
period may take place.  

 173



General family support, dual earner support and total family support 
General family support includes maternity grants, childcare leave benefits and child benefits. Dual 
earner support includes maternity insurance, dual parental insurance and paternity insurance. Total 
family benefits refer to the total ‘family benefit-package’, i.e., both general family support and dual 
earner support. Benefits refer to benefits offered during first post-natal year, net of taxes. 
Calculations refer to a standardized household where the mother gives birth to her second child on 
January 1, 1995 or 2000, where the first child is assumed to be five years old at the time of the 
second child’s birth. Furthermore, the mother is assumed to be engaged in paid work throughout 
the two years preceding birth of second child, earning an average production worker wage. 
Furthermore, it is assumed that the mother does not work during the first life year of the newborn 
child, utilizing full parental leave benefits during this period. The husband is also assumed to be 
full-time employed, earning an APWW. In the third study of this thesis family policy is composite 
index-measure of paid parental leave and coverage of public day care services in 1995 and 2000. 
The measure of child day-care service is the share of children aged 0-2 years in public day-care 
services. For further details on measures see Korpi (2000) and Ferrarini (2003). 
 
SOCIAL ASSISTANCE RATES 
Replacement ratios refer to social assistance as the percentage of net disposable income at average 
earnings in 1992 (after housing costs). The ratio is an average over six typical households (age 
within parenthesis): single, couple, couple with one child (7 years of age), couple with two children 
(7 and 14 years of age), a lone parent with one child (3 years of age) and a lone parent with one 
child (7 years of age). See Eardley and Gough et al. (1996) for further description of data 
compilation and calculation. 
 
PRODUCTION REGIME INDICATORS 
Indices used in studies: In study I (and III) production regime indices is summed averages across six 
(five) domains and refers to data mainly for late 1990s, as further described below. In accordance 
with OECD’s recommendations (see e.g. OECD 1999:115), indicators for each domain were 
summed after they had been standardized to vary between 0 and 10. 
 
Study I: Union density is measured as union member percentage of all employees in 1997, except for 
Denmark and Norway (1996) and Switzerland (1998). Survey data was used for United States data 
(1998) and Canada (1999) (OECD 2002). For Italy data is aggregated ISSP-data. Collective 
bargaining coverage is the percentage of workers covered by collective agreements in 1994 (OECD 
1997, Table 3.3). The EPL-index (employment protection legislation-index) refers to overall EPL-
strictness score in late 1990s (version 2). This indicator is the weighted index of EPL-scores across 
three dimensions: regular contracts, temporary contracts and collective dismissals, and as such 
provides the most comprehensive measure of EPL (OECD 1999, Table 2.5, p. 66). Active labour 
market policy is measured as spending on active labour market programs per unemployed person as 
a percentage of GDP per member of the labour force in 1996 (OECD 1998b). Education level is 
average years of education of the working age population in 1997 (OECD 2001a). Technological 
Innovation Performance is the share of GDP on business R&D expenditure (OECD 1998a, Table 
A7). Study III: Union density is measured as above for 2000, except for Spain (1998) (OECD 
2004c:146). Collective bargaining coverage is measured as above for 2000, except for Ireland (1995) 
(OECD 2004c:146). Employment protection legislation–index is measured as above, but updated 
for 2000 (OECD 2004c). Active labour market policy is measured as above for mid-late 1990s 
(OECD 1997; 1999). Skill-profile is measured as share of an age-cohort in vocational training, 
either at secondary or post-secondary (ISCED5) level (UNESCO 1999, as reported by Estevez-Abe 
et al. (2001:170). 
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