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Abstract
In our study we investigated the motivational and ideological correlates of the approval of welfare services in postsocialist Central Eastern
andWestern Europe. In the centre of our inquiry stood how the motivations of selflessness and conventionality, along with distributional justice
principles, are related to our welfare preferences beyond our rational self-interest, furthermore, how these associations depend on social-cultural
circumstances. We have found that the motivational background of egalitarian economic and welfare attitudes are substantially different in
the two regions. While beside of the rationalisation of self-interest, it seems to be related to selflessness-driven solidarity in Western Europe,
pro-welfare and egalitarian distributional views are primarily motivated by conventionality-driven norm adherence in postsocialist countries in
the form of the mechanism of postsocialist economic system nostalgia. Our results highlight the benefits of a context-specific ’motivated social
cognition’ approach to ideological and political attitudes.
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Introduction

One of the most important tasks of all democratic states is to ensure the emergence of two basic democratic values
for their citizens, freedom and equality. Although these two values can contradict each other, just like in the case
of welfare services. By these services the state tries to ensure not just equal rights and opportunities, but also the
equality of life conditions, mainly in order to alleviate economic inequalities evolved due to free market competition
(Thomassen, 2007). Substantial variance can be found among different societies regarding how much they em-
phasize the basic values of freedom and equality compared to each other, and these differences strongly influence
welfare preferences in any given society. According to Fuchs and Klingemann (2002) the two extremities among
Western democracies are represented by the „libertarian” United States and the young „socialist” Eastern European
democracies in this regard, and the „liberal” Western European democracies are taking place in between. Since
very different ideological elements pervade public thinking in these countries, it can be assumed that the psycho-
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logically relevantmotivational characteristics underlying personal welfare preferences influence expectations towards
the state through the acceptance or rejection of very different ideological elements, depending on social and cul-
tural features of a specific country. Essential differences might be discovered between the younger Central Eastern
European and the older Western European democracies in this regard.

Substantial individual differences can be found in welfare expectations towards the state, hence the question
arises, what kind of motivational forces we can discover in the background as explanations for these deviations
in public expectations. Former studies have identified a number of psychologically relevant motivational factors
that are closely related to personal preferences regarding welfare services.

Self-Interest
According to one of the most plausible explanations, a specific welfare service is supported mostly by those who
have the opportunity to economically gain from it. This argument is built mainly on the homo economicus concept
of rational choice theories, suggesting that the primary motivation for all of us is to maximize our own gains. In
point of welfare services it means, those are much more in favour of a specific welfare service who share in it or
feel themselves at risk of needing it at some point. That can explain why largescale governmental redistribution
and a wide range of welfare services are supported much more by citizens with lower income, and by groups in
an unfavourable position in the social hierarchy (Iversen & Soskice, 2001; Svallfors, 1997). Beside of this, it is a
recurring finding that universal welfare services equally available for all citizens (e.g. education and healthcare
services) partake of a significantly higher level of public support than means tested benefits with a limited scope
of beneficiaries, like unemployment benefits (Blekesaune & Quadagno, 2003; Skocpol, 1991).

The direct relationship between the motivation of short-term self-interest and personal welfare preferences has
been widely revealed and described in social sciences so far. At the same time, it has become obvious that the
role of self-interest is not sufficient enough to explain the motivational background of individual differences in atti-
tudes towards the welfare state utterly on its own, and it is necessary to take the role of other motivations into
account.

Selflessness, Empathy and Altruism
In social settings, one of the most important motivational factors that can prevent us from following our selfish in-
terests is caring about the well-being of others. Is has been recognized in social justice research for a while now
that those possessing power and resources are often willing to help the needy, even if it is out of accord with their
own rational self-interest (see Blader & Tyler, 2002; Jost & Kay, 2010 for a review). In accordance with that, sev-
eral studies showed that people with psychological characteristics making them to care about and emphatically
identify with the difficult situation of others – people with a higher level of selflessness motivation – are much more
in favour of governmental welfare services and redistribution (Duriez, Van Hiel, & Kossowska, 2005; Kulin &
Svallfors, 2013; van Oorschot, 2002).

Social Beliefs – Ideology, Social Justice and Stereotypes
Opinions about the necessity of governmental welfare services and benefits are in close connection with other
ideological beliefs. One of the most important of these is the principle of allocation that is adhered by a respondent
when making a judgment about the fairness of the distribution of resources within the society. Two distributional
justice principles must be highlighted here, the principles of equity and need. According to the principle of equity,
everyone should receive rewards in proportion to the invested resources, while this proportionality can be modified
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based on the principle of need, in order to help those in the most difficult situation (Deutsch, 1985). Corresponding
with this pattern, it is a reccuring finding, that those relying on the equity principle oppose more of any kind of
governmental provision and tend to tolerate economic-income inequalities, considering them as just. But those
emphasizing the principle of need are much more in favour of largescale governmental distribution, income
equality, equal availability of welfare services, and helping the most needy groups by means tested benefits (e.g.
Kangas, 2003; Sabbagh & Vanhuysse, 2006; Sachweh, Ullrich, & Christoph, 2007).

Social beliefs and stereotypes about the recipient group of a specific welfare benefit can determine public support
for that given provision too. This is a substantial factor in the case of selective means tested benefits, like unem-
ployment benefits or income support. The basic question here is, whether the target group of a given benefit is
perceived as deserving based on the social stereotype constructed about it. Several deservingness criteria have
been identified that people consider while making a judgement about this question (De Swaan, 1988; van Oorschot,
2000). The criteria of control is especially important in this regard, which is an attributional decision about whether
a disadvantaged group has gotten into an unfavourable position because of external circumstances or its own
typical characteristics and acts. Welfare services that are targeting groups perceived as unable to significantly
influence their own life circumstances (e.g. children, old, sick and disabled people), seem to partake in a higher
level of public support compared to others, irrespective of social and cultural factors in a given society. At the
same time, more citizens think that groups like the unemployed, poor, or immigrants are responsible for their own
disadvantaged economic and social status, consequently, they do not deserve the help of the state. But those
explaining poverty and unemployment with external factors, and not tracing them back to negative stereotypes
about these groups (like to the lack of efforts or ambitions, or the „culture of poverty”), are more in favour of the
governmental relief of these groups (e.g. Applebaum, 2001; Lepianka, van Oorschot, & Gelissen, 2009; van
Oorschot, 2008).

It is important to emphasize that social beliefs like distributional justice principles, political and ideological prefer-
ences, stereotypes and autostereotypes are not independent from each other, but they are organized into a clear
pattern (e.g. Hunyady, 2004; Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003). Welfare preferences are important
elements of this pattern. The study of Sabbagh and Vanhuysse (2006), based on the examination of eight countries,
argues that attitudes towards welfare services are organized into two negatively interrelating ideological metaframes.
Central elements of the first „market-based” metaframe are belief in individualism, meritocracy, work ethic and
internal attribution of inequality, while the most significant elements of the second „welfare-statist” frame are
egalitarian redistribution, a broad scope of welfare and external attribution of social inequality. Another major
result of this study was that although structural relationships between the ideological elements were identical in
the eight examined countries, but there was a great variance among these countries regarding how strongly their
residents approved the two ideological metaframes. It means that the social, political, and cultural characteristics
of a given country might influence welfare preferences of its citizens on their own, independently of any other
factors.

The Determining Role of Cultural Background – ’Socialist Legacy’?
A wide range of international comparison studies showed that although citizens of all societies are divided in their
welfare preferences, however, these attitudes are explored on an aggregated level, systematic differences can
be revealed between specific countries and groups of countries too. Residents of certain countries are much more
in favour of largescale governmental redistribution and a wide scope of universally available welfare services than
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residents of other countries. Many authors trace this variance back to differences in the cultivated values and
norms among these societies.

It is worthwhile to note that Western countries with old democratic traditions show a great variance regarding the
welfare attitudes of their citizens (e.g. Arts & Gelissen, 2010; Blekesaune & Quadagno, 2003; Espig-Andersen,
1990; Sabbagh & Vanhuysse, 2006). At the same time the question arises, how have the historical experiences
of the past, the ’socialist legacy’ affected welfare preferences of the citizens of the formerly socialist young
democracies? In these countries the socialist state tried to eliminate economic-income inequalities by centralized
dictatorial measures. This endeavor could be considered as a success in many regards, since in the years directly
preceding the regime change, the Central Eastern European countries could be reckoned among the most equals
in the world in terms of income distribution. If the assumption is true that the established economic and political
institutional system has an effect on social beliefs and attitudes per se, then this must be observable in the public
thinking of postsocialist countries too.

Two elements of the Central Eastern European public thinking seem to be especially peculiar. The common base
of both elements is the substantial public need for governmental redistribution and paternalism. Several interna-
tional comparative studies confirmed that residents of the formerly socialist countries endorse more egalitarian
economic attitudes than their Western European peers, they prefer smaller income inequalities, and a stronger
governmental role in the establishment and maintenance of that sort of equality. In addition, Eastern European
citizens hold more exaggerated expectations towards the state to provide a wide range of welfare services and
provisions as well. These differences between the Eastern andWestern European public thinking had been observed
in the years following directly after the regime change (Andreß & Heien, 2001; Austen, 2002; Blanchflower &
Freeman, 1997; Corneo &Grüner, 2002; Delhey, 1999; Evans, 1998; Mason, 1995), and as it seems, have endured
to this day, especially in the case of income egalitarianism (Alesina & Fuchs-Schündeln, 2007; Lipsmeyer &
Nordstrom, 2003; Redmond, Schnepf, & Suhrcke, 2002; Roosma, Gelissen, & van Oorschot, 2013; Suhrcke,
2001).

Conventionality and Postsocialist Economic System Nostalgia
The above mentioned differences in ideological preferences between Eastern and Western Europe can easily
modify the effect of a particular psychological characteristic with a significant influence on personal welfare pref-
erences, namely the motivational force of conventionality. Conventionality can be defined as a basic need to adhere
to social conventions that are normative to accept in a given society. For someone with a high conventionality
motivation, it is important to behave and act in accordance with normative views and conventions, which behaviour
can fill one with the feeling of security and predictability.

Several psychological traits have been described so far, which make us more likely to conform ourselves to
dominant social and ideological norms. Such traits are conscientiousness, social conformity, (right-wing) authorit-
arianism, a low level of openness (see Duckitt, 2001; Sibley & Duckitt, 2008), dogmatism (Rokeach, 1960), need
for structure (Schaller, Boyd, Yohannes, & O’Brien, 1995), or need for closure (Kruglanski, 2004). According to
the system justification theory (Jost & Banaji, 1994), and the theory of ideologies as motivated social cognitions
(Jost et al., 2003) these psychological characteristics, by enhancing norm adherence, make us to accept and
approve the social, political, and economic system we live in, even if it is contradictory to our economic self-interest
(Jost & Hunyady, 2005). The original intention of the system justification theory was to provide a psychological
explanation to the political behaviour of disadvantaged groups in the United States. According to the theory, by

Europe's Journal of Psychology
2016, Vol. 12(1), 169–190
doi:10.5964/ejop.v12i1.1045

Motivational Background of Welfare Preferences 172

http://www.psychopen.eu/


accepting ideological elements like belief in meritocracy, the fairness of free market, or social mobility, these
groups contribute to the maintenance of the unequal social and economic system. Nevertheless the specific
ideological elements to be accepted due to conventionality follow from dominant views in public thinking regarding
a particular topic. That is why studies from formerly socialist countries – like Russia, Hungary, Serbia or Poland
– showed that psychological traits related to conventionality correlate with the support for income egalitarianism,
governmental redistribution, and economic intervention (see Duriez et al., 2005; Golec, 2002; Korzeniowski, 2006;
Kossowska & Van Hiel 2003; McFarland, Ageyev, & Abalakina-Paap, 1992; Todosijević, 2008). Although these
studies mostly ignored the role of rational self-interest, still they raise the possibility of a phenomenon that we can
call postsocialist economic system nostalgia, a mechanism during which residents of a postsocialist country with
a strong conventionality motivation are willing to approve income redistribution and welfare services, even if it is
contradictory to one’s own self-interest.

Our Study
The primary intention of our study presented hereunder was to reveal possible differences between Eastern and
Western Europe on a whole regional level regarding how welfare preferences are influenced by the motivational
factors of self-interest, selflessness and conventionality, and to determine through which social-ideological beliefs
they affect welfare attitudes. We presumed that while economic-income egalitarianism is present in both regions,
its motivational bases will differ due to the mechanism of postsocialist economic system nostalgia. This presumption
was tested via the approval of two welfare services. One of these was the governmental provision of healthcare
services, which is a universally available service, while the other was a selective means tested service, namely
unemployment benefits.

Method

Sample
Our research was based on the 2008/09 survey database of the European Social Survey (ESS) programme. The
European Social Survey is an academically driven iternational survey programme that has been conducted every
two years with the participation of more than 30 European countries since 2001. The survey measures the attitudes,
beliefs and behaviour patterns of diverse populations across a wide range of European countries, which makes
it an ideal tool for international comparative studies. On the basis of the 2008/09 database we created an Eastern
European (N = 11367) and a Western European sample (N = 11546), each including data of the representative
samples of 6-6 countries. The Eastern European sample included data from Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Poland,
Hungary, Romania and Slovakia, while the Western European sample from Belgium, France, the Netherlands,
Ireland, the United Kingdom and Switzerland.

Measures
All variables were taken directly or calculated from the questionnaire of the fourth (2008/09) round of the ESS
research programme. A number of ESS items have an inverse scoring, in case of such items the scoring was re-
versed so that the higher scores mark the greater extent of agreement with the content of the given item.
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Approval of Welfare Services

In the case of both services, respondents had to sign their level of approval of these services on an 11-point scale.
They were asked, how much responsibility they think governments should have to “ensure adequate health care
for the sick” and “ensure a reasonable standard of living for the unemployed”, where “0” indicated “Should not be
governments' responsibility at all” and “10” indicated “Should be entirely governments' responsibility”.

Self-Interest

The role of rational self-interest was caught by creating a dichotomous dummy variable for both welfare services.
Respondents were categorized as concerned in their self-interest relating to unemployment, if they had reported
at least one of the following conditions:

a. is currently unemployed,

b. has already been unemployed and seeking work for a period of more than three months,

c. it is likely that during the next 12 months he/she will be unemployed and looking for work for at least four
consecutive weeks,

d. his/her partner is currently unemployed,

e. main source of income in household is unemployment benefit.

Someone was categorized as concerned in one’s self-interest relating to healthcare, if one had reported at least
one of the following conditions:

a. described his/her health in general as “bad” or “very bad”,

b. is hampered in his/her daily activities in any way by any longstanding illness, or disability, infirmity or mental
health problem “a lot” or “to some extent”,

c. is permanently sick or disabled,

d. his/her partner is permanently sick or disabled.

Selflessness Motivation

To measure selflessness, an index was created based on three items of the Human Values Scale applied in the
ESS core questionnaire. These items assessed how important is the well being of others for the respondents,
how opened they are to the perspective and needs of others. Respondents were asked to indicate on a 6-point
scale how much they agreed with the following statements:

a. “She/he thinks it is important that every person in the world should be treated equally. She/he believes
everyone should have equal opportunities in life.”

b. “It is important to her/him to listen to people who are different from her/him. Even when she/he disagrees
with them, she/he still wants to understand them.”

c. “It's very important to her/him to help the people around her/him. She/he wants to care for their well-being.”

Conventionality Motivation

To measure this motivation, an index was created based on five items of the Human Values Scale. The items
revealed how important it is to follow normative views and conventions, which can fill respondents with the feeling
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of security and predictability. Respondents indicated on a 6-point scale how much they agreed with the following
items:

a. “She/he believes that people should do what they're told. She/he thinks people should follow rules at all
times, even when no-one is watching.”

b. “It is important to her/him to be humble and modest. She/he tries not to draw attention to herself/himself.”

c. “It is important to her/him always to behave properly. She/he wants to avoid doing anything people would
say is wrong.”

d. “It is important to her/him to live in secure surroundings. She/he avoids anything that might endanger her/his
safety.”

e. “Tradition is important to her/him. She/he tries to follow the customs handed down by her/his religion or
her/his family.” (Cronbach-α values for the motivational indices are presented in Table 1)

Table 1

Descriptive Statistics of Samples

Western EuropeEastern Europe

Variable αSDM/NαSDM/N

Gender
--5331--5086Men (N)
--6215--6281Women (N)
--Age .37918.3648.05918.0748
--Years of education .9923.9112.4683.9011
--Objective income .7002.755.3102.924
--Subjective income .785.811.855.542

.675.703Conventionality .866.184.792.504

.611.602Selflessness .717.884.791.594
--Support for unemployment benefits .9871.246.5812.776
--Support for healthcare services .6401.238.9891.598
--Meritocracy .0431.383.1201.413
--Egalitarianism .976.443.981.773
--Stereotype - Unemployed .0661.043.1331.293

Self-Interest
--3783--4523Unemployment benefits (N)
--2871--3242Healthcare services (N)

Approval of the Distributional Principles of Meritocracy and Income Egalitarianism

Approval of meritocracy wasmeasured by the following item: “Large differences in people's incomes are acceptable
to properly reward differences in talents and efforts.”, while the following statement indicated the acceptance of
income equality: “For a society to be fair, differences in people's standard of living should be small.” Respondents
signed the level of acceptance on a 5-point scale.
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Deservingness Criteria – Attributional Explanation for Unemployment

At the examination of the approval of unemployment benefits, social perception of the benecifiary group was
considered to be important. We tried to assess the deservingness criteria of control through the following item,
which was answered on a 5-point scale: “Most unemployed people do not really try to find a job.”

Demographics

In our statistical modeling procedure the effects of gender, age, educational level, subjective and objective income
levels were also taken into account. Since the education systems of the countries making up the sample differ to
a great extent, we defined education through the number of years spent with studies. In the case of objective income
situation the individual indicated on a scale his/her position on the basis of the whole income of his/her household.
This 10-degree scale was developed individually for each country, following the same methodology. Each degree
of the scale means one decile of income distribution on the basis of the median income as a point of reference.i

In the case of subjective income respondents were asked how they feel about their household's income. They
could select one of four levels from the followings:

a. “Living comfortably on present income.”

b. “Coping on present income.”

c. “Finding it difficult on present income.”

d. “Finding it very difficult on present income.”

Procedure
In order to investigate the associations we were interested in, we applied structural equation modelling (SEM)
procedure that is based on the analysis of covariances between variables (see Table 2). Separate so called sat-
urated pathway models were set to explain the public approval of unemployment benefits and healthcare services
both for the Eastern and the Western European samples, consequently, four models were created. Motivational
and demographic variables were set as input variables in all of the models, and were assumed to influence attitudes
towards welfare services directly, and indirectly via distributional preferences and stereotypes towards the unem-
ployed.

The main reason for creating saturated models instead of unsaturated ones is that our primary inquiry was not
about whether particular associations between the investigatedmotivations and ideological elements are observable
in the two samples, we were much more curious about the relative strengths of these association between the
two samples. We did not assume that a motivational variable might be related to an ideological element in one of
the samples and not in the other, because all the investigated distributional and welfare beliefs function as integral
elements of the public thinking in both regions. What we assumed is that particular associations might be stronger
in one of the samples. To test this assumption, our aim was to verify the equivalence of certain effect sizes in the
models between the two samples. For this aim, in each case a common two-grouped structural equation model
was created based on the method described by Byrne (2010), wherein the strength of the relevant relationships
between the two groups was fixed one by one on a permanent level. If the χ2–based fit index of the common
model deteriorated to a significant extent with this restriction, it indicated that the examined effect strength differed
between the Eastern and the Western European groups to a significant extent.
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Results

Before we examine the main findings of our SEM models, it is worth having a look at Table 3, where the national
mean values are presented for the distributional justice principles and the support for welfare services. These
values confirm the stronger egalitarian and paternalist preferences in the postsocialist public thinking compared
to the Western European. Both at the support for healthcare services and unemployment benefits, mean values
of the Eastern European countries are in the upper half of the rank order created from the national mean values,
with the exception of Romania at the approval of healthcare services and Slovakia at unemployment benefits.
The pattern is very similar at income egalitarianism – with the Czech Republic as an exception – while in the case
of meritocracy there is a tendency for polarisation among postsocialist countries. It is worth noting in reference to
the later result, that meritocracy was measured from a prescriptive view, not from a descriptive one. Respondents
were asked, how important the principle of merit is to operate in the social sphere, and not to what extent it is
operating currently in their country. Citizens of the postsocialist countries are much more sceptical in the later
descriptive view (Csepeli, Örkény, Székelyi, & Barna, 2004; Örkény & Székelyi, 2000).

Table 3

National Mean Scores of Support for Welfare Services and Distributional Justice Principles

Unemployment benefitsHealthcare servicesMeritocracyEgalitarianism

: 7.71aRomania: 9.09aBulgaria: 3.85aRomania: 3.96aBulgaria

: 7.24aBulgaria: 9.03aHungary: 3.85aCzech Republic: 3.94aHungary

: 6.85aHungary: 8.91aPoland: 3.62aPoland: 3.86aRomania

: 6.77Ireland: 8.74United Kingdom: 3.51United Kingdom: 3.77aSlovakia

: 6.37aPoland: 8.58Ireland: 3.44Ireland: 3.62Switzerland

: 6.30aCzech Republic: 8.39aSlovakia: 3.41Netherlands: 3.60aPoland

: 6.30Netherlands: 8.38aCzech Republic: 3.37Belgium: 3.53Belgium

: 6.27Switzerland: 8.24Netherlands: 3.35Switzerland: 3.52France

: 6.13France: 8.03Belgium: 3.34aBulgaria: 3.47Ireland

: 6.06Belgium: 8.02France: 3.21France: 3.45aCzech Republic

: 6.00United Kingdom: 7.88aRomania: 3.03aSlovakia: 3.28United Kingdom

: 5.85aSlovakia: 7.66Switzerland: 2.56aHungary: 3.23Netherlands

Note. Mean scores are presented in a descending rank order.
aEastern European country.

In the course of statistical modeling, so called saturated SEM models were created with all possible connections
set between all variables (see Figure 1). In the model explaining approval of governmental healthcare services
in the Eastern European sample, selflessness showed a positive relationship with both egalitarianism (bE-Eu =
.05; p < .001) and the support for this welfare service (bE-Eu = .23; p < .001), but was not related to the acceptance
of meritocracy (bE-Eu = -.02; p = .156). Conventionality related also positively to egalitarianism (bE-Eu = .18; p <
.001) and the approval of healthcare services (bE-Eu = .20; p < .001), but showed no relationship with meritocracy
(bE-Eu = .01; p = .287).
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Beside of this, it is worth noting that both the acceptance of income egalitarianism and meritocracy had an effect
on the approval of healthcare services, but in accordance with our expectations, with an inverse direction. In the
postsocialist sample egalitarianism showed a positive relationship with the approval of this welfare service (bE-Eu =
.22; p < .001), while meritocracy had a negative, and weaker effect on it (bE-Eu = -.05; p < .001).

In the model explaining support for healthcare services in the Western European sample, we could observe that
selflessness related negatively to the acceptance of meritocracy (bW-Eu = -.13; p < .001), but enhanced income
egalitarianism (bW-Eu = .18; p < .001) and the approval of the mentioned welfare service itself (bW-Eu = .20; p <
.001). Conventionality related exclusively to the acceptance of meritocracy to a statistically significant extent (bW-

Eu = .16; p < .001).

Just like in the Eastern European group, agreeing with the principle of meritocracy had a negative effect on the
approval of healthcare services (bW-Eu = -.04; p = .007), and egalitarianism had a positive effect on the same
variable (bW-Eu = .10; p < .001), but this later effect was significantly stronger in the Eastern European sample
than in the Western European one (Δχ2 = 23.4; Δdf = 1; p < .001).

We can see the regression coefficients from the models based on the national samples in Table 4. On the whole,
these confirm our findings on the regional level. Conventionality enhanced the approval of income egalitarianism
in all the Eastern European countries, while this connection was non-significant in every Western European na-
tional sample. On the other hand, the very same motivation intensified the acceptance of meritocracy in the
Western European countries – except for the Netherlands – while there is a lack of this relationship in the Eastern
European samples, apart from the Czech Republic.

Table 4

Regression Coefficients of Pathway Models Explaining Support for Healthcare Services Based on National Samples

HealthcareMeritocracyEgalitarianism

Country SelflessnessConventionalitySelflessnessConventionalityHealthcareSelflessnessConventionalityHealthcare

Western Europe

Belgium (.057).332***(.054)-.028(.041)-.131***(.039).183***(.034)-.035(.038).168***(.036).027(.037).131***

United Kingdom (.043).171***(.037).007(.028)-.077**(.024).134***(.032)-.056(.028).126***(.024).042(.033).140***

France (.049).329***(.046)-.063(.036)-.182***(.033).251***(.031)-.087**(.032).158***(.030)-.012(.034).135***

Netherlands (.050).239***(.043)-.009(.035)-.141***(.030).050(.035).036(.033).163***(.028).042(.037).054

Ireland (.059).220***(.050)-.090(.036)-.149***(.031).142***(.039)-.118**(.034).160***(.028).056(.042).090**

Switzerland (.076).159*(.057)-.165**(.038)-.078*(.028).129***(.047)-.045(.032).208***(.024)-.014(.056).309***

Eastern Europe

Bulgaria (.051).178***(.053).164**(.035)-.024(.036).029(.031).013(.029).063*(.029).220***(.039).141***

Czech Republic (.069).193**(.073).388***(.033).044(.034).103**(.048).203***(.035)-.006(.036).230***(.044).140**

Poland (.065).047(.062).176**(.039)-.001(.037)-.019(.041)-.043(.036).027(.034).168***(.045).261***

Hungary (.061).103(.065).090(.044)-.049(.046).032(.036)-.119***(.037).148***(.040).082*(.041).204***

Romania (.089).240**(.093).159(.032).095**(.033)-.035(.061).200***(.033).019(.034).196***(.059).408***

Slovakia (.081).188*(.084).439***(.037).043(.045)-.047(.045)-.066(.037).098**(.038).108**(.053).184***

Note. This table shows the strength of the relationships with standard errors between the distributive justice principles, the motivational variables
and the support for healthcare services. Unstandardized regression weights are followed by standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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It is also interesting that conventionality had a direct positive effect on the approval of healthcare services in the
postsocialist samples – although this effect was not significant in the case of Hungary and Romania – while this
motivational variable influenced welfare preferences only in the case of Switzerland among theWestern European
samples, but here the direction of the relationship was the opposite, norm-follower respondents tended to disapprove
healthcare services provided by the state.

We can also observe that from the two distributional principles income egalitarianism influenced attitudes towards
healthcare services to a substantially greater extent in both regions than meritocracy did. The relationship between
egalitarianism and pro-welfare opinions regarding healthcare services was absent exclusively in the case of the
Netherlands, while meritocracy influenced these opinions to a significant extent only in the half of the Eastern
European and in the third of the Western European samples.

After examining the public support for governmental healthcare services, if we have a look at the SEM models
explaining unemployment benefits, we can find the followings in the case of Eastern Europe: selflessness was
related neither to the attributional stereotype about the unemployed (bE-Eu = .03; p = .053), nor to meritocracy
(bE-Eu = -.02; p = .172), and it showed no effect on the approval of unemployment benefits (bE-Eu = .06; p = .069).
Contrarily, income egalitarianism was intensified by selflessness (bE-Eu = .05; p < .001), just like in the case of
the model explaining support for healthcare services.

In this group, conventionality enhanced the approval of income egalitarianism (bE-Eu = .18; p < .001), an internal
attributional explanation for unemployment (bE-Eu = .06; p < .001), and also the support for unemployment benefits
(bE-Eu = .26; p < .001). At the same time, this motivational factor had no effect on the acceptance of meritocracy
(bE-Eu = .02; p = .283).

If we examine how distributional justice principles influence the support for unemployment benefits, the following
pattern can be revealed: unfavourable views about the unemployed moderated (bE-Eu = -.41; p < .001), while
egalitarianism enhanced (bE-Eu = .46; p < .001) the approval of unemployment benefits. The variable of meritocracy
stood apart from this pattern due to its moderate positive relationship to the approval of this selective benefit
(bE-Eu = .05; p = .008).

In our saturated models explaining personal support for unemployment benefits in the Western European sample
selflessness related positively to egalitarianism (bW-Eu = .18; p < .001), and this connection was significantly
stronger in this group than in the Eastern European one (Δχ2 = 42.3; Δdf = 1; p < .001). Selflessness also amplified
the support for unemployment benefits (bW-Eu = .18; p < .001) but extenuated meritocratic beliefs (bW-Eu = -.13;
p < .001) and malevolent stereotypes towards the unemployed (bW-Eu = -.15; p < .001). The motivation of conven-
tionality showed a positive relationship to the acceptance of meritocracy (bW-Eu = .16; p < .001), to the approval
of this particular welfare service (bW-Eu = .07; p = .003), and to the internal attributional stereotypes (bW-Eu = .20;
p < .001). This later connection was identified also in the postsocialist group, but with a significantly weaker effect
size (Δχ2 = 47.5; Δdf = 1; p < .001). The direction of the connection between conventionality and the personal
support for unemployment benefits was the same in both samples, but turned out to be stronger in the Eastern
European region (Δχ2 = 19.1; Δdf = 1; p < .001).

Beside of the results mentioned above, it is worth underlining that in the Western European sample meritocratic
views (bW-Eu = -.15; p < .001) and unfavourable stereotypes attenuated (bW-Eu = -.45; p < .001), while income
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egalitarianism enhanced the approval of unemployment benefits (bW-Eu = .22; p < .001). The later two relationships
were observable also in the postsocialist group, but income egalitarianism had a significantly stronger effect there
(Δχ2 = 58.8; Δdf = 1; p < .001), while there was no difference in the effect of stereotyping (Δχ2 = 2.8; Δdf = 1; p =
.092).

Our SEMmodels set up to the national samples highly confirm our findings on the regional level. Relevant regression
coefficients from these models are presented in Table 5. Conventionality enhanced income egalitarianism in all
the postsocialist countries again, while this connection was absent from the Western European countries. On the
other hand, this motivation, just like in the case of healthcare services, intensified the approval of meritocracy in
every Western European country – except for the Netherlands – while this relationship was missing in the Eastern
European samples – except for the Czech Republic. Furthermore, conventionality showed a direct positive rela-
tionship with the investigated welfare service in the postsocialist samples – except for Hungary – while the very
same connection was non-significant in the Western European models.

Table 5

Regression Coefficients of Pathway Models Explaining Support for Unemployment Benefits Based on National Samples

UnemploymentMeritocracyEgalitarianism

Country SelflessnessConventionalitySelflessnessConventionalityUnemploymentSelflessnessConventionalityUnemployment

Western Europe

Belgium (.073).240***(.069)-.005(.041)-.126**(.039).184***(.043)-.109*(.038).164***(.036).029(.047).263***

United Kingdom (.060).193***(.053).094(.028)-.081**(.024).135***(.045)-.237***(.028).125***(.024).043(.046).261***

France (.056).174**(.053)-.032(.036)-.183***(.033).251***(.035)-.137**(.032).158***(.030)-.014(.039).270***

Netherlands (.061).186**(.052).039(.035)-.141***(.030).049(.043)-.056(.033).164***(.028).042(.045).141**

Ireland (.079).207**(.061)-.108(.036)-.147***(.031).139***(.048)-.137**(.034).160***(.028).055(.051).152**

Switzerland (.074).115(.056).013(.038)-.079*(.028).126***(.046)-.185***(.032).208***(.024)-.013(.054).238***

Eastern Europe

Bulgaria (.082).257**(.084).189*(.035)-.018(.036).027(.051)-.006(.029).058*(.029).223***(.062).385***

Czech Republic (.078).052(.082).278***(.033).039(.034).101**(.054)-.027(.035)-.005(.036).230***(.050).536***

Poland (.100).084(.096).298**(039)-.001(.037)-.017(.064)-.110(.036).024(.034).169***(.070).460***

Hungary (.092).176(.098).139(.044)-.048(.046).034(.054).017(.037).148***(.040).082*(.062).228***

Romania (.083).185*(.086).368***(.032).094**(.033)-.036(.056).081(.033).022(.034).197***(.054).385***

Slovakia (.101)-.186*(.106).391***(.042).023(.045)-.048(.057).069(.036).104**(.038).109**(.066).264***

Note. This table shows the strength of the relationships and standard errors between the distributive justice principles, the motivational variables
and the support for unemployment benefits. Unstandardized regression weights are followed by standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Our data showed that selflessness has a much more obvious effect both on the distributional principles and the
approval of unemployment benefits in the Western European region compared to the Eastern European one. This
motivational variable showed a significant connection with both distributional principles in every Western European
sample, and with one exception it was related to the support for unemployment benefits as well. On the other
hand, selflessness was related to meritocracy only in one case among the Eastern European countries, and only
in three-three cases to egalitarianism and pro-welfare views.
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Regarding the distributional justice principles it is worth highlighting, that income egalitarianism fostered the per-
sonal support for unemployment benefits in every single investigated country, while meritocracy had the same
effect in none of the Eastern European countries, but almost in all the Western European ones.

Discussion

Based on our findings from the analysed database it seems that income egalitarianism and paternalism, which
had been important elements of both the ideology and the practical fruition of socialism, still maintain a stronger
normative force in the public thinking of the Central Eastern European postsocialist countries than in their Western
European counterparts, more than twenty years after the regime change. The role of dissatisfaction with the new
social, economic, and political system is incontestable in this phenomenon, since the disadvantageous changes
in everyday life, the rapid lapse of security and predictability has fostered the nostalgic rehabilitation of economic
egalitarianism and paternalism in the public thinking of this group of countries.

The two investigated distributional justice principles have unequivocally different embeddedness in the public
thinking of the two regions. It is conspicuous that meritocracy is not related to the motivational variables or welfare
preferences among the postsocialist countries, while the same distributional principle has an obvious relationship
with the investigated motivations and the personal approval of unemployment benefits among the Western
European countries. It seems that meritocracy has a deep embeddedness in the Western European public
thinking, while this embeddedness seems to be absent from the Eastern European region. Since there is no
considerable tradition of the ideological element of meritocracy in the postsocialist region, because it had not been
the part of the social discourse during the socialist era, meritocracy could not became a significant element of
motivated social and political cognition. Whatever individual motivations work in someone, those motivations do
not stimulate the acceptance or refusal of meritocracy, and meritocracy does not substantially influence ideological
views about the welfare state.

We have seen a stronger diversity among young postsocialist democracies in the overall level of the acceptance
of meritocracy compared to the older European democracies. The more or less persistent and steady social and
economic development in Western Europe could have created a more suitable environment for individual merit,
talent, and effort to prevail in the perception of the society, while the rapid and drastic changes during and after
the Eastern European regime change have not made it realistic to attribute the rise or fall of particular social
groups to individual merit. Presumably that is why these countries differ from each other to such a great extent in
the prescriptive approval of meritocracy, and that is why the principle itself lacks strong embeddedness in public
thinking.

On the contrary, in Western Europe, with a considerably longer tradition of the idea of meritocracy, this ideological
element constitutes an important part of motivated political cognition and reasoning. Both the motivations of self-
lessness and conventionality force people to choose a standpoint regarding the principle of meritocracy. It is inter-
esting that in this region, from the two welfare services, the approval of unemployment benefits was influenced
by the personal acceptance of meritocracy to a larger extent than the other welfare service. In case of a selective
welfare service it might become a significant question, whether the target group deserves public help. That is why
those generally preferring a merit-based distribution can reject a selective means tested policy. On the contrary,
universal welfare services are not related to intergroup conflicts, hence opinions about these services are less
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likely to be influenced by ideological elements that are conserving and legitimizing the existing group hierarchy,
just like meritocracy.

Income egalitarianism has shown a positive relationship to the support for both welfare services in both regions.
This is understandable in the case of healthcare services, since this welfare benefit is equally available for all citizens
because of its universality. That is why someone preferring the distributional principle of equality, will presumably
support this sort of welfare services. Beside of this, in Western European countries with a long tradition of free
market, income egalitarianism can function as a counterweight for other ideological elements that are legitimizing
the existing social status quo. That is how income egalitarianism can affect attitudes towards selective welfare
services like unemployment benefits, where social group hierarchy can be a highly relevant question. As social
dominance theory suggests, in this case ideological elements like meritocracy or unfavourable stereotypes about
disadvantaged groups can function as hierarchy-enhancing legitimizing myths, while income egalitarianism can
be considered as a hierarchy-attenuating myth to balance the former ones (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999).

Naturally we can not rule out that income egalitarianism serves the function described above also in the postso-
cialist Central Eastern European societies. Although our results are indicating an alternative explanation, namely
that in this region the aforementioned ideological element affects welfare preferences by the mechanism of post-
socialist economic system nostalgia. This conclusion becomes obvious in the first place, if we review how the
motivational variables of selflessness and conventionality affect the acceptance of ideological elements. This
pattern is specifically suggestive in the case of conventionality, which was related to normative ideological contents
possessing a significant embeddedness in the public thinking of the given region of Europe. This ideological
content was meritocracy in Western Europe, and economic egalitarianism and governmental paternalism in
Eastern Europe. It seems that in Western European countries conventionality stimulates people to accept the
principle of meritocracy, and through that to oppose selective welfare services independently from the motivational
force of economic self-interest. The phenomenon of conventionality-driven economic system justification can be
identified in this pattern, as it is described by system justification theory (Jost & Hunyady, 2005). In the course of
this, Western European citizens with a heightened conventionality motivation rationalize and conserve existing
economic inequalities by approving legitimizing ideologies like meritocracy, independently from their rational self-
interest, or even directly contradictory to that.

On the other hand, in the postsocialist countries the assumed mechanism of conventionality-driven postsocialist
economic system nostalgia seems to show up. It is similar in the two mechanisms that in both cases the very
samemotivation stimulates people to act even against their rational economic interests by accepting social beliefs
that provide the sense of certainty and predictability by their normative nature. The difference is that in long-estab-
lished liberal democracies these normative economic beliefs are mostly related to free market capitalism, while
in postsocialist countries these views are attached to the economic system of the past, not the present. In this
sense, we can talk about a timely shifted economic system justification that is based on the egalitarian and pater-
nalist ideas of socialism, which could preserve their normative force against the principles of the currently existing
economic system due to the general dissatisfaction with the present.

We can see that income egalitarianism plays a significant role in the postsocialist public thinking, but to understand
the mechanism of postsocialist economic system nostalgia, it is important to see its motivational background on
the whole. In the Western European region selflessness consistently correlated positively with the acceptance of
income egalitarianism, and pro-welfare attitudes, and negatively with meritocracy and disadvantageous stereotypes
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towards the unemployed. However it is not completely true in the young postsocialist democracies, since though
selflessness was related to the approval of governmental healthcare services in the case of four countries, but
the same motivation showed a positive connection to the support for unemployed benefits only in two national
samples, and did not in the others. Moreover, selflessness was unrelated to the acceptance of meritocracy in the
Eastern European region, and it enhanced the approval of income egalitarianism only in three national samples,
what adds up to a substantially weaker relationship between these two variables in the Eastern European region
compared to Western Europe.

This is an important result, because as we have seen, income egalitarianism is a significant predictor of welfare
preferences and expectations towards the state in both regions, regardless of the selective or universal nature of
welfare services. But we could reveal a widely different motivational background behind the expressed egalitarian
attitudes. This motivational background seems to be selflessness-based social solidarity in Western Europe, but
conventionality-based norm adherence in Central Eastern European. In the postsocialist region selflessness does
not show a consistent relationship with egalitarian political-ideological beliefs like income egalitarianism or the
rejection of meritocracy, or with tolerant opinions towards particular disadvantaged groups, like the unemployed.

Of course, we have to mention some considerable limitations of our study, mostly ensuing from the nature of the
analysed dataset and the selected research methods. First of all, we have to emphasize that our study was a
correlational one, consequently we can not be completely certain about the causal relationships between the in-
vestigated variables. For example, while it seems perfectly sensible to assume that our motivations and more
abstract level value preferences influence our attitudes towards specific welfare policies, others assume also that
the actual operation of the welfare institutional system can influence value preferences within any given society
(Espig-Andersen, 1990). Another serious limitation of our study is the operationalisation of the investigated variables.
While we have to stress that analysing ESS data is a perfect tool to maximise the external validity of our results,
we also have to admit that construct validity is not the most significant strength of such a large-scale international
survey programme. Most of the selected variables were measured only by one single item, and not by thoroughly
constructed and carefully validated attitude and personality scales.

Conclusions
Our findings seem to confirm that a more accurate description can be obtained about the psychological mechanism
of attitude formation regarding the welfare state, if we consider these attitudes as results of a motivated social
cognition process (see Jost et al., 2003). This framework has been applied to a surprisingly limited extent by
political science and sociology so far, the motivational base of individual welfare preferences has been identified
mostly in the form of rational economic self-interest. Nevertheless our results indicate that both selflessness and
conventionality play a non-negligible role in our attitudes about welfare services, since they provide a convincing
individual level psychological explanation to the acceptance or rejection of ideological element that are relevant
to our expectations towards the welfare state.

As we could see, income egalitarianism is an important predictor for personal demands for welfare services in
both investigated regions of Europe, but with a substantially different motivational background. This motivational
background seems to be selflessness-based social solidarity in Western Europe, but individual motivations behind
income egalitarianism are evidently more selfish in the Eastern European region, since primarily they consist of
the rationalisation of personal economic self-interest and themechanism of postsocialist economic system nostalgia.
In the course of this, due to conventionality motivation, people conform to social beliefs that are normative in the
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public thinking of a given society. Income egalitarianism is such a belief, which is a deeply cultivated norm of the
former system in postsocialist countries. In this system, there had been little chance for true social solidarity to
evolve, because according to the social perception, it was the responsibility solely of the regime to ensure the
well-being of the whole society, and social welfare was not perceived as a result of cooperation among different
social groups. Consequently, the heightened economic egalitarianism and paternalism of postsocialist Central
Eastern European countries can be regarded as resultants of the pursuit of rational self-interest and the mechanism
of postsocialist economic system nostalgia, and not social solidarity. It is an interesting question, how the accu-
mulating experiences in the new political and economic system will affect the motivational underpinnings of welfare
attitudes, to what extent it will converge to the Western European pattern, or preserve its peculiarity.

Since providing appropriate and high-quality welfare services is one of the most significant and costly responsib-
ilities of any national government, it is vital for decision-makers to have an extensive understanding of the deeper
motivational context behind the particular views or opinions about welfare services and specific welfare policies.
With this insight, political actors have the opportunity to enhance the quality of goal-oriented decision-making and
to work out more precise welfare policy solutions that are in accordance with the specific expectations of their
voters.

Future Directions
As a future direction in our line of research, it would be important to investigate the specific causal relationships
between individual motivations and cultivated ideological elements, including distributive preferences and welfare
attitudes. By an experimental approach, it would be very interesting to test whether it is possible to enhance or
reduce personal approval of specific welfare policies by the experimental manipulation of the individual-level
motivations of selflessness and conventionality. Based on the results presented above, it is likely that if our aim
is to modify or reinforce one’s opinion about a specific welfare policy, we have to do that by influencing different
personal motivations, depending on the cultural and social context. In the Western European context we could
probably reach this goal more efficiently by influencing selflessness, while in the postsocialist context manipulating
the motivation of conventionality might be the appropriate way.

As an additional direction, it would be also fruitful to investigate the possible boundaries of social solidarity, and
put it into a motivational framework. It can be assumed that people with different motivations perceive social
boundaries regarding the entitlement for welfare services in a different way. As we saw, people with a higher level
of conventionality motivation in Eastern Europe tend to approve governmental welfare services, because welfare
paternalism is still an integral part of the postsocialist public thought. But we can assume that people with this
motivation will be apt to exclude cultural and non-conventional outgroups from the scope of welfare entitlement,
and preserve that only for those who can be regarded as reliable and conventional ingroup members. It is probable,
because conventionality might make people to approve governmental paternalism and disapprove non-conven-
tional outgroups at the same time in the postsocialist context. That is how conventionality can serve as a motiva-
tional base for welfare chauvinism in Eastern Europe, which might be a very important potential topic for future
research.

Notes
i) For more information: http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/
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