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Abstract 

This master’s thesis investigates the mechanisms leading to the development of robust and 

generous welfare states, focusing on the ongoing debate around targeting versus universalism 

in welfare state studies. By leveraging multiple welfare state datasets and expanding the 

scope of welfare outcomes using cross-national time-series analyses, it uncovers the pivotal 

role that measurement plays in understanding universalism's effects. This research unveils 

substantial variations in outcomes based on the universalism measures used, thus 

highlighting how our perception of the welfare state is deeply entwined with our 

methodological choices. The findings of this study not only carve new paths in the field of 

comparative welfare state literature but also set the stage for future research agendas. This 

work is a critical step towards more fully comprehending the intricacies of the welfare state 

debate, alongside the importance of conceptual precision and measurement alignment in 

welfare state studies. 

 

Keywords: Welfare State, Targeting, Universalism, Social Benefits, Redistribution, Social 

Policy, Methodological Choices. 
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Summary for Lay Audience 

The following thesis grapples with a significant social policy debate: how can we most 

effectively administer social benefits to reduce poverty and inequality? This debate oscillates 

between two approaches: (1) targeting—giving aid specifically to the poor, and (2) 

universalism—dispersing benefits to everyone regardless of income level. Yet, 'universalism' 

lacks a consistent definition, making it difficult to measure and compare its outcomes. My 

thesis aims to clarify this targeting-universalism debate by examining how different 

definitions of universalism affect the outcomes of welfare states, such as generosity, poverty, 

and inequality levels. I do this using data from 22 developed countries to analyze how 

changes in defining and measuring universalism influence these outcomes. This work has 

two key implications. Firstly, it can help policymakers create more effective strategies to 

tackle poverty and inequality. Often, studies have used a single measure of universalism, 

which may not capture its full impact. By examining multiple measures, my research project 

provides a more comprehensive understanding of universalism's effects, and thereby 

shedding light on the importance of methodological consistency in social policy research. 

Secondly, the debate between targeted and universal programs carries normative 

implications. It relates not only to effective policy design but also to the kind of society we 

want to live in. Do we aim for an inclusive society that treats everyone equally, or do we 

prioritize aid for those most in need? Furthermore, my research addresses methodological 

issues in the existing literature, such as differing conceptualizations of universalism and the 

use of different measures to compare targeting and universalism's effects. In summary, my 

thesis is a critical contribution to social policy debates, as it not only deepens our 

understanding of how welfare states can combat poverty and inequality, but also prompts us 

to reflect on the kind of society we want to create. 
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Preface 

In engaging with the ‘targeting versus universalism’ debate that characterizes the ongoing 

literature emerging from comparative welfare state studies, I address the issues of conceptual 

and operational variation in the concept of ‘universalism’. While some scholars argue the 

most effective way to administer benefits is to direct funds strictly to the poor, others 

advocate for the universal allocation of funds to all citizens, as programs with a broad base of 

recipients cultivate political support in favour of high levels of welfare spending. Despite this 

rich debate, the concept of ‘universalism’ itself is often granted less attention. What is meant 

by universalism is not always clear, and one’s chosen definition may very well impact the 

relationship in question. Using a unique combination of welfare state data, I conduct cross-

national time series analyses of 22 OECD countries to evaluate how five different measures 

of universalism fare in terms of outcomes on social spending, social transfers, poverty, and 

inequality. My findings indicate that the merit of ‘universal’ social policy fluctuates 

substantially according to one’s chosen operationalization of universalism, with some 

supporting the universalist argument more than others. The main contributions of my M.A. 

thesis are methodological, demonstrating the important role played by measurement, 

alongside offering a holistic analytical strategy for addressing social policy debates within 

welfare state scholarship. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1 Scope of Thesis 

The question of whether social benefits should be targeted or universal has figured 

prominently in debates among welfare state scholars for decades. Should welfare benefits 

be reserved only for the neediest members of society? Or should welfare programs and 

benefits be universally accessible? The response of some scholars is that the frugality 

achieved by targeting maximizes the spending directed to the poor (Greenstein 1991). 

Others propose an alternative road to benefit generosity, claiming that by covering a 

broader segment of the population, universalism motivates the political will necessary for 

further social spending reform (Brooks and Manza 2007). However, despite its routine 

use, what is meant by ‘universalism’ is not always clear. Universalism is rarely explicitly 

defined within the literature, and measures of universalism vary substantially, which may 

very well translate into differences in findings determined by measurement choice.  

For example, some scholars treat universalism and targeting as bookends of a spectrum 

(Korpi and Palme 1998), while others are guided by the view that universalism is a 

distinct concept and should be defined independently of targeting (Brady and Bostic 

2015). Amplifying the uncertainty stemming from this is the fact that most works deploy 

only a single measure of universalism within their analyses, and fewer studies incorporate 

multiple indicators of universalism (Brady and Burroway 2012; Rasmussen and Knutsen 

2021). Given the lack of a clear and universally accepted definition of 'universalism' in 

the literature, the dispute over whether social benefits should be targeted or universal 

remains in a state of unresolved tension, leading to a standstill in the management and 

delivery of social benefits.  

I argue that gaining further insight into the debates on universalism’s role within the 

welfare state requires thorough examination across a wide range of universalism 

measures. I first focus on identifying the relationship between the extent of a welfare 

state’s universalism and welfare state outcomes such as social spending, poverty, and 

inequality levels. Subsequently, I focus specifically on issues of measurement by 
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investigating how sensitive the potential relationships between universalism and welfare 

state outcomes are to the way in which universalism is operationalized. Drawing on 

pooled time series welfare state data for 22 OECD countries merged with universalism 

data from six different sources, I clarify the circumstances under which universalism is 

associated with social spending and other important welfare state outcomes. In this 

process, I utilize four primary dependent variables to scrutinize the potential impacts of 

universalism: social spending, social transfers, inequality, and poverty. The variable 

'social spending' encapsulates a wide range of government expenditures geared towards 

addressing societal needs, measuring them as a portion of a state's GDP. 'Social 

transfers,' on the other hand, refers to government-provided cash transfers, excluding 

social transfers in-kind, shedding light on the state's redistributive efforts. 'Inequality' is 

gauged by the post-tax and transfer Gini coefficient of household income, offering 

insights into income distribution after state redistribution. Lastly, 'poverty' is assessed by 

the post-tax and transfer relative poverty rate, highlighting the efficacy of state 

interventions in poverty reduction. Studies on inequality and poverty are increasingly 

considering underlying dynamics such as income mobility and poverty persistence 

(Saunders 2021). I will provide a more in-depth discussion and exploration of these 

variables in Section 3.1. 

1.1 Rationale and Literary Contribution 

The implications of my proposed work are twofold. First, there is pragmatic value in 

providing greater detail into the relationship between universalism and welfare state 

outcomes. Clarity aids policymakers in developing the sharpest tools with which to cut 

back poverty and inequality. While much literature has been dedicated towards the 

targeting-universalism debate, an overwhelming majority of these works have done so 

with the application of a single recycled measure of universalism within their analyses 

(Korpi and Palme 1998; Kenworthy 2011; Marx, Salanauskaite, and Verbist 2013; 

Gornick and Smeeding 2018). The development of a customary approach within a 

research area for operationalizing a core variable would not make for such a compelling 

call for further investigation if researchers justified their choice of measurement by 
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arguing either (1) that it is the best, or perhaps only, measure currently available, or (2) 

that the measure strongly correlates with any alternative measurement choices.  

However, for the vast majority of literature concerned with the targeting-universalism 

debate, the extent of scholarly dedication to a singular customary measure of 

universalism far surpasses the attention granted to establishing either of these two 

arguments. This disconnect between the execution and explanation of methodological 

choices is evidenced by the amount of journal articles that allocate a disproportionate 

amount of their word count to providing a standard historical overview detailing the 

origins of how the measurement of universalism came to be, rather than offering a 

comprehensive and critical evaluation of said measure. One such example of granting 

insufficient attention to the assessment of one’s universalism measure and quickly 

moving to the analysis stage can be seen in Marx, Salanauskaite, and Verbist’s 2013 

paper. With the goal of revisiting the targeting-universalism debate with updated data, the 

authors briefly note a few potential issues and limitations associated with the 

universalism measure used in past studies, but ultimately proceed with using the very 

same measure for their own analyses.  

This tendency to gloss over the potential implications associated with the composition, 

advantages, and limitations of key variables stifles progress within the discipline and 

discourages experimenting with alternative methods for measuring concepts. In other 

words, when it comes to the operationalization of central variables used within studies 

investigating welfare strategies and their subsequent outcomes, welfare state scholarship 

seems to be held back by an academic variation of a “if it ain’t broken, don’t fix it” 

mentality. Consequently, little work has examined the relationship using a variety of 

measures of universalism. Therefore, I argue that to most effectively demystify the 

targeting-universalism debate, one must look across measures of universalism. After all, 

the absence of broken is an insufficient reason for ruling out efforts to uncover the 

presence of something better. 

The second implication of my thesis research is normative, as the institutional 

characteristics of the welfare state may have an influence not only on generosity and 
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poverty levels, but also on our assumptions regarding how our communities ought to 

operate. Through its restrictions or lack thereof, the welfare state defines ‘who counts’. 

One might expect targeted programs to be conducive to an exclusionary environment, 

while universal programs may foster social cohesion and social solidarity. This makes 

debates regarding targeting versus universalism of central importance not only in terms of 

developing effective policy, but also in contemplating the type of world in which we wish 

to live. 

1.2 Objectives and Expected Results 

The objective of this thesis is to contribute to longstanding social policy debates by 

determining the extent to which differences in measurement impacts the role of 

universalism. A consideration of measurement sheds light on previous research findings 

and the classic targeting-universalism debate over welfare state outcomes. Doing so will 

allow me to provide greater insight into how generous and robust welfare states come 

about. 

The first literary contribution of my proposed work is pragmatic in value by providing 

greater detail into the relationship between universalism and generosity. Clarity aids 

policymakers in developing the sharpest tools with which to cut back poverty and 

inequality. The second literary contribution is normative, as the institutional 

characteristics of the welfare state may have an influence not only on generosity levels, 

but also on our assumptions regarding how our communities ought to operate. I expect 

my results to reveal that targeted programs encourage an environment of exclusion, while 

universal programs foster more social cohesion and social solidarity. These expected 

findings can largely influence debates on targeting versus universalism in terms of 

developing effective policy, alongside in contemplating the type of world in which we 

wish to live.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2 Targeting vs. Universalism in Comparative Welfare State 
Studies 

Two competing strategies of welfare distribution—targeting and universalism—possess 

substantial influence over the defining factors comprising overarching welfare systems. 

Existing in a conceptual limbo, universalism poses a challenge to its empirical 

operationalization. Defined generally, ‘universalism’ is an approach to social policy 

characterized by high levels of social benefit accessibility across demographic groups. 

These high levels of accessibility are typically premised on the absence of eligibility 

requirements for receiving benefits, alongside viewing the receipt of benefits as a matter 

of citizenship over deservingness (Rothstein 1998). This broad perspective on social 

policies is grounded in the concept of universalism, a principle suggesting that these 

policies should apply to everyone, regardless of their socioeconomic status (Anttonen and 

Sipilä 2014).  

As Thompson and Hoggett (1996) further elucidate, universalism supports the idea that 

social policies should be applied equally to all citizens without discrimination. This 

concept stands in contrast with selectivism, which posits the allocation of resources based 

on specific criteria, such as income or health status (Thompon and Hoggett 1996). 

Alternatively, ‘targeting’ entails an approach to social policymaking centered around 

strict eligibility requirements and means testing (Nelson 2004). In practice, however, the 

ways in which universalism and its related concepts are defined fluctuate substantially 

across welfare state studies. For instance, Sainsbury (1996) posits that universalism 

involves social benefits and services anchored in compulsory legislation. Here, 

universalism calls for entitlements designed for the entire population, irrespective of 

financial needs, thereby ensuring equal access to services and uniform benefits. Crucially, 

this equal access to benefits and services is understood as a central component of citizens' 

rights. Thoroughly outlining the defining characteristics of targeted and universal welfare 

state strategies – and the stark contrast between them – contextualizes the emergence and 

persistence of both scholarly and political division over issues related to the welfare state. 

Moreover, it underlines citizens' rights to benefits and services. Given the extensive 
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discourse around targeting and universalism – and their significant influence on social 

policy outcomes – the forthcoming Section 2.1 will provide an in-depth overview of the 

ongoing targeting versus universalism debate by unpacking and contrasting the 

perspectives of pro-universalism scholars and pro-targeting scholars. 

2.1 Overviewing the Targeting-Universalism Debate 

Scholarly debate over the merit of targeted and universalist social policies often begins 

with reference to Korpi and Palme’s seminal work, The Paradox of Redistribution and 

Strategies of Equality. KP1 are concerned with investigating the divergent outcomes in 

terms of inequality, poverty, and social spending of welfare states with contrasting 

‘logics’ of operation. KP propose the existence of a social policy paradox, wherein the 

more social benefits are targeted exclusively to the poor, the less successful the welfare 

state is at reducing poverty and inequality (Korpi and Palme 1998). While the topic of 

targeted social benefits had already been established within the literature well-before 

KP’s Paradox of Redistribution, their work is often deemed responsible for revitalizing 

scholarly attention over the targeting-universalism question. The inspiration sparked by 

KP has since snowballed into a large body of literature that aims to investigate both the 

inner workings of the welfare state, alongside the determinants of robust public 

institutions characterized by generous social spending and desirable levels of 

redistribution. However, the successive scholarship following KP (1998) has done more 

to preserve rather than resolve the divide between those in favour of targeted and 

universal social policies.  

The divide and debate between targeted and universal social policies have not only been 

influenced by differing ideological standpoints but also by the historical development of 

universalism, which has been shaped by a myriad of political, societal, and economic 

changes (Anttonen and Sipilä 2014; Garcia-Fuente 2021). This preservation of the divide 

is aptly observed by Van Kersbergen and Vis (2015) who argue that welfare state 

 

1
 This abbreviation refers to ‘Korpi and Palme’ and is adopted from Paradoxes of Social Policy: Welfare 

Transfers, Relative Poverty, and Redistribution Preferences by David Brady and Amie Bostic in 2015. 
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scholarship has fallen into a pattern of normal science, where research activity primarily 

confirms existing theories instead of discovering new paradigms or fundamentally 

questioning the established ones. They suggest the need to revitalize the field by focusing 

on social outcomes produced by different welfare regimes, aiming to break away from 

this normal science approach. Their recommendations align well with the objectives of 

this M.A. thesis, which works to address the need for new approaches and a greater 

emphasis on the study of social outcomes. 

2.1.1 In Favour of Targeting 

On the selective side of this divide, these scholars envision a ‘targeted road’ to building 

an adept welfare state. Proponents of targeting often validate their position either by: (1) 

asserting that universal policies divert attention away from the poorest among us (Lee 

1987); (2) framing universalism as economically unviable (Gilbert 2002); or (3) 

attributing a moral evaluation of deservingness to the allocation of social assistance 

(Mead 2003).  

Focusing on the first of these claims, a frequent justification for rejecting universal 

policies boils down to the belief that such policies fall short in effectively addressing 

poverty. In line with this view, prioritizing universalism may unintentionally result in the 

neglect of those in the greatest need. Assuming funding for social benefits is a finite 

resource, spreading benefits too thin coincides with a net decrease in resources allocated 

to the poor (Greenstein 1991; Devereaux 2016). Essentially, universal policies are 

thought to result in a sort of ‘leakage’, where benefits provided to middle class 

individuals are viewed as an unnecessary and wasteful use of funding. Lindbeck (1988) 

provides support for this perspective, noting that targeting aims to specifically remove 

barriers for certain disadvantaged groups.  

A prominent concept that has emerged from this argument is known as an “ordeal 

mechanism”. Alatas et al. (2013) describe this mechanism as a strategy that imposes 

differential costs on rich and poor, potentially improving the precision of targeting. In 

their field experiment in Indonesia, an ordeal mechanism was introduced where villagers 

had to apply for aid and take an asset test at a central application site. This increased the 
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likelihood of the poor applying for aid, resulting in a substantially poorer group of 

beneficiaries (Alatas et al. 2013). As a result, when making decisions based on the 

allocation of scarce resources, the most effective approach is to channel benefits 

according to a strict needs-basis (Besley 1990; Squire 1993). From this perspective, while 

the welfare state may not be universally generous, higher levels of social spending are 

made possible for a subset of the population through the savings incurred by excluding 

other groups from receiving social benefits. However, Alatas et al. (2013) also noted that 

simply increasing the ordeal did not necessarily improve targeting, as both rich and poor 

were deterred from applying, suggesting a more complex interplay between the ordeal 

mechanism and socioeconomic status than previously assumed. This point was also 

highlighted by Besley and Coate (1992), suggesting that welfare programs should 

carefully implement "ordeal" mechanisms as small participation costs could potentially 

dissuade the poor from partaking (Besley and Coate 1992). Put differently, by engaging 

in strategic targeting the welfare state is thought to achieve the ‘biggest bang’ for its 

buck. 

Another common pro-targeting argument found within both the literature and public 

discourse is the sentiment that universally orientated social policies foster a culture of 

dependency and erode individual work ethic (Murray 1984; Lindbeck 1994). This 

assumption has led some to advocate for forms of targeting designed to incentivize 

employment, such as lower income support for the unemployed compared to low-income 

and part-time workers (Saez 2006). Without the imposition of some form of targeting, 

proponents argue that overly generous and inclusive social policies inevitably promote 

undesirable economic conditions that undermine their own sustainability. Embedded in 

arguments such as this is the assumption that generous social spending and robust welfare 

programs promise long term feasibility only when designed for a minority, and 

consequently infeasible when carried out for the majority. 

While these two pro-targeting arguments are primarily concerned with economic viability 

and efficiency, a third justification fixates on normative assumptions and the potential 

adulteration of societal values brought on by indiscriminate social assistance. Narratives 

such as this stem from the longstanding tendency to divide individuals into the 
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‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor (Katz 2013). While those in the former category are 

viewed as legitimately in need due to circumstances beyond their control, the latter group 

is deemed personally responsible for their unfortunate circumstances. From this 

perspective, targeting serves as a device for ensuring those who are impoverished due to 

their own ‘avoidable’ life choices are not unjustly rewarded for their individual 

deficiencies with generous social assistance (Banfield 1974; Mead 2003). Adding on, 

Busemeyer and Iversen (2020) explore the deservingness debate, drawing a line between 

those who are deserving, such as those who receive pensions, and the undeserving, like 

the unemployed. They note that this vantage point assumes that targeted social programs 

ought to be adopted over universal ones, due to the belief that social assistance – which 

caters to the ‘undeserving’ – will be perceived as unfair and ultimately fail to sustain 

public support.  

In sum, selective social policies are viewed as a superior strategy for designing successful 

welfare institutions that effectively fulfill the desired functions of the welfare state, 

namely by prioritizing a healthy economy and reserving social assistance for ‘legitimate’ 

recipients. Moreover, they point out that the rise of private alternatives in many fields of 

welfare state activity have undermined the supporting coalitions for sustaining a public, 

universal welfare state model. They posit that the universalist model of the welfare state 

is challenged by the rise of these private alternatives, leading to a loss of support from 

higher-income groups (Busemeyer and Iversen 2020). Further, Sumino (2018) raises the 

issue of how targeted spending can potentially amplify attitudinal polarization between 

different income groups. 

2.1.2 In Favour of Universalism 

In contrast to pro-targeting scholars, others assert that universalism is in fact compatible 

with a robust and effective welfare state, and perhaps even a prerequisite to achieving 

desirable welfare state outcomes. I argue that the case for universalism – alongside the 

value of undertaking further investigation of the potential positive effects of universal 

policies – can be advanced with reference to three main themes from the literature. The 

upper hand of universalist policies can be conveyed by: (1) the ability of universalist 

institutions to enhance social solidarity and serve as a building block for cumulative 
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welfare spending gains (Korpi and Palme 1998; Brooks and Manza 2007); (2) the lower 

administrative costs associated with universal policies (Sefton 2006); and (3) 

universalism’s capacity to satisfy the societal desire for a just perception of social 

structures  (Rothstein 2001; Hannah, Brown, and Gibbons 2020).  

The first body of literature supporting universalism as an avenue for achieving a desirable 

welfare state centres around the ability of universalist institutions to cultivate a political 

climate that is conducive with achieving generous and expandable welfare state efforts. 

This capacity has been explained by scholars through the combination of two related 

processes known as ‘policy feedback’ and ‘solidarity effects.’ Some studying the effects 

of ‘policy feedback’ argue that political institutions shape attitudes and preferences, and 

not the other way around (Pierson 1993). Accordingly, after the initial establishment of 

political institutions, the preferences of individuals and groups that operate and make 

decisions within them become influenced in accordance with the interests embodied by 

said institutions (Skocpol 1992). Therefore, societies are susceptible to continual 

processes in which public opinion is refracted by institutional forces, consequently 

shaping the motivations that inform the further evolution of institutions (Pierson 1993; 

Garland 2016). The composition of a society’s welfare state institutions influences the 

playing field in which political activities are conducted, and as a result, also plays a 

decisive role in shaping the nature of alliances and antagonisms that characterize a 

populace (Pierson 1994; 1996). Building on this, Greve (2022) posits that universal 

benefits including middle class can lead to larger social budget and therefore greater 

ability to reduce poverty; the welfare state has potential to act as a shared and cheaper 

risk solution as opposed to individual insurance. Following this logic, one can begin to 

imagine how the presence of universally orientated political institutions may work to 

promote a public interest aligning with fostering generous social programs. Thus, 

universalist political institutions nurture collective support for a strong welfare state 

presence, alongside providing leverage for future expansions of the size and scope of 

welfare (Nelson 2004). Anttonen and Sipilä (2014) add an important consideration that 

quality of services is crucial to universalism; if lower-income groups are unable to access 

high-quality services, they may resort to private alternatives. 
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Complementing the above arguments, literature on ‘solidarity effects’ finds that universal 

welfare states are often larger and generate more desirable outcomes, due in part to their 

broad appeal. By administering social programs that treat all individuals the same, the 

welfare state emphasizes similarities; effectively translating into united rather than 

divided political sentiment (Korpi and Palme 1998; Rothstein 1998). Universal policies 

cater to the interests of the majority by design, generating much greater support than 

policies that only cater to specific groups. Echoing these thoughts, KP (1998) add that the 

Achilles’ heel of targeting as a means of fostering generosity is its inability to hold the 

middle-class support necessary for the maintenance of the welfare system. Without the 

largescale support of constituents motivated by their common interest in universally 

applicable social policies, the political will necessary to secure generous social benefits 

fails to materialize. Lindbeck (1988) furthers this argument by suggesting that universal 

policies promote positive freedom – that being, freedom to act – by providing resources 

to everyone, further consolidating the core principles of equality and solidarity inherent 

in universalism. 

Turning to financial considerations, the operational structure of universal welfare 

programs is often argued as more cost effective than the requirements inherent to targeted 

programs (Brady and Bostic 2015; Greve 2020). Universal programs incur a certain 

amount of savings given that they are much less reliant on monitoring. Targeted 

programs involve continual oversight by nature and are often associated with strict and 

complex administrative requirements (Besley and Kanbur 1991; Bradshaw 2012). 

Universal policies avoid the cumbersome process of verifying an individual’s eligibility 

for a given benefit by establishing inclusivity from the start. As a result, social savings 

are incurred as additional social spending towards administrative oversight is avoided, 

thereby leaving more funding available for overall distribution. In this context, Lindbeck, 

Nyberg, and Weibull (2003) offer an additional perspective, asserting that universal 

policies, coupled with social norms against free riding, can help moderate the usage of 

income-insurance systems. 

Last, the literature has pointed to universalism as being conducive with conceptions of 

justice, maximizing the support and potential for welfare state expansion, alongside 
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enhancing individual flourishing in a variety of ways (Barrientos 2019; Byun 2022). This 

evidence highlighting universalism’s high potential for establishing a just and prosperous 

society merits further investigation on the effects of universalism on welfare state 

outcomes. 

2.2 A Universally Ambiguous Debate: What Defines an 
‘Effective’ Welfare State? 

Proponents for both targeting and universalism claim that theirs is the more effective 

strategy – which leads to the question, “what does it mean for a welfare state to be 

effective?” Thus far, the discussed literature has dealt with evaluating differing strategies 

for achieving an optimal welfare state but has not approached the process of determining 

the qualities characterizing the ideal welfare state with the same level of enthusiasm. 

Should we design our analyses under the assumption that an effective welfare state is one 

that best alleviates poverty? Or should a welfare states’ redistributive capacity serve as 

the primary outcome guiding our valuation of targeting and universalism? This leads to a 

bigger question about the impact of economic shifts, such as liberalization and 

privatization, since the 1990s. These changes have redefined societal structures and thus 

challenged traditional universal service provision (Anttonen and Sipilä 2014). With these 

issues in mind, I argue that two discrepancies are generated within the targeting-

universalism literature caused by insufficient attention to the ‘dependent variable’ side of 

analyses. The first problem involves the lack of diversity on how welfare state strategies 

are evaluated, and the second deals with directly addressing how the outcomes of 

universalism may often prove just as inconsistent as the effects of universalism. 

Beginning with the issue of outcome diversity, several works provide evidence of one 

type of outcome receiving priority over others, with poverty or inequality reduction being 

the suitable answer to the question of what counts most in defining an effective welfare 

state (Korpi and Palme 1998; Guillaud, Olckers, and Zemmour 2020; Byun 2022). This is 

further substantiated by findings from Marx, Salanauskaite, and Verbist (2016), who 

reveal that some systems that include means-tested benefits have been highly 

redistributive. This fixation with framing the targeting-universalism debate narrowly on 

poverty and inequality outcomes may be attributed, at least partially, to the extent of KP’s 
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influence. As previously discussed, much of the recent targeting-universalism literature 

has maintained the relevancy and development of the debate by drawing upon KP’s 

blueprint (Kenworthy 2011; Marx, Salanauskaite, and Verbist 2013; Brady and Bostic 

2015; Jacques and Nöel 2018). Ultimately, this tendency of recent targeting-universalism 

scholars has resulted in directing substantially less attention towards assessing the 

respective impact of targeting and universalism against both outcomes that stray from the 

familiar territory of poverty and inequality. To address this issue, Scruggs and Tafoya 

(2022) stress the importance of looking at the entire range of policy dimensions, not just 

expenditures, when evaluating welfare generosity. Despite the undeniable importance of 

factoring endeavours such as poverty reduction when evaluating an effective welfare 

state, I argue that the set of standards involved in judging the quality of welfare states 

ought to be much broader than what is often seen within recent works on welfare state 

effectiveness. Expanding the outcomes included in studying the role of universalism is 

one way of answering the call for a reprioritization of the effects and outcomes of welfare 

state policies that we see made by some welfare state scholars (Hannah, Brown, and 

Gibbons 2020). In carrying out restrictive analyses, scholars run the risk of minimizing 

the capabilities and functions the welfare state has to offer, alongside stifling the potential 

of one’s own work for contributing to our understanding of how the welfare state 

functions (Baldini et al. 2016). Adding to this, Lindh and McCall (2022) suggest future 

research should delve into public opinion about specific labor market policies and expand 

to include a wider set of countries to better understand different societal preferences. 

The second dependent variable issue is that findings on the outcomes of universalism are 

as much of a mixed bag as the different ways universalism has been measured across the 

literature. Put simply, the literature varies both in terms of what measures of universalism 

are composed of, alongside the possible outcomes that result from imposing universalism. 

This notion is reinforced by Huber and Stephens' (2001) research, which finds varying 

distributive outcomes and poverty levels associated with different welfare state regimes. 

For example, findings from Brady and Bostic (2015) are consistent with findings from 

KP (1998) on social transfers, but inconsistent with KP’s findings on poverty. Adding to 

this complexity, Marchal and van Lancker (2019) emphasize the need for more 

approaches to be created that measure targeting outcomes rather than just targeting 



14 

 

design. Upon considering the potential for inconsistencies across both the independent 

and dependent variables used in welfare state studies, the more apparent the intricacies 

that characterize the path to resolving the targeting-universalism debate become. This is 

underscored by Sánchez and Goda (2018) who demonstrate that corruption can distort the 

demand for and supply of redistributive policies, affecting the effectiveness of a welfare 

state. The subsequent sections will further elaborate on these complexities and how they 

can influence the effectiveness of welfare policies. 

2.3 The Dilemma of Methodological Narrowness  

The final and perhaps most salient factor contributing to the persistent disagreement over 

the targeting-universalism question is rooted in two methodological shortcomings: (1) the 

use of two main approaches to measuring universalism, where the potential implications 

of doing so either go unacknowledged or are simply treated as interchangeable options 

for capturing the same concept, and (2) the tendency of scholars to test only one measure 

of universalism when drawing conclusions involving the comparison of targeting and 

universalism on a given outcome. Before assessing these two methodological issues, it is 

worth noting how these concerns over measurement begin at the stage of 

conceptualization. Naturally, how one conceptualizes a phenomenon influences how a 

given concept is transformed into a measurable variable. Despite the scarcity of a clear 

and comprehensive definition of universalism, two common approaches to capturing the 

general nature of the concept can be discerned from the literature. Interestingly, 

Blomqvist and Palme (2020) have proposed a measure of universalism that addresses 

these shortcomings by including four different dimensions. Despite being an 

improvement, it's still a singular measure, defined and tested in a specific way. 

2.3.1 Conceptualizing Universalism 

The conceptual history of universalism can be organized along two lines: (1) the nature of 

universalism, and (2) the content subsumed within the interpretation of universalism. The 

first concern centres on the question: “What is the conceptual terrain in which 

universalism takes shape?”. To answer this, two overarching conceptual frameworks are 

suggested: (1) a spectrum approach and (2) a distinct concept approach.  
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I refer to the first framing of universalism as the ‘spectrum approach’. This approach 

treats universalism as an extreme on one end of a spectrum, with targeting assuming the 

opposite end. KP (1998) popularized the treatment of universalism as a spectrum, where 

universalism was identified by the extent to which social transfers were concentrated – or 

targeted – within a population. Following this, the more targeted social benefits are, the 

further from universalism they stand (Nelson 2007). Similar conceptions of universalism 

as a single point along a spectrum remain a widely accepted standard (Kenworthy 2011; 

Marx, Salanauskaite, and Verbist 2013). The main consequence corresponding with the 

spectrum approach is that reference to another concept is always required for defining 

universalism. 

The second strategy for conceptualizing universalism I refer to as the ‘distinct concept 

approach’. In contrast to the scholars who conform to the spectrum framework are those 

academics that advance universalism as a concept that can – and ought to – be defined 

independently of any reference or contrast to related but external concepts. Put 

differently, imagine a remote uninhabited island with a self-sustaining ecosystem, 

untouched by, or reliant, on any foreign species. Our imaginary island represents 

universalism itself, while the absence of foreign influence on the nature and functioning 

of the island’s ecosystem symbolizes how the absence of targeting (in this scenario, 

playing the role of foreign influence) is both inconsequential for fully defining and 

understanding the concept of universalism. This hypothetical scenario provides not only a 

straightforward explanation of the conceptualization approach from the ‘distinct concept’ 

vantage point, but also works to further reinforce the fundamental differences guiding 

these two conceptual approaches.  

Following this sentiment, scholars of this opinion reject the notion of tethering 

universalism to a secondary concept in the form of a spectrum serving as a prerequisite 

for pin-pointing the definition and successful assignment of meaning conferred upon the 

term universalism. Opponents of the spectrum approach rebuff this conceptual approach 

first on the belief that it is unnecessary – with some scholars advancing independently 

conceptualized alternatives of universalism (Brady and Bostic 2015). Relatedly, rather 

than framing targeting as universalism’s opposite, the inverse of universalism is instead 
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understood as residualism (Jacques and Nöel 2021). For example, universalism can be 

conceptualized as homogeneity with respect to social benefits (Brady and Bostic 2015). 

According to Brady and Bostic’s proposed conceptualization, the more uniform benefits 

and their corresponding eligibility and coverage characteristics are for the entire 

population, the more universal a welfare state becomes (2015). Conversely, when 

benefits differ across different groups, and eligibility requirements and coverage rates 

vary, a welfare state no longer meets the conceptual requirements to be considered 

universal (Brady and Bostic 2015).  Conceptualizing universalism in this manner 

invalidates arguments insistent on the necessity of defining universalism through 

reference to targeting (Brady and Bostic 2015). To summarize, the distinct concept 

approach assumes the straightforward view that welfare programs can be identified as 

simply more or less universal.  

 A second important, and perhaps more consequential case to be made against the use of 

the spectrum approach, is the argument that such an approach to conceptualizing 

universalism may induce a chain-reaction with the potential to contaminate the 

operationalization of universalism (Jacques and Nöel 2018). Such contamination – which 

will be discussed in greater detail below – may run the risk of constructing and centering 

analyses around indicators that fail to measure what they are intended to measure, 

exposing researchers to the threat of tainted findings (Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi 2009; 

Marchal and Van Lancker 2019; Lindh and McCall 2022; Scruggs and Tafoya 2022). 

Overall, it is important to remember that the concept of universalism remains complex 

and multidimensional, making it a challenging idea to capture in a single, comprehensive 

conceptualization. As a final note on conceptualization, it is worth acknowledging the 

growing emphasis on individualism within social policies; this entails a shift from 

universal "one-size-fits-all" solutions towards an increasing demand for personalised 

services (Anttonen and Sipilä 2014). 

2.3.2 Operationalizing Universalism 

Importantly, these two competing conceptual perspectives also come with distinct 

operational strategies, thus perpetuating a body of literature characterized by both 

conceptual and methodological division. I assess the methodological aspect of this divide 



17 

 

by advancing that current measures of universalism can be grouped into two clusters: (1) 

those focused on outcomes (Korpi and Palme 1998; Kenworthy 2011; Marx, 

Salanauskaite, and Verbist 2013), and (2) those concerned with institutional 

characteristics (Jacques and Nöel 2018; Rasmussen and Knutsen 2021).  

First, measures that prioritize outcomes can be defined as those that operationalize 

universalism by capturing the endgame of universalist policy – that is, through the 

resulting distribution of benefits to varying segments of the population. Essentially, the 

concentration of social benefits serves as a proxy for universalism rather than accounting 

for other potentially relevant characteristics. This approach assumes that the greater the 

diffusion of social transfers across the entirety of a population is, the more universal a 

welfare state becomes. Operationalizing universalism, however, is a challenge given that 

the range of choices available to individuals could be limited by welfare state policies 

(Lindbeck, 1988). This makes the task of defining and measuring universalism quite 

complex. This complexity is further highlighted by Lindbeck, Nyberg, and Weibull’s 

(2003) suggestion that social norms and the number of beneficiaries could influence the 

effectiveness of universal policies versus targeted approaches.  

Other scholars have approached operationalizing universalism through an emphasis on 

the institutional design elements that precede spending and transfer outcomes. Examples 

of indicators following this approach include measures that examine the extent of means-

testing or private services (Jacques and Nöel 2018), or indicators that evaluate the 

frequency and magnitude of social programs available to different sub-groups of the 

population (Rasmussen and Knutsen 2021). In a related vein, Huber and Stephens' (2001) 

analysis of the Social Democratic Welfare State regime illustrates the practical operation 

of universal policies in reducing wage dispersion and promoting a high-wage, high–labor 

productivity competitive niche. Additionally, Esping-Andersen (2015) provides a vivid 

illustration of operationalizing universalism, showing how Scandinavian welfare regimes 

have achieved significant equalization effects in educational attainment. 
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2.3.3 A New Targeting-Universalism Paradox? The Ubiquitous yet 
Confined Debate 

A crucial insight regarding these methodological patterns is that scholars who conform to 

a spectrum-based view of universalism are often restricted – whether knowingly or 

unknowingly – in terms of the methodological camp they work within. I suggest that this 

occurs because once accepting that targeting and universalism are linked in such a way 

that the increasing presence of one corresponds with a decrease in the other, measuring 

universalism according to ‘outcomes’ achieved in the form of an index of concentration 

appears as most logical and operationally-sound. 

Indeed, scholars following the 'distinct concept approach' are naturally oriented towards 

the measurement styles of the institutional camp. Emphasizing diverse institutional 

features of welfare states, these researchers often generate innovative measures of 

universalism (Brady and Bostic 2015; Jacques and Nöel 2018). This flexibility can be 

attributed to their perception of universalism and targeting as not necessarily existing on 

a singular spectrum, thus allowing a wide range of possibilities for measuring 

universalism backed by a solid conceptual backbone. 

Yet, the division of the literature according to the two presented strategies for measuring 

universalism leads to the issue of reduced comparability between studies. When one 

study uses a concentration index to measure universalism while another uses an 

institutional measure, it becomes difficult for one to come to any conclusions when the 

causal mechanisms may vary or be disrupted depending on the type of universalism 

measure adopted. Additionally, the conventional practice of only using a single measure 

of universalism in one’s study further obscures conclusions on the targeting-universalism 

debate. This methodological choice dominates the literature, with the exception of a few 

prominent studies that have incorporated multiple indicators of universalism (Brady and 

Burroway 2012; Rasmussen and Knutsen 2021). However, even within such exceptions, 

no more than two universalism measures are included. Given this pattern of scarce 

operational diversity, I contend that the line of literature sparked by the targeting- 

universalism debate has now found itself in a phase of stagnation; one that I believe can 
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be overcome through the incorporation of the untapped potential of conducting analyses 

that prioritize greater attention to measurement issues. 

This stalemate within the literature has led to what could be considered a new 'paradox' in 

the targeting-universalism debate. In their critique of KP’s index, Gugushvili and Laenen 

(2021) highlight the need for more empirical rigor, arguing that the concentration index 

as a measure of redistribution is influenced by demographic factors and pre-transfer 

incomes. They suggest that these factors complicate the operationalization and 

interpretation of measures. This critique further extends the call for operational diversity 

and highlights the need for a more rigorous and involved understanding of universalism. 

2.4 Back to the Drawing Board 

Clearly, the longstanding debate over conceiving the most effective and efficient welfare 

state continues to hold considerable weight, both within academic circles as well as 

public discourse. This profound and complex question prompts us to reevaluate the core 

concepts of welfare state studies. Accordingly, we must continuously refine and reassess 

our understanding of fundamental constructs like universalism and targeting. Although 

targeting and universalism can be compared for the purpose of answering a variety of 

questions about the functioning of the welfare state, the heart of the debate concerns 

unveiling the association between a welfare state’s strategic logic and the extent of its 

generosity. Upon investigating whether universal welfare states fare better than selective 

systems in terms of output levels, I measure the concept of generosity in terms of social 

spending. As a straightforward and widely accessible indicator, studying the potential 

association between universalism and social spending allows one to cut straight to the 

foundation of the targeting-universalism question. Therefore, with the continuing salience 

of this debate, my first research question asks: “Are welfare states that are more 

universalistic associated with higher level of social spending?” 

After working to untangle the broader relationship between universalism and generosity, 

universalism’s function within the welfare state can be further broken down through a 

comprehensive analysis of alternative outcomes. This is reinforced by Marx, 

Salanauskaite, and Verbist (2016), who conclude that for a system to have a strong 
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redistributive impact, it needs to cater to a broad segment of the electorate but also 

incorporate effective redistribution towards the poor. Recognizing that many welfare 

state outcomes beyond social spending may be implicated within the role of universalism, 

and that variety in terms of welfare outcomes present a further point of contention over 

universalism’s merit, my second research question asks: “How important is universalism 

for other welfare state outcomes, namely ‘social transfers’, ‘poverty’, and ‘inequality’?” 

Through the process of analyzing the development of the welfare state scholarship, an 

interesting pattern emerges with respect to how the attempts at resolving the debate are 

approached. I propose that much like KP’s paradox of social policy – where the more we 

target social benefits to the poor the less effective we are at ameliorating poverty and 

inequality – the discipline may currently be held back by a ‘targeting-universalism 

debate’ paradox of its own creation. I argue that the more prevalent the concept of 

universalism and the debates over it have become, the more scholars seem to stray from 

concern over truly defining universalism and its distinct characteristics. Such a 

phenomenon then influences the extent to which alternative forms of measuring 

universalism are considered in analyses, leaving substantial unexplored terrain for 

advancing these debates. Given the variation between universalism measures and the 

tendency within welfare state literature to refrain from extending beyond commonly used 

indicators, my third research question asks: “How sensitive are the potential 

relationships between universalism and these welfare state outcomes to the ways in which 

universalism is operationalized?” 

In closing, the following chapter presents an examination of key aspects related to the 

concept of universalism in welfare state literature, focusing on its conceptual and 

operational challenges. The discourse shed light on different perspectives and methods, 

revealing the need for further rigorous exploration of universalism and its impact on the 

welfare state. Moving forward, the next chapter, Methodology, will delve into the chosen 

analytical strategies and research design to address the three posed research questions. 

Here, the focus will shift from the broad conceptual and operational issues in 

universalism to the more specific, technical aspects of how this study plans to measure 

universalism and evaluate its relationship with various welfare state outcomes.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

3 Data 

To test the relationship between various operationalizations of universalism and welfare 

state outcomes, I combine six sources of data on 22 OECD countries from 1960 to 2020. 

OECD social spending data and welfare state data from the Comparative Welfare States 

(CWS) Dataset are used for both my four dependent variables and welfare state controls. 

My five independent variables – each coming from a separate data source – contain 

different measures of universalism. Table 1 summarizes the data sources and country-

year availability for each welfare state and universalism measure. Although each of the 

datasets merged for my analysis vary with respect to countries and years available, my 

final sample size (N=1,342) is restricted to the 22 countries covered by CWS from 1960–

2020.  

Table 1: List of 'welfare state outcome' measures (dependent) and 'universalism' 

measures (independent), including country-year availability and data sources. 

Measure 
Countries 

available 

Years 

available 
Data sources 

Social spending † 22 1960-2018 
OECD, Social Expenditures Database, 1985. 

OECD, Social Expenditures Database, 2016. 

    

Inequality ‡ 22 1960-2017 

Comparative Welfare State Dataset, 2020. 

Standardized World Income Inequality 

Database, Version 7.1, 2018. 

    

Social transfers § 22 1960-2017 

Comparative Welfare State Dataset, 2020. 

OECD, Historical Statistics, various years. 

OECD, National Accounts Statistics 

(database), 2020.  

    

Poverty 19 1967-2016 

Comparative Welfare State Dataset, 2020. 

Luxembourg Income Study, LIS Database, 

2010a.  

Luxembourg Income Study, LIS Key Figures, 

2010b. 

    

VDEM uni 22 1960-2020 
Varieties of Democracy Project Dataset, 

Version 11.1, 2021a. 

    

SPIN uni 21 1960-2015 Social Insurance Entitlements Dataset, 2020. 
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†Social spending only available starting in 1980 for Luxembourg, Portugal, and Spain; ‡Inequality 

only available starting in 1980s for Switzerland, New Zealand, and Luxembourg (1980, 1982, 

1985); §Social transfers only available until 2011 for Switzerland; #Measure only available until 

1988 for Switzerland; ‖Data available in 5-year intervals. 

Due to variation in country-year availability across universalism measures, sample size 

varies from my main sample size (N=1,342) depending on the independent variable 

deployed. As a result, sample sizes across universalism measures range from 117 to 1,168 

Country-Years. Given the nature of my analysis – comparing across measures of 

universalism from different data sources – this variation is an inherent limitation to 

acknowledge. Nonetheless, my dataset innovates in (1) utilizing the best longitudinal 

cross-national data available for wealthy countries (CWS 2020; Brady, Huber, and 

Stephens 2020), and (2) combining four distinct measures of universalism that, based on 

my in-depth review of the literature, have not yet been applied simultaneously in 

addressing the targeting-universalism debate and questions over the merit of 

universalism. 

3.1 Dependent Variables 

I use four main dependent variables across my three research questions. My first research 

question uses ‘social spending’ as its dependent variable, while research questions two 

and three use ‘social transfers’, ‘inequality’, and ‘poverty’. Distinguishing the size and 

structure of government programs, including 'social spending' and ‘social transfers’, is 

crucial when estimating their impact on inequality and poverty (Esping-Andersen 1990). 

This underscores the importance of delineating 'social spending' and 'social transfers' as 

separate dependent variables in this research. Additionally, 'inequality' and 'poverty', 

though often conflated in public discussions, are distinct issues, highlighting the 

importance of measuring them independently (Esping-Andersen 1990; Bradshaw and 

Finch 2002). 

SPaW uni # 10 1960-1999 
Social Policy around the World Database, 

2016. 

    

J&N uni 20 2000-2011 
OECD, Social Expenditures Update, 2014. 

OECD, Social Expenditures Database, 2016. 

KP uni ‖ 10 1974-2004 
Luxembourg Income Study, LIS Database, 

2010a.  
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‘Social spending’ is measured as gross public expenditures as a percentage of GDP. The 

measure includes data on 22 countries from 1960–2018, sourced from OECD (1985) for 

the years 1960–1979, and from the OECD Social Expenditures Database for 1980–

onward (OECD 2016). Esteban Ortiz-Ospina and Max Roser are responsible for 

compiling these two data sources into this single measure of social spending. The 

measure is inclusive of all government spending where, (1) the intentions of benefit 

provision are socially orientated, and (2) where benefit allocation entails either 

redistribution or mandatory participation (Lindert 2004; Obinger 2021). It includes 

programs ranging from basic assistance to poor families, unemployment compensation, 

public noncontributory pensions, public health expenditures, to housing subsidies 

(Lindert 2004). The nine policy realms covered by the measure include: health, family, 

housing, old age, incapacity benefits, survivors’ payments, unemployment insurance, 

active labour market policies, and several other policy programs. Last, acceptable forms 

of social benefits incorporated in the measure are inclusive of cash, benefits in-kind, and 

tax expenditures. 

‘Social transfers’ is also measured as public expenditures on social benefits as a 

percentage of GDP and includes data on 22 countries from 1960–2017. However, this 

measure differs from ‘social spending’ in that it excludes social transfers in-kind. The 

variable is inclusive of all government provided cash transfers, such as social assistance 

and social insurance benefits (Lindert 2004). Given their redistributive nature, these 

transfers are frequently controversial as they are often targeted at aiding the poor (Lindert 

2004). Cash transfers have been identified as more redistributive than the taxes and 

contributions that finance them (OECD 2015) and are instrumental in impacting income 

equality and poverty (OECD 2015). This measure, in line with Lindert's (2004) 

definition, excludes government expenditures on education, which distinguishes it from 

'social spending'. These transfers are more controversial due to their redistributive nature, 

often targeted at aiding the poor (Lindert 2004). Notwithstanding potential controversies 

surrounding these types of programs, Obinger (2021) underscores the impact of social 

transfers, particularly cash transfers, as potent redistributive instruments significantly 

influencing poverty and inequality. This measure, alongside two of my dependent 
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variables outlined below, is drawn from the CWS data set assembled by David Brady, 

Evelyne Huber, and John D. Stephens in 2020. 

‘Inequality’ is measured as the post-tax and transfer Gini coefficient of household 

income. This CWS variable utilizes data from The Standardized World Income Inequality 

Database (SWIID), compiled by Solt (2016). The decision to use post-tax and transfer 

data for measuring 'inequality' aligns with the objective of comprehensively capturing the 

total impact of welfare states, an advantage over pre-tax and transfer studies such as those 

by Piketty and Saez (2003). The OECD Income Distribution Database provides Gini 

coefficients for incomes before and after taxes and transfers for a comprehensive 

comparison across countries (OECD 2015). Labour market factors including earnings 

inequality, employment and unemployment rates, and labour market institutions also 

influence income inequality (OECD 2015). Utilizing post-tax and transfer data provides a 

more accurate reflection of individuals' actual resources by analyzing income distribution 

after the implementation of redistributive policies (Smeeding 2005). 

‘Poverty’ is measured as the post-tax and transfer relative poverty rate for a nation’s total 

population, based on a threshold median income of 50%. The measure includes data on 

19 of the 22 countries included in the analysis – excluding Japan, New Zealand, and 

Portugal – ranging from 1967–2016. The choice of a 50% threshold for the poverty line is 

consistent with most studies in rich (OECD) countries, despite controversies surrounding 

poverty line setting (Bradshaw and Finch 2002). This variable was sourced by CWS from 

the Luxembourg Income Study (2010a; 2010b), which offers access to databases of 

harmonized income data. As with my ‘inequality’ measure, the post-tax and transfer 

approach to ‘poverty’ helps to better encapsulate the ultimate effects of welfare states' 

interventions. This methodology reveals the actual poverty rates after governmental 

redistribution, thus better demonstrating how successful different welfare states are in 

achieving poverty reduction (Kenworthy 2011). 

3.2 Independent Variables 

Each of my independent variables is a unique indicator used in past literature to measure 

the concept of universalism. While I include five universalism measures for univariate 
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and bivariate analyses, only four measures are used in my multivariate analyses. First, 

‘VDEM universalism’ draws on the ‘universal programs’ measure from the Varieties of 

Democracy (V-Dem) Project and is available for the full 1960–2020-time frame for all 22 

countries (Coppedge et al. 2021a; 2021b). This extensive timeframe of data makes it an 

ideal choice in line with Korpi (2010), who emphasizes the importance of longitudinal 

empirical data when analyzing welfare states. The measure is constructed based on the 

response of expert coders to the question: “How many welfare programs are means-tested 

and how many benefit all (or virtually all) members of the polity?” (Coppedge et al. 

2021b). ‘Universal programs’ is based on an initial ordinal scale ranging from 0 to 5; 0 

indicating none or very few welfare programs exist, and 5 indicating the majority of 

welfare programs are universal in nature and minimal means testing is found (Coppedge 

et al. 2021b). VDEM then converts this measure to an interval scale using their 

measurement model (Pemstein et al. 2021). For my main sample (N=1,342), the 

minimum score reported is -1.795 and the maximum score reported is 3.042, with higher 

values corresponding to higher universalism scores.  

Second, ‘SPIN universalism’ draws on data from the Social Insurance Entitlements 

Dataset (SIED), a component of the Social Policy Indicator (SPIN) Database (Nelson et 

al. 2020). ‘SPIN universalism’ measures universalism as the coverage ratio of labour 

force sickness benefits, calculated by dividing the total number of individuals entitled to 

state sickness benefits by the total labour force (in hundreds of thousands). Although 

restricting the operationalization of universalism solely to sickness benefits may illicit 

skepticism from some, the measure has previously been used as a universalism indicator 

within recent literature where it was found to be associated with a range of other 

universalism measures (Rasmussen and Knutsen 2021). Additionally, this measure aligns 

with the perspective of Öktem (2020), who studies welfare states through the lens of 

universalism, specifically operationalizing this as old age and sickness through health and 

pension coverage. This universalism measure covers 21 countries from 1960–2015 and 

offers a unique perspective in that it prioritizes insurance against the risk of illness for all 

workers as a core principle of universalism. Since SPIN reports on variables in five-year 

intervals, I use linear interpolation to smooth these gaps across time and maximize 

sample size.  
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In addition to the above ‘SPIN universalism’ measure, I also incorporate a secondary 

version of SPIN universalism made possible by the Social Insurance Entitlements 

Dataset’s additional coverage ratio measures for unemployment insurance and workplace 

accident coverage. The sickness benefits and unemployment benefits variables are highly 

correlated at r=0.634, while I found the workplace accident measure to be weakly 

correlated with its two SPIN counterparts. Thus, my secondary SPIN universalism 

variable is calculated as the average of an observation’s score for sickness benefits and 

unemployment benefits. As with my primary SPIN universalism measure, this secondary 

SPIN measure also covers 21 countries from 1960–2015. 

Third, ‘SPaW universalism’ uses the universalism index from the Social Policy Around 

the World (SPaW) Database, consisting of data for just 10 countries from 1960–1999 

(Rasmussen 2016). This index aggregates universalism scores for the following six major 

policy programs: old age, maternity benefits, sickness insurance, work accident, 

unemployment insurance, and family allowance. Disaggregated universalism scores 

range from 0 to 9; 0 indicating no major program exists, and 9 indicating the program is 

inclusive of all citizens. Once combined, the universalism index ranges from 0 to 54, with 

higher values corresponding to higher universalism scores. In my main sample, the 

minimum score reported is 5.5, while the maximum score reported is 43.  

Fourth, ‘J&N universalism’ offers the shortest time frame, capturing only the years from 

2000 to 2011. The measure was constructed by Jacques and Nöel (2018), using data from 

both the Social Expenditures Update (OECD 2014) and the Social Expenditures Database 

(OECD 2016). Using these OECD data, Jacques and Nöel (2018) combined the following 

two indicators: the percentage of means or income-tested social benefits, and the 

proportion of total social expenditures accrued to private spending. The universalism 

index ranges from -2 to 2, with higher scores corresponding to higher levels of 

universalism. 

Last, ‘KP universalism’ is the targeting-universalism measure originally used in KP’s 

1998 analysis. Using income data from the Luxembourg Income Study (2010a), their 

measure is an index of concentration ranging from -1 (targeted) to 0 (universal). A score 
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of -1 indicates that all government transfers are funneled towards a single household, 

while a score of 0 implies that all households receive the same amount of government 

transfers. This measure was later extended by Kenworthy (2011) up to the mid-2000s, 

consisting of data for just 10 countries from 1974–2004. Due to an insufficient sample 

size (N=66), I exclude this measure from the multivariate stage of my analysis. 

3.3 Controls 

My multivariate models incorporate the following five control variables standard to 

comparative welfare state analyses: ‘population’ measured in thousands; ‘share elderly’ 

measured by dividing population aged 65+ over total population; ‘immigration’ measured 

by the migrant stock as a percentage of population; ‘unemployment rate’ measured by the 

number of unemployed as a percentage of total labour force; and ‘GDP’ measured as 

expenditure-side real GDP at chained PPPs, in millions of 2011 USD.  

Including controls for the elderly and unemployed populations are important within the 

welfare literature, as doing so accounts for needs-based shifts in social spending (Green-

Pedersen 2004; Shelton 2007). For example, controlling for ‘share elderly’ accounts for 

changes in old-age dependency over time. The demographic composition of countries at a 

given time influences social spending levels, as public spending on pensions accounts for 

a sizeable portion of total social transfers (Jacques and Nöel 2021). Similarly, controlling 

for ‘unemployment rate’ ensures social spending and other welfare state outcomes are not 

impacted by labour market growth cycles (Esping-Andersen 1990). Last, controlling for 

‘GDP’ ensures that national differences in economic prosperity are avoided so that some 

countries will not falsely appear to have higher levels of social spending than others 

(Roine, Vlachos, and Waldenström 2009). Importantly, these covariates account only for 

time-varying country characteristics. Capturing time-invariant country characteristics is 

achieved by applying fixed-effects techniques. 
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3.4 Analytical Approach 

First, I report the unstandardized descriptive statistics for my four ‘welfare state’ 

measures (dependent variables), my five ‘universalism’ measures (independent 

variables), alongside my five control variables used in my multivariate analyses (Table 

2).  

Table 2: Descriptive statistics of all dependent, independent, and control variables 

(unstandardized). 

 N Mean SD 

Dependent variables    
Social spending as % of GDP 1212 18.30 6.09 

Inequality † 1001 28.97 4.16 

Social transfers as % of GDP ‡ 1266 12.57 4.02 

Poverty § 505 9.80 3.71 

 

Independent variables 
   

VDEM universalism 1342 1.40 .84 

SPIN universalism 1122 .69 .33 
SPaW universalism 383 28.52 9.45 

J&N universalism 

KP universalism  

240 

66 

8.3 (x 10-9) 

-.20 

1.00 

.11 
 

Control variables 
   

Population (in thousands) 1201 35,265 55,453 
Population share of elderly 1200 .13 .03 

Immigration # 1202 9.83 7.54 
Unemployment rate 1276 5.81 4.29 

Real GDP ‖ 1210 1,025,196 2,165,864 

†Household Income Gini Coefficient (Post-Tax-and-Transfer); ‡Excludes social transfers in-kind; 
§Total population poverty rate based on 50% median-income threshold; #Migrant stock as % of 

population; ‖Expenditure-side real GDP at chained PPPs, in millions of 2011 USD. 

Second, to understand initial trends, I assess time trends by country from 1960–onward 

for my four universalism measures (Figure 1), alongside my four welfare state measures 

(Figure 2). 
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Figure 1: Time trends for four universalism measures. 

 

All universalism measures displayed are standardized. Data sources: Michael Coppedge and 

colleagues (V-Dem Project 2021) used for VDEM (1960-2018); Kenneth Nelson and colleagues 

(SIED 2020) used for SPIN (1960-2015); Magnus Rasmussen (SPaW 2016) used for SPaW 

(1960-1999); Olivier Jacques and Alain Noël (OECD 2014; OECD 2016) used for J&N (2000-

2011). Sweden, Denmark, Finland, Greece, Ireland, and Norway all tie for universalism score in 

2015.   
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Figure 2: Time trends for four welfare state outcome measures. 

 

All welfare state outcome measures displayed are standardized. Data sources: Esteban Ortiz-

Ospina and Max Roser (OCED 1985; OECD 2016) for Social Spending (1960-2018); David 

Brady, Evelyne Huber, and John D. Stephens using data from Frederick Solt (CWS 2020; SWIID 

2018) for Inequality (1960-2017), David Brady, Evelyne Huber, and John D. Stephens using data 

from the OECD (CWS 2020; OECD 2020) for Social Transfers (1960-2017); and David Brady, 

Evelyne Huber, and John D. Stephens using data from the Luxembourg Income Study (CWS 

2020; LIS 2010a; 2010b) for Poverty (1980-2016). 

Prior to plotting trend lines, I standardized all variables for ease of comparison – labelling 

only the highest, lowest, and median scoring countries for each measure. As highlighted 

by Smeeding (2005), using comparable data is vital to drawing firm conclusions about 

policy impacts on inequality and poverty. Therefore, standardizing all variables prior to 

plotting trend lines is crucial for the validity of the analyses. The use of Luxembourg 

Income Study (LIS) data to measure 'poverty' aligns with this need for standardization 

(Gottschalk and Smeeding 1997; 2000; Jäntti and Danziger 2000). The importance of 

comparable data is further underscored by the analytical approach's reliance on cross-

national comparisons to increase variable differences and policy variations (Kenworthy 

and Pontusson 2005). This approach aligns with calls within welfare state scholarship for 

a return to clear visual presentations of descriptive data prior to regression analyses 
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(Kenworthy 2009). I then conducted bivariate analyses to determine the association 

between social spending and each universalism measure (Figures 3–4), alongside my 

remaining three measures of welfare state outcomes by each of the five universalism 

measures (Figure 5). ‘VDEM universalism’ offers the longest look at the relationships of 

interest over time, ranging from 1960–2018. On the other hand, ‘J&N universalism’ 

captures the shortest timeframe, from 2001–2011. To enhance the clarity of each 

scatterplot, the plotted values represent decade clustered means for each country used in 

the analysis. Again, I label only a subset of country-decades for ease of interpretation of 

broader trends. 

Third, I use an ordinary least squares (OLS) fixed-effects approach to estimate the 

potential association of four universalism measures on my four dependent variables. This 

stage of analysis is central in addressing each of my three research questions. The 

advantage of incorporating fixed-effects is its ability to eliminate bias stemming from 

difficult to capture and stable characteristics of cases (Allison 2005; 2009), making 

country fixed-effects an ideal methodological strategy for cross-national analyses. The 

fixed-effects models I estimate can be expressed using the following formula: 

𝛾𝑖𝑡 = 𝛽1𝑈𝑛𝑖𝑣𝑖𝑡 + 𝛽2𝑃𝑜𝑝𝑖𝑡 + 𝛽3𝑆ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑒𝐸𝑙𝑑𝑒𝑟𝑙𝑦𝑖𝑡 + 𝛽4𝐼𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑡 + 𝛽5𝑈𝑛𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑖𝑡 + 𝛽6𝐺𝑑𝑝𝑖𝑡 + 𝛼𝑖 + 

𝜇𝑖𝑡 

The presented model can be interpreted as the base model from which all my subsequent 

models conform. Here, 𝛾𝑖𝑡 represents one of my four welfare state outcomes (i.e., social 

spending, social transfers, inequality, or poverty), for country 𝑖 at time 𝑡. Univ represents 

the average effect size of universalism net of the five time-varying controls. The variable 

𝛼𝑖 represents country-specific fitted constants which allow for the application of fixed-

effects. Thus, the effects of time-invariant country characteristics are eliminated, thereby 

allowing my model to account for all unobservable characteristics unique to a given 

country. Lastly, 𝜇𝑖𝑡 represents the error term. This variable varies across both country and 

time, indicating that any relevant time-varying variables that are not explicitly controlled 

for in the model will lead to omitted variable bias. For example, without including a 
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control for GDP, the variable would be in the error term – thereby introducing bias to the 

findings according to differences in country wealth over time. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

4 Findings 

In line with my first research question, bivariate analyses depict a positive correlation 

between social spending and universalism across all five universalism measures (Figures 

3–4). However, the strength of this correlation varies largely by universalism indicator, 

where r=0.24 for ‘VDEM universalism’, r=0.38 for ‘SPIN universalism’, r=0.48 for ‘KP 

universalism’, r=0.53 for ‘SPaW universalism’, and r=0.74 for ‘J&N universalism’.  

Figure 3: Scatterplots illustrating ‘social spending’ by four measures of 

universalism. 

 

Plotted values represent decade clustered means. Data sources: Esteban Ortiz-Ospina and Max 

Roser (OCED 1985; OECD 2016) used for Social Spending; Michael Coppedge and colleagues 

(V-Dem Project 2021) used for VDEM (1960-2018); Kenneth Nelson and colleagues (SIED 

2020) used for SPIN (1960-2015); Magnus Rasmussen (SPaW 2016) used for SPaW (1960-

1999); Olivier Jacques and Alain Noël (OECD 2014; OECD 2016) used for J&N (2000-2011). 
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Figure 4: Scatterplot illustrating ‘social spending’ by KP universalism. 

 

Plotted values represent decade clustered means. Data accessed from: Lane Kenworthy’s 

Progress for the Poor (Figure 6.1), using data from LIS 2010a. 

While a positive association was observed among all five universalism measures, the 

strength of the association varies significantly (from r=0.24 to r=0.74), thus hinting at the 

relevancy of measurement choices to the targeting-universalism debate. The positive 

association found between social spending and universalism will be expanded upon with 

the interpretation of results from my fixed-effects models. 

Turning to my second research question, Figures 5 through 9 extend Pearson’s 

correlation coefficients to all four welfare state outcomes for each universalism measure. 
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Figure 5: Welfare state outcome measures by VDEM universalism. 

 

Plotted values represent decade clustered means. Data sources: Esteban Ortiz-Ospina and Max 

Roser (OCED 1985; OECD 2016) for Social Spending (1960-2018); David Brady, Evelyne 

Huber, and John D. Stephens using data from Frederick Solt (CWS 2020; SWIID 2018) for 

Inequality (1960-2017), David Brady, Evelyne Huber, and John D. Stephens using data from the 

OECD (CWS 2020; OECD 2020) for Social Transfers (1960-2017); and David Brady, Evelyne 

Huber, and John D. Stephens using data from the Luxembourg Income Study (CWS 2020; LIS 

2010a; 2010b) for Poverty (1970-2007). 
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Figure 6: Welfare state outcome measures by KP universalism. 

 

Plotted values represent decade clustered means. Data accessed from: Lane Kenworthy’s 

Progress for the Poor (Figure 6.1), using data from LIS 2010a.  
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Figure 7: Welfare state outcome measures by SPIN universalism. 

 

Plotted values represent decade clustered means. Data source: The Social Insurance Entitlements 

Data Set (SIED 2020), a component of the Social Policy Indicator (SPIN) database, developed by 

Kenneth Nelson and colleagues in 2020.  
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Figure 8: Welfare state outcome measures by SPaW universalism. 

 

Plotted values represent decade clustered means. Data sources: Social Policy around the World 

Database (SPaW 2016), developed by Magnus Rasmussen in 2016. Data accessed from: Lane 

Kenworthy’s Progress for the Poor (Figure 6.1), using data from LIS 2010a. 
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Figure 9: Welfare state outcome measures by J&N universalism. 

 

Plotted values represent decade clustered means. Data sources: OECD 2014 (Social Expenditures 

Update) and OECD 2016 (Social Expenditures Database), developed by Olivier Jacques and 

Alain Noël in 2018. 

Here, I highlight two general trends across universalism measures (Figure 5). First, 

poverty and inequality have a moderately negative to strongly negative correlation with 

universalism. The association for poverty across universalism measures is weakest for 

‘VDEM universalism’ at r=-0.48, and strongest for ‘SPIN universalism’ at r=-0.85. 

Similarly, for inequality, the weakest association found was for ‘SPIN universalism’ at 

r=-0.43, while the strongest was for ‘SPaW universalism’ at r=-0.55. Second, as noted 

above with social spending, social transfers have a moderately positive association with 

universalism – the weakest association being ‘VDEM universalism’ at r=0.42, and the 

strongest association being ‘J&N universalism’ at r=0.70. Notably, the first of the above 

trends was far less pronounced with the ‘KP universalism’ measure (Figure 6). While 

associations with social spending (r=0.48) and social transfers (r=0.51) did not veer far 

from the other measures, associations with inequality (r=-0.16) and poverty (r=-0.21) 

were much weaker than with the other four universalism indicators. These findings 
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suggest some support for the distinction between ‘outcome’ and ‘institutional’ measures 

of universalism. It may be the case that universalism indicators capable of capturing 

outcomes have weaker associations with certain welfare state variables than those based 

on institutional characteristics. However, with the restricted amount of data available, this 

is merely suggestive. At the bivariate level universalism is associated with increases in 

social spending and social transfers, alongside decreases in poverty and inequality.  

My third research question addresses the measurement sensitivity of the above 

relationships between universalism and each welfare state outcome directly (excluding 

‘KP universalism’), making it the central and most involved component of my analysis. 

Evidence supporting the case for greater attention to measurement choice emerges in 

univariate, bivariate, and multivariate findings respectively. Substantial differences in 

trend lines are observed among universalism measures (Figures 7–9). For example, the 

VDEM measure shows a steeper increase in universalism in most countries between the 

years 1970–1980, in contrast to the SPIN measure which remains relatively flat during 

the same period. Moreover, the country reported as the ‘most’ and ‘least’ universal varies 

across universalism measures. According to V-DEM, in 2020, the most universal country 

was Sweden while the least universal was Australia. In contrast, the SPIN measure 

looking at 2015 illustrates New Zealand as the least universal country, while Sweden 

remains the most universal. Although one could point to the similarities between 

Australia and New Zealand as a justification for dismissing the importance of these 

measurement differences, further analysis supports and strengthens this theme. 

The bivariate findings reported in relation to my second research question are also 

relevant when assessing measurement sensitivity. As mentioned above, while the 

association between social spending and universalism is consistently positive, the 

strength of these positive associations fluctuates by universalism measure. To put this 

fluctuation into perspective, using the ‘J&N universalism’ measure (strongest correlation, 

r=0.74), over the ‘VDEM universalism’ measure (weakest correlation, r=0.24), 

significantly strengthens the positive association observed between social spending and 

universalism – an increase of 0.50. 
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Multivariate models are estimated by accounting for bias derived from unobservable 

country-specific characteristics and time-varying factors to further interpret the role and 

significance of measurement. 16 linear fixed-effects models were constructed, with each 

model predicting one of the four welfare state outcomes using one of the four 

universalism measures (Tables 3–4).  

Thus, four models are estimated for each universalism measure. I apply the same set of 

demographic controls to all models but exclude the presentation of coefficients and 

standard errors for control variables to emphasize findings on measurement differences in 

universalism. I report both standardized and unstandardized coefficients for each model, 

as standardized coefficients are necessary for comparing across measures whose original 

units of analysis vary. The predicted effects of universalism on each of the four welfare 

state measures are presented using models from VDEM and SPIN data (Table 3), 

alongside models from SPaW and J&N data (Table 4). Findings from these models 

highlight two key themes discussed below.  

4.1 Universalism and Welfare State Outcomes 

Statistically significant variation is observed in the predicted effect of universalism on 

welfare state outcomes across the four measures of universalism, thus supporting that 

these relationships are sensitive to measurement choice (Figure 10). 
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Figure 10: Coefficient plot of regression of universalism indicators on welfare state 

outcome measures. 

 

All models control for population, share of population 65+, immigration, unemployment, and 

GDP. Years available: VDEM (1960-2018); SPIN (1960-2018); SPaW (1960-1999); J&N (2000-

2011). 

I proceed by first highlighting findings depicting the greatest variability, and 

subsequently the least variability in measurement choice.
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Table 3: Country fixed effects – V-DEM and SPIN universalism models. 

Data source  V-DEM  SPIN 

Dep. Var.  
Social 

Spending 
Social 

transfers      Inequality      Poverty  
Social 

spending 
Social 

transfers      Inequality      Poverty 

Model  (1) (2) (3)    (4)   (5)    (6)     (7)    (8) 

Coeff.  b β b β b β b β  b β b β b  β b β 

Universalism  
 .190    .026 

  (.184) (.025) 
.545***     .114*** 

(.098)   (.020) 
-1.330***   -.269*** 

(.154)   (.031) 
 -.414    -.094 

  (.369)  (.084) 
   4.816***   .262***    

   (.700)   (.038) 
 2.000***  .165***  

   (.533)   (.044) 
  -2.028     -.161 

(1.160)    (.093) 
  .275       .025 

   (1.052)  (.094) 

R
2  .763 .633 .220 .115  .773 .599 .174 .099 

Observations  1,090 1,168 925 485  1,060 1,058 876 460 

Countries  22 22 22 19  22 22 22 18 

Time period  1960-2018 1960-2017 1960-2017 1970-2007  1960-2018 1960-2017 1960-2017 1970-2007 

Country FE?  Yes Yes Yes Yes  Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Standard errors in parentheses below parameter estimates; b = unstandardized coefficient; β = standardized coefficient. All models control for  

population, share of population 65+, immigration, unemployment, and GDP (coefficients not shown).  

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 
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Table 4: Country fixed effects – SPaW and J&N universalism models. 

Data source  SPaW  J&N 

Dep. Var.  
Social 

Spending 
Social 

transfers      Inequality      Poverty  
Social 

spending 
Social 

transfers      Inequality             Poverty 

Model  (1) (2) (3)    (4)   (5)    (6)     (7)    (8) 

Coeff.  b β b β b β b  β  b β b β b  β b β 

Universalism  
   .116*    .179* 
   (.046)   (.070) 

  -.037   -.087    

(.038)   (.089) 
-.159***    -.357*** 

(.046)    (.103) 
  .101     .256 

  (.127)  (.319) 
     -.599   -.098    

  (.526)  (.086) 
  .738*   .183*  

   (.323)  (.080) 
-1.069***   -.257*** 
 (.221)   (.053) 

-1.150     -.310 
  (1.156)   (.312) 

R
2  .614 .160 .087 .663  .559 .624 .303 .157 

Observations  343 383 262 156  240 240 240 117 

Countries  10 10 10 9  20 20 20 17 

Time period  1960-1999 1960-1999 1960-1999 1970-1999  2000-2011 2000-2011 2000-2011 2000-2011 

Country FE?  Yes Yes Yes Yes  Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Standard errors in parentheses below parameter estimates; b = unstandardized coefficient; β = standardized coefficient. All models control for  

population, share of population 65+, immigration, unemployment, and GDP (coefficients not shown).  

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 
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Inequality is significantly and negatively associated with ‘VDEM universalism’ and 

‘SPaW universalism’ at p<0.001, alongside ‘J&N universalism’ at p<0.01. In fact, the 

largest association between universalism and any welfare state outcome is observed 

between ‘SPaW universalism’ and inequality (Table 4, Model 3). Here, the standardized 

coefficient for ‘SPaW universalism’ shows that a one-standard deviation increase in 

universalism is associated with an inequality decrease of 0.357 standard deviations on 

average—or 35.7% of an inequality standard deviation at p<0.001—holding all else 

constant in the model. In contrast, a statistically insignificant association is reported 

between ‘SPIN universalism’ and inequality (Table 3, Model 7). The welfare state 

outcome varying the least by universalism measurement choice is social transfers. Social 

transfers were positively and significantly associated with universalism when using all 

but the ‘SPaW universalism’ measure, producing standardized coefficients of 0.114 at 

p<0.001 (‘VDEM universalism’), 0.165 at p<0.001 (‘SPIN universalism’), and 0.183 at 

p<0.05 (‘J&N universalism’), holding all else constant. Here, the standardized coefficient 

for ‘J&N universalism’ depicts that a one-standard deviation increase in universalism is 

associated with an increase of 0.183 standard deviations in social transfers—or 18.3% of 

a social transfers standard deviation at p<0.05—holding all else constant (Table 4, Model 

6).  

4.2 Universalism and Social Spending 

The strongest association was observed for ‘SPIN universalism’ where a one-standard-

deviation increase in universalism is associated with a social spending increase of 0.262 

standard deviations on average—or 26.2% of a social spending standard deviation at 

p<0.001—holding all else constant (Table 3, Model 5). Further, a statistically significant 

association was also observed for ‘SPaW universalism’, where a one-standard-deviation 

increase in universalism is associated with a social spending increase of 0.179 standard 

deviations on average—or 17.9% of a social spending standard deviation at p<0.05—

hold all else constant (Table 4, Model 1).  

A statistically insignificant association is reported between universalism and social 

spending among ‘VDEM universalism’ (Table 3, Model 1) and ‘J&N universalism’ 
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(Table 4, Model 5). The effect size of each universalism measure for each welfare state 

outcome was plotted to intuitively illustrate patterns in measurement differences (Figure 

10). Each plot represents the standardized coefficient for universalism on welfare state 

outcomes at a 95% confidence level. To interpret the role and significance of 

measurement, multivariate models demonstrate modest support for a significant positive 

association between universalism and social spending. 

Figure 11: Coefficient plot of regression of welfare state outcomes across 

universalism measures. 

 

All models control for population, share of population 65+, immigration, unemployment, and 

GDP. Years available: VDEM (1960-2018); SPIN (1960-2018); SPaW (1960-1999); J&N (2000-

2011). 

Similarly, Figure 11 depicts the same information organized according to welfare state 

outcomes, thereby allowing for a straightforward comparison of how each welfare 

outcome varies by the universalism measure used. Not a single instance is observed 

where a grouping of four models predicting a given welfare state outcome remains both 
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statistically significant and occurs in the same direction across all measures of 

universalism. 

4.3 Robustness Check 

Figure 12: Coefficient plots of welfare state outcomes on universalism organized by 

model type. 

 

All models control for population, share of population 65+, immigration, unemployment, and 

GDP. Years available: VDEM (1960-2018); SPIN (1960-2018); SPaW (1960-1999); J&N (2000-

2011). 

Following my initial analysis, I proceed to scrutinize the robustness of the fixed effect 

(FE) models. My approach involved deploying both fixed and random effect estimations, 

each incorporating clustered standard errors. To this end, I employ panel-corrected 

standard error models for all parameters, barring the SPaW universalism measure which 

was characterized by an unbalanced panel (Figure 12). I exclude models that employed 
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random effects without clustered standard errors, given that their outcomes were akin to 

those of the fixed effect models. 

In alternative models, the significance of social spending for the SPaW measure 

weakened. Despite this, social spending was relatively consistent for the SPIN measure. 

Further, the predicted influence of universalism on inequality demonstrated substantial 

fluctuations across different model types. Interestingly, this effect often lost its 

significance within the fixed and random effects clustered models, while its importance 

was upheld in the panel-corrected models. In addition, the J&N measure displayed an 

impressive level of consistency across all model types. The only departure from this 

consistency was for social spending; although it did not show significance for the initial 

three models, it gained significance in the panel-corrected models. 

At the bivariate level, my findings suggested that welfare state outcomes, while variable 

in their magnitudes, displayed consistency in direction across universalism measures. 

However, this consistency appeared to wane in multivariate models, which demonstrated 

heightened variation across different measures. This was notably pronounced in the case 

of social spending. Reflecting on the relationship between universalism and social 

spending, my results reinforce the ongoing debate between targeting and universalism. 

As such, the choice between fixed and random effects models should be dictated by the 

nature of the universal measures in use.  

Fixed effects models seem more suitable for universal measures that display substantial 

intra-country variations over time. Conversely, random effects models might perform 

better with universalism measures that exhibit less variability within, as opposed to 

between, countries. Regardless of the chosen model specification, findings from Figure 

12 clearly underlines the substantial impact that the choice of measurement can have on 

welfare state outcomes. Therefore, a large portion of the understanding regarding 

universalism's role is dependent on the ways in which we define and measure core 

concepts.
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Table 5: Country fixed effects – Comparing original and expanded version of SPIN universalism models. 

Data source  SPIN 1  SPIN 2 

Dep. Var.  
Social 

Spending 
Social 

transfers      Inequality      Poverty  
Social 

spending 
Social 

transfers      Inequality      Poverty 

Model          (1)      (2)       (3)     (4)  (5)   (6)     (7)     (8) 

Coeff.      b       β  b    β    b     β   b    β      b        β   b      β    b       β        b          β 

Universalism  
  4.816***  .262*** 
 (.700)   (.038) 

2.000*** .165***   

(.533)   (.044) 

-2.028      -.161 

(1.160)   (.093) 
    .275     .025 

    (1.052)  (.094) 
   10.837***  .488***    

(.000)   (.036) 
6.426***   .438***  

(.619)     (.042) 
-7.225***  -.476*** 
(1.158)    (.076) 

 -.966       -.071 
  (1.410)   (.104) 

R
2  .773 .599 .174 .099  .799 .632 .207 .100 

Observations  1,060 1,058 876 460  1,060 1,058 876 460 

Countries  22 22 22 18  22 22 22 18 

Time period  1960-2018 1960-2017 1960-2017 1970-2007  1960-2018 1960-2017 1960-2017 1970-2007 

Country FE?  Yes Yes Yes Yes  Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Standard errors in parentheses below parameter estimates; b = unstandardized coefficient; β = standardized coefficient. All models control for  

population, share of population 65+, immigration, unemployment, and GDP (coefficients not shown).  

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 
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Figure 13: Coefficient plot of regression of welfare state outcomes comparing 

original and expanded SPIN universalism measures. 

 

All models control for population, share of population 65+, immigration, unemployment, and 

GDP. SPIN 1 measures universalism as the coverage ratio of labour force sickness benefits; SPIN 

2 measures universalism as the average score of both the coverage ratio of labour force sickness 

benefits and the coverage ratio of unemployment insurance benefits. Years available: SPIN 1 

(1960-2018); SPIN 2 (1960-2018). Data source: The Social Insurance Entitlements Data Set 

(SIED 2020), a component of the Social Policy Indicator (SPIN) database, developed by Kenneth 

Nelson and colleagues in 2020. 

In examining the sensitivity of relationships between universalism and welfare state 

outcomes, it is apparent that operationalization plays a substantial role in shaping the 

robustness of findings. This observation was discerned from the comparison between the 

original 'SPIN universalism' model (SPIN 1) and the expanded 'SPIN 2 universalism' 

model. 
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In the SPIN 1 model, a one-standard-deviation increase in universalism is associated with 

a 0.262 standard deviation increase in social spending and 0.165 in social transfers, both 

significant at p<0.001 (Table 5). The correlation with inequality remains insignificant, 

and poverty, although positively correlated, is also statistically insignificant. When 

transitioning to the expanded SPIN 2 model, the correlation with social spending and 

social transfers increases significantly to 0.488 and 0.438 standard deviations, 

respectively. Notably, the correlation with inequality becomes significant, whilst the 

correlation with poverty, though it changes from positive to negative, remains statistically 

insignificant (Table 5). 

Figure 13 further emphasizes these differences in sensitivity, visually representing how 

the expanded SPIN 2 model yields stronger associations with each welfare state outcome. 

In understanding Figure 13, note that statistical significance is interpreted through the 

placement of the confidence interval relative to the dotted vertical line at 0. When a 

confidence interval crosses this line, the association is reported as statistically 

insignificant. Positive associations are identified to the right of the line, and negative to 

the left. SPIN 2's stronger association with welfare state outcomes is clearly indicated by 

its larger distance from the 0 line. Particularly notable is the significant association of 

'inequality' under SPIN 2, contrasting with its insignificance under SPIN 1. 'Poverty', 

although remaining statistically insignificant under both models, exhibits a stronger 

correlation in SPIN 2 (Figure 13; Table 5). 

Additionally, Appendices C and D, alongside Figures 3 and 7, further illustrate the 

increased sensitivity of the SPIN 2 model. When comparing scatterplots of 'social 

spending' by measures of universalism, SPIN 2 exhibits a higher correlation coefficient 

(r=0.41) than SPIN 1 (r=0.38). Welfare state outcomes, measured by the SPIN 2 model in 

Appendix D, also display stronger correlations than those measured by the original SPIN 

model in Figure 7. 

To summarize, these findings emphasize the crucial role of measurement in studying the 

relationships between universalism and welfare state outcomes. Even minor variations in 

operationalization can significantly alter the robustness and directionality of the results, 



52 

 

emphasizing the need for careful consideration of the operationalization methods 

employed in universalism studies to ensure reliable findings. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

5 Measurement Matters 

While the targeting-universalism debate is likely to persist, my analyses offer clear 

evidence of the importance of measurement choices in analyzing the relationships 

between universalism and welfare state outcomes. My research delves into the intricacies 

of this debate by applying a more holistic perspective, scrutinizing the diverse impacts of 

universalism in terms of variation over both the reach and manifestation of its 

consequences.  

One element of analysis that warrants discussion is why different measures of 

universalism are differentially related to the social welfare outcomes. The nature of these 

relationships may be explained by how the universalism measures are constituted. For 

example, the SPIN and SPaW measures – which are more institutionally-oriented – 

demonstrate stronger associations with social spending, showing different levels of 

statistical significance. In contrast, measures that perhaps capture other aspects of 

universalism might relate differently to the outcomes. Understanding the underlying 

dimensions that each measure reflects – be they institutional, outcome-oriented, or 

something else – can provide insights into their differing levels of association with 

welfare state outcomes. 

Speaking to the first, my findings offer mixed support for the importance of universalism 

for generous social spending. Two of four tested universalism measures were found to be 

positively and significantly associated with social spending. This can be interpreted in 

two ways. On the one hand, in terms of past literature, my models provide more support 

for the stance taken by scholars who cast doubt on the existence of an association 

between universalism and social spending, and the relevance of universalism for the 

overall success and efficacy of welfare states (Kenworthy 2011, Marx, Salanauskaite, and 

Verbist 2013, Brady and Bostic 2015).  

On the other hand, universalism is significantly and positively associated with social 

spending for two universalism measures, although at varying levels of statistical 
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significance (SPIN at p<0.001; SPaW at p<0.05). Accordingly, the debate remains for the 

targeting-universalism question with respect to social spending generosity. It is important 

to consider, however, that these mixed findings could be reflective of the complexity 

inherent in measuring universalism, and not necessarily a reflection of the theoretical 

construct itself. 

In contrast, my findings provide clear support for the relationships between universalism 

and my four welfare state outcomes being sensitive to measurement choices. The extent 

to which choice of universalism indicator alters universalism’s association with each 

welfare state outcome is conveyed most clearly by Figures 10 and 11. These findings 

offer a point of entry for further consideration of the various ways in which 

methodological choices may influence findings within welfare state literature. This aligns 

with concerns over the ‘garden of forking paths’ argument advanced by Gelman and 

Loken (2013), who demonstrate how model type, control choices, and many other steps 

within the analysis process can accumulate and combine in many ways to influence 

quantitative results. Resolving such scholarly debates and further uncovering the role of 

universalism seem to involve a more contorted than linear path. Amenta and Hicks 

(2021) echo these sentiments, pointing out that different methodological approaches have 

their unique strengths and weaknesses, thus stressing the need for scholars to employ 

more than one to maximize advantages while minimizing the limitations of any single 

approach. These perspectives foreground the necessity of being mindful of measurement 

and methodological choices when interpreting outcomes related to universalism and 

welfare state dynamics. 

5.1 Revisiting the Drawing Board: A Way Forward for 
Comparative Welfare State Studies  

The ongoing debate within comparative welfare state studies is actively reevaluating the 

merit and desirability of universalism (Korpi and Palme 1998). While scholars grapple 

with finding the superior political strategy for addressing poverty, inequality, and 

enhancing overall social spending outcomes, this study underscores the significance of 

the methodological choices in shaping welfare state outcomes. 
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In building upon the criticism from Gugushvili and Laenen (2021) of the KP index, this 

analysis supports the notion that often-overlooked factors such as demographic 

characteristics and pre-transfer incomes, do influence the operationalization and 

interpretation of universalism measures. The substantial variance observed in the 

correlation between universalism and social spending across different universalism 

measures (r=0.24 to r=0.74, Figures 3–4) supports this, as does the similar variance found 

in the correlation between universalism and other welfare state outcomes like poverty, 

inequality, and social transfers (Figures 5–9). 

As the discourse over universalism intensifies, an intriguing pattern unfolds: the defining 

characteristics of universalism often become sidelined. This study, however, places these 

characteristics front and centre, demonstrating how the sensitivity of relationships 

between universalism and welfare state outcomes hinge on the operationalization of 

universalism. Country-specific trends over time and between countries varied 

significantly depending on the universalism measures employed (Figures 7–9). 

Moreover, this study reaffirms findings from the literature that the effects of welfare 

states on poverty and inequality frequently hinge on the characteristics and organization 

of their social expenditure programs (Saunders 2021). For example, ‘universal’ programs, 

known to garner more backing due to their broad-based benefits (Goodin and Le Grand 

1987), as opposed to ‘targeted’ schemes, which can heighten market inequality (Korpi 

and Palme 1998), can drastically shift the distributive outcomes of government policies 

(Saunders 2021). 

This detailed examination of the operationalization of universalism and its consequent 

effects on the relationship with various welfare state outcomes addresses one of the core 

concerns raised in the literature review, and further corroborates the proposed 'targeting-

universalism debate' paradox. The paradox suggests that as the concept of universalism 

and debates over it have become more prevalent, scholars may be straying from concern 

over truly defining universalism and its distinct characteristics. This study makes a 

substantial contribution to overcoming this paradox by highlighting the relevance and 

potential of alternative measures of universalism (Figures 3-9), thereby advancing the 
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debate. Additionally, conducting robustness checks further exemplified the pivotal role of 

operational choices. Findings differed notably across models and measures, pointing to a 

strong dependency of the relationship between universalism and welfare state outcomes 

on the specific definitions and measures of universalism used. 

In reflection, this study echoes the key questions raised in the literature review regarding 

the potential association of universalism with social spending and its importance for other 

welfare state outcomes such as social transfers, poverty, and inequality. The findings 

reveal that the answer to these questions is not straightforward and are highly contingent 

upon how universalism is defined and measured. These insights align closely with 

concerns raised in recent literature regarding the reduced comparability between studies 

due to varying universalism measurement strategies (Rasmussen and Knutsen 2021). 

Rather than merely contesting prevailing practices, these findings propose a solution: 

fostering operational diversity and enhancing methodological rigor in future research, 

which Van Kersbergen and Vis (2015) pinpointed as critical to advancing the targeting-

universalism debate. 

Given these findings and the broadening definitions and metrics of poverty and inequality 

in current research (Saunders 2021), it is key to emphasize the need for clarity on the 

scale and framework of government schemes when assessing their influence on these 

variables (Esping-Andersen 1990). Also, we need to understand that the public's 

perception of inequality can be mistaken and could sway policy decisions (Osberg and 

Smeeding 2006). Therefore, a public conversation that reflects evidence-based findings is 

a necessity for successful policy making. 

The future of comparative welfare state studies hinges upon a careful reconsideration of 

the methodological choices and assumptions. Such a consideration acknowledges the 

strength of different methodological approaches, their potential drawbacks, and the 

potential to combine them, as Amenta and Hicks (2021) suggest. While universalism 

remains central in understanding welfare state outcomes, how it's conceptualized and 

measured shapes the insights drawn. The debate on the most effective and efficient 

welfare state, still as profound as ever, can gain much from this study's findings, as it 



57 

 

urges future research to address measurement issues, incorporate diverse universalism 

measures, and consider influential factors in operationalization. 

5.2 Directions for Future Works 

Of course, this work is not without limitations. First, I acknowledge the problem of 

comparability across different universalism measures stemming from country-year 

inconsistencies. As Amenta and Hicks (2021) note, the literature on welfare states and 

social policy has seen various methodological approaches, with their own unique 

achievements and drawbacks. The focus on social spending as the primary measure has 

been a consistent trend, but this does not negate the issues that arise due to country-year 

inconsistencies that I've noted in my study. Differences in the years and countries 

included in each measure are not ideal and may bias findings in certain ways. 

Specifically, the issues of measurement and data availability in universalism metrics 

could have influenced the results, as hinted at by the varying correlation strengths across 

different universalism measures.  

For example, while the ‘J&N universalism’ measure produced the strongest correlation 

with social spending of the four measures, its correlation with social spending was found 

to be statistically insignificant in the fixed-effects model (Table 4). Findings may have 

more closely approximated those of the bivariate analysis if this measure was not limited 

to the years 2001–2011. Moreover, these methodological issues may also impact how we 

understand the degree of redistribution, which is related to the structure and size of 

individual programs (Korpi and Palme 1998). However, my thesis utilizes the best data 

currently available for conducting a comparison of this nature and does the most that can 

be done with such data. Strategies such as standardizing coefficients are used as one 

means of alleviating comparability issues. In this regard, future studies should strive to 

devise robust universalism measures that are not subject to country-year inconsistencies, 

which would improve the accuracy of the findings. This aligns with Saunders' (2021) call 

for the use of comparable data to draw robust conclusions about the impact of policy 

measures on inequality and poverty. A key concern here is that the lack of standardized 

measures and comparable data can lead to different outcomes. This reinforces the need 
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for a more coherent and systematic approach in universalism measurement, incorporating 

a broader set of indicators that capture the multi-dimensional aspects of universalism. 

Second, it is important to note limitations associated with the application of fixed-effects 

(FE) techniques. One limitation of FE estimation is that it erases between-country 

variation (Alderson and Nielsen 1999). As a result, if a predictor variable – in this case, 

universalism – varies substantially between countries but varies little over time within 

each country, the precision of FE estimates will be compromised (Allison 2009). For this 

reason, some scholars view random-effect (RE) estimations to be preferable in such 

circumstances (Brady 2005). While I have conducted Hausman tests to determine that 

fixed-effects models are most preferable to random effects in my case (Bell and Jones 

2015), the relatively flat trend lines depicted for the ‘J&N universalism’ measure in 

Figure 1 suggests that the addition of RE estimation would be fruitful (Jacques and Nöel 

2018). This corresponds to the suggestion by Amenta and Hicks (2021) that the use of 

pooled cross-sectional and time-series analyses of social spending can provide valuable 

insights. They also suggest that adjusting for nonindependence of errors over time and 

variability of error variance over time can be beneficial in addressing the challenges to 

unbiased and precise estimation. Thus, future works should apply approaches used by 

Huber and Stephens (2014) – where both FE and RE models are estimated – to the study 

of a wide range of universalism measures. This would add another dimension to the 

forked paths argument (Gelman and Loken 2013), alongside the sensitivity angle of this 

research agenda. 

Future works should build on this focus of measurement by exploring how sensitivity 

findings differ by other modeling choices, such as with the incorporation of year fixed-

effects, or with lagged dependent and independent variables. Another useful direction for 

future research would be the application of newly emerging methodologies like machine 

learning to this research question. This approach could potentially reveal intricate 

patterns in the data that traditional statistical methods might not detect. Despite these 

limitations and highlighted areas for future development, my M.A. thesis aims to carve 

out the initial groundwork for future research agendas focused on measurement issues in 

answering questions within the comparative welfare state literature. Although 
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universalism is significantly associated with social spending and other welfare state 

measures in some cases, my study provides evidence that much in terms of answers over 

universalism’s role within the welfare state comes down to navigating the dense and 

weedy garden of forking paths.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Table 2 replication with addition of SPIN 2 independent variable 

descriptive statistics. 

 N Mean SD 

Dependent variables    
Social spending as % of GDP 1212 18.30 6.09 

Inequality † 1001 28.97 4.16 

Social transfers as % of GDP ‡ 1266 12.57 4.02 

Poverty § 505 9.80 3.71 

 

Independent variables 
   

VDEM universalism 1342 1.40 .84 

SPIN 1 universalism 1122 .69 .33 

SPIN 2 universalism 1122 .66 .27 
SPaW universalism 383 28.52 9.45 

J&N universalism 
KP universalism  

240 
66 

8.3 (x 10-9) 
-.20 

1.00 
.11 

 

Control variables 
   

Population (in thousands) 1201 35,265 55,453 
Population share of elderly 1200 .13 .03 

Immigration # 1202 9.83 7.54 
Unemployment rate 1276 5.81 4.29 

Real GDP ‖ 1210 1,025,196 2,165,864 

†Household Income Gini Coefficient (Post-Tax-and-Transfer); ‡Excludes social transfers in-kind; 
§Total population poverty rate based on 50% median-income threshold; #Migrant stock as % of 

population; ‖Expenditure-side real GDP at chained PPPs, in millions of 2011 USD. 
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Appendix B: Figure 1 replication using SPIN 2 measure. 

 

All universalism measures displayed are standardized. Data sources: Michael Coppedge and 

colleagues (V-Dem Project 2021) used for VDEM (1960-2018); Kenneth Nelson and colleagues 

(SIED 2020) used for SPIN (1960-2015); Magnus Rasmussen (SPaW 2016) used for SPaW 

(1960-1999); Olivier Jacques and Alain Noël (OECD 2014; OECD 2016) used for J&N (2000-

2011). Sweden, Denmark, Finland, Greece, Ireland, and Norway all tie for universalism score in 

2015.   
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Appendix C: Figure 3 replication using SPIN 2 measure. 

 

Plotted values represent decade clustered means. Data sources: Esteban Ortiz-Ospina and Max 

Roser (OCED 1985; OECD 2016) used for Social Spending; Michael Coppedge and colleagues 

(V-Dem Project 2021) used for VDEM (1960-2018); Kenneth Nelson and colleagues (SIED 

2020) used for SPIN (1960-2015); Magnus Rasmussen (SPaW 2016) used for SPaW (1960-

1999); Olivier Jacques and Alain Noël (OECD 2014; OECD 2016) used for J&N (2000-2011). 
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Appendix D: Figure 7 replication using SPIN 2 measure. 

 

Plotted values represent decade clustered means. Data source: The Social Insurance Entitlements 

Data Set (SIED 2020), a component of the Social Policy Indicator (SPIN) database, developed by 

Kenneth Nelson and colleagues in 2020.  
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