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Welfare generosity is a multidimensional concept that refers to both the access to benefits and the levels of benefits (in terms of 
the amounts paid to recipients). However, in analyses of public support for welfare, this distinction has been largely disregarded. 
To gain a fuller picture of attitudes towards welfare redistribution, the current study explicitly compares the two elements and 
examines which distributive justice principles—that is, equality, equity, and need—are preferred to govern, on the one hand, the 
access to benefits and, on the other hand, their levels. The article evaluates this distinction in two different distributive contexts 
(pensions and unemployment benefits) and contrasts social-structural as well as ideological dividing lines. For this purpose, data 
from the Belgian National Elections Study 2019 are analysed. The results indicate that the access to and levels of benefits are 
clearly distinct dimensions in public opinion, as different justice principles are preferred for the two policy dimensions. In addition, 
structural equation models illustrate that the access dimension is more ideologically structured, whereas preferences regarding 
the levels of benefits are more strongly stratified along social-structural lines. Overall, the results imply that social justice prefer-
ences are clearly different when considering the access to benefits or their level. This distinction should be taken into account in 
welfare attitude research.

Introduction
Social policy literature widely acknowledges that the 
concept of welfare generosity is not unidimensional, 
but has two distinct aspects: it encompasses the access 
people have to particular social benefits as well as the 
level of the benefits (Korpi and Palme, 1998; Scruggs, 
2006; Jensen et al., 2018; Otto, 2018). While access 
refers to the breadth of coverage of welfare provision 
(which people are entitled to receive a benefit), level 
relates to the amount (what benefit recipients are actu-
ally given) (van Oorschot, 2013). These two compo-
nents are crucial ingredients in the resurging question 
‘who should get what and why?’ that guides welfare 
reform (van Oorschot, 2000). The who component 
clearly pertains to the issue of which groups should 
have access to national circles of solidarity, whereas 
the what dimension connects to the identification of 
meaningful thresholds for benefit levels.

Instead of fully engaging with both components, 
most welfare attitude research tends to focus on 

people’s generic support for redistribution and the 
role of government in implementing social policies 
(Svallfors, 1997; Andreß and Heien, 2001; Blekesaune 
and Quadagno, 2003; Jaeger, 2006a). However, citi-
zens do not only care about the promotion of redistri-
bution, but are also concerned with the guiding rules 
behind welfare allocations that structure the balance 
between burdens and benefits (Bowles and Gintis, 
2000; Mau, 2003). Consequently, what the general 
public thinks about the access to and level of welfare 
provision is a crucial factor affecting the legitimacy 
and feasibility of social policies. Furthermore, as the 
access and level are generally negatively correlated (in 
that high coverage is linked to low amounts and vice 
versa) and the general public can evaluate various pol-
icy design dimensions differently (van Oorschot, 2013; 
Gallego and Marx, 2017), people could have distinct 
opinions regarding the access to benefits and the level 
of them. This warrants disentangling the two dimen-
sions of benefit generosity in welfare attitude research.
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In addition to providing much-needed insight into 
public preferences concerning the ‘who’ and ‘what’ 
components, the current study also deals with the ‘why’ 
factor in the question of who should get what and 
why. The why refers to the normative criteria that are 
invoked to establish the access and level dimensions, 
and hence legitimize the reasons for certain social cate-
gories to reach thresholds for public resources. Taking 
into account this issue, the current study compares how 
preferred justice principles of equality, equity, and need 
(i.e., why) determine attitudes towards the access to 
(i.e., who) and level (i.e., what) of benefits. Instead of 
merely measuring support for the degree of redistribu-
tion in terms of the extent of benefit amounts and cov-
erage, these principles refer to fundamentally distinct 
types of organizations regarding the access to and level 
of social benefits (Reeskens and van Oorschot, 2013).

To investigate which justice beliefs are prevalent 
with regard to the access and level dimensions of bene-
fits, we study two welfare domains that are institution-
alized differently and connected to two types of social 
risks: pensions and unemployment benefits (Jensen, 
2012; Arndt, 2017). Not only are justice preferences 
themselves fundamentally reliant on the welfare ben-
efit under consideration (Reeskens and van Oorschot, 
2013; Van Hootegem, Abts and Meuleman, 2020), 
but the distinction between access and level may also 
be intensified or weakened depending on the type of 
social risk concerned. In addition to establishing the 
distinction between the access to and level of benefits 
in two distributive contexts, we explore whether pref-
erences for the two dimensions of policy design are 
linked to ideological and social divides. For example, 
preferences concerning the access dimension could be 
more strongly ideologically based, while discussions 
about levels may be more structurally stratified, as they 
distinguish between net beneficiaries and contributors 
(Hedegaard, 2014; Ennser-Jedenastik, 2021).

In sum, we try to answer two general research ques-
tions: (i) To what extent are different justice principles 
(equality, equity, and need) preferred to govern the 
access to and level of pensions and unemployment ben-
efits? (ii) To what extent are these justice preferences 
concerning the access and level socially and ideologi-
cally stratified? For this purpose, we analyse data from 
the Belgian National Elections Study 2019.

Theoretical framework
Public preferences concerning the access to 
and level of benefits
Most existing public opinion studies that assess 
the legitimacy of the welfare state fail to distinguish 
between various components of distribution and are 
hence unable to establish which aspects of social policy 

design members of the public actually find attrac-
tive. What is particularly important is the distinction 
between two fundamental aspects of benefit generos-
ity: the access to benefits and the level of them (Korpi 
and Palme, 1998; Scruggs, 2006; van Oorschot, 2013; 
Jensen et al., 2018; Otto, 2018). These two dimensions 
are expected to be assessed differently by the public. 
Gallego and Marx (2017), for example, illustrate that 
labour market reforms that increase the generosity of 
benefit amounts are the most popular, while simulta-
neously a restriction to the access by those in need is 
the most preferred option. Although this indicates that 
citizens may have different preferences regarding the 
access to and level of benefits, systematic comparisons 
of both policy design dimensions are lacking. To rem-
edy this shortcoming, we focus closely on public pref-
erences regarding different distributive mechanisms 
that regulate the access to and level of welfare benefits.

Instead of directly assessing the benefit amounts, 
their coverage, or their eligibility criteria, we study 
whether intrinsically different norms are involved with 
regard to governing the access to and level of benefits. 
Individuals do not behave purely out of self-interest, 
but are homo reciprocans or sociologicus (instead of 
economicus) who care deeply about the moral econ-
omy of redistribution, that is, the normative assump-
tions and the principles of social justice behind 
redistributive mechanisms (Bowles and Gintis, 2000; 
Mau, 2003). Instead of adopting a rational choice 
framework that focuses on hard-to-understand benefit 
technicalities, we study more fundamental and intuitive 
normative rules that determine which groups should 
get how much. This is accomplished by capturing citi-
zens’ views on which principles of distributive justice—
equality, equity, and need—should govern the access 
to and level of welfare benefits (Deutsch, 1975). First, 
equality means that all citizens are guaranteed equal 
access to social protection or are entitled to an equal 
share of benefits and services, without any additional 
requirements. Second, equity implies that only individ-
uals who have contributed sufficiently to society—in 
terms of social security contributions, work history, 
or taxes paid—are covered by social programmes or 
receive more generous benefits. Last, the principle of 
need allocates welfare resources only to those who are 
in need, such as the poor or the disabled, or provides 
larger benefit amounts to compensate for the perils 
faced by precarious groups.

The debate on how the access to social benefits and 
services should be arranged is usually based on the 
divides between universalism, social insurance, and 
selective targeting (Korpi and Palme, 1998; Laenen 
and Gugushvili, 2021). Although this in part relates to 
how broad the coverage of benefit is, it also establishes 
which groups are eligible, based on which criteria. The 
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access dimension hence incorporates both elements of 
coverage and eligibility. While universal social policies 
are oriented towards all citizens, social insurance is 
intended for those who have built up sufficient rights 
through work contributions, and targeted benefits are 
only for specific groups, such as those with insuffi-
cient personal resources. Although there is an ongoing 
debate about which types of policies are most popu-
lar, benefits that are universal in coverage are generally 
expected to have greater public support (Hedegaard, 
2014). Not only are they able to align stronger inter-
ests from different social groups, but they are also con-
sidered superior in terms of procedural and substantive 
justice (Korpi and Palme, 1998; Rothstein, 1998; 
Laenen and Gugushvili, 2021). In terms of distribu-
tive justice principles, equality in access comes down 
to universalism, while equity reflects a social insurance 
logic and need entails more targeted benefits for those 
in real need (Clasen and van Oorschot, 2002).

With regard to the level of benefits, the discussion 
usually revolves around the distinction between flat-
rate benefits and earnings-related alternatives (Korpi 
and Palme, 1998). Flat-rate benefits give an equal 
amount to everyone, while earnings-related schemes 
vary the amount given according to previous earnings 
or work history. Here, the principle of equality coin-
cides with a flat-rate scheme that gives everyone the 
same amount, whereas the principle of equity corre-
sponds to an earnings-related benefit that rewards 
those who have contributed more (Clasen and van 
Oorschot, 2002). When the principle of need governs 
the level of benefits, this translates into higher benefits 
for lower-income groups, for instance.

Access and level in two distributive contexts: 
pensions and unemployment benefits
Justice preferences and welfare attitudes depend 
strongly on the domain under consideration and on the 
design of a social policy (Reeskens and van Oorschot, 
2013; Gallego and Marx, 2017; Van Hootegem, Abts 
and Meuleman, 2020). In fact, standards of social 
justice do not apply universally but vary depending 
on the context and on what is being distributed. As 
a result, preferences for equality, equity, and need in 
governing the access to and level of benefits can also 
be expected to vary across benefit schemes or welfare 
domains (Andersen, 2011; Hedegaard, 2014). To take 
this domain specificity into account, we examine jus-
tice preferences for the access and level dimensions 
for both pensions and unemployment benefits. After 
all, these two benefit schemes refer to distinct types 
of social risks that vary in a number of important 
characteristics (Jensen, 2012; Arndt, 2017; Green-
Pedersen and Jensen, 2019). However, since the dis-
tinction between the access to and level of benefits is 

central, the goal is to study this division in two distrib-
utive contexts rather than focussing on a comparison 
between the benefits.

In the Belgian welfare state—the context of this 
study—the institutionalized logics governing the access 
to and level of pensions and unemployment benefits 
vary widely. To begin with, pensions are connected to 
the life course-related risk of retiring or ageing, which 
is an unavoidable and normal part of the life cycle 
(Green-Pedersen and Jensen, 2019). In this sense, this 
benefit scheme responds to a social risk that is widely 
prevalent, leading most individuals to have a strong 
interest in wide access to pensions (Jensen, 2012). 
Beyond self-interest, the elderly are regarded as highly 
deserving of welfare support, as they are not in control 
of their situation and are perceived to be grateful (van 
Oorschot, 2006; Meuleman, Roosma and Abts, 2020). 
This is also reflected in the Belgian pension system, as 
entitlement can already be obtained from the moment 
someone has worked a single day and the access to 
pensions is hence almost entirely universal.

According to policy feedback theories, citizens can 
adjust their preferences to be in line with institutional 
designs and the norms they encapsulate (Rothstein, 
1998; Mau, 2004; Kumlin and Stadelmann-Steffen, 
2014). Based on policy feedback and the predominant 
characteristics of this type of social risk, we would 
expect the principle of equality to be predominantly 
supported to govern the access to pensions. However, 
once this universal access is granted, the justice logic 
of determining the level of pension benefits is differ-
ent. Retirement is fully predictable; thus, fostering the 
belief that individuals should participate in the labour 
market (Reeskens and van Oorschot, 2013). In fact, 
this logic is embedded in the Belgian welfare state, as 
pensions are earnings-related and based on the number 
of years worked and the employment history. In line 
with this, we would expect that the principle of equity 
is preferred for the level of pensions. In this sense, a 
clear gap between justice preferences on the access to 
and level of pensions is expected.

Unemployment benefits are associated with a labour 
market-related social risk, as unemployment does not 
occur as an intrinsic part of everyone’s life cycle but is 
fundamentally tied to a person’s position in the labour 
force. As unemployment is especially prevalent among 
low-income groups, the skewed social stratification 
weakens broad interests in encompassing social protec-
tion against this risk (Jensen, 2012). In addition, there 
is a strong sense of internal control regarding unem-
ployment, as the belief is widespread that it is self-in-
flicted and that the unemployed could find a job if 
desired (Furåker and Blomsterberg, 2003; Meuleman, 
Roosma and Abts, 2020). Institutionally, access to 
unemployment benefits is not universal in Belgium, 
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but contingent on having worked or contributed for a 
minimum period to become covered and be eligible for 
unemployment protection (Van Lancker et al., 2015). 
These elements are related to both the institutionali-
zation and the characteristics of the underlying social 
risk and may stimulate public preferences for organiz-
ing access to unemployment benefits around the prin-
ciple of equity. In terms of the level, the Belgian system 
of unemployment benefits is based on the principles of 
equity and need. Benefit levels are determined in line 
with the previous earnings of a benefit claimant and 
also differentiate with regard to need (for example, 
family status). As a result, one could expect that a con-
siderable proportion of citizens would prefer equity or 
need to govern the levels of unemployment benefits—
although previous research has shown that equality for 
unemployment benefit levels is also widely supported 
(Reeskens and van Oorschot, 2013; Van Hootegem, 
Abts and Meuleman, 2020). This pattern also implies 
that we would expect smaller differences in preferences 
for justice principles governing the access to versus 
the level of unemployment benefits, compared with 
pensions.

Comparing social and ideological divides
As a last step in the comparison, we analyse how jus-
tice preferences regarding the access to and level of 
benefits are driven by self-interest and ideology (Arts 
and Gelissen, 2001; Jaeger, 2006b; Reeskens and van 
Oorschot, 2013). First, the self-interest framework 
assumes that individuals make cost–benefit calcula-
tions and support policies of which they are likely to 
be (or to become) beneficiaries (Kangas, 1997; Jaeger, 
2006b). Groups with a higher socio-economic status 
are generally found to be more in favour of equity, 
while deprived groups gravitate more towards equal-
ity and need (D’Anjou, Steijn and Van Aarsen, 1995; 
Arts and Gelissen, 2001; Reeskens and van Oorschot, 
2013). Second, the ideology framework assumes that 
social policy preferences are a function of broader 
coherent systems of political norms and values (Jaeger, 
2006b; van Oorschot, Reeskens and Meuleman, 2012). 
Right-wing individuals, for instance, tend to adopt 
more restricted notions of solidarity, potentially lead-
ing to lower support for egalitarian distribution and 
greater popularity of allocation according to the prin-
ciple of equity or need (van Oorschot, 2006; Reeskens 
and van Oorschot, 2013).

According to the self-interest framework, the core 
conflict is between redistributive winners and losers, 
who benefit to varying degrees from the allocation of 
welfare. However, it is difficult to identify clear ben-
eficiaries and losers in terms of access, as ‘the wel-
fare state provides something for everyone’ (Mau, 
2003: p. 90). Even when distribution is restricted to 

particular groups in terms of access, the possibility of 
future exposure to risk remains. This blurring of inter-
ests could lower social-structural conflicts in terms of 
access and instead increase interest in universalism for 
various social groups (Laenen and Gugushvili, 2021). 
We thus expect that preferences concerning the access 
to benefits are most clearly structured along ideo-
logical dividing lines, whereby the more conditional 
interpretations of solidarity among right-wing and 
authoritarian individuals translate into greater sup-
port for targeting rather than universalism (cf. van 
Oorschot, 2006; Van Hootegem, Abts and Meuleman, 
2020). Ideological contestation resolves strongly 
around defining the ‘similar others’ who should be 
part of the collective insurance schemes and hence will 
be entitled to support from the state. For example, this 
is clear when radical right-wing parties define the logic 
of welfare deservingness in terms of ethnic identity (cf. 
De Koster, Achterberg and Van der Waal, 2013). Such 
conflicts regarding the deservingness of groups and 
the debate between targeting versus universalism are 
strongly ideologically driven and introduce a substan-
tial degree of partisan conflict between left and right 
(Ennser-Jedenastik, 2021).

Once the fundamental debate on who should get 
access to benefits has been settled, the question then 
becomes what these beneficiaries should get. This cre-
ates a more pronounced divide between those who 
receive higher levels of benefits (the recipients) and 
those who mainly contribute (the payers) (Mau, 2003). 
In fact, research indicates that people’s degree of prox-
imity or direct interest in welfare provision shapes their 
attitudes about the level of benefit schemes (Hedegaard, 
2014). However, while various social groups may still 
benefit from relatively broad access, we expect stronger 
socio-economic divisions in the criteria governing the 
levels, where earnings-related versus flat-related bene-
fits clearly have distinct implications concerning how 
much different groups actually receive. Although dis-
putes about levels are certainly still ideologically driven 
(Jensen and Kevins, 2019; Pedersen, 2019), this may 
constitute less of a polarized issue than the access to 
welfare. There is a much more blurred ideological 
gap in debates on the level or degree of redistribution 
and taxation (Esarey, Salmon and Barrilleaux, 2012; 
Ennser-Jedenastik, 2021). In sum, for the level of ben-
efits, we expect social stratification in particular to 
occur but that there will be a weaker ideological differ-
entiation than for the access dimension.

To assess these social and ideological cleavages for 
both the access and the level, they are again studied 
in the specific contexts of pensions and unemploy-
ment benefits. This enables us to establish whether the 
differences in the determining factors of justice pref-
erences for the access as well as the level hold across 
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distributive contexts or whether they are specific to the 
benefit under consideration.

Data and methods
Data
The current investigation uses data from the Belgian 
National Elections Study 2019, a large probabili-
ty-based survey. The National Register functioned as 
the sampling frame to select individuals of 18 years and 
older who were entitled to vote in the federal elections 
of May 2019. A two-stage random sampling design was 
used, in which a response rate of 32.81 per cent was 
achieved. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic during the 
fieldwork period, respondents were interviewed using 
different survey methods, namely Computer-Assisted 
Personal Interviewing (a mix of face-to-face and video 
calls) and Computer-Assisted Web Interviewing. All 
the respondents who participated in the interview also 
received a follow-up drop-off questionnaire with addi-
tional survey questions (including items on the justice 
preferences). In total, 1,659 respondents participated 
in the main interview, of whom 1,129 completed the 
drop-off survey. Post-stratification weights (for age, 
gender, and education) were applied to correct for 
selective non-response.

Indicators: dependent variables
Our dependent variables are support for the justice 
principles in governing (i) the access to benefits and 
(ii) the level of benefits. For these dimensions, three 

justice principles were presented (equality, equity, and 
need) to the respondents, who were asked to rate how 
fair they deemed this situation to be (on a five-point 
answer scale, from ‘very unjust’ to ‘very just’). Every 
respondent was thus asked six questions referring to 
access and level for each of the three justice principles 
applied to a single benefit context. This within-sub-
ject design—which presented all the respondents with 
questions about the preferred principles for the access 
to and level of benefits—was intended to maximize 
power and hence facilitate the comparison between 
the two components. A rating approach in which all 
individuals expressed their support for each of the 
principles was adopted rather than a ranking approach 
that forces individuals to choose a single principle as 
their favourite. This rating approach reduces order 
effects by allowing individuals to express support 
for multiple ideas simultaneously (Vriens, 2015; Van 
Hootegem, Abts and Meuleman, 2020). The specific 
benefit referred to (pension vs. unemployment benefit) 
was randomized between respondents in a split-bal-
lot experiment. This between-subject variation of the 
domain under consideration was intended to avoid 
overburdening respondents and to assess absolute sup-
port in a single domain rather than relative to another 
social policy programme. The question wordings and 
percentages of respondents perceiving the different 
principles as equitable are presented in Table 1. In 
addition, the correlations between support for the 
principles governing the access and level are shown in 
Supplementary Table A1.

Table 1 Question wordings and percentage of respondents considering distributive principles as just

To what extent do you think that the following 
situations are just or unjust?

Pensions 
(% just)

Unemployment 
benefits (% just)

Equality access—that everyone gets equal access to 
pensions/unemployment benefits

58.3 56.1

Equality level—that the level of pensions/
unemployment benefits is equal for everyone

38.5 49.6

P-value McNemar test for difference between access 
and level

0.000 0.000

Equity access—that only people who have worked hard 
enough get access to pensions/unemployment benefits

32.0 32.9

Equity level—that people who have worked harder 
receive higher pensions/unemployment benefits

56.4 41.3

P-value McNemar test for difference between access 
and level

0.000 0.000

Need access—that only the poor and people in need get 
access to pensions/unemployment benefits

4.6 14.2

Need level—that people who are poor and in need 
receive higher pensions/unemployment benefits

15.5 22.3

P-value McNemar test for difference between access 
and level

0.000 0.000

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/esr/advance-article/doi/10.1093/esr/jcad053/7251287 by U

niversitet i O
slo user on 02 February 2024

http://academic.oup.com/esr/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/esr/jcad053#supplementary-data


6 VAN HOOTEGEM, MEULEMAN AND ABTS 

Indicators: independent variables
Two ideological dimensions are included as inde-
pendent variables in our regression models. Left–right 
placement, as a broad indicator of political ideology, 
is measured by a single item on an 11-point scale (0 = 
left; 10 = right). As a cultural dimension of ideology, 
we additionally include authoritarianism to predict 
justice preferences. This concept is measured by three, 
five-point items (disagree/agree) to examine whether 
respondents thought that most problems would be 
solved if we could get rid of immoral and dishon-
est people, that obedience and respect for authority 
are important virtues, and that laws should become 
stricter. To test the measurement validity of this ide-
ological dimension, we conducted a multigroup con-
firmatory factor analysis for respondents who were 
given questions on pensions and unemployment bene-
fit. A scalar invariant model that restricts loadings and 
intercepts to be equal across group shows a good fit 
with the data (χ2 = 3.809; df = 4; root-mean-square 
error of approximation = 0.000; comparative fit index 
= 1.000; Tucker–Lewis index = 1.000; standardized 
root-mean-square residual = 0.037). Supplementary 
Table A2 shows that the first item of the authoritarian-
ism scale has a somewhat weak loading (<0.40). As all 
other loadings are sufficiently high and using only two 
items for a latent concept leads to problems of model 
identification, we proceeded with this model and saved 
the factor scores (to reduce the complexity of the final 
model) to be included in the regression models.

The social structure is operationalized by educa-
tion, employment situation, and subjective income. 
For education, we created the following three cat-
egories: none to lower-secondary, upper-secondary 
(reference category), and tertiary education. Current 
employment situation is divided into three categories 
and hence operationalized by two dummy variables: 
the employed (reference category), pensioners, and 
the inactive (including students, the unemployed, dis-
abled people, etc.). Subjective income is used instead 
of objective income because the latter variable suf-
fers from a high degree of item non-response. The 
subjective income variable is measured by using four 
answer categories that respondents could choose from 
to describe how they felt about their income: (i) ‘have 
more than enough and can easily save’, (ii) ‘have suf-
ficient to get by without difficulties’, (iii) ‘have just 
sufficient to get by’, and (iv) ‘regularly have difficul-
ties getting by’. To create groups sufficiently large to 
compare, a dummy was created to combine the first 
two categories and the last two categories, respec-
tively (high income = reference category). The models 
also control for gender (female = reference category), 
age, and region—Flanders (reference category) and 
Francophone Belgium (Wallonia and Brussels).

Statistical modelling
Two distinct approaches were taken in order to answer 
our research questions. To start with, we provide a 
descriptive overview of preferences for equality, equity, 
and need in governing access and levels and compare 
them for both pensions and unemployment benefits 
(Table 1). To assess whether the percentage of respond-
ents that rated a particular situation as equitable dif-
fers across the access and level dimensions, a series of 
McNemar tests was conducted. The McNemar test 
was chosen because of the paired nature of the com-
parison (a single respondent rates the level as well as 
the access) (McNemar, 1947). In this case, the test was 
used to assess whether the marginal distribution of a 
particular item differs depending on whether the access 
or the level dimension is referred to. If this null hypoth-
esis is rejected, there is a significant difference in jus-
tice preferences between access and level. As a second 
step in the analysis, a multigroup structural equation 
model (SEM) was estimated to compare the impact of 
the social structure and ideology between respondents 
who answered questions on the access and levels of 
pensions versus on unemployment benefits. These coef-
ficients were evaluated for all six dependent variables 
simultaneously. Descriptive statistics were generated 
using SPSS version 27, and all other analyses were 
conducted in Mplus version 8.4 (Muthén and Muthén, 
2017).

Results
Comparing opinions on the access to and 
level of benefits in two welfare domains
Table 1 displays the percentage of respondents con-
sidering equality, equity, and need as (very) just in 
governing the access to and level of pensions and 
unemployment benefits. It should be noted that indi-
viduals were asked to report support for each principle 
separately, which means that the percentages do not 
necessarily sum up to 100. For the access to pensions, a 
majority of 58 per cent considered it to be just to guar-
antee equal coverage spanning everyone. This is in line 
with the strong interest across groups in broad access 
to pensions due to the high prevalence, as well as with 
the institutional design of relatively universal access to 
pensions in Belgium. When the level of unemployment 
benefits is considered, however, only 39 per cent con-
sider equality to be just. The majority prefer to put in 
place earnings-related benefits in line with the principle 
of equity (56 per cent). This preference can be under-
stood from the strong predictability of this social risk 
and the institutional logic of earnings-related pensions 
in Belgium, as this takes into account previous income 
as well as work trajectories in calculating the levels of 
pensions. Making the access to (rather than the level 
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of) pensions dependent on this reciprocal logic is, how-
ever, only supported by about a third of the respond-
ents. The proportion considering the principle of need 
as being just is marginal for both the access and levels 
of pensions, but there is still a stronger degree of sup-
port for need in the level (16 per cent) than for access 
(5 per cent). According to the McNemar tests, all dif-
ferences in justice preferences between the access and 
level dimensions of pensions are strongly significant.

For unemployment benefits, we also see notable dif-
ferences between the popularity of the principles gov-
erning the coverage and amounts, although they are 
less pronounced. With regard to pensions, equality in 
access is most broadly supported (56 per cent). This is 
contrary to what was expected and is not aligned with 
the socially stratified nature of this labour-specific risk 
and the institutional organization of unemployment 
benefits in Belgium. In addition, equality is the most 
popular justice principle concerning the benefit levels 
(about half of the respondents consider this principle 
as being just). The dominance of support for flat-rate 
unemployment benefits is somewhat surprising, given 
the strong perceived internal control in facing unem-
ployment as well as the predominance of equity and 
need to set the levels of this benefit in the Belgian wel-
fare state. Nevertheless, the pronounced preferences 
for equality could also be related to the order of the 
survey questions, as equality came first and could 
hence have been given broader support because the 
alternatives had not yet been presented. Furthermore, 
we observe that distribution based on equity and need 
is more popular when the level of benefits is concerned 
rather than the access. For both justice principles, the 
difference between access and level equals almost 10 
percentage points (for equity: 33 versus 41 per cent; 
for need: 14 versus 22 per cent). These differences are 
significant for both the access and the level dimensions. 
It should be noted that need-based distribution is more 
popular when unemployment benefits are concerned 
instead of pensions.

Although not the primary interest of this article, it 
is also interesting to examine the correlations between 
support for the principles in the access to and level of 
benefits (see Supplementary Table A1). The correlations 
show that support for equality in access is mostly com-
bined with support for equality and need in terms of 
levels, while equity in access is only strongly associated 
with earnings-related benefits (i.e., equity). Support for 
benefits that are only granted to people in need goes 
hand in hand with support for higher levels of bene-
fits for those in need or flat-rate benefits. Overall, the 
correlations between access and level are moderate, 
indicating their separate conceptual nature. In sum, we 
can conclude that the support for the principles gov-
erning the access and level differs in both distributive 

contexts and that it is highly relevant to distinguish the 
two aspects of benefit generosity.

The social-structural and ideological conflicts 
surrounding opinions about access and level
In the next step, we analyse whether justice preferences 
for the access and level dimensions are differently 
related to social-structural and ideological predictors. 
Table 2 shows the unstandardized regression effects of 
social-structural and ideological variables on prefer-
ences for equality, equity, and need in governing the 
access to and level of benefits. Respondents in the con-
dition referring to pensions and unemployment bene-
fits are treated as two groups in a multigroup SEM in 
order to facilitate comparison between the two exper-
imental conditions. The significance of the difference 
between the parameters for the access and level of each 
justice principle is also presented. However, this should 
be interpreted with caution, as power is limited and 
it is hence more interesting to look at differences in 
which predictors work significantly.

We start by looking at preferences for the equality 
principle in the case of pensions. Only three determi-
nants predict support for equal access and equal lev-
els similarly. Those with a tertiary education as well 
as younger respondents and right-wing individuals are 
less inclined to consider equality as a just basis for both 
the policy dimensions. This can be understood in terms 
of, respectively, the lower interest these groups have 
in broad redistribution and their more conditional 
notions of solidarity (Jaeger, 2006b; van Oorschot, 
2006). For the equality in access and levels, pensioners 
are less likely to consider this equitable than those in 
employment, which is relatively surprising and coun-
ter to their own interests (although this relationship is 
not significant for the levels of pensions). However, the 
effects of income and authoritarianism differ substan-
tially between the access and level dimensions, illustrat-
ing that different forces are at play. Authoritarianism 
has a strong negative impact on support for equality 
in the access dimension, but is not significantly related 
to preferences for equality in the level dimension. This 
supports the theory that discussions about the cover-
age of pensions are more strongly rooted in ideological 
factors than debates on pension levels. For the level 
dimension, we observe stronger social-structural gra-
dients: men and higher-income individuals are less 
inclined to support equal benefit levels, which aligns 
with their own interests. Once the ideologically loaded 
access debate has been settled, material interests and 
conflicts between net recipients and contributors 
apparently play a role in determining justice prefer-
ences regarding the level of pensions (cf. Mau, 2003; 
Hedegaard, 2014). Yet despite substantial differences 
in terms of the significance of several predictors, we 
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Table 2 Unstandardized regression coefficients of the social structure and ideology on preferences for equality, equity, and need in 
governing the access to and level of pensions and unemployment benefits (Npensions = 465; Nunemployment = 500)

Equality access Equality level Diff. Equity access Equity level Diff. Need access Need level Diff.

Pension

Gender

  Female (ref.)

  Male −0.165 −0.416*** * 0.190 0.155 0.006 −0.075

Age 0.013** 0.015** −0.009* −0.008* 0.006 0.012***

Education

  Lower −0.055 0.194 0.142 −0.272* * 0.234* 0.135

  Upper secondary (ref.)

  Tertiary −0.378** −0.316* 0.102 −0.028 −0.141 −0.015

Employment

  Employed (ref.)

  Pensioner −0.314* −0.313 0.185 0.194 0.049 0.126

  Inactive 0.010 −0.151 −0.069 0.127 0.167 0.421**

Income

  Low income −0.011 0.284* * 0.199 −0.126 0.069 0.134

  High income (ref.)

Region

  Flanders (ref.)

  Francophone Belgium 0.144 −0.165 * −0.124 0.165 −0.193* −0.323**

Left–right −0.078*** −0.058* 0.125*** 0.054* −0.002 −0.021

Authoritarianism −0.403* −0.285 0.659*** 0.508** −0.164 −0.166

R² 0.103 0.131 0.132 0.075 0.095 0.140

Unemployment benefits

Gender

  Female (ref.)

  Male 0.112 −0.105 −0.035 0.002 0.052 −0.006

Age −0.002 0.006 0.000 0.001 −0.001 0.005

Education

  Lower 0.387** 0.103 0.128 −0.067 0.155 −0.011

  Upper secondary (ref.)

  Tertiary 0.188 −0.399*** *** −0.153 0.146 * −0.175 −0.052

Employment

  Employed (ref.)

  Pensioner 0.036 0.009 −0.013 0.038 −0.055 −0.007

  Inactive 0.218 0.189 −0.067 0.036 0.157 0.026

Income

  Low income 0.008 −0.061 0.068 0.303* 0.052 0.212*

  High income (ref.)

Region

Flanders (ref.)

  Francophone Belgium 0.220* −0.134 ** −0.121 −0.134 −0.283** −0.195*

Left–right −0.070** −0.040 0.138*** 0.089*** * 0.006 −0.034

Authoritarianism −0.614** −0.526* 0.005 0.070 0.115 −0.224

R² 0.113 0.073 0.112 0.063 0.063 0.044

Note: Diff. = significance of difference between parameters for the access and the level.
*P ≤ 0.05; **P ≤ 0.01; ***P ≤ 0.001.
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only observe significant differences in the size of the 
parameters for gender, income, and regional gradient.

For the principle of equity for pensions, the 
social-structural and ideological effects are more sim-
ilar in terms of their statistical significance. Older 
respondents and those who are more left-wing and less 
authoritarian show a lower likelihood to support reci-
procity both in access and levels. This broadly supports 
both the ideology and self-interest theories. However, 
we again observe that the ideological effects are con-
siderably stronger for the access dimension, suggest-
ing that there seems to be stronger ideological debate 
concerning access than levels (Ennser-Jedenastik, 
2021). Despite the considerably larger coefficients of 
the ideological parameters with regard to access, only 
the left–right factor has a statistically significant dif-
ferent regression coefficient for access and level. The 
main difference regarding equity is that lower educa-
tion decreases support for equity in the levels of pen-
sions, but does not affect the preference for equity in 
the access to benefits. The gap in the size of the param-
eters is also statistically significant for education. This 
demonstrates that social stratification appears to be 
slightly stronger for levels than for access. With regard 
to the need principle, we observe notable differences 
between the access and level factors, as only political 
ideology has the same impact on both policy dimen-
sions (in that right-wing respondents are less support-
ive of need-based distribution). In contrast to equity 
and equality, the ideological stratification is stronger 
for the levels of pensions than for access. In addition, 
lower-educated individuals are more inclined to sup-
port the principle of need, with regard to access, while 
older respondents and the inactive are more in favour 
of higher benefits for those in need. However, this does 
not translate into statistically significant differences in 
the size of the parameters.

In sum, the patterns for pensions are largely in line 
with the expectations of the self-interest and ideology 
frameworks. The results also clarify that especially 
for equality and equity, the access dimension is more 
strongly ideologically debated, while the level aspect 
follows more social-structural dividing lines. This pro-
vides further evidence that the discussion on whether 
to choose universalism, social insurance, or need-based 
targeting—as well as which groups are deserving of 
welfare support—is heavily disputed across ideologi-
cal lines, while discussions on how to establish benefit 
levels show a less clear ideological gap. In addition, 
this illustrates that personal stakes might be much 
clearer for benefit amounts when the more fundamen-
tal debate on who are members of redistributive circles 
has been decided on. The need principle provides an 
exception to this pattern. This could be related to the 
more ambiguous conceptualization of this principle, 

which can be interpreted in various ways (Kittel, 2020; 
Van Hootegem, Meuleman and Abts, 2021).

In the case of unemployment benefits, there are 
also relevant differences between the access and level 
dimensions. Authoritarianism significantly predicts 
lower support for both equality in access to and lev-
els of unemployment benefits, but the parameter is 
larger for the access than for the levels (yet not signif-
icant). In addition, lower-educated individuals, those 
from Francophone Belgium and left-wingers, are more 
supportive of equality in access, thus supporting the 
self-interest and ideology theories. For the level, we 
observe that individuals with tertiary education are less 
in favour of equality than those with upper-secondary 
education, and this also differs significantly between 
the access and level aspects. The high number of sig-
nificant ideological predictors for the access illustrates 
stronger ideological contestation, but the social strat-
ification in justice preferences is not necessarily more 
apparent for the level dimension. In terms of support 
for the equity principle, fewer differences between 
access and level are observed, as only political ideology 
has a significant influence on equity preferences. With 
regard to both the access and level aspects, right-wing 
individuals are more conditional and hence are more 
supportive of distribution types that involve a quid-
pro-quo welfare model. However, the coefficient is 
considerably and significantly larger for the access than 
for the level. For the need principle, only the region 
significantly shapes support for both dimensions, in 
that individuals living in Francophone Belgium are 
less likely to prefer need-based access and levels for 
unemployment benefits. In addition, those with a low 
income are significantly more supportive of higher ben-
efit amounts for those who are more in need (without 
prioritizing need in access), thus also conforming to the 
self-interest theory.

In the distributive context of unemployment benefits, 
it thus becomes clear that the access dimension is more 
strongly ideological polarized. This is once more in line 
with the prediction that there is a broader ideological 
gap surrounding the fundamental debate on who is 
entitled to welfare support (Ennser-Jedenastik, 2021). 
However, in contrast to pensions, the stronger social 
stratification for the level dimensions was not observed 
in the context of unemployment benefits. This corre-
sponds to the smaller overall differences between the 
access and level dimensions for unemployment benefits 
than that for pensions reported in the previous section.

Conclusion and discussion
The two aspects of benefit generosity, namely the 
access to and level of benefits, are recognized exten-
sively in social policy literature (Korpi and Palme, 
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1998; Scruggs, 2006; van Oorschot, 2013; Jensen et 
al., 2018; Otto, 2018). Nevertheless, public opinion 
research analysing people’s support for redistribution 
and government responsibility in implementing social 
policies does not explicitly recognize the distinction 
between the two dimensions. Accordingly, previous 
studies fail to separate the question of who should 
acquire resources from that of what amount should 
be provided. These two modalities concerning the 
balance between benefits and the burdens of welfare 
distribution are, however, at the forefront of contem-
porary welfare debates and public concerns (Bowles 
and Gintis, 2000; van Oorschot, 2000). To fill this gap, 
the current article provides insights into the distinction 
between justice preferences regarding the access to and 
level of benefits. Concretely, we study public support 
in the two distributive contexts of pensions and unem-
ployment benefits and compare the social-structural 
and ideological dividing lines.

A descriptive overview reveals that public opinions 
regarding the access and the level are clearly distinct, 
as different redistributive principles were considered 
fair for both dimensions of benefit generosity. For pen-
sions, equality is most broadly supported in governing 
the access, while equity proves most popular to gov-
ern how benefit levels are established. This is in line 
with the strong prevalence and simultaneous predict-
ability of the associated life course-related social risk 
of retiring, as well as with the institutional logic in 
accordance with which the access and level are actu-
ally determined in the Belgian welfare state. However, 
policy feedback effects could not be tested explicitly, 
as there is no counterfactual case with a different insti-
tutional setup. For unemployment benefits, equality is 
found to be considered the fairest principle for both 
the access and the level, but there are still considera-
ble differences: when the level rather than the access 
is the subject, the popularity of the equality principle 
decreases, while equity and need become more popular. 
The importance of the distinction between access and 
levels is further demonstrated by the finding that the 
access dimension is more strongly rooted in ideological 
predictors (especially authoritarianism), while the level 
dimension is structured more strongly along a social 
gradient. The social stratification of the level dimen-
sion is, however, especially apparent in the domain of 
pensions and less so for unemployment benefits. All in 
all, these findings illustrate the relevance of distinguish-
ing opinions about the coverage of social schemes and 
the amount of benefits.

The findings support the multidimensional nature 
of welfare attitudes and demonstrate that merely 
focussing on aggregate support for redistribution or 
government involvement misses important internal 
differentiation in public preferences (Roosma, Gelissen 

and van Oorschot, 2013). For example, when finding 
high support for the role of government in organising 
redistribution, this does not yet indicate which alloca-
tion mechanisms are actually liked (or disliked). In this 
sense, we go a step further by indicating that policy 
design and distinct aspects of benefit generosity matter 
in understanding what types of distribution the public 
actually prefers (cf. Gallego and Marx, 2017). This is 
especially essential in an era in which the question is no 
longer so much whether redistribution should be insti-
tutionalized, but in which debates especially revolve 
around how to organize this in a way that guarantees 
that acceptable amounts are given to rightfully deserv-
ing social groups (van Oorschot, 2000). However, as 
this article focuses on a broad comparison between 
the access to and level of benefits, it does not explicitly 
assess how these aspects are combined and balanced 
against each other in the design of specific welfare ben-
efits. As a result, this could be a fruitful trajectory for 
future research efforts.

The distinction between the access and level is nev-
ertheless important not only to provide a clearer per-
spective on welfare state legitimacy, but also to further 
our understanding of how policies and institutions 
impact on public ideas. As mentioned, the policy feed-
back literature assumes that institutional norms and 
ideas can be taken over by citizens, leading to public 
preferences conforming to the predominant institu-
tional logics (Rothstein, 1998; Mau, 2004; Kumlin 
and Stadelmann-Steffen, 2014). In unravelling policy 
feedback effects, it can be crucial to distinguish the 
access to and level of social policies, as a match (or mis-
match) between preferences and institutions depends 
on the dimension under consideration. This could also 
partly explain why it is often difficult to establish a 
clear link between typologies of welfare regimes, as 
these include both access and level dimensions to cate-
gorize social security systems, as well as public opinion 
(Esping-Andersen, 1990; Svallfors, 2012; Kumlin and 
Stadelmann-Steffen, 2014). Instead, the institution–
preference link could be situated more strongly on a 
meso-level that considers the design characteristics and 
multidimensionality of benefits and services (Laenen, 
2018).

Supplementary Data
Supplementary data are available at ESR online.
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