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Abstract 
Scholarly interest in the study of education from the perspective of political science has increased rapidly 
in the last few years. However, the literature focuses on comparing education politics at t he cou nt ry level, 
neglecting the analysis of micro-level foundations of education policies in terms of individual preferences 
and their interaction with macro contexts. This paper provides a first step in addressing t his researc h gap, 
engaging in a multilevel analysis of survey data for a large number of OECD countries. The core research 
question is how institutional contexts- in this case socio-economic and educational inequalities- shape t he 
micro-level association between the individual income position and support fo r educat ion spending. The 
core finding is that these different dimensions of inequality have different implicat ions at t he mic ro level. 
Higher levels of socio-economic inequality enhance the conflict between the rich and t he poor over public 
investments in education. By contrast, when access to higher levels of education is effectively restricted, 
the rich are more likely to support public education spending. This is because higher levels of educational 
stratification ensure that further public investments in education benefit the rich relatively more t han t he 
poor, who in turn become less willing to support this kind of public spending. 
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Introduction 

The issue of skill formation occupies a prominent 
place in the political economy of redistribution 
(Estevez-Abe et al., 200; Iversen, 2005; Iversen and 
Soskice, 2001, 2009). Furthermore, a number of 
recent studies have significantly expanded our 
knowledge about the dynamics of education politics 
and policies at the aggregate country level (Ansell, 
2008, 2010; Busemeyer, 2007, 2009; Jensen, 2011; 

Schmidt, 2007). However, the pertinent literature 
has, for the most part, largely ignored the study of 
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the micro-foundations of education policy in terms 
of individual policy preferences and their interaction 
with macro variables (partial exceptions are Ansell, 
2010; Busemeyer et al., 2009, 2011; Kitschelt and 
Rehm, 2006). Admittedly, comparative welfare state 
research has produced important insights into the 
micro- and macro-level determinants of social policy 
preferences (Arts and Gelissen, 2001; Blekesaune 
and Quadagno, 2003; Comeo and Griiner, 2002; 
Goerres and Tepe, 2010; Hasenfeld and Rafferty, 
1989; Jaeger, 2009; Lynch and Myrskyla, 2009; 
Scheve and Stasavage, 2006), but has not studied 
individual preferences on education policies. 
Scholarship in the sociology of education is more 
concerned with studying the determinants of actual 
educational choices and attainment (Becker and 
Hecken, 2009; Breen and Goldthorpe, 1997; Breen 
and Jonsson, 2005; Breen et al., 2009) rather than the 
preferences of individuals on policies as such. Thus, 
simply from an empirical point of view, this paper 
addresses an important research gap by studying the 
micro- and macro-level determinants of individual 
preferences on public investments in education. 

From a more theoretical perspective, the present 
paper contributes to ongoing debates in the political 
economy of redistribution. Starting with the seminal 
contribution of Meltzer and Richard (1981 ), scholar
ship in political economy has deduced individual 
preferences for redistribution from the individual's 
position in the distribution of incomes and skills. 
Work by Boix (1997, 1998) and Ansell (2008, 201 0) 
applies this modelling framework to the study of 
education. However, as this paper shows, the impact 
of the individual income position on preferences 
strongly depends on the interaction between the 
micro level and the institutional context at the macro 
level. Because the redistributive implications of 
investments in education are much less clear-cut 
than other public policies, preferences for education 
spending are a well-suited example to use to tease 
out the impact of macro contexts on the micro-level 
dynamics of preference formation. 

The central research question of this paper is thus 
to analyse how institutional contexts shape the 
micro-level association between income and support 
for education spending. More specifically, I argue 
that individual preferences are influenced by two 

aspects ofthe macro-level context: first, the level of 
socio-economic inequality in the political economy 
and, second, the level of educational inequality. Both 
dimensions of inequality have a different and dis
tinct impact on the role of income as a determinant 
of spending preferences at the micro level. In line 
with the expectations of the Meltzer-Richard model, 
higher levels of socio-economic inequality are asso
ciated with an increase in the general support for 
education spending, as well as a more pronounced 
negative effect of income on preferences at the micro 
level, that is the rich/poor are more likely to oppose/ 
support spending increases. By contrast, high levels 
of educational inequality mitigate the negative impact 
of income on support for spending. High levels of 
educational inequality imply more restricted access 
to higher levels of education for people with low
income backgrounds. Hence, further public invest
ments in education are of more benefit to the rich 
than the poor. Therefore, the rich/poor are more likely 
to support/oppose spending increases when levels of 
educational inequality are high. 

The remainder of the paper is structured as fol
lows: the second section provides a brief literature 
review, followed by a more detai led account of the 
theoretical framework of the paper. The fourth sec
tion puts the previously developed hypotheses to an 
empirical test, relying on survey data for a large 
number of Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) countries. The last sec
tion discusses the fmdings in light of the literature 
and provides a conclusion. 

Literature review 

Our knowledge of the institutional and partisan fac
tors influencing redistributive politics has expanded 
significantly in the last years. The model by Meltzer 
and Richard (1981) is a popular point of departure in 
the pertinent political economy literature as it pro
vides a clear and compelling thesis: redistribution is 
expected to increase with rising levels of inequality 
because, at least in industrial democracies, the poor 
majority can vote to tax the rich minority. A lot of 
recent work has focused on explaining the relation
ship between redistribution and inequality on the 



macro level, which seems to run counter to the 
expectations of the Meltzer-Richard model (Bradley 
et al., 2003; Iversen and Soskice, 2006, 2009; Moene 
and Wallerstein, 2001, 2003). 

In addition to work on the macro-level determi
nants of inequality and redistribution, scholars have 
become more interested in exploring the micro-level 
foundations of redistributive preferences. Again, the 
Meltzer- Richard (1981) model provides clear 
expectations: demand for redistribution is a function 
of the individual's distance to the mean income. 
Poor people with below-average incomes demand 
high levels of redistribution and taxation. This 
demand decreases as income increases and becomes 
zero for the person with a mean income and every
body with above-average incomes. The share of the 
population supporting positive levels of redistribu
tion then strongly depends on the level of inequality, 
that is the difference between the mean and the 
median income. Empirically, a large body of litera
ture studying the determinants of individual social 
policy preferences has confirmed the importance of 
individual income (despite the negative association 
between redistribution and inequality at the macro 
level). Self-interest, shaped by the individual's posi
tion in the economy, the labour market and the trans
fer classes of the welfare state, as well as skill 
portfolio, strongly affects preferences for different 
social policies (Busemeyer et al., 2009; Corneo and 
Griiner, 2002; Cusack et al., 2006; Iversen and 
Soskice, 2001; Hasenfeld and Rafferty, 1989; Rehm, 
2009). Moene and Wallerstein (2001, 2003) show 
that preferences for redistribution can actually 
increase with rising income: when certain kinds of 
income-related social policies provide a form of 
insurance against income losses, the demand for this 
insurance increases with income. 

As documented here, there is by now a well
developed scholarship on the political economy of 
redistribution and its implications at the micro level 
in general. There are, however, only a few studies 
that are concerned with the study of education from 
the perspective of comparative political economy. 
Again, most of these studies are concerned with the 
macro level, for example the relationship between 
education and welfare state institutions (Estevez
Abe et al., 2001; Iversen and Stephens, 2008) or the 
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determinants of education spending (Busemeyer, 
2007, 2009; Jensen, 2011 ; Schmidt, 2007). 

Building on the contributions ofBoix (1 998, 1997), 
Ben Ansell (2008, 201 0) has developed the most elab
orate model on the formation of individual preferences 
over different kinds of higher education so far. 
Following the logic of the Meltzer- Richard model 
(1981), investments in (higher) education are evalu
ated with regard to their distributive consequences for 
the different income strata in a given political econ
omy. Consequently, preferences are derived from the 
individual's position on the income scale: according to 
Ansell, when levels of general enrolment in higher 
education are low (that is, access to higher education is 
restricted to the wealthy elite) , members of the low
income classes enter a formal or informal 'ends
against-the-middle' coalition with the rich against the 
middle classes, because both oppose the expansion of 
public subsidies to higher education (Ansell, 2008: 
198)- the rich because they want to maintain an elitist 
system and the poor because they do not want to sub
sidize a type of education with limited benefits for 
them.l However, when levels of enrolment in higher 
education increase, more people from the lower
income classes get access to higher education and 
therefore come to support the expansion and public 
subsidization of higher education. Based on this micro 
model of preference formation, Ansell then proceeds 
to demonstrate how the partisan preferences of leftist 
parties as proponents of the economic interests of the 
lower-income classes change depending on the level 
of enrolment in higher education from opposing public 
subsidies for higher education to supporting them 
(Ansell, 2008: 205-8). 

Ansell's model is an important first step in devel
oping a more comprehensive theory on the political 
economy of education, but for the purpose of the 
present paper it has several shortcomings: first, 
Ansell is concerned with explaining preferences on 
different kinds of higher education, whereas I am 
concerned with preferences on education more gen
erally. A broadening of the analytical perspective 
beyond higher education is necessary, because lower 
levels of enrolment in higher education might be not 
only a consequence of restrictions of access. For 
example, individuals from low-income classes might 
support increasing public investments on vocational 



222 

education in countries where these alternatives are 
available (Busemeyer et al., 2011; see also Ansell, 
2010, Chapter 4). Second, Ansell's model hints at 
the importance of macro-level variables such as the 
general level of enrolment for the formation of pref
erences, but he is more concerned with explaining 
the impact of educational expansion on the changing 
partisan politics of higher education over time, 
essentially assuming that his micro model of prefer
ence formation works similarly in different coun
tries, although the impact of opening access to higher 
education on micro-level preferences is considered 
as an extension to the main model (Ansell, 2008: 
203-4). In contrast, the present paper postulates that 
differences across country contex ts fundamentally 
shape the redistributive politics over educational 
investments. Also, Ansell's model captures just one 
particular aspect of educational inequalities - the 
level of enrolment in higher education - whereas I 
adopt a broader perspective on the role of the strati
fication of education systems and look at the distinct 
impact of economic inequalities as well. 

Theoretical framework: 
determinants of education policy 
preferences 

The following section introduces a theoretical frame
work in order to explain individual policy prefer
ences on public education spending. The first 
subsection discusses the contradictory expectations 
on the impact of income on redistributive prefer
ences in the case of education, and then proceeds to 
resolve these ambiguities by clarifying how the 
macro-institutional context shapes the importance of 
income as a determinant of preferences over educa
tion spending. In the second subsection, I present 
auxiliary hypotheses on determinants of preferences 
besides income. 

Income and institutional context as 
determinants of preferences 
The redistributive consequences of general invest
ments in education are much less clear-cut than in 

the case of redistributive social policies or higher 
education, as discussed by Ansell. This leads to 
ambiguous expectations and predictions with regard 
to the impact of income on individual preferences. 
On the one hand, it could be argued that the expan
sion of public education in the long run contributes 
to mitigating economic inequalities, in particular 
when the alternative is to resort to expensive private 
education. Therefore, the less well-offhave an incen
tive to support increases in public spending on edu
cation to improve the conditions for upward social 
mobility for their offspring. In contrast, the wealthy 
might oppose such efforts, because they would have 
to pay for these subsidies in the form of higher taxes 
and because their relatively superior class position 
would be threatened by the enhanced levels of social 
mobility (Bernasconi and Profeta, 2007). 

On the other hand, investments in education have 
only a very indirect impact on the inter- and intra
generational redistribution of resources. Hence, the 
lower-income classes might care more about expand
ing other social policies with more immediate redis
tributive consequences instead of education. The 
wealthy, in contrast, could actually support the expan
sion of public subsidies to education, because, as a 
consequence of lingering class biases about access to 
education, they expect to benefit more from it than 
from other social policies (Fernandez and Rogerson, 
1995). This redistribution from the poor to the rich is 
expected to be strongest in the case of public subsidies 
to higher education, as argued by Ansell (2008). In 
sum, therefore, the effects of income on education 
preferences are contradictory (Levy, 2005) and could 
cancel each other out in the aggregate, so that the indi
vidual's income position as such is not a significant 
determinant of preferences for education spending. 

However, as is argued in the following, when the 
interaction between the micro-level and macro-level 
contexts are taken into account, the individual 's posi
tion on the income scale matters. The macro context 
impacts on and shapes the process of preference for
mation at the micro level because it influences the 
relative pay-off of public investments in education 
for different income classes. I am going to argue how 
and why individual support for increases in education 
spending depends on two macro factors : first, the 
general level of socio-economic inequality and, 



second, the more specific level of educational 
inequality. Thus, both socio-economic and educa
tional inequality are expected to jointly shape levels 
of individual support for increases in education 
spending, although these two dimensions are empiri
cally distinct from each other (see the section below 
for empirical data). 

Coming first to the impact of socio-economic 
inequality, it is important to distinguish between the 
effect on the overall/eve/ of support and the effect on 
the impact of income on the level of support. The 
first is the direct effect ofthe macro context on indi
vidual support, whereas the latter captures the inter
action effect between the micro and the macro level. 

Following the basic model ofMeltzer and Richard 
(1981) and assuming the typical right-skewed distri
bution of income, an increase in socio-economic 
inequality without changing the level of the average 
(mean) income is expected to result in an increase of 
the overall support for public spending. This is 
because such an increase in inequality leads to a 
larger share of the population with below-mean 
incomes, as the relative distance between the indi
vidual with median income and the average (mean) 
income increases. Although public investments in 
education might be regarded as less redistributive 
than other kinds of social policies (Ansell, 2008; 
Jensen, 2011), they are still redistributive to the 
extent that the rich are forced to pay for the educa
tion of the less well-off in the form of taxes. Thus, 
the first hypothesis to be tested is that increases in 
the levels of socio-economic inequality are associ
ated with higher support for increases in public edu
cation spending. 

What is the impact of socio-economic inequality 
on the effect of income on support? Although this 
issue is not discussed explicitly, the Meltzer
Richard framework is useful for developing con
crete hypotheses. The basic insight of this model is 
that the rich are less likely to support increases in 
public spending than the poor, that is the effect of 
increases in individual income on support for public 
spending at the micro level is negative. Following 
up on this logic, higher levels of socio-economic 
inequality are expected to enhance the conflict over 
redistribution based on income. In egalitarian coun
tries, the income positions of the rich and the poor 
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relative to the median voter are closer to each other. 
Therefore, the role of income as a factor determin
ing conflicts over redistribution is diminished. In 
contrast, the relative positions of the rich and the 
poor are further away from each other in inegalitar
ian country contexts. Hence, the effect of income on 
individual preferences is expected to be more pro
nounced. The poor/rich in inegalitarian countries 
are believed to more intensely support/oppose 
increases in public spending because their relative 
position is further away from the median voter. In 
sum, increases in the level of socio-economic 
inequality are expected to enhance the negative 
effect of income, that is the cross-level interaction 
between income and socio-economic inequality is 
hypothesized to be negative. 

The hypotheses developed so far are well estab
lished in the literature. The new contribution of this 
paper is to argue that other dimensions of inequality, 
such as educational inequality, matter as well. Most 
importantly, I will argue in the following that the 
effect of educational inequality on the political econ
omy of education spending preferences at the micro 
level is quite different from the effect of socio
economic inequality. 

What is educational inequality and how is it 
related to socio-economic inequality? Whereas 
socio-economic inequality captures the extent of 
existing inequalities on the labour market and in the 
distribution of wealth and income, the concept of 
educational inequality relates to the degree of strati
fication entailed in the institutional set-up of the edu
cation system. To what extent educational stratification 
is related to socio-economic inequality is not well 
understood. Empirically, the two dimensions are not 
related at all (see below) . Research in educational 
sociology has shown that features such as the degree 
of tracking in the secondary school system, the 
mobility and permeability between vocational and 
higher education, as well as the availability of early 
childhood education are important factors determin
ing educational stratification (see, for example, 
Allmendinger, 1989; Breen et al. , 2009; Schlicht 
et al., 2010). 

In the following, I will develop hypotheses on the 
impact of educational inequality. I start again with a 
discussion ofthe direct effect of educational inequality 
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on overall levels of support for increases in educa
tion spending. Here, the expectations are not as 
clear-cut as in the case of socio-economic inequality. 
On the one hand it could be argued that the overall 
demand for public education investments is higher in 
education systems with high levels of inequality 
because there is a higher number of individuals who 
face barriers in getting access to education. In the 
logic of Meltzer and Richard (1981), higher levels of 
educational inequality would thus lead to a higher 
demand for investments in education, as these would 
probably result in a lowering of barriers of access. 
As is argued by Iversen and Stephens (2008) and 
Busemeyer (2009), left-wing parties in government 
have increased public spending on education and 
higher education in order to open up access for low
income families, for example by creating more uni
versity places. On the other hand, high levels of 
educational inequality could also delegitimize fur
ther investments in education because these might 
not lead to an expansion of access and instead bene
fit the education insiders. Those excluded from 
access to higher levels of education (the poor) could 
then be more likely to oppose further spending on 
education and demand more direct forms of redis
tributive spending. In sum, it is not possible to formu
late clear expectations with regard to the direct effect 
of educational inequality on support for spending 
increases, and thus this effect is expected to be weak. 

In contrast, clear expectations can be developed in 
the case of the effect of educational inequality on the 
effect of income on support for spending (cross-level 
interaction). Levels of educational inequality indicate 
the severity of class bias regarding access to educa
tion, that is the extent to which individuals with a 
weak socio-economic background can get access to 
higher levels of education. This factor is strongly 
related to the structure of secondary education. 
Barriers of access are usually higher in countries with 
early tracking of students into separate vocational 
and academic paths (Pfeffer, 2008). Thus, even 
though individuals might not necessarily be aware of 
the real extent of educational inequality, they usually 
have a good understanding ofthe structure of second
ary education systems. 

In countries with low levels of educational 
inequality, barriers of access are lower than in coun
tries with high levels of inequality. Building on 

Ansell (2008), it could then be argued that poor 
people will be more opposed to increasing public 
spending on education when levels of educational 
inequality are high. On the other hand, rich people 
might be more willing to support spending increases 
in the presence of high educational inequality, 
because the existing barriers to access ensure that 
the well-off will benefit disproportionally from 
these investments. Thus, the extent of educational 
inequalities determines whether increased public 
spending will be of more benefit to those outside 
education (the poor) or those inside education (the 
rich). An increase in educational inequality is expected 
to increase the support for more spending among the 
rich, whereas it will lower the support among the 
poor. The impact of educational inequality on 
the income effect is thus hypothesized to be the 
opposite of the impact of socio-economic inequal
ity. Instead of aggravating the income effect, higher 
levels of educational inequality are expected to turn 
the negative income effect around, because the 
rich/poor are thought to be more likely to support/ 
oppose spending (positive interaction effect) . 

The core hypotheses to be tested can be summa
rized as such: 

Hypothesis I .I: Increases in socio-economic inequality 
are expected to be associated with higher levels of 
support for public education spending (direct effect) . 

Hypothesis 1.2: Increases in socio-economic inequality 
are expected to be associated negatively with the 
income effect at the micro level (cross-level interaction). 

Hypothesis 2.1: Increases in educational inequality are 
not expected to be associated significantly with general 
levels of support for increases in public education 
spending. 

Hypothesis 2.2: Increases in educational inequality are 
expected to be associated positively with the income 
effect at the micro level (cross-level interaction). 

Auxiliary hypotheses and control 
variables 
Besides the individual position on the income scale, 
other factors are expected to determine preferences 
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Figure I. Percentage share of respondents being in favour of'more' or'much more' government spending on 
education, I SSP Role of Government IV, 2006. 

for education spending at the micro level. Given the 
deruih of empirical studies on this, the present paper 
also wants to shed light on the relevant micro- and 
macro-level determinants ofpreferences. In the liter
ature on welfru-e state attitudes cited above, it has 
been shown that individuals' suppoxt for different 
welfa1-e state programmes at least in part hinges on 
whether they believe they will become beneficiaries 
of this programme in the futu1-e (Hasenfeld and 
Raffexty, 1989). In the case of education, this kind of 
self-interest-based explanation needs to be modified, 
because only a subset of the population (for example 
the young or teachers) a1-e direct beneficiaries of 
increased public provision of educational services
despite the fact that increases in spending are sup
po!ted by lru-ge majoxities in many OECD countries 
(Figure 1 ). Self-interest-based explanations ofpi-efer
ences need to be based on the more indil-ect benefits/ 
costs of increased investments in education, for 
example the impact of educational investments on 
the general productivity of the economy or the conse
quences of educational investments for the distribu
tion of resources in the subsequent generation. Based 
on this 'enlightened' notion of self-inte1-est-based 
explanations, several hypotheses can be developed. 

First of all, while the disllibutive consequences of 
public investments in education might be less clear
cut in the case of income, they are obvious in the case 

of age. Young people of all income classes benefit 
from public investments in education, whex-eas older 
people do not (or, at best, indirectly, because invest
ments in education enhance the economic productiv
ity of the society as a whole) (Busemeyer et al., 2009; 
Cattaneo and Wolte1~ 2007; Gra.dstein and Kaganovich, 
2004). Therefore, I expect a strong x-elationship 
between the individuals' position in the life cycle and 
p1-eferences for education spending. 

Second, in a related manne1~ individuals with chil
dx-en a1-e expected to be more supportive of increases 
in public education spending as this benefits them 
and their children directly, for example by reducing 
the private shru-e in the financing of their child1-en's 
education. Women have been found to be more sup
portive of redistlibution than men (Svallfors, 1997: 
292); therefox-e, I also look at the impact of gender on 
px-efex-ences for education spending. 

Third, educational background is expected to be a 
major determinant of education policy preferences. 
Since the work ofBoudon (1974), scholarship in the 
sociology of education has 1-epeatedly shown how 
educational choices and attainment a1-e shaped by 
class differentials (Breen and Goldtho1pe, 1997), in 
which non-pecuniary resources such as social and 
cultural capital ru-e at least as important as monetary 
1-esources. Simply as a 1-esult of their lru·ger stock of 
human capital, highly educated individuals have an 
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informational advantage over less educated individ
uals in navigating the obstacles of the education sys
tem. Owing to the class bias regarding access to 
education, their children are more likely to experi
ence higher levels of education. Hence, I expect a 
positive association between individual educational 
background and support for increases in public 
spending on education. 

Fourth, labour market position and status matter as 
well. Individuals in education (students, apprentices, 
trainees ... ) can be expected to be more supportive of 
increased spending on education. It is less clear 
whether those currently unemployed or in precarious 
employment support higher education spending. On 
the one hand, investments in education might improve 
their chances of re-employment. On the other hand, 
labour market outsiders might prefer direct forms of 
redistribution via social transfers to education. 

In addition to micro-level determinants, I include 
one additional macro variable: the current level of 
public education spending. Following Wlezien's 
(1995) 'the public as thermostat' approach, public 
support for further increases in spending should be 
lower when education spending is high and vice 
versa, which essentially assumes that voters have 
some kind of preferred average level of spending 
and disapprove of over- and underinvestment. 

I refrain from including partisan ideology as a 
determinant of preferences at the micro level. Other 
studies (Busemeyer et al., 2011) have shown that 
individuals identifying with the left are more likely 
to support increases in education spending. However, 
Idema (20 1 0) rightly points out that self-identification 
with partisan ideology is not purely exogenous, but 
also determined by the other micro-level variables 
(for example income, education and gender) included 
in the model. Because partisan ideology does not 
feature prominently in the explanatory model, I 
decided to not include it in the models.2 

Empirical analysis 

Data 

To keep in line with conventions of scholarship in 
the field and to make the results comparable with 

other work, I rely on data from the 2006 wave of the 
International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) 
'Role of Government IV'. In this survey, respon
dents were asked the following question: 

Listed below are various areas of government spending. 

Please show whether you would like to see more or less 
government spending in each area. Remember that if 
you say 'much more', it might require a tax increase to 

pay for it. 

'Education' is listed as one of several areas where 
government spending should be increased. The 
answers of respondents to these questions are coded 
on a scale from 1 (spend much more) to 5 (spend 
much less). To improve readability, this scale is then 
reduced to a binary indicator (spend more or much 
more equals 1, spend the same, less or much less 
equals 0). 

This question seems to be reasonably well suited 
to measuring preferences for public subsidization of 
education, but it has several weaknesses that should 
be kept in mind in the following analysis. For one, 
although the wording of the question mentions the 
fact that higher spending has to be paid for via tax 
increases, the framing of the question and the set-up 
of the survey in general do not model very strong 
budget constraints on spending decisions. Therefore, 
it might well be that preferences for spending 
increases are overstated. Furthermore, particularly in 
the case of education, it would be important to ask 
about the relative contribution of public and private 
sources to funding. The way the question is framed 
does not allow for a distinction to be made between 
the individuals' willingness to increase (public) 
spending on education as such or the relative share 
of public vis-a-vis private sources. 

Finally, a major disadvantage of this measure is 
that it does not distinguish between spending for dif
ferent kinds of education, such as higher education 
and vocational training. In line with Ansell, it could 
be expected that the hypothesized effects of educa
tional inequality on the income effect should be even 
more pronounced in the case of spending prefer
ences for higher education, whereas they should be 
attenuated in the case of vocational education. 
Unfortunately, the ISSP data do not allow for this 



kind of differentiation. Ansell (20 10, Chapter 5) uses 
a second ISSP survey question in addition to the one 
used in this paper. Here, individuals are asked 
whether the govermnent should provide fmancial 
support to university students from low-income fam
ilies. This question, although more focused on higher 
education, is less useful for answering the research 
question ofthis paper because it blends out the ques
tion of access. In a different paper, we use data from 
a 2004 Eurobarometer survey that contains a ques
tion about which kind of education (academic, voca
tional) respondents would recommend to school 
leavers (Busemeyer and Jensen, 2012). The down
side of using this survey is that it does not contain 
any data on income and therefore cannot be used in 
the present context. Also, 'recommendations' are 
certainly not the same as spending preferences. In 
yet another paper (Busemeyer eta!., 2011), we rely 
on a survey from Switzerland that provides more dif
ferentiated data on spending preferences. However, 
this survey obviously does not allow for a control to 
be used for the impact of different country contexts. 
In sum, the ISSP data set provides the best data that 
are available. 

The countries covered by the survey and included 
in this analysis are Australia, Canada, Demnark, 
Finland, France, Germany, Great Britain, Ireland, 
Japan, New Zealand, the Netherlands, Norway, 
Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and the United 
States. I restrict the sample to western OECD coun
tries because the theoretical approaches discussed 
above are based on the study of mature welfare states 
in advanced democracies. 

Figure 1 presents some descriptive statistics on 
the variation of education policy preferences in the 
countries under observation. More specifically, 
Figure 1 depicts the share of the respondents who 
answered 'spend more' or 'spend much more' on the 
question about whether government spending on 
education should be increased. As can be seen, there 
is a large amount of variation in this variable, with 
the highest ranking country (Spain, 86.5%) scoring 
almost twice as much as Finland (43 .6%), the coun
try at the lower end. Interestingly, countries such as 
Finland, Norway, Demnark and Sweden, which are 
characterized by the highest levels of education 
spending in an international context, are to be found 
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at the bottom of the ranking. In contrast, increasing 
spending on education is very popular in countries 
suffering from underinvestrnent in education (such 
as the United States with regard to primary and sec
ondary education and Germany for higher educa
tion). Also, the Mediterranean countries (Spain and 
Portugal) are close to or at the very top of the rank
ing. Despite these patterns, no clear clustering of 
countries is discernible. 

The independent variables at the micro level are 
operationalized as follows: in the ISSP data, income is 
given as absolute amounts in national currency units. 
In order to create a common measure of income, I cal
culated income deciles for the individual countries 
and then merged these into a joint variable. The posi
tion in the life cycle is captured by a dummy variable 
for retired persons. As an alternative, one could sim
ply use the respondent 's age.3 Education i s measured 
as the number of years spent in education. This 
approach is preferable to using specific educational 
degrees as ambiguities about the mapping of country
specific degrees to internationally comparable classi
fications remain. Having children is captured by a 
dummy variable (1 = yes, 0 =no) and based on a 
question about household composition (HHCYCLE) . 
Gender is indicated by a dummy variable as well 
(female= 1). Labour market status is measured in two 
categorical variables: student, school, vocational 
training, apprentice or trainee; and 'outsider' , which 
equals '1 ', for those who are unemployed, employed 
less than part time or employed part time and feeling 
that 'people like me have no say in what government 
does' (based on Q11). 4 

With regard to macro-level variables, the two 
most important independent variables are measures 
of educational and socio-economic inequality. In 
fact, as is shown in Figure 2, the cross-national asso
ciation between the levels of socio-economic and 
educational inequality i s not very strong. The bivari
ate correlation in the sample is 0.003. On the x-axis, I 
plot levels of socio-economic inequality (Gini index) 
for the year 2005, as provided in the Standardized 
World Income Inequality Database (Solt, 2009). The 
Gini index is a measure of the equality ofthe distribu
tion of income across households. Higher values 
indicate higher levels of inequality and vice versa. 
The y-axis is a measure of educational inequality 
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Figure 2. Socio-economic and educational inequality. 
Sources: Soclo~conomlc Inequality: Glnllndex (2005), Solt, 2009; Educational Inequality: odds ratio of expecting to complete higher 
education between IS-year-old student with high and low socio-economic staws, OECD, 2007:87. 

provided by the OECD (OECD, 2007: 87) based on 
data from the PISA studies. It captures the difference 
(odds ratio) in the expected completion of higher 
education between a student with a low socio
economic background and one with a strong socio
economic background. Higher values in this mea
sure indicate a larger advantage for students from 
strong socio-economic backgrounds, that is a higher 
level of educational inequality. As can be seen from 
Figure 2, countries such as Germany and Switzerland 
exhibit high levels of educational inequalities (see 
also Pfeffer, 2008), but only moderate levels of 
inequality. Other countries, for example the United 
States and Portugal, combine high levels of socio
economic inequality with moderate levels of educa
tional stratification. The Scandinavian countries, as 
could be expected, exhibit both low levels of educa
tional and socio-economic inequality. As an alterna
tive to the OECD measure,5 I use Pfeffer's (2008) 
indicator of educational mobility based on a large 
sample of more than 38,000 cases and using data 

from the OECD International Adult Literacy Survey. 
In this measure, higher values indicate higher levels 
of educational mobility, that is, a lower degree of 
stratification. The indicator ranges from - 0.27 (low 
educational mobility in Germany) to 0.24 (high edu
cational mobility in Finland). To make it comparable 
with the OECD measure, the direction of the scale 
was reversed. The Pfeffer measure is available for 
only 11 out of the 17 countries covered by the ISSP 
survey. As a second alternative to the OECD mea
sure, I simply use the current level of net enrolment 
in tertiary education (OECD, 2007: 345). This is a 
very imperfect measure of educational inequality. 
Nevertheless, higher levels of enrolment indicate 
broader access to higher education, that is less edu
cational inequality. Because this indicator points in 
the opposite direction of the OECD measure, the 
sign of the coefficient on the interaction is expected 
to be negative. Moreover, I include 2005 levels of 
public education spending as percentage of GDP 
from the latest edition of the OECD factbook. 



Methods 

With regard to methods, I use two alternatives. First, 
I employ multilevel logit analyses with cross-level 
interactions. Because of the high share of positive 
responses in the ISSP question, it seems advisable to 
transform the original five-point scale into a binary
dependent variable, indicating support or no support 
for more spending (see above). The models are esti
mated as random effects models with the country as 
the grouping variable. Cross-level interactions are 
included together with the constituent terms on the 
micro and macro levels. The advantage of this proce
dure is that all the different kinds of effects can be 
considered jointly in a single multilevel model. The 
downside is that it is implicitly assumed that all the 
variation on the second level (the macro level) is 
captured by the included macro variables (Lewis and 
Linzer, 2005: 347). An alternative would be to 
include country dummies, but this leads to the exclu
sion of the macro variables, which are of interest 
from a substantive perspective. Nevertheless, I also 
present a model with country dummies to show the 
robustness of the fmdings with regard to the cross
level interactions. 

Second, the effects of macro-level variables on 
micro-level associations are further probed by 
means of two-step hierarchical estimation (Achen, 
2005; Duch and Stevenson, 2005; Huber et al., 
2005; Lewis and Linzer, 2005). In the first step of 
this procedure, separate regressions are run for the 
individual units (countries). In the second step, esti
mates from the first step are used as dependent vari
ables in weighted least squares regressions, using 
robust standard errors and inverse standard errors of 
the coefficients from the first stage as weights. 
According to Huber et al. (2005: 366), the two-step 
estimation is preferred 'when there is a binary 
dependent variable in the first stage, and when the 
number of second-level units~ countries in our case 
~ is relatively small'. The results of the first stage 
can also be used to calculate changes in the pre
dicted probability of supporting increases in educa
tion spending resulting from a change in the income 
position (from one country-specific standard devia
tion below the mean to one standard deviation above 
the mean). 
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The application of multilevel modelling tech
niques, however, cannot solve the fundamental prob
lem that the number of units (countries) at the macro 
level is small. As a consequence, the number of con
trol variables at this level were kept to a minimum. 

Findings 

Table 1 presents the results of the analysis of prefer
ences for education spending. First, I discuss the 
micro-level determinants of support for education 
spending (Model 1). The most intriguing finding is 
that the individual position in the income distribu
tion does not have an impact on preferences on edu
cation spending. The coefficient estimate for the 
income variable is far from reaching conventional 
levels of statistical significance despite the large 
sample. Instead of income, other factors determine 
individual preferences for education spending. The 
strongest and most robust effect is the impact of edu
cational background on preferences. The longer an 
individual stayed in school or university, the higher 
the support for increased education spending. In the 
same vein, those still enjoying the benefits of educa
tion (students, apprentices, trainees. . .) are more 
supportive of further increases in government spend
ing. Another important determinant of support for 
increases in public spending is whether the respon
dent has children living in her household. These 
findings are reminiscent ofthe self-interest thesis of 
transfer classes in the welfare state literature: parents 
are more supportive of increasing public funding for 
education than childless individuals. 

The remaining independent variables do not have 
a strong impact on support for public education 
spending. Gender and age do not matter, although, 
similar to the effect of income, the pooled estimate 
might mirror significant cross-country variation 
(Busemeyer et al., 2009).6 Labour market outsiders 
(the unemployed and those with temporary or unsta
ble employment) do not care about increases in edu
cation spending. Although further investment in their 
skills might benefit their future prospects on the 
labour market, investments in initial education and 
training provide a less direct support for them than 
transfers or unemployment benefits. 



Table I. Determinants of preferences on education spending 10 
w 
0 

(I) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

More or much more public spending on education = I 
Dependent variable Same or less public spending= 0 

Micro level 
Income -0.00616 -0.248*** 0.279*** 0.0368 0.426*** 0.232*** 0.0316 

(0.00991) (0.0874) (0.0681) (0.11 0) (0.0761) (0.0717) (0.11 0) 
Gender (female = I) 0.0495 0.0567 0.0559 0.0623* -0.00235 0.0725* 0.0618* 

(0.0370) (0.0371) (0.0370) (0.0371) (0.0474) (0.0381) (0.0371) 
Education 0.0250*** 0.0244*** 0.0243*** 0.0238*** 0.0253*** 0.0229*** 0.0241*** 

(0.0050 I) (0.00502) (0.00500) (0.0050 I) (0.00665) (0.00507) (0.00502) 
Having children 0.335*** 0.3 35*** 0.330*** 0.329*** 0.300*** 0.322*** 0.330*** 

(0.0395) (0.0396) (0.0396) (0.0396) (0.0506) (0.0409) (0.0396) 
Retired 0.0263 0.0301 0.0394 0.0424 0.0887 0.0411 0.0409 

(0.0503) (0.0503) (0.0504) (0.0504) (0.0659) (0.0518) (0.0505) 
Labour market outsider 0.0633 0.0633 0.0691 0.0689 0.146* 0.0629 0.0672 

(0.0634) (0.063 3) (0.0636) (0.0635) (0.0802) (0.0650) (0.0636) 
Student, apprentice, etc. 0.375*** 0.379*** 0.420*** 0.422*** 0.530*** 0.436*** 0.421 *** 

(0.130) (0.1 31) (0.1 32) (0.1 32) (0.150) (0. 13 3) (0.132) 
Macro level 
Public education spending -0.378** -0.186 -0.166 -0.136 -0.626*** -0.489*** 

(0.167) (0.171) (0.173) (0.216) (0.1 07) (0.0446) 
Socio-economic inequality 0.1 10*** 0.112*** 0.142*** 0.0927*** 

(0.0355) (0.0353) (0.0371) (0.0220) 
Educational inequality -0.125 0.0107 

(0.607) (0.535) 
Educational inequality 1.434* 
(Pfeffe r measure) (0.738) 
N et e nrolme nt in t ertiary -0.0120 
education (0.00881) 
Cross-level interactions 
Income * socio-economic -0.00944*** -0.009 54*** -0.013 3*** - 0.00277 -0.00943*** 
inequality (0.00222) (0.00223) (0.00250) (0.00306) (0.00223) 
Income* educational 0.134*** 0.1 36*** 0.137*** 
inequality (0.0480) (0.0484) (0.0485) 



Table I. (Continued) 

(I) (2) (3) 

More or much more public spending on education = I 
Dependent variable Same or less public spending = 0 

Income * educational 
inequality (Pfeffer measure) 
Income* enrolment in 
tertiary education 
Constant 0.474*** 2.600* -1.908 

(0.175) (1.555) ( 1.699) 
Variance components 
Level-2 intercept Standard 0.6542 0.5632 0.4941 
deviation (0.1138) m(0.0985) (0.0869) 
lntraclass correlations 0.1151 0.0879 0.0691 
(Rho) (0.0354) (0.028 I) (0.0226) 
Log likelihood -9712.5077 -9706.1084 -9699.1245 

Country dummies No No No 
Observations 17,337 17,337 17,337 

Number of count ries 17 17 17 

St and ard e rrors in parentheses. 
*p < 0.1 ' **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.0 I. 

(4) (5) 

0.170** 
(0.0850) 

-2.111 -3.135 
(2.142) (2.124) 

0.4861 0.2622 
(0.0856) (0.0615) 
0.0670 0.0205 

(0.0220) (0.0094) 
-9694.8135 -5793.184 

No No 
17,337 9,959 

17 II 

(6) 

--0.00450*** 
(0.00122) 
1.339 

(1.009) 

0.2457 
(0.0493) 
0.0180 

(0.0071) 
-9160.1729 

No 
16,580 

16 

(7) 

3.020*** 
(0.234) 

-9654.3161 

Yes 
17,337 

17 

IV 
w 
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Figure 3. The association between socio-economic inequality and levels of support for public education spending. 

Considering the joint impact of all significant 
predictors, the predicted probability of supporting 
increased government spending on education for 
men with little education and no children is 62.95% 
(which is still high, showing that education spending 
is popular). For a well-educated female student with 
children, however, the predicted probability is a 
massive 79.89%. 

Coming to the macro-level variables, Model 2 
exhibits a significantly positive association between 
individual support for education spending and levels 
of socio-economic inequality, as expected. Based on 
estimates from the first stage of the two-step hierar
chical estimation procedure, Figure 3 documents this 
positive association. The United States and Great 
Britain, but also Portugal, are characterized by high 
levels of socio-economic inequality and high levels 
of support for increases in public education spend
ing, whereas the opposite holds true for the 
Scandinavian countries. Thus, an increase in socio
economic inequality leads to an increase in the 
demand for redistributive public spending, as 
expected from the Meltzer- Richard model. In con
trast, educational inequality does not have a direct 
effect on support for increased education spending. 

Furthermore, the current level of education spending 
does not have a strong impact on average levels of 
support either. The sign of the coefficient estimate is 
negative, as would be expected from the 'public as 
thermostat' theory (Wiezien, 1995), but the effect is 
not robust across model specifications. 

Most importantly, Table I presents strong evi
dence on the cross-level interaction beteween the 
effect of the individual income position and insti
tutional contexts. When the general level of socio
economic inequality increases, the income effect 
becomes more negative. This means that the sever
ity of the conflict over increases in public educa
tion spending based on income differences increases. 
The effect of educational inequality, in contrast, 
works in the opposite direction. Higher levels of 
educational inequality mitigate the income effect 
at the micro level, that is the cross-level interaction 
is positive. This is because higher levels of educa
tional inequality imply that access to higher levels 
of education is more restricted for people with a 
weak socio-economic background, leading to 
reduced support for more education spending 
among the poor and increased support among the 
well-off. 
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Table 2. Results from the second stage of the two-step hierarchical estimation procedure 

(I) (2) 

Dependent variable Country-specific income coefficient 

Educational inequality 

Socio-economic inequality 

Constant 

0.1 3289** (0.0543) 

--0.0079** (0.003 I) 

0.1 069 (0.0989) 

-0.0088** (0.0033) 

0.07 44 (0. 1905) 

17 0 bse rvatio n s 
rl 

Robust standard errors in parentheses. 
*p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.0 I. 

17 

0.27 0.27 

Models were estimated using robust standard errors and weights based on the standard errors of the fi rst stage of the two-stage 
procedure to correct for heteroskedasticity. 

Models 2 to 7 in Table 1 demonstrate the robust
ness of these findings. In Models 2 and 3, educational 
and socio-economic inequality and their interaction 
with income at the micro level are included seper
ately. In Model4, they are included jointly. The sign 
and statistical significance of the coefficient estimates 
remain robust across model specifications. In Models 
5 and 6, I rely on alternative measures of eduational 
inequality. The measure of educational inequality 
developed by Pfeffer (2008) performs equally to the 
OECD measure, although the size of the sample is 
reduced significantly because this indicator is only 
available for a subset of countries. Model 6 includes 
net emolment in tertiary education as an indirect 
measure of educational inequality. Here the assump
tion is that higher rates of net emolment indicate less 
severe barriers of access to higher levels of educa
tion, that is less educational inequality. Therefore, 
the sign of the coefficient is reversed in comparison 
with the other measures used. Nevertheless, we also 
find a statistically significant association in the 
expected direction. Model 7, fmally, includes coun
try dummies instead of macro-level variables. Again, 
the magnitude, sign and statistical significance of the 
cross-level interactions remain virtually constant. 
All in all, therefore, there is strong evidence that 
suggests that socio-economic and educational 
inequality both have a distinct impact on the micro
level dynamics of individual preferences of educa
tion spending. 

It is important to note, however, that the sign of 
the direct effect of income changes across models, 

depending on which cross-level interactions are 
included. By looking at the coefficient estimates of 
Table 1, it carmot be seen immediately how strongly 
the cross-level interactions influence the direct effect 
of income. At this point, the two-step hierarchical 
estimation procedure proves helpful, because it 
allows a very intuitive and non-technical presenta
tion of complex interactive effects. 

Figure 4 presents estimates of the size of the 
income effect in the countries covered in the survey. 
More specifically, each bar represents the estimated 
change in the predicted probability of supporting 
increases in public education spending when moving 
from an individual at an income position one stan
dard deviation below the mean to an individual at an 
income position one standard deviation above the 
mean. As can be seen, the variation in the size and 
direction of this income effect across countries is 
significant. In some countries, such as Great Britain, 
France, Japan and the United States, an increase in 
income results in a decrease in the support for more 
education spending. In contrast, in Norway, 
Switzerland and Germany, a comparable increase in 
the income position leads to an increase in the sup
port for public education spending. 

This cross-national variation in the size and direc
tion of the income effect is captured by the cross
level interactions. As a complement to Table 1, Table 2 
presents the results of the second stage of the two
step hierarchical estimation procedure. The findings 
presented in this table confirm that inequality and 
educational stratification significantly shape the 
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Figure 4. Estimates of the size of the income effect for 17 OECD countries. 
Predicted changes in support for increased education spending when moving from one country-specific standard deviation below 
the mean to one standard deviation above the mean. 

relationship between income and support for spend
ing on the micro level. Including both educational 
and socio-economic inequality in the same model 
(Modell) leads to statistically significant effects on 
the 0.05 level and an R2 value of0.27, which is con
siderable given that this is a purely cross-sectional 
regression with 17 cases. Whenaconstantisincluded, 
the significance of the coefficient estimate of educa
tional inequality drops below conventional levels. 
However, the constant itself is insignificant too. 

Based on Model 1, it is possible to estimate the 
effect of these variables on income. An increase in 
socio-economic inequality comparable to the real 
difference between Denmark and the United States 
(about 14 points in the Gini index) is associated 
with a decrease in the size of the income effect of 
0.056. This in turn implies that in countries with 
high levels of inequality, the decrease in support 
for education spending resulting from a move up 
the income ladder by one unit is 5.6 percentage 
points more than in countries with low levels of 
inequality. In contrast, an increase in the measure 
of educational inequality by one unit (that is, 
roughly the difference between Denmark and 

Germany) increases the size of the income effect 
by 0.07. Thus, a similar improvement in the income 
position as in the previous example would lead to 
an increase of seven percentage points in the sup
port for public education spending in highly strati
fied education systems. 

Figures 5 and 6 makes these complex relation
ships more tangible. Figure 5 documents the positive 
association between educational inequality and the 
size of the income effect. When levels of educational 
inequality are high, the income effect turns positive, 
that is the rich/poor are more likely to support/ 
oppose increases in public spending. In contrast, 
Figure 6 displays the negative association between 
socio-economic inequality and the micro-level 
income effect. In line with the theoretical expecta
tions, increases in socio-economic inequality are 
associated with a more negative income effect, that 
is support/opposition for increases in public educa
tion spending increases among the poor!Jich. In the 
graphical representation, Germany seems to occupy 
an outlier position (to some extent this is true for 
Switzerland as well). Further robustness tests (avail
able from the author upon request) show, however, 



eNethe~ands 

1.5 

e Norway 

eAnland~~~ 

• Ftanc& 

e spaln 
e canada 

~~~laln 
e us 

2 
Educational Inequality 

I• lncomeCoef --- Fitted values 

e aennany 

eSwitze~an 

2.5 

Figure S. Relationship between the size of the income coefficient and educational inequality. 

c: 
!!! 
~ 

<'l 
0 

"' ci 

25 

e aennany 

e No!Way 

e Fnlnce • us 

e Japan 

30 35 40 
Socio-economic inequality 

I• I ncomeCoef --- Fitted values 

Figure 6. Relationship between the size of the income coefficient and socio-econmic inequality. 

235 

that excluding Germany does not alter the main fmd
ings in any significant way. The magnitude ofthe coef
ficient of the educational inequality variable decreases 
slightly but remains statistically significant. 

All in all, using various graphical and statistical 
techniques and model specifications, I fmd consider
able evidence for the presence of cross-level interac
tion effects, although the relationships vary in strength. 
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Discussion and conclusions 

This paper speaks to current debates in the political 
economy of redistribution and skill formation. By 
looking at the case of education, it aims to make a 
more general point: when studying the formation of 
preferences for redistribution at the micro level, it is 
necessary to take into account cross-level interac
tions with the macro level. Institutions and socio
economic contexts shape the relative pay-off of 
particular policies, and therefore levels of support 
for or opposition to increases in public spending as 
well. Hence, the present study complements and 
expands existing research on the dynamics of public 
opinion, which is often more concerned with analys
ing associations at the micro level. 

More specifically, I have shown that socio
economic and educational inequality are both impor
tant factors shaping the dynamics at the micro level. 
Interestingly, there is no strong association between 
the two on the macro level. As a first step towards a 
more comprehensive understanding of the relation
ship between educational and socio-economic 
inequality, the study of cross-level interactions of 
these two dimensions of inequality with individual 
income reveals very different dynamics. Higher lev
els of socio-economic inequality increase overall 
support for education spending and lead to a more 
negative effect of income on support for spending 
increases. These fmdings are mostly to be expected 
from the perspective ofthe Meltzer- Richard model. 
The contribution of the paper - besides studying 
individual preferences for education spending more 
generally - is to look at the impact of educational 
inequality, which works in the opposite direction and 
thus runs counter to the logic of Meltzer and Richard 
(1981 ). I fmd strong evidence that increasing levels 
of educational inequality have a positive effect on 
the size of the income effect at the micro level. When 
access to higher levels of education is effectively 
restricted, an increase in income actually leads to an 
increase in support for more education spending. 
This is because higher levels of educational stratifi
cation ensure that further public investments in edu
cation benefit the rich relatively more than the poor, 
who become less willing to support this kind of pub
lic spending. 

The findings of this paper also have implications 
for the politics of reforming contemporary welfare 
states and education systems. It is a well-known 
fmding in the literature that the dynamics of public 
opinion are connected in various ways to actual 
policy-making. Policy-makers are very sensitive to 
what the public thinks (Wlezien, 1995) , which 
affects the leeway for policy reforms. For example, I 
have shown that the level of general support for 
expanding public education is higher in countries 
with high levels of socio-economic inequality. Thus, 
following in the footsteps of Heidenheimer (198 1), 
expanding the education state could serve as a func
tional equivalent to welfare state expansion, where 
the latter is politically not feasible. 

However, a further policy implication of my fmd
ings is that the connection between socio-economic 
and educational inequality is far less straightforward 
than could be expected. In that sense, education can
not be regarded as a simple functional equivalent to 
other, more redistributive, kinds of social transfers. 
The extent to which increased investments in educa
tion decrease socio-economic inequality strongly 
depends on the institutional context, that is the spe
cific set-up of the education system and supporting 
labour market institutions. A full treatment of this 
issue remains beyond the scope of this paper but 
should be further addressed in future research. 

A third implication of my fmdings is that the 
strategies of political parties with regard to the 
expansion of education should vary across institu
tional contexts. As has been shown, support for 
increasing public education spending among the rich 
is higher in stratified education systems than in egal
itarian ones. In line with Ansell 's (2008) findings on 
higher education, leftist parties as representatives of 
the interests of the low-income classes should there
fore be more hesitant to expand education spending 
as long as educational inequalities are high, whereas 
rightist parties are more willing to increase spending 
(Jensen, 2011) under these circumstances. In con
trast, when educational inequality is low, the conflict 
over investments in education starts to resemble a 
more typical conflict over redistribution, reinstating 
the classical partisan positions. The present study 
thus complements existing research on the partisan 
politics of education spending (Ansell , 2008; 



Busemeyer, 2007, 2009; Jensen, 2011; Schmidt, 
2007) by providing micro-level evidence for cleav
ages in public opinion that fit with observed differ
ences in partisan strategies across countries. 

To outline avenues for future research, the argu
ment presented in this paper can be extended beyond 
the case of education for other kinds of redistributive 
policies. Essentially, the argument implies that two 
factors shape the political economy of redistribution 
at the micro level: the general level of socio
economic inequality, and the more specific degree of 
redistribution associated with the particular policy in 
question. In the present case, this is education, but it 
is well known in the welfare state literature that other 
social policies such as pensions or labour market 
policies can be more or less redistributive, depend
ing on the country context. Hence, future research 
could compare the impact of general levels of 
inequality and policy-specific stratification on indi
vidual preferences for a range of social policies (see, 
for example, McCall and Kenworthy, 2009). Also, it 
would be important to distinguish between different 
kinds of education (that is vocational training, aca
demic education). Unfortunately, the ISSP data used 
in this paper do not allow this distinction. Using a 
survey from Switzerland, Busemeyer et al. (2011) 
were able to present some first evidence of the dif
ferent determinants of support for investments in 
vocational and academic education. Obviously, it 
would be very worthwhile to extent this kind of anal
ysis to the international level. 
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Notes 

1. In a similar tone, Boix ( 1998: 37) argued that the sup
porters of the left in the lower-income classes care 
more about investments in general education at the 
primary and secondary levels, such as vocational 
training, although he was not able to show this empiri
cally owing to data limitations. 

2. In fact, including partisan ideology as an additional 
micro-level variable does not alter the statistical sig
nificance or sign ofthe other coefficients in any mean
ingful way. A more practical reason against the 
inclusion of partisan identification is that it signifi
cantly reduces the size of the sample. 

3. The estimates of the main variables of interest are essen
tially the same (results available from the author). The 
problem with using age instead ofthe 'retired' dummy is 
that age is also correlated with having children. Therefore, 
I decided to use a categorical operationalization of 

labour market status instead of continuous variables. 
4. This operationalization is a more encompassing opera

tionalization of 'outsidemess' than when simply using 
employment status. The latter is also possible and does 
not change the results of the main variables in any 
significant manner. I also looked at employment in the 
public sector as an additional control variable. As could 
be expected, this variable turns out to be a positive and 
significant predictor of support for spending. However, 
the limited availability of data reduces the number of 
observations by about 50%. Given the focus of the 
paper on cross-level interactions rather than micro-level 
dynamics as such, I decided to drop this variable. 

5. Another alternative measure would be the strength of 
the association between individual socio-economic 

background and educational attainment of students 
(provided in the PI SA studies). I decided against using 
this measure because, in contrast to the odds measure 
used here, it is not correlated with the other measures 
of educational inequality. Furthermore, the preferred 
OECD measure reflects to a stronger extent the impact 
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of the institutional set-up of post-secondary education 
on the educational expectations of parents and chil
dren ('secondary effects'), whereas the PISA measure 

captures the primary effects (the association between 
socio-economic background and educational attain
ment). I also decided against using institutional indi

cators of the structure of the secondary education 
system as indicators of educational inequality, because 
these usually remain on a highly aggregated level and 

blend over important differences in the real effects of 

institutions on outcomes. 
6. Including age and age squared instead of the dummy 

variable reveals an interesting curvilinear pattern: sup
port for increasing education spending first increases 
with age, then declines (not shown here). Because age 

is simply included as a control variable in the present 
paper, the exploration of this pattern has to be left to 
future research. 
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