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Welfare policies have long been met with both scorn and support among voters. Yet, studies
reveal that in the presence of declining economic conditions the division between those that
support and those that oppose welfare policies appears to diminish. The reason for this, it
has been argued, is that the public reconsider their opinions on the welfare state during
economic downturns because worsening economic conditions amplify personal economic risk
and indiscriminate harm inflicted on the general population.

This dissertation evaluates if and to what degree the Great Recession impacted public attitudes
in Sweden toward policies involving unemployment insurance, taxation and immigration. Using
the crisis as a case study provides the added advantage of quasi-experimental conditions, which
reduces the influence of confounding factors, allowing for stronger causal identification than
what has been available in previous research. In addition, to better understand the inner workings
of attitude formation, I also explore which motives, selfish or non-selfish are responsible for
the process of change in attitudes.

First, evaluating the public’s appetite for increasing unemployment insurance benefits, Essay
I reveals that the public became overall more supportive of this policy following the onset of
the economic crisis. Digging deeper into these results, statistical analyses show that the primary
driving force behind this change are lower income individuals, and not individuals belonging to
higher income groups. The finding indicates that the increased support for this policy is primarily
driven by selfish interests.

Essay II follows with a broader focus on both selfish and non-selfish motives by comparing
two separate surveys to evaluate if attitudes changed toward forced migrants (refugees) and
unforced migrants (non-refugee immigrants), as a result of the crisis. No statistically significant
relationship is found between the crisis and overall support for reducing refugee intake.
By comparison, a statistically significant increase in aggregate opposition toward unforced
migration is observed. The results indicate that the different outcomes are explained by non-
selfish motives for refugees because they are perceived as more deserving of assistance.

Finally, Essay III, evaluates whether or not the public interpreted the consequences of the
crisis as reason to support or oppose cutting taxes. The design of this study shows that both
selfish and non-selfish motives explain support for cutting taxation. While an overall change in
attitudes is not observed, the evidence demonstrates that individuals typically most supportive
of cutting taxes (right-leaning) became significantly less so following the onset of the crisis.
This extended even to high income earners within this group, a clear demonstration of these
individuals acting against their own self-interest, suggesting the crisis cued non-selfish motives.
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Introduction 

Throughout the 20th century, economic shocks and crises have been shown to 

play a significant role in causing government policymakers to respond by re-

forming social and economic policies (Lindvall 2013; Olafsson et al. 2019). 

As evidence shows, their decisions to respond are partly explained by shifts 

in public opinion demanding stronger social protection (Brooks and Manza 

2006, 2007; Lupu and Pontusson 2011). The Great Depression is a well-

known example of a shock which helped to suspend deep-seated partisan and 

socioeconomic divisions spurring the expansion of social policy such as the 

New Deal in the United States. The observation that public opinion matters 

for policy making is an important point of departure for this thesis. In an at-

tempt to better understand the pre-conditions of public policy, this thesis sets 

out to evaluate what conditions and motives govern individual preferences for 

social policy. 

The Great Recession that began to unfold in 2007 offers an interesting op-

portunity to study how an economic crisis in our days affected policy attitudes 

related to the welfare state. While the Great Recession resembled the early 

stages of the Great Depression in many respects, macroeconomic responses, 

social reforms, and the institutional environment associated with the two cri-

ses differed substantially. One particular difference lay in the fact that the re-

cent crisis did not involve radical policy innovation or welfare state expansion 

(Van Kersbergen et al. 2014; Vis et al. 2011). This is likely to have surprised 

scholars who have argued that an abrupt rise in economic risk associated with 

economic shocks should result in an increase in public demand for social pol-

icies (Blekesaune 2007; Blekesaune and Quadagno 2003; Brooks and Manza 

2007; Rehm et al. 2012; Vis et al. 2011). In this thesis, I analyze whether or 

not public attitudes toward social policy, broadly understood, changed follow-

ing the recent Great Recession. The focus is thus not on policy reforms but on 

the attitudinal preconditions for the politics of social policy. 

A considerable body of research has sought to determine which factors 

drive variation in individual attitudes towards social and redistributive policies 

(Alesina and La Farrera 2005; Bowles and Gintis 2000; Chong et al. 2001; 

Cusack et al. 2006; Funk 2000; Iversen and Soskice 2001, 2009; Jensen and 

Petersen 2017; Margalit 2013; Meltzer and Richard 1981; Moene and Waller-

stein 2001; Naumann et al. 2016; Owens and Pedulla 2013; Petersen et al. 

2011; Rehm 2009, 2011; Rehm et al. 2012; Sears and Funk 1990; Svallfors 
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2004, 2011, 2013). However, the fact that the vast majority of this work is 

based on observational evidence which may be liable to significant bias, 

leaves room for uncertainty about how the world works in these respects. This 

thesis contributes by analyzing policy attitudes in response to an economic 

shock, which created reasons for the public to react, and better conditions un-

der which to identify the causal effects of economic conditions on attitudes. 

The question of how economic crises effect public attitudes toward social pol-

icies is also broadly relevant. For example, the aging of the population is 

shrinking the proportion of working-age people and that will put constraints 

on policymaking as the relative size and strength of the tax base continues to 

shrink. These developments can jeopardize the funding of social programs that 

exist today, as well as citizens’ overall quality of life by increasing pressure 

on redistribution (Lindh et al. 2005). A rise in immigration is often understood 

in similar terms; as it can also increase pressure on financing of the welfare 

state. Therefore, examining how macro-economic shocks affect public atti-

tudes may yield insights that are relevant for understanding how public de-

mands for social policy may change in the future. 

In addition to understanding how economic recessions may affect public 

opinion toward welfare policies the thesis evaluates the question of which mo-

tivational mechanisms might explain why attitudes change. Studies on public 

opinion of social and government policy have long documented how a large 

majority of the public lacks articulate and complete opinions about public and 

welfare policies, and that this in part explains fluctuations in individual pref-

erences for similar policies across different surveys or between election cycles 

(Chong and Druckman 2007: 103; Chong et al. 2001; Converse 1964; Druck-

man and Lupia 2000; Sears and Lau 1983; Zaller 1992). It is also generally 

agreed upon that changes to one’s environment, which communicate new in-

formation and understanding about a policy and its potential impacts can re-

verse a respondents’ opposition or support for the same policy (Bowles 2004; 

Chong et al. 2001; Druckman and Lupia 2000). However, what motives are 

behind this change is a source of disagreement in the fields of public opinion 

and welfare state research. 

Purpose 

The overarching purpose of this thesis is to make three general contributions 

to these fields of research. The first contribution is empirical in nature, exam-

ining the case of Sweden to study how a large economic shock affects public 

attitudes toward social policy, a matter which to date is largely understudied. 

The second, a methodological contribution, includes making a stronger case 

for causal identification. The recession that swept Sweden produced an abrupt 

and major decline in production and employment, and the origin of this de-

cline was exogenous to pre-existing economic structures and cycles. As such, 
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studying Sweden should help to reduce selection concerns and omitted-varia-

ble bias that has challenged most earlier research. The third contribution is 

driven by a theoretical ambition to differentiate between the explanatory 

power of self-interest and that of non-selfish motives to explain preferences 

under conditions of an economic recession. The aim here is to test the argu-

ments made by several scholars that selfish and non-selfish1 motives should 

not be understood as mutually exclusive but actually as a complementary 

whole that drives variation in attitudes. 

In order to evaluate the question of shock effects, as well as the hypothesis 

around selfish and non-selfish behavior, the thesis studies three related social 

policy topics in three essays. I examine an individual’s willingness to support 

policies that propose (1) raising unemployment benefits, (2) a decrease in the 

number of refugees or poor immigrants admitted, and (3) decreasing taxation 

levels. At the outset of this dissertation project I followed the most common 

approach used to study voting behavior and policy attitudes by assuming re-

strictive preference assumptions of the self-regarding model. However, as this 

project evolved and I became more familiar with behavioral science and re-

search on human motives I came to the conclusion that I needed to consider 

additional motives that may explain preferences. As outlined in greater detail 

in the section that follows, the existing theory common to the particular policy 

domain, social policy type, and framing of the survey questions, guide the 

choice of introducing either one or both non-selfish and selfish models as po-

tential explanations for attitudes. Testing for both motives was done in Essays 

II and III, but due to the type of policy and wording of the survey question in 

Essay I, only self-interest was tested2. 

The remainder of this chapter begins with a presentation of relevant theo-

retical approaches including an attempt to identify the gaps within the litera-

ture related to my general contributions. This is followed by an outline of ex-

pectations about public attitudes toward different polices. I then move on to 

characterize the Swedish case and the methodology used throughout the three 

essays. This is followed by a summary of the findings and specific contribu-

tions of the three essays of this compilation thesis. Finally, the implications of 

the thesis are discussed. 

Theoretical Approaches, Previous Research and Expectations 

Beginning first with the theoretical gaps and contributions, two overarching 

models are used to map and interpret the motivational processes related to 

                               

 
1 In the related literature, the term “prosocial” is often used in place of non-selfish. 
2 The policy questions and demographic data available in those surveys used are often unable 
to accurately identify non-selfish behavior. See the sub-section titled “Framing of Survey Ques-
tions” for more detail.  



 

 20 

individual-level preferences for social, welfare and tax policy. The first and 

most recognized school of thought, which is supported by extensive work and 

theory within economics, emphasizes how perceptions of economic risk mo-

tivate individuals to prefer policies that maximize their own utility (self-inter-

est) (Alesina and La Farrera 2005; Billiet et al. 2014; Blekesaune 2007; 

Blekesaune and Quadagno 2003; Iversen and Soskice 2001; Lancee and Par-

dos-Prado 2013; Meltzer and Richard 1981; Moene and Wallerstein 2001; Po-

lavieja 2016; Rehm 2009, 2011; Rehm et al. 2012). The second, while not as 

commonplace or classically recognized but backed by mounting evidence in 

the fields of behavioral economics, evolutionary psychology and anthropol-

ogy, argues that individuals can behave in a non-selfish manner. Under certain 

circumstances when individuals observe harm come to others they are found 

to favor the well-being of the community or even strangers over their own 

self-interest (Bowles 2004; Bowles and Gintis 2000; Chong et al. 2001; Fong 

2001; Fong et al. 2006; Gilens 1999; Kam and Nam 2008; Petersen 2012; 

Sears and Funk 1990). While their assumptions are different, the underlying 

goal of these approaches can help us to explain the origins, development, and 

future of the welfare state. 

Evaluating both of these general theories is important because it can pro-

vide a more adequate understanding of individual behavior in society. In par-

ticular, by studying how political attitudes develop in times of economic crisis 

we can obtain a better picture of when individuals will act in a selfish manner 

but also when and why they will be prepared to help their fellow citizens. In 

this thesis, I argue that political attitudes reflect both self-interest and non-

selfish motives and that combining these two approaches can help explain 

some apparently contradictory findings from previous social policy research. 

While a cursory reading of the results found in this thesis and related research 

may indicate that these perspectives represent competing, rather than comple-

mentary, approaches, several prominent scholars have provided substantial 

evidence and arguments that help to reconcile these perspectives. Most im-

portantly, it has been shown that non-selfish and selfish motives can be acti-

vated depending on the context, environmental cues and frames an individual 

is exposed to, which means that the relative importance of selfish and non-

selfish motives will vary with the context (Andreoni 1988; Bowles 2004; 

Bowles and Gintis 2000; Fehr and Gächter 2000; Fehr and Schmidt 1999; 

Fong et al. 2006; Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Petersen 2015; Petersen et al. 

2011; Zaller 1992). 

 An important advantage of treating the literatures on selfish and non-self-

ish motives as complementary rather than as contradictory is that it can en-

hance our understanding of the unstable and inconsistent patterns found in 

public opinions by demonstrating that these deviations are actually systematic 
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deviations from the conventional selfish model3 (Bowles 2004; Bowles and 

Gintis 2000; Chong and Druckman 2007; Chong et al. 2001; Converse 1964; 

Druckman and Lupia 2000; Fong et al. 2006; Sears and Lau 1983; Petersen 

2015; Zaller 1992). Fitting these two approaches together can also produce a 

more comprehensive understanding of how attitudes form, and lead to more 

accurate analyses and predictions in the future. It will also allow us greater 

means to grasp how the welfare state formed and developed, as well as sharpen 

our understanding of past and future studies of policy outcomes at the institu-

tional level. How these two approaches can be reconciled is outlined below. 

To analyze when and to what extent the public is willing to redistribute 

their economic resources to benefit themselves and/or the broader at-risk pub-

lic at the onset of an economic shock; the first essay exclusively focuses on 

how a desire to optimize one’s own material self-interest explains support for 

increasing unemployment insurance benefits. The second essay looks at how 

the combination of self/group-interests and non-selfish motives predicts dif-

ferences in forced and unforced4 immigration reduction policy attitudes. The 

last essay also examines both selfish and non-selfish5 motives but focuses pri-

marily on demonstrating how “deeply held norms of reciprocity and condi-

tional obligations to others” induce non-selfish behavior to boost support for 

maintaining taxation levels (Bowles and Gintis 2000: 34). Underlying these 

three policy themes are the broader questions of who is worthy of or has the 

legitimate right to receive government help, in view of the particular set of 

circumstances faced by the recipients in question. 

The core theoretical focus of this thesis – is the type of motivations that are 

activated when individuals process information from new and disruptive con-

ditions, such as economic shocks. From the perspective of selfish interests, 

depending on an individual’s exposure and proximity to shocks, equivalent or 

similar preferences may emerge among individuals with different socioeco-

nomic and ideological backgrounds. For example, in light of the rising risk of 

mass unemployment and harm caused by the recession – higher income indi-

viduals, whom are typically at less risk of unemployment, may judge anew the 

tangible benefit raised unemployment benefits would offer. Further, because 

the question is about raising unemployment benefits, they are more likely to 

support a policy that will provide better compensation to counter balance the 

higher cost they already pay in taxes. 

                               

 
3 These involve both experimental and non-experimental evidence. 
4 Forced immigration includes individuals who fled their home country because of persecution, 
violent conflict or a natural disaster, commonly referred to as refugees. In contrast, unforced 
immigration includes those who are commonly classified as voluntary, emigrating for jobs or 
better living conditions. 
5 Often defined according to the models of strong reciprocity, the deservingness heuristic, or 
conditional generosity. 
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Alternatively, the non-selfish model argues that with the steep increase in 

mass unemployment caused by the recession, individuals typically least sup-

portive6 and not likely to benefit from welfare policies (e.g., economically se-

cure) may respond out of a sense of solidarity to the broader public with in-

creased support for social policy in general, including benefits to the poor. As 

mentioned earlier, it is important to keep in mind that both the specific type of 

social-policy measure and how the associated costs are described or framed in 

the survey question can either enhance or reduce selfish versus non-selfish 

cues elicited by the recession. A more thorough explanation of how these fac-

tors also affects testing of motives behind preference change is discussed at 

the end of this section. In this thesis, I hence use different theoretical ap-

proaches to cast light on how motives ranging from self-interest to non-selfish 

motives explains the variation in preferences for social policies. 

Self-interest 

Beginning with the approach that is evaluated in all three essays, self-interest, 

is defined and discussed according to one’s personal-interest or in-group in-

terest. Personal-interest which is the focus of Essays I and III draws heavily 

from the pioneering works of Francis Edgeworth, Adam Smith, and Thomas 

Hobbes. They argued that personal self-interest plays a central role in explain-

ing social and economic behavior, and most modern analysts of voting behav-

ior or policy preferences have followed suit (Sen 1977; Bowles 2004; Funk 

2000; Levitt and List 2008; Rehm et al. 2012: 388). 

The premise of the self-interested agent (Homo economicus) predominates 

the field of welfare-state studies, in the form of two general approaches – one 

stressing redistribution, the other insurance. According to the first, individuals 

who suffer from persistently high levels of unemployment and low levels of 

income and wealth will tend to favor policies that shield them from further 

material deprivation (Alesina and La Farrera 2005; Cook and Barrett 1992; 

Cusack et al. 2006; Hasenfeld and Rafferty 1989; Iversen and Soskice 2001; 

Meltzer and Richard 1981; Rehm et al. 2012). By contrast, greater opposition 

to such policies will be found among persons who consistently experience lit-

tle or no material deprivation (e.g., wealthier and better educated), and who 

pay higher taxes but do not need or rarely receive state assistance (ibid). 

The insurance-focused approach instead portrays the demand for social 

protection as driven by the specific incentive to insure against the risk of un-

employment and lost income (Blekesaune and Quadagno 2003; Cusack et al. 

2006; Rehm 2009; Rehm 2011; Rehm et al. 2012; Iversen and Soskice 2001; 

                               

 
6 This involves those that are ideologically opposed to such policies, fiscally conservative or 
the ideological right. 
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Moene and Wallerstein 2001). While the risks of unemployment and of suf-

fering economic disadvantage are correlated, insurance-oriented incentives 

differ from redistributionist ones insofar as they tap into the degree of current 

and future job security that can vary even among individuals who enjoy higher 

incomes or education levels based on labor market demand. 

As noted earlier, various methodological challenges make it difficult to 

identify what influence contextual risk has on social-policy preferences. The 

Great Recession, however, offers an opportunity to assess whether rising eco-

nomic risk prompts a casual change7 in redistributive or insurance-oriented 

interests across the working population. When relatively stable economic con-

ditions give way to increasingly more precarious ones, we can assume that 

those individuals who typically are less at risk (since they possess greater gen-

eral skills and higher levels of income and education) will feel more threatened 

than they usually do. They can therefore be expected, out of self-interest, as 

delineated in Essay I, to moderate their typical opposition to social insurance 

policies, on the grounds that the potential benefit of more generous unemploy-

ment insurance, under such conditions exceeds the cost of paying higher taxes 

to fund more generous benefits. In a similar vein, this approach predicts that 

individuals with less economic risk that do not expect to benefit from redis-

tributive benefits, would increase their support for a policy that would reduce 

their tax burden, as evaluated in Essay III. 

Extending the motives for changes in preferences to include not only per-

sonal-interest but also in-group based interests, Essay II includes two separate 

survey questions to evaluate how attitudes toward forced migrants (refugees) 

and unforced migrants (labor and other immigrants) are formed following an 

economic shock. Group-conflict theory forms the self-interested approach 

here, which emphasizes personal and in-group material interests to explain the 

relationship between economic circumstances (resource scarcity) and opposi-

tion toward foreign-born migrants. This approach argues that if native-born 

(in-group) individuals believe that immigrants (outgroup) pose a threat to their 

current material position and standard of living, then they will tend to oppose 

their presence. This is because the natives in question believe that immigrants 

compete for similar jobs, or in the specific case of refugees8 consume welfare 

benefits or state resources at a higher rate than natives, and therefore jeopard-

ize their access to important material resources9 (Citrin et al. 1997: 860–61; 

Esses at al. 1998: 704; Funk 2000; Hainmueller and Hiscox 2010: 64 – 65; 

                               

 
7 See “Methodology” section below for details on how crisis creates and opportunity for causal 
identification. 
8 Refugees are known to have less favorable labor opportunities due to linguistic, cultural, and 
bureaucratic barriers, irrespective of their level of skill or education. 
9 It should be noted that, even if changes in resource scarcity do not expose individuals to direct 
danger, their “identification with a group” which may be under threat (for example, natives or 
their own class) may serve to intensify their opposition to an outgroup (Bohman 2014: 4). 
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Sears and Funk 1990). This narrative often takes on a zero-sum quality, as any 

gains for non-natives are perceived as losses for natives, individually or as a 

group. 

Beyond Self-interest: The Deservingness Heuristic 

As scholars aptly note, self-interest-based models struggle to adequately ex-

plain the strength or weakness of welfare state institutions across democratic 

regimes, as well as individual variation in attitudes. For example, influential 

works by Romer (1975) and Meltzer and Richard (1981), which assume self-

ish behavior, argue that when pre-tax earnings are unequal, whereby the me-

dian income is positioned below the mean-level income there will be a demand 

for tax redistribution10. The reason is that the median voter who has the deci-

sive vote in elections benefits from redistribution in such cases. As a conse-

quence, stronger support and more comprehensive welfare policies should be 

found in countries where there is greater inequality in pretax earnings between 

the median voter and mean income level (Alesina and Glaeser 2004; Bowles 

and Gintis 2000; Fong 2001; Lupu and Pontusson 2011; Moene and Waller-

stein 2001; Rehm et al. 2012). However, their models have consistently failed 

to predict public support for welfare policies, or the generosity of welfare in-

stitutions (ibid). Moreover, when one acknowledges that much of the public 

agrees to contribute a large portion of one’s hard-earned income or wealth to 

a body of complete strangers on a regular basis it becomes evident that the 

selfish model (Homo economicus) may not be able to exclusively explain pol-

icy preferences (Bowles and Gintis 2000: 36). 

In an effort to explain the inconsistencies of the selfish model an alternative 

but also complementary mechanism, the deservingness heuristic11, is argued 

to help explain how the public forms opinions that reflect non-selfish motives 

in both Essays II and III. Behavioral science explains this behavior based on 

the propensity that people demonstrate a concern for “the well-being of others 

and about the processes determining outcomes”, in particular if the process is 

fair or if it violates social norms (Bowles and Gintis 2000: 37). Describing a 

fundamental characteristic of the deservingness heuristic, support for recipi-

ents of various social and welfare policies (redistributive benefits, healthcare, 

unemployment insurance) is conventionally understood as an agreement/dis-

agreement with egalitarian ideology and to views on societal fairness, equality 

of opportunity, and responsibility to the collective. Many studies demonstrate 

a strong link between egalitarianism12 and support for welfare, or conversely 

                               

 
10 Higher tax rate on the wealthy to fund greater public spending and welfare benefits. 
11 Often linked or compared to “strong reciprocity” or “conditional generosity” in the behavioral 
science field. 
12 Also known as social equality, egalitarianism is defined as a principle where government 
plays a “major role in providing equal economic opportunities to all its citizens, and has an 
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between individualism13 and opposition to welfare policy (Alesina and La Far-

rera 2005; Hasenfeld and Rafferty 1989; Fong 2001; Lupu and Pontusson 

2011). According to the authors of these studies, attitudes toward welfare or 

recipients of state aid are ultimately rooted in what individuals believe the 

causes of poverty or inequality to be – specifically in how instrumental they 

believe individual agency vs. societal structure is for determining economic 

outcomes. Individuals who regard economic success as mainly the product of 

hard work tend to oppose welfare; whereas those who see it as largely the 

result of luck and institutional or structural factors are more supportive. 

According to the deservingness heuristic, these entrenched beliefs can be 

disrupted and temporarily modified when individuals are exposed to two crit-

ical informational cues: (1) the level of control a person can exercise over their 

situation or need (less control means greater deservingness), and (2) the degree 

of material need or distress they are experiencing. The deservingness mecha-

nism is an automatic, non-deliberative and effortless process14 and when trig-

gered can temporarily override pre-existing values and material self-interest 

(Petersen et al. 2011)15. Experimental and survey vignette evidence, under 

controlled conditions, confirms that when survey respondents receive clear 

informational cues that refugees/asylum seekers or recipients of welfare have 

limited control over their material circumstances and a greater need for mate-

rial help, they consistently express conditional generosity16 toward those peo-

ple or groups (Appelbaum 2002; Bansak et al. 2016; Bowles and Gintis 2000; 

Bowles and Gintis 2004; Cook 1979; Fong 2000; Fong 2004; Fong et al. 2006; 

Gieling et al. 2011; Larsen 2008; Petersen 2012; Petersen et al. 2011; Van 

Oorschot 2000; Verkuyten 2004; Verkuyten et al. 2018). 

                               

 
obligation to ensure that each citizen enjoys a minimally acceptable standard of living” (Hasen-
feld and Rafferty 1989: 1030). 
13 Commonly linked to economic liberalism, is the outlook where each “individual is responsi-
ble for his or her own welfare and that economic success is a function of hard work and thrift” 
(Hasenfeld and Rafferty 1989: 1030). 
14 This is not the same as a situation in which individuals are directly challenged with counter-
evidence or counter-arguments about their beliefs on redistribution policy or recipients of aid, 
which would instead induce a different cognitive mechanism that is more deliberate and inten-
tional. 
15 One interesting twist here is that the mechanisms which cue non-self-interested behavior 
sometimes result in an outcome that resembles self-interested behavior. For example, if a 
wealthy individual with left-leaning ideological views who is generally supportive of welfare 
policy comes to learn that most recipients are cheating (i.e., that they feign need in order to 
receive government assistance), she or he is likely to withdraw support. Observers unaware of 
the exposure of such persons to this new information are likely to explain their low support for 
welfare policy in terms of self-interest – i.e., as due to the higher taxes that wealthy persons 
must pay if social provisions are extensive. This may help explain why non-self-interested mo-
tives have been overlooked for so long as a key to understanding human behavior. 
16 Conditional generosity is the provisional generosity that results when conditions of deserv-
ingness are met. 
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While this represents compelling evidence for the deservingness heuristic, 

this does not imply it will provide an accurate means for predicting how a real-

world change, such as an economic shock or crisis, will affect one’s attitudes. 

This is because this type of evidence is not always generalizable to a real-

world setting (Bowles 2004: 119; Druckman and Lupia 2000; Gideon 2012; 

Levitt and List 2007, 2008; Pripusich 2018; Zaller 1992). For example, the 

treatment effect is simulated under conditions that are tightly controlled in 

experimental designs, the scenario described in a vignette study is completely 

hypothetical, and the subjects often evaluated are not always a representative 

sample of the population (ibid). In theory, for this mechanism to operate suc-

cessfully in a real-world environment, citizens must receive a relatively un-

ambiguous cue that a large group of people were harmed significantly and in 

a manner beyond their control; furthermore, this information must be trans-

mitted to a large portion of the public. No studies to date are known to have 

evaluated whether the deservingness heuristic can affect attitudes on macro-

level scale.17 It thus remains an open question if the public will behave in a 

non-selfish manner by acting against their own values, personal-interests 

and/or group based-interests under real-world (e.g., non-simulated and uncon-

trolled) conditions. 

The Great Recession, offers an opportunity here, because it creates condi-

tions that are very likely to cue the deservingness heuristic. The public is ex-

pected to perceive the abrupt and unexpected increase in poverty, homeless-

ness, and unemployment (affecting even the most well prepared), to be beyond 

the control of its victims. Furthermore, because the effects of the crisis will 

occur on a mass scale, and news of its effects will be widespread, it thus be-

comes more likely to reach the broader public. 

Essays II and III incorporate different designs to evaluate if the Great Re-

cession cued the deservingness heuristic to prompt respondents to behave in a 

more non-selfish manner. In the case of Essay II, from the self-interested per-

spective increasing economic risk and competition for scarce resources caused 

by the crisis, is expected to increase native (in-group) opposition toward both 

forced and unforced immigration (out-groups). However, because previous 

research indicates that forced immigrants are categorically shown greater em-

pathy and compassion from natives compared to unforced immigrants, the de-

sign allows one to test if natives continue to identify forced immigrants as 

more deserving of help than unforced immigrants even under a period of 

greater economic risk to natives (Appelbaum 2002; Bansak et al. 2016; Giel-

                               

 
17 A study by Rao et al. (2011) has evaluated how an external shock in the form of a natural 
disaster – the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake in China – affected short- and long-term prosocial 
behavior among respondents more or less proximate to the devastation. While not evaluating 
the deservingness heuristic, that study is the only one known to have noted how factors resem-
bling cues of deservingness elicit prosocial behavior. 
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ing et al. 2011; Verkuyten 2004; Verkuyten et al. 2018). For example, if na-

tives demonstrate reduced support for unforced immigration in areas with de-

clining economic conditions, whereas little change or no change is found in 

attitudes toward forced immigration, one can better argue that non-selfish mo-

tives continue to influence the formation of attitudes toward forced immi-

grants. 

In Essay III, the relationship between declining economic conditions and 

public support for tax cuts is studied. The selfish model assumes, that many 

tax payers, especially those that generally oppose redistribution (right-lean-

ing) and belong to higher tax brackets (wealthy), will support tax reductions. 

On the other hand, if this same group becomes less supportive of cutting taxes 

this would be a strong indication of behaving in a clearly non-selfish manner. 

Because the crisis caused significant harm (e.g., widespread unemployment) 

which was clearly beyond the control of its victims, the deservingness heuris-

tic is expected to be cued. If true, those typically more opposed to taxation are 

expected to decrease support for cutting taxation, knowing that maintaining 

tax levels will support policies that will help economic victims of the crisis. 

Framing of Survey Questions 

The choice of motives to test for in each study has to be justified based on the 

type of social policy analyzed and the particular framing of the survey ques-

tion. While it is very likely that both selfish and non-selfish motives are behind 

all policy opinions, there are limitations imposed by the very fact that a spe-

cific type of policy may only allow us to measure selfish motives and not also 

non-selfish motives. For example, in the case of Essay I, respondents are asked 

- “What is your opinion on raising unemployment benefits?”. This policy type 

has the potential to benefit a broad section of the population, especially since 

the question is about raising benefits and not just about support for unemploy-

ment insurance. This means that both lower and higher18 income individuals 

could potentially interpret such a policy change as attractive during an eco-

nomic crisis or shock but it also implies that we cannot make a credible claim 

for measuring non-selfish behavior19. 

Lastly, an important argument made in this thesis is that the particular fram-

ing of the survey questions used to measure public attitudes can serve to en-

hance or reduce the activation of selfish or non-selfish motives in the attitude 

formation process. This is relevant because the focus of this study is to accu-

rately measure the effects of the crisis, and not survey question framing. This 

might, for instance, occur when the wording of the survey question explicitly 

                               

 
18 To a lesser extent, the highest income bracket. 
19 See sub-section “Essay I” under “Summary of Findings and Contributions” section for more 
detail. 
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frames the policy in terms of trade-offs, negative consequences or involve a 

targeted policy that benefits the few rather than a universal policy that benefits 

the many. For this reason, the survey questions used in this thesis have a clear 

advantaged, because they omit mentioning trade-offs associated with the dif-

ferent policy proposals being made. In the case of all three Essays there is no 

mention of a need to increase taxes to raise unemployment insurance benefits 

or to reduce welfare benefits because of continued refugee support. By choos-

ing survey questions with a more neutral framing I thus seek to reduce the risk 

of confusing selfish or non-selfish motives activated by the wording of the 

survey questions rather than the objective environmental cues produced by the 

crisis. For example, if a survey question stated that increasing unemployment 

benefits would generate higher taxes, wealthier individuals that are likely to 

be taxed more to increase unemployment benefits and that do not feel at risk 

of becoming unemployed would likely be more inclined to respond more self-

ishly and oppose the policy. Highlighting the influence of trade-offs and tar-

geted policy, four studies that evaluate how the Great Recession impacted wel-

fare policy attitudes appear to show that survey question type and framing can 

reinforce selfish responses, producing decreased support for similar welfare 

policies. As discussed above and later in Essay I, studies by Margalit (2013) 

and Owens and Pedulla (2014) appear to cue stronger selfish motives (and 

therefore reduced welfare policy support) by stressing targeted policy types 

that benefit only a few (the poor) and cost most citizens (via taxes). In addi-

tion, both studies explicitly mention that supporting the described welfare pol-

icies would likely require raising taxes, a clear example of a trade-off. These 

studies both observe a decline in overall support for welfare policies. In com-

parison, the two remaining studies by Naumann et al. (2016) and Svallfors 

(2011) focus only on unemployment benefits (that have the potential to benefit 

many tax payers), and make no mention of taxes or secondary costs to fund 

unemployment policies. Absent any reference to costs, which are known to 

cue stronger selfish motives, Naumann et al. (2016) and Svallfors (2011) ob-

serve an increase in aggregate support for welfare policies. 

The opposite, cuing non-selfish motives is also possible when highlighting 

negative consequences. For example, if one were to pose the question – “do 

you support continued immigration for individuals fleeing violent persecution 

and torture due to their ethnic, racial or religious background?” greater support 

for refugees is expected compared to asking – “do you support continued im-

migration?”. This is backed by the results of experimental and observational 

studies by Bansak et al. (2016), Gieling et al. (2011), and Appelbaum (2002), 

which all demonstrate compelling evidence that the inclusion of statements 

that indicate an immigrant is in great need and unable to control their situation 

produces more non-selfish responses. 

In a related form to trade-offs, Essay III asks respondents about reducing 

existing taxes rather than on the introduction of new or higher taxes. By fo-

cusing on the benefits of lower taxes rather than on the costs of higher taxes 
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the survey question is less likely to cue selfish motives. This may seem obvi-

ous, but the extent to which a particular survey question elicits a selfish re-

sponse can have a sizeable effect on the answers provided. This argument is 

supported by Prospect theory, a formal descriptive theory within economics 

that demonstrates that individuals under circumstances of risk value prospec-

tive losses 2 to 2.5 times more than potential gains, translating to a much 

stronger selfish response when it comes to losses (Kahneman and Tversky 

1979). In this case, because the survey question does not ask for an individ-

ual’s opinion about raising taxes, a clear example of prospective losses, and 

instead asks about potential gains in the form or cutting taxes, less selfish be-

havior is expected. This will allow for a less hindered means to evaluate if the 

Great Recession induces non-selfish behavior, but of course will skew the re-

sults in favor of a non-selfish response. 

Methodology 

My overarching ambition in this thesis is to identify whether economic shocks 

have consequences on attitudes at the individual and aggregate level toward 

various social policies. And along the way demonstrate how both selfish and 

non-selfish motives can explain the diversity of responses I and other re-

searchers have observed across studies. Moreover, in addition to testing for 

causal effects, I discuss how my findings may be generalized more broadly. 

As such, a quantitative approach using survey data is my method of choice, as 

it affords an effective basis for making claims for both external and internal 

validity about the broader population. 

As it stands, much of the existing evidence for a relationship between con-

textual economic circumstances (unemployment rate or GDP) and social-pol-

icy attitudes relies on observational data collected during non-crisis/shock pe-

riods (Blekesaune 2007; Blekesaune and Quadagno 2003, Kam and Nam 

2008; Billiet et al. 2014; Lancee and Pardos-Prado 2013; Polavieja 2016). One 

significant challenge that arises when this type of data is used is that unob-

served demographic, structural, economic, and cultural factors – e.g., average 

education or income levels, degrees of regional inequality, trends in local eco-

nomic productivity, local party-political history, and other unique cultural 

practices – may explain variation in both unemployment rates (independent 

variable) and in social-policy attitudes (dependent variable)20, which can pro-

duce spurious correlations. Another consequence of using data gathered dur-

ing non-shock periods is that substantially less variation across time and space 

is available for measures of GDP and unemployment. This limited variation 

makes it difficult to identify a potential effect, because it reduces statistical 

                               

 
20 This is known as statistical confounding. 
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precision21 that aides in confirming or disproving the existence of a relation-

ship between contextual economic factors and social-policy attitudes. 

In this thesis, I will utilize the Great Recession to mitigate these methodo-

logical challenges and add to the field’s empirical and theoretical insights 

about attitudinal change under turbulent economic circumstances. The Great 

Recession was characterized by a large contraction in international investment 

and a rapid decline in global GDP, which resulted in heavy spikes in unem-

ployment in many countries. 

Case 

One of the countries that saw a rapid and large decline in economic conditions 

during the Great Recession was Sweden, which will constitute the focus of 

this thesis. While the recession in Sweden was short-lived compared to what 

many other countries experienced, its effects were nevertheless both sudden 

and sharp. As a small export-oriented country Sweden was hard hit by the 

global fall in demand, and both early layoff notices and unemployment in-

creased drastically during the early stages of the crisis, especially in the man-

ufacturing sector. Moreover, unlike the deep economic recession hitting Swe-

den in the early 1990s the economic downturn during the Great Recession was 

caused by factors originating outside of the country, i.e., in Sweden the Great 

Recession constituted an abrupt and exogenous economic shock. 

To exemplify; Sweden experienced one of the sharpest short-term drops in 

GDP among OECD countries in the wake of the crisis, including a 16% drop 

in exports in 2009 (Bergman 2011; Hassler 2010; Vis et al. 2011). Real GDP 

in Sweden contracted by 6% between the first quarter of 2008 and the last 

quarter of 2009; by way of comparison, it took three years for real GDP to 

decline by 5% during the country’s economic crisis in the 1990s (Bergman 

2011; Hassler 2010). In 2009, at the height of the Great Recession, the average 

unemployment rate increased by 71% across all 290 Swedish municipalities. 

The regional variation in these effects was staggering, however. Some munic-

ipalities saw an increase in unemployment as high as 212%, while others noted 

an 8% decrease. Given the abrupt and sizeable decline in economic conditions 

caused by the recession, Sweden provides a good case for examining which 

theories – ranging from those focused on self-interest to those which under-

score non-selfish preferences – are of relevance for predicting changes in at-

titudes toward various social policies. 

                               

 
21 This is especially common when national-level figures are used that involve the use of few 
unique observations. This applies whether or not one uses random-effects or fixed-effects 
(multi-level) modeling techniques (see Maas and Hox 2005; Allison 2009: 3). 
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From a methodological viewpoint, the fact that the economic downturn in 

Sweden was immediate and fairly short-lived thus provides a comparative ad-

vantage of the Swedish case over countries that experienced a more gradual 

and sustained economic downturn during the Great Recession. The reason is 

that it allows one to more precisely measure the perceptual effects of the re-

cession itself, especially the initial unvarnished public perception of the shock, 

which would otherwise become distorted over a long period of time by policy 

responses and other confounding institutional and structural factors common 

to a country. To sum up; the abrupt and exogenous economic shock hitting 

Sweden during the Great Recession exhibits the properties of a quasi-experi-

ment22, which helps to reduce the risk of confounding factors and omitted var-

iables bias when studying the impact of economic conditions on political atti-

tudes. 

To gauge the credibility and strength of my findings, I describe the collec-

tion, operationalization, and analysis of the data below. The goal is to assess 

several things carefully: the collection and overall quality of the demographic 

and survey data; the theoretical fit of the research design (i.e., how well the 

variables of interest reflect the key propositions and assumptions of the differ-

ent theories’ explanation of how explanatory variables affect outcome varia-

bles); the degree to which the data and the statistical analyses allow for iden-

tifying a causal relationship (internal validity); and finally the extent to which 

the findings for the sampled population are generalizable to the population of 

Sweden overall, as well as to the broader population of persons residing in 

other countries (external validity). 

Data Collection and Operationalizations 

Choosing which economic and demographic data sources to use for the case 

of Sweden depended largely on their quality and availability. Let us begin with 

the dependent variable measures. The attitudinal data for all of the studies 

drew on figures collected by the SOM Institute at the University of Gothen-

burg, and, in addition, for two of the essays the European Social Survey (ESS) 

was utilized. From the SOM institute I selected two surveys: The National 

SOM survey and the West-Sweden (Västra Götaland) SOM survey. Both 

gather information on a range of attitudes relating to society, government pol-

icy, culture, and institutions, as well as demographic and behavioral infor-

mation about individuals and/or households. For the periods evaluated be-

tween the years of 2005 and 2011, approximately 6000 questionnaires were 

                               

 
22 The Great Recession does not meet the standard of a Natural experiment as the geographic 
effects (treatment) of the economic shock in Sweden were not randomly distributed, and there-
fore the treated and untreated respondents are NOT similar in terms of both observed and un-
observed factors that could affect their attitudes toward social policies (Dunning 2008; Sekhon 
and Titiunik 2012). 
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distributed annually to a randomly selected sample of the population of the 

nation as a whole and of West-Sweden between the ages of 16 and 85. Re-

sponse rates declined over time during these periods, from a maximum of 60% 

to a minimum of just above 50% in later years. Despite diminishing response 

rates, the respondents reflected the overall national and regional populations 

quite well, according to the SOM Institute (Vernersdotter 2013). There are, 

however, some general demographic inconsistencies between the respondents 

and the population. These include a slightly greater response rate among 

women than among men, a moderately lower response rate for individuals be-

tween the ages of 16 and 29, and a higher response rate for persons between 

50 and 75. In the case of the National SOM survey, there is also a slightly 

lower response rate among residents of Stockholm. No post-survey weighting 

has been done to correct for the limited demographic discrepancies observed 

within and across the surveys. 

As a second data source, I used data from the 2006, 2008 and 2010 rounds 

of the European Social Survey. For the questions of relevance to the second 

and third study approximately 88,000 individual opinions across 25 to 30 Eu-

ropean countries were collected per round. In the case of Sweden approxi-

mately 1500 individuals answered the relevant survey questions for each 

round. The overall response rate for the European Social Survey was very 

high, with a minimum of 70% required for countries to be included in each 

survey round. For Sweden, the response rate never fell below 90% for those 

rounds analyzed (European Social Survey 2021). Combined with a low attri-

tion rate and a random probability sampling method, the survey is considered 

to be highly representative of the population (ibid). 

For measures of the economic shock and other contextual controls (inde-

pendent variable measures), I obtained economic and demographic data from 

three sources, including two Swedish government agencies: Swedish Public 

Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen) and Statistics Sweden (Statistiska 

centralbyrån), and an independent research institute, the Quality of Govern-

ment Institute at the University of Gothenburg. The data came in the form of 

monthly municipal-level unemployment rates, annual municipal-level for-

eign-born resident population, and annual regional-level unemployment rates. 

In terms of quantifying support or opposition to specific policies respond-

ents were asked to rank their level of agreement or disagreement on a 5-point 

Likert scale. The survey asked for the respondents’ support or opposition to 

policies that would: raise unemployment benefits, accept fewer refugees/poor 

immigrants, and lower taxes. All questions reflect good face validity, as they 

all directly reflect the thematic focus of each paper, as well as provide fair 

content validity since they predominantly reflect the fundamental dimensions 

of the concepts investigated. In the case of the first essay: evaluating insur-

ance-oriented motives; the second: the deservingness of one migrant-group 

versus another migrant-group; and in the third: support for redistribution 
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through taxation. This is complemented by a clear display of construct valid-

ity,23 in that for each paper the policy attitudes robustly correlate in the ex-

pected direction with common predictors such as income, education, and po-

litical ideology, as established by prior evidence and theory. 

The primary task – operationalizing the economic shock (independent var-

iable) – was a much more complex undertaking. The measure used for the 

shock should capture changes in contextual economic conditions, with a focus 

on how this information is likely received and processed by individuals. Do 

individuals perceive a larger risk of harm to themselves or to the public in 

general? Do such economic circumstances activate or automatically cue the 

corresponding mechanisms of self-interest, group conflict, and the deserving-

ness heuristic? I apply four criteria – proximity, objectivity, metric type, and 

relative change – to capture key assumptions of the theories and to assess how 

individuals receive and process contextual changes. 

First, data on local or municipal-level conditions is argued to be more suit-

able than that of national-level conditions because proximity to an environ-

ment with greater economic risk is likely to have a larger impact on attitudes. 

Labor markets are regional, not national; and since workers are not perfectly 

mobile, a decline in the local labor market will have a more tangible effect on 

their sense of employment security than trends at the national level. Moreover, 

individuals are exposed more frequently and repeatedly to information about 

conditions at the local level, via the local media and contact with other mem-

bers of their community (Books and Prysby 1991; Nisbett and Ross 1980). 

Backing these claims, evidence in the field of psychology indicates that indi-

viduals frequently employ the “availability heuristic” to “form a judgement 

on the basis of what is readily brought to mind” (Schwarz and Vaughn 2003: 

104). The conditions readily brought to mind are likely to be those to which 

individuals have been most regularly and tangibly exposed – in this case, local 

economic conditions. Finally, measuring contextual economic conditions at 

the local level should capture broad and deep changes in effects produced by 

the shock which can often differ significantly from aggregate national-level 

figures. 

Second, as to objectivity, many studies rely on subjective survey questions 

to measure and evaluate how individuals perceive economic circumstances, 

using them to predict or explain variation in opinions toward social policies, 

heads of government, government performance, etc. While subjective 

measures can contribute to our understanding of human perception and deci-

sion-making processes, the focus of this thesis and of the theories examined is 

                               

 
23 “How well our measure corresponds with other variables that are logically and theoretically 
related to the underlying construct we purport to be measuring” (Remler and Van Ryzin 2011: 
112). 
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on identifying whether and how objective economic events shape policy atti-

tudes. 

Third, I argue that in the case of evaluating how the Great Recession af-

fected attitudes the most suitable metric type is the unemployment rate. It is 

preferable to GDP, because it measures a common and tangible resource, jobs, 

which reflects individual economic risk. It is also much more likely to prompt 

people to reflect on the broader harm caused by the Great Recession, as it 

directly measures the proportion of working-age citizens who are out of work. 

By contrast, GDP conveys no information about the distribution of income or 

the economic fortunes of a given individual or group; in other words, an in-

crease in GDP may benefit only a small minority of the population, even as 

unemployment increases (Meuleman et al. 2009). Another potential metric is 

government budget deficits. Using this metric would provide a straightfor-

ward measure of potential competition over scarce state resources that will 

likely be cut in the wake of a crisis. However, there are challenges with using 

this measure, national and not local budget deficits are typically reported to 

the public, which eliminates the availability of important finer grained local-

level economic information reaching the public, which will differ substan-

tially across a country. As mentioned before this finer grained data is an es-

sential methodological component used in this thesis to accurately capture the 

effects of the crisis. And second, a budget deficit will not provide the public 

with a clear sense of the potential unemployment risk that may affect them, or 

the harm it has or will cause to the broader public. Being able to directly ex-

hibit this risk and harm is key to the mechanisms described among the theories 

that form the backbone of the three essays and their accompanying hypothe-

ses. I therefore believe using the unemployment rate represents a better metric 

for measuring how the public perceives the magnitude of economic risk and 

harm caused by the great recession. 

As to relative change, fourth and finally, I place focus on how individuals 

are known to internalize changes to their environment or circumstances ac-

cording to research in the field of behavioral science and how other research-

ers like Meuleman et al. (2009) and Billiet et al. (2014) believe an abrupt 

change in economic conditions should ideally be measured. This is applicable 

in the situation of an economic shock. For example, a sudden 4 percentage 

point increase in unemployment in two cities, city A and B, indicates an iden-

tical absolute increase but this measure without greater context fails to provide 

information about the relative degree of real-world gains and losses that one 

city versus another experience. If we know that city A and city B started with 

unemployment rates of 4% and 2%, respectively, we then realize that the mag-

nitude of relative change was double in city B (200%), compared to city A 

(100%)24. This difference is important according to behavioral science, which 

                               

 
24 City B: [(6%-2%) / |2%|] * 100 = 200%; City A: [(8%-4%) / |4%|] * 100 = 100% 
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has shown that human perception is reference-dependent (Bowles 2004: 105; 

Kahneman 2003: 1454-56; Tversky and Kahneman 1991). Under circum-

stances of abrupt and intense change, humans assess their situation not accord-

ing to current circumstances (as would be reflected by the mean level of un-

employment), but rather in terms of the perception of a gain or loss relative to 

their previous situation (i.e., the change from the previous year’s level of un-

employment) (ibid). If a city like B experiences a greater degree of relative 

change in unemployment (200%) it is likely to produce greater tangible effects 

on perceptions of risk and harm than city A. As a consequence, relying on the 

typical measure of economic conditions, like mean level unemployment or 

alternatively the absolute change in unemployment over the previous year, one 

could obscure important variation of economic conditions. Relative change in 

unemployment rate at the regional or municipal-level before and then follow-

ing the onset of the shock is therefore considered a more relevant measure of 

the Great Recession. However, as a matter of being thorough, all three studies 

also test the relationship between annual mean-level unemployment rate and 

attitudes. 

Internal Validity and Analytical Strategy 

A common aim within social-science research today is to provide evidence for 

precise causal relationships. The utility of quantitative methods for this pur-

pose largely depends on the quality and nature of available data. Ideally, the 

independent variable should be assigned randomly and there should be enough 

variation. We also need a sufficiently large number of observations. The type 

of analysis to use should always follow from the constraints of the data, fo-

cusing on its shortcomings and strengths to identify the most effective manner 

by which to control for confounders and improve precision to isolate the ef-

fect. However, no statistical method is capable of completely repairing the 

shortcomings of data, as the corrections applied are based on assumptions that 

are often untestable (Gerring 2012: 78–80). 

This study uses two general levels of observational data: municipal-

level/regional-level longitudinal data on the unemployment rate (the inde-

pendent variable) is the first. And the second is individual-level repeated 

cross-sectional data on policy attitudes (the dependent variable) and personal 

demographic information (control variables). When observational data is used 

and there is no natural random assignment of the treatment variable, causal 

interpretation hinges on the exogeneity assumption. This assumption implies 

that the independent variable (IV) and dependent variable (DV) must either 

not share a common cause (confounder); or, if they do, we must be able to 

control for this shared cause (Gerber and Green 2012:37–38; Remler and Van 

Ryzin 2011:436). 
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Probing the methodological challenge of causal identification, we can in-

tuitively consider the case where we want to compare the difference in atti-

tudes between a treated group (of municipalities) affected by the Great Reces-

sion and a control group not affected by it. However, given that the treatment 

variable (the economic shock) was not randomly assigned to the two groups 

there may be other confounding factors, except the economic shock, that con-

tributes to an observed difference in attitudes between the groups. For in-

stance, in Sweden, the Great Recession affected manufacturing-heavy munic-

ipalities more intensely, and these municipalities have a higher proportion of 

low-educated individuals whose attitudes on social policies differ on average 

from those of high-educated individuals. One way to mitigate the impact of 

such unmeasurable confounders would be to compare treated-group attitudes 

before and after the onset of the shock. Assuming that educational and skill 

levels in the treated municipalities (and other confounders) do not vary much 

shortly before and after the onset of the shock, we analyze the change for these 

municipalities between the pre- and post-shock periods. This approach allows 

us to control for time-invariant confounding factors at the municipal level. 

However, another problem can emerge when a before vs. after comparison is 

used: that is, attitudes may change over time25 for reasons unrelated to the re-

cession (for example, country-wide production may gradually decline).26 

To adjust such confounding trends, we can use a Difference-in-Difference 

(DiD) design. That is, we can account for the fact that the two groups are dif-

ferent by subtracting the pre-shock attitudinal differences between the treated 

and un-treated municipalities from their post-shock differences (Angrist and 

Pischke 2015:183; Angrist and Pischke 2009; Pischke 2005). For this strategy 

to work, we must assume that attitudinal trends would have remained the same 

across treatment and control groups in the absence of the shock (this is known 

as the common trends assumption) (Angrist and Pischke 2015:184; Gerring 

2012:287). In other words, we must assume that the residents of municipalities 

affected by the shock would – had they not been affected by it – have devel-

oped social-policy attitudes similar to those of residents of municipalities 

which in fact were not affected by the shock (Remler and Van Ryzin 

2011:453). If the assumption of common trends (also known as parallel trends) 

is valid, then the DiD model will estimate the causal effect of the economic 

shock. 

                               

 
25 Due to aggregated time-variant confounders. 
26 This could include major outsourcing of jobs to equally skilled but cheaper labor abroad. 
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I use this approach in all three papers.27 I model the treatment28 as continu-

ous and not binary,29 in accordance with a formulation used by a number of 

practitioners of econometrics (Angrist and Pischke 2009; Angrist and Pischke 

2015; Card 1992; Pischke 2005). In cases where I model the treatment as a 

continuous variable, I run an OLS regression that also controls for both mu-

nicipal and time-fixed effects. With these controls, only the municipal-time 

variation remains to identify the effects of the Great Recession. Confounding 

factors that vary by municipality and over time may also result in selec-

tion/omitted-variable bias; to account for this, I have included control varia-

bles that vary by municipality and time. 

The methods employed highlight the challenges for identifying causality 

when observational data is used. Unfortunately, in the case of Essay I data 

limitations preclude an empirical examination of the veracity of the common 

trends assumption, which warrants some caution when interpreting the find-

ings. By comparison the results reviewed in Essay II does reflect a common 

trend in attitudes, and so the results reported, non-significant changes in atti-

tudes toward refugees, strongly suggests there is no causal relationship. In the 

case of Essay III common trends is not observed. However, at least, two fac-

tors speak to the credibility of my empirical approach: the clearly exogenous 

origin of the Great Recession and the use of surveys that capture changes in 

attitudes over short intervals of time.30 The results across the studies indicate 

that the economic shock caused a moderate and temporary increase in average 

support for unemployment insurance (see Essay I), and a moderate to large 

temporary decline in support for reducing taxation among the ideological right 

(see Essay III). 

External Validity 

Three different data sets are used to evaluate attitudes: the country-wide Na-

tional SOM (NSOM) survey in Essay I, both the NSOM and the ESS in Essay 

II, and then a region-wide survey (the West Sweden/Västra Götaland SOM 

survey) in Essay III (where ESS was used for descriptive purposes only). De-

termining how representative the patterns found in this thesis are of other pop-

ulations not sampled in the surveys is a less straightforward process than the 

criteria used to argue for causal inference. One major concern is whether or 

                               

 
27 See the individual essays for a more detailed description of the purpose and implementation 
of the DiD design. 
28 Relative change in the municipal-level unemployment rate. 
29 Because the Great Recession produced heterogeneous changes in municipal unemployment, 
no clear treatment or control group exists. 
30 Compared to the use of surveys that involve longer periods of time between the initial and 
follow-up surveys, the use of annual surveys reduces the likelihood that other time-varying 
factors will confound the relationship between the economic shock and attitudes. 
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not there is good reason to assume that any differences in populations sam-

pled31 (between countries or regions) also matter for how the economic shock 

changes attitudes toward social policy. In other words, should we expect het-

erogeneous effects across different populations? Beginning first with general-

izing the West-Sweden region sample to the national scale (Essay III), one 

might raise concerns about how the economy in this region not only includes 

a much higher proportion of manufacturing jobs than the country overall; it 

was also harder hit by the shock. And since a heavy reliance on manufacturing 

is highly correlated with lower educational levels, pro-union political parties, 

greater economic instability historically, and a level of support for social pol-

icies differing from that in the country overall, one might assume the response 

of residents of that region to a similar-sized shock would also differ from the 

national average. On the other hand, the population of that region has been 

habituated to the same cultural and institutional factors which are common 

across Sweden; moreover, individuals living there are not hampered by laws 

or borders in terms of their movement between that region and others. To that 

extent, it seems unlikely their response to the shock will be meaningfully dif-

ferent. 

Addressing the generalizability of the findings to regions or countries be-

yond Sweden’s borders is more of a challenge. One complication is that the 

Great Recession had very different economic implications for different coun-

tries, so if we want to generalize the effects the Great Recession as such this 

should be done with caution. Moreover, the institutional, demographic and 

cultural differences between Sweden and other countries raise the possibility 

that attitudinal responses to the economic shocks (in general) will be different. 

Two likely reasons are the stronger welfare state and the higher level of eco-

nomic equality enjoyed within Sweden than in most other countries. In the 

majority of other advanced economies, individuals are less habituated to 

strong social protection; and as noted earlier, economic individualism tends to 

be given priority over social equality/rights in many of these countries. This 

is believed to be in part driven by higher levels of interpersonal trust, which 

influences whether or not individuals and society in general believe others at 

risk are deserving of help. As discussed and demonstrated in multiple studies, 

comprehensive/social democratic welfare states like Sweden and other Nordic 

countries are characterized by higher levels of generalized trust than are the 

selective/liberal welfare states found in countries like the United States, Japan 

and Australia (Boräng 2018; Crepaz 2008; Kumlin and Rothstein 2005). As 

such, generalizing most of these findings beyond the Nordic countries should 

be done with caution. Essentially, in the absence of institutions that build 

greater interpersonal trust and lack more universal coverage as found in many 

Nordic countries, individuals could be more resistant to changing their views 

                               

 
31 Assuming the survey sample represents a random sample of the population under study. 
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either deliberately or non-deliberately32. This is likely explained by the situa-

tion that if individuals are less familiar with stronger social-protection policies 

they are more likely to be skeptical towards them as a temporary solution to 

increased contextual economic risk. Nevertheless, the results should be of in-

terest for the purpose of comparing them to countries that have less compre-

hensive welfare states. 

Summary of Findings and Contributions 

Essay I 

The primary contribution of Essay I is that it leverages the unusual properties 

of the Great Recession, which produced exogenous and significant variation 

in municipal unemployment rates, to provide stronger evidence of a causal 

relationship between abrupt changes in contextual economic risk and individ-

ual attitudes toward welfare policy. This type of rigor has generally not been 

possible in previous studies of contextual risk, because the vast majority have 

relied on studying attitudes during non-crisis periods making them much more 

liable to endogeneity bias (Blekesaune 2007; Blekesaune and Quadagno 2003; 

Kam and Nam 2008). The secondary contribution of the study is that it goes 

beyond the common practice of separately estimating the effects of macro-

economic conditions and individual economic situation on attitudes, as if they 

were completely independent of one another33 (Blekesaune 2007; Blekesaune 

and Quadagno 2003; Gilens 1999; Kluegel 1987). The study allows the effects 

of economic decline (local unemployment rate) on attitudes toward welfare 

policy to vary depending on personal economic insecurity (household in-

come). One study by Svallfors (2011) does model a more aggregated form of 

this macro-micro interaction for the Great Recession by plotting how attitudes 

vary over the period of the economic shock by class group, however he only 

presents descriptive statistics and visual plots of attitudes. 

In Essay I, a temporary rise in aggregate support for increasing unemploy-

ment insurance was observed as a result of the shock; however, a statistically 

significant increase in support was only found among economically disadvan-

taged individuals residing in municipalities hardest hit by the shock. The im-

plication is that an individuals’ exposure to more persistent forms of economic 

disadvantage is probably a pre-condition for them to respond to contextual 

                               

 
32 Deliberately according to the selfish model, and non-deliberately according to the conditional 
generosity or deservingness heuristic model. 
33 This is known as an “additive model” in a regression model, as the predictor and control 
variables are treated as if they do not depend on/affect one another. 
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risks – something uncommon among economically advantaged persons. Re-

call, risk here is the perceived possibility of harm, not actual economic harm34. 

In practice, this may be because disadvantaged individuals, unlike their ad-

vantaged counterparts, lack significant economic buffers in the form of sub-

stantial savings or family wealth that would enable them to support themselves 

and to recover quickly from an unexpected loss of employment or income. 

Therefore, the combination of sustained personal economic disadvantage and 

a rapid rise in contextual economic risk appears key to inducing individuals to 

increase support for unemployment insurance. The results run contrary to 

what Margalit (2013) and Owens and Pedulla (2014) observe at the aggregate 

level, however as outlined earlier, this is likely a result of the means-tested/tar-

geted-policy orientation of their survey questions compared to the insurance-

based nature of the question used in this study, as well as in Svallfors (2011) 

and Naumann et al. (2016) studies. The results here corroborate the general 

findings of Naumann et al. (2016) and Svallfors (2011), which observe an ag-

gregate rise in support for unemployment insurance following the Great Re-

cession. Where they appear to differ is in Svallfors’ (2011) study which ob-

serves an increase in support among higher class groups, using graphical and 

descriptive statistics. While higher class and higher income are not entirely 

interchangeable measures, the evidence in Essay I does not indicate an in-

crease in support among higher income individuals. 

That being said, the difference in the results of these studies is also partly 

correlated with the type of welfare state that survey participants have been 

exposed to, with an increase in support occurring in countries with a more 

comprehensive welfare state and a decrease in more selective ones. For the 

studies seeing a decline in support (Margalit 2013; Owens and Pedulla 2014) 

survey data was collected in the United States, a country categorized as having 

a more selective welfare state regime (Esping-Andersen 1990; Korpi and 

Palme 1998). Two of the three remaining studies that observe an increase in 

support (Svallfors 2011; Essay I), collected data from Sweden, a country cat-

egorized as having a comprehensive or encompassing social insurance system 

(Esping-Andersen 1990; Korpi and Palme 1998). The last study that evaluates 

The Netherlands, which also has a more comprehensive welfare state than the 

United States, finds that support for social protection increased following the 

Great Recession. These trends could support the argument that a populations’ 

exposure to more comprehensive social protection policies will institutional-

ize the role of the welfare state as a default mode to address social inequalities, 

and therefore make them more amenable to increase their support for expand-

ing social protection benefits during times involving an economic crisis or 

                               

 
34 In cases where individuals experienced actual harm in form of losing their job there was a 
significant (although temporary) increase in their support for redistributive policies (Margalit 
2013; Owens and Pedulla 2014). 
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shock. We therefore have to be careful about generalizing the result from one 

country context to the next. 

Finally, when evaluating attitudes on raising unemployment benefits it is 

very difficult to determine whether non-selfish motives are behind changes in 

attitudes, since the policy itself can benefit a large majority of survey respond-

ents, even higher income respondents. For example, an increase in benefits 

could translate to an increase in the benefit ceiling or/and an increase in the 

net replacement rate of the current benefit system. Higher income earners who 

exceed the ceiling receive no additional increase in benefit, but if benefits 

were raised they would. While higher earners are less likely to suffer from 

unemployment they may actually support raising unemployment benefits be-

cause it could directly help them if they were to become unemployed in the 

future. The exception being individuals that belong to the highest income 

brackets, or those that are very certain they are not at risk of unemployment 

and would not expect to ever truly benefit from raising unemployment bene-

fits. Unfortunately, the data used for Essay I contained no information on in-

dividuals’ perceived need for unemployment insurance in the future, so the 

evidence for the role of non-selfish motives in explaining unemployment in-

surance attitudes come exclusively from the group of high income individuals. 

Based on all the results presented in Essay I, there was no indication that 

higher income individuals expressed non-selfish attitudes. The general prem-

ise of conditional generosity and the deservingness heuristic would suggest 

that individuals with low economic risk and that expect to remain so should 

increase their support for raising unemployment benefits following the eco-

nomic shock, out of a sense of solidarity towards those harmed. 

A possible explanation for why I did not observe non-selfish attitudes in 

Essay I may be because many high-income respondents are more cognizant 

and weary of the fact that raising unemployment benefits would result in 

higher taxes for them and thus are more reluctant to support raising benefits. 

This appears to be supported by Essays II and III that address prosocial/non-

selfish attitudes. First, when previous studies observe non-selfish behavior 

they typically do not stipulate that subjects lose or give up personal earnings 

or wealth in real-time, or that survey respondents incur a cost of increased 

taxes (Abbink et al. 2001; Andreoni 1988; Aaroe and Petersen 2014; Camerer 

and Thaler 1995; Cameron 1999; Fehr and Gächter 2000; Fehr and Schmidt 

1999; Jensen and Petersen 2017; Petersen 2012; Petersen et al. 2011). Instead, 

experimental lab studies involve the sharing of gifted money (Abbink et al. 

2001; Andreoni 1988; Camerer and Thaler 1995; Cameron 1999; Fehr and 

Gächter 2000; Fehr and Schmidt 1999). Or, in the case of deservingness stud-

ies, whether or not the subject believes a hypothetical individual is worthy or 

not of being a recipient of welfare services or government aid (Aaroe and Pe-

tersen 2014; Jensen and Petersen 2017; Petersen 2012; Petersen et al. 2011). 

These situations or framings appear to economically depersonalize the respon-

sibility/stakes of the subject by guaranteeing that they will lose none of their 
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own hard earned wealth. Similar to previous experimental studies on non-self-

ish behavior, the survey question in Essay III does not involve the forfeiture 

of personal wealth through increased taxes (prospective loss), but instead in-

volves postponing a benefit in the form of reducing taxes (potential gains). As 

mentioned earlier, potential gains have a considerably smaller effect on driv-

ing preferences than a prospective loss (Kahneman and Tversky 1979). 

Essay II 

Essay II explores whether economic shocks on the municipality level, which 

affect access to and the quality of scarce societal-level resources (welfare, 

public housing, jobs, etc.) is likely to increase overall native support for pro-

posals to reduce the intake of forced and unforced immigrants, respectively. 

It also seeks to ascertain whether this effect is enhanced among individuals 

that experience persistently lower levels of economic security (i.e., whose 

class status, income, and educational levels are lower) a group which previous 

research has also shown to have stronger anti-immigration attitudes (Billiet et 

al. 2014; Chandler and Tsai 2001; Citrin et al. 1997; Hainmueller and Hiscox 

2007, 2010; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014; Kessler and Freeman 2005; Po-

lavieja 2016; Scheve and Slaughter 2001; Semyonov et al. 2006; Sides and 

Citrin 2007). The argument is that when the economy is declining, many na-

tives may identify the presence of foreign-born individuals35 as a threat, on the 

grounds that it increases competition for limited state resources. 

The status of the state of the art demonstrates a clear divide on whether or 

not a decline in contextual-level economic performance (unemployment rates 

or GDP) affect attitudes toward foreign-born populations. Studies by Billiet et 

al. (2014), Kessler and Freeman (2005); Lancee and Pardos-Prado (2013), and 

Polavieja (2016)36 provide findings that poorer economic conditions increase 

anti-immigrant attitudes. Those that observe otherwise include Goldstein and 

Peters (2014), Meuleman et al. (2009), Semyonov et al. (2006), and Sides and 

Citrin (2007). As discussed below it is possible that this may be the conse-

quence of a methodological weakness in some of these studies. 

In no particular order, the second essay of this thesis makes a methodolog-

ical, empirical and theoretical contribution to this literature. From the meth-

odological side, anti-immigrant attitudinal research has largely approached 

this question using data that lacks sufficient variation in contextual economic 

factors. This is because the majority do not have data that coincided with ex-

ogenous economic changes of greater magnitude (e.g., Kessler and Freeman 

2005; Lancee and Pardos-Prado 2013, Semyonov et al. 2006, Meuleman et al. 

                               

 
35 Which they believe have only a limited legitimate claim to welfare, since they are not native-
born. 
36 Hjerm (2009) does include the contextual economic measure of municipal unemployment 
rate, but never reports its independent effect on attitudes, only its constitutive effect in an inter-
action model. 



 

 43 

2009, and Sides and Citrin 2007). Many rely on national-level economic fig-

ures, for example, Billiet et al. (2014), Kessler and Freeman (2005); Meule-

man et al. (2009), Polavieja (2016), Semyonov et al. (2006), Sides and Citrin 

(2007), which severely limits the sample size of their predictor variable, com-

pared to studies that use regional or local-level data (e.g., Goldstein and Peters 

2014 and Lancee and Pardos-Prado 2013). As a result, some of these designs 

are likely to be too underpowered to detect changes in attitudes. This study 

exploits variation in municipal and regional economic conditions caused by 

the economic shock. By measuring unemployment rate at lower local or re-

gional levels a larger number of unique observations is available compared to 

using national-level figures. 

On the empirical side, the relationship between economic conditions and 

attitudes toward refugees is very under-studied, with only one known study 

by Kessler and Freeman (2005) evaluating how GDP and unemployment rate 

affects attitudes toward asylum seekers. However, a problem with this existing 

study is that it relies on very few observation (N = 15), which necessitates 

caution when interpreting its findings. Essay II thus fills an important empiri-

cal gap in the previous literature by providing the first systematic and large-

scale empirical analysis of the impact of the Great Recession on public support 

for refugee immigration. In addition, understanding how prevailing economic 

conditions affect attitudes toward refugee immigration is particularly im-

portant against the background of the large influx of conflict refugees settling 

throughout Europe since 2011. 

And last, the study contributes theoretically by clarifying and evaluating 

two theoretical mechanisms that may serve to link economic conditions to im-

migration attitudes. The first, and most well-known mechanism is that sug-

gested by the group-conflict theory, and which maintains that anti-immigra-

tion sentiments intensifies during periods of economic crisis because natives 

then tend to perceive outsiders as competitors, threatening their access to 

scarce welfare and public resources. However, the second mechanism sug-

gests that refugees may be an exception to this theory, because compared to 

unforced migrants, refugees are perceived as more deserving of help because 

their need to move was non-voluntary and driven by conditions beyond their 

control that posed a serious risk to their wellbeing/survival (Appelbaum 2002; 

Bansak et al. 2016; Gieling et al. 2011; Verkuyten 2004; Verkuyten et al. 

2018). According to this latter theory we should therefore only expect the 

Great Recession to have affected the attitudes toward unforced immigration, 

but not toward forced immigration. To accomplish this Essay II relies on two 

separate surveys that repeatedly asks respondents over time and region within 

the country of Sweden whether they favor reducing the intake of refugees and 

poorer non-European migrants. These two survey questions provide a clear 

means to identify whether natives perceive unforced and forced immigration 

differently, and thus test the two mechanisms described above. 
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In Essay II I find no statistically significant relationship between the reces-

sion and overall support for reducing refugee intake in Sweden; nor are 

changes observed when declining economic conditions are interacted with the 

proportion of foreign-born residents at the municipal level. Adding weight to 

these null findings, in areas hardest hit by the economic shock no changes are 

observed in attitudes among individuals who are persistently insecure eco-

nomically (lower-income natives) and generally support decreasing refugee 

intake. However, when evaluating the relationship between the recession and 

unforced (poor non-European) migration policy using the Swedish subset of 

the European Social Survey, a significant increase in opposition is observed. 

A straightforward interpretation of group conflict theory would suggest that 

in the event of an economic crisis or shock, general opposition would increase 

toward both refugees and unforced migrants, and that this change would be 

particularly marked among at-risk native groups who have a history of nega-

tive views toward immigration. However, the fact that we fail to detect any 

effects on attitudes towards refugee immigration suggests that asking about 

refugees or forced immigrants cues more deserving views (non-selfish mo-

tives) which likely counterbalances the kind of selfish responses that have 

been found to explain attitudes toward unforced migrants in previous research. 

Essay III 

Essay III explores whether the harmful effects of the recession changed atti-

tudes toward taxation policy. Conventionally, social scientists have exclu-

sively focused on motives of self-interest to explain changes in attitudes to-

ward redistributive policies, however this paper broadens the scope to explore 

if non-selfish motives influence attitude formation toward taxation policy. 

This is inspired by related evidence on attitudes toward redistribution which 

demonstrates how negative perceptions about welfare recipients37 are tempo-

rarily supplanted when such persons are portrayed as deserving on the grounds 

(1) that they are experiencing a high level of need, and (2) that their current 

circumstances are not due to laziness but rather bad luck (Petersen 2012; Pe-

tersen 2015: 60; Petersen et al. 2011, 2012; Van Oorschot 2000). In this vein, 

the logic is that the widespread harm caused by crisis is expected to cue the 

perception that those harmed by the crisis are deserving of welfare policies 

funded by taxation, as a consequence a temporary decline in support of reduc-

ing taxes is expected. 

Essay III contributes to two literatures. First, it contributes to the large 

amount of previous research that emphasizes the role of selfish motives in 

explaining attitudes toward taxation (Bowler and Donovan 1995; Brock and 

Kelly 2017; Chong et al. 2001; Cutler et al. 1999; Doherty et al. 2006; Franko 
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et al. 2013; Gilens 1999; Green and Gerken 1989; Tepe et al. 2020) and wel-

fare state support (Alesina and La Farrera 2005; Blekesaune and Quadagno 

2003; Cook and Barrett 1992; Cusack et al. 2006; Hasenfeld and Rafferty 

1989; Iversen and Soskice 2001; Meltzer and Richard 1981; Moene and Wal-

lerstein 2001; Rehm 2009, 2011; Rehm et al. 2012). To be clear, the work 

presented here does not seek to challenge the merits of the self-interested 

model, but to show that there are exceptions to selfish behavior that are both 

common and systematic (Aaroe and Petersen 2014; Bowles and Gintis 2000, 

2004; Fong 2001, 2004; Fong et al. 2006; Gilens 1999; Petersen 2012, 2015; 

Petersen et al. 2011, 2012). Activation of non-selfish or prosocial behavior is 

believed more probable here because of the situation and framing of the survey 

question, in the case of this study the broad harm caused by the financial crisis 

and the more neutral description of lowering taxes (prospective gains) rather 

than raising them (prospective loss). This mirrors a considerable body of re-

search on conditional generosity and cooperative behavior where subjects are 

only asked to share money they have been gifted by the experimenter, but 

never asked to forfeit any of their personal income (Abbink et al. 2001; An-

dreoni 1988; Bowles 2004: 109; Bowles and Gintis 2000; Cameron 1999; Fehr 

and Gächter 2000; Fehr and Schmidt 1999; Kahneman and Tversky 1979). In 

essence they never lose what they owned before they start a study. In the case 

of this study, since there is only a suggestion of reducing taxes and not raising 

taxes there will be no additional loss involved. As a result, the current survey 

question framing does not cue stronger self-interested motives, therefore al-

lowing a concern for others harmed by the shock to dominate the situation and 

cue a non-selfish response among respondents, especially those living in areas 

worst hit by the shock. This work demonstrates how this approach can com-

plement the self-interested model, providing a broader and more adequate un-

derstanding of why an individual might switch from opposing and then later 

to supporting welfare policies, which do not benefit them, depending on the 

conditions and framing of the situation. 

The second major contribution is to research on the deservingness heuristic, 

which has relied primarily on experimental evidence to make the case for how 

non-selfish behavior explains support for redistributive policies and recipients 

of welfare (Aaroe and Petersen 2014; Jensen and Petersen 2017; Meyer and 

Mulherin 1980; Petersen 2012; Petersen et al. 2011, 2012). While laboratory 

and survey experiments are compelling forms of evidence they are criticized 

for not always being generalizable to a real-world setting, particularly because 

“human behavior may be sensitive to a variety of factors that systematically 

vary between the lab and the outside world” (Levitt and List 2007: 154). These 

can include the lack of anonymity of a subjects’ behavior during evaluation38, 

                               

 
38 Among participating subjects and between experimenter and subjects, compared to partial if 
not complete anonymity in a real-world setting. 
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the artificially constructed and highly controlled (laboratory) situation in 

which they are participating, the particular framing of the scenarios and ques-

tions they are answering, and how the average participant who self-selects into 

a survey or experiment may differ in systematic ways to individuals in a real-

world setting (Bowles 2004: 119; Druckman and Lupia 2000; Gideon 2012; 

Levitt and List 2007, 2008; Pripusich 2018; Zaller 1992). Despite the fact that 

this study cannot address all of these issues it does reduce the effects of several 

of these factors common to a laboratory setting or experimental survey to 

measure individual behavior under real-world conditions. First, with the dis-

tinctively broad and harmful effects on unemployment and loss of income 

caused by the Great Recession this essay assumes the activation of deserving-

ness cues to the broader public under real-world conditions, helping me to 

evaluate whether these conditions lead to an increase in non-selfish behavior 

as observed in experiments.39 Second, because individuals answered the sur-

veys used here at home in relative anonymity, they are less likely to be influ-

enced by a third-party observer (Levitt and List 2008; Pripusich 2018). And 

third, because the survey question on reducing taxation is simple, straightfor-

ward and does not include any follow-up question about the harm caused by 

the Great Recession it is more likely to capture if the harm caused by the eco-

nomic shock actually elicited deservingness cues. With these changes this es-

say provides an additional test to identify whether the experimental results 

translate to a real-world context. 

The results reveal that economic shocks in the form of rapid changes to 

municipal unemployment create conditions not only cue selfish motives but 

also activate the deservingness heuristic and hence non-selfish on a broad so-

cietal scale to decrease support for cutting taxes. More precisely, the results, 

in line with previous experimental evidence, show that ideologically right-

leaning individuals residing in municipalities with higher unemployment 

hikes reduced their support for tax cuts more than those who resided in mu-

nicipalities with lower unemployment hikes. It did not however have the same 

effect among left and center leaning groups. These results were not unex-

pected however, as recent studies involving Danish and U.S. citizens show 

that right-leaning subjects change their attitudes by the largest margin when 

exposed to deservingness cues about welfare recipients (Petersen 2012; Pe-

tersen et al. 2011, 2012). This evidence also shows that because left and cen-

trist groups already show a rather high baseline of support for redistribution40 

their attitudes do not change or change by a much smaller margin when ex-

posed to the deservingness treatment (ibid). Knowing that deservingness cues 

                               

 
39 This is measured by an individual’s support for reducing taxation: hence, those most support-
ive are least likely to support redistributive welfare policies. 
40 Alesina and Giuliano 2010; Alesina and Glaeser 2004; Feldman and Steenbergen 2001; Feld-
man and Zaller 1992; Gilens 1999: 81–95; Petersen et al. 2011: 25–26.   
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have a smaller effect on these two ideological groups and that the delivery of 

deservingness cues would not be as clear or accurate in a real-world setting 

(as they are in an experiment) it was expected that detecting changes in atti-

tudes among centrist or left-leaning individuals would be more difficult if not 

unlikely. 

Discussion 

Complementary Drivers 

Understanding if and how contextual factors shape and change attitudes has 

and continues to be a challenging puzzle to scholars in the human and social 

sciences. The value of understanding attitude formation is rooted in the pro-

spect that it can provide important insights about real-world societal outcomes 

and ways of improving policy. One research track that has sought to better 

explain the formation of welfare policy attitudes has focused on how welfare 

institutions influence public attitudes either by ameliorating the effects of un-

employment, economic hardship, or by creating class-based coalitions (e.g. 

Svallfors 2003). A comparative review of recent research on the effects of the 

crisis appear to support the argument that welfare regime types do influence 

public support or opposition toward social and welfare policies. This is based 

on the trend that individuals surveyed who were living under encompassing 

or comprehensive welfare regimes increased their support for welfare policies 

following the onset of the crisis (Marten 2019; Naumann, Buss, and Bähr’s 

2016; Svallfors 2011). Whereas those under a more selective welfare regime, 

where benefits are historically less comprehensive and generous decreased 

their support (Margalit 2013; Owens and Pedulla 2014). Yet, as this thesis and 

many other studies show, attitude formation toward welfare policy has a di-

verse set of determinants that extend beyond institutional setting and culture 

(Alesina and La Farrera 2005; Billiet et al. 2014; Bowles and Gintis 2000; 

Chong et al. 2001; Dixon et al. 1991; Doherty et al. 2006; Fong et al. 2006; 

Gilens 1999; Green and Gerken 1989; Iversen and Soskice 2001, 2009; Melt-

zer and Richard 1981; Lancee and Pardos-Prado 2013; Petersen et al. 2011; 

Polavieja 2016; Rehm et al. 2012; Tepe et al. 2020). 

To expand our understanding of the pre-conditions of public support for 

welfare and redistributive policies this thesis shifts the focus to how economic 

conditions shape human motives to explain variation in attitudes. While the 

motive of self-interest has been treated as the primary if not sometimes exclu-

sive motive to explain attitudes in previous studies, there has been concerted 

challenges to this approach. As several researches have argued public support 

for the redistributive policies and hence its development over time cannot be 

adequately explained by only selfish motives (Bowles and Gintis 2000; Fong, 

Bowles, and Gintis 2006). Previous research and the evidence produced in this 

thesis make it clear that the differences in attitudes observed across time and 
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country are not only a condition of self-interest but also of non-selfish mo-

tives. In addition, research reveals that non-selfish behavior not only explains 

support, but also sometimes opposition toward social policies. This is found 

to happen when members of the public deem certain policies unfair, even if 

this opinion goes against their own material self-interest. In summary, by re-

laxing the conventional preference assumptions this line of research provides 

a wider theoretical toolset from which to analyze and make predictions about 

public opinion. 

Future Research 

Based on my work here and a long line of recent and older studies on attitude 

formation, future research should apply scrutiny to five inter-related factors to 

be successful: (1) the proximity and consistency (or lack thereof) of cues pro-

duced by contextual-level conditions that impact individual economic experi-

ences; (2) structural conditions that either enhance or ameliorate the relation-

ship between contextual factors and individual experiences (e.g., a more ho-

mogenous or heterogeneous labor market, which either increases or limits the 

severity of unemployment changes during economic declines, respectively); 

(3) the type of data and how accurately it allows the researcher to measure and 

isolate for a cause and effect relationship, and (4) the particular research de-

sign used which affects the collection, measurement and analysis of attitudes; 

and (5) informational obstacles, whereby individuals lack complete infor-

mation about objective economic conditions and their effects, and instead rely 

on selective and sometimes erroneous information from a number of sources. 

Beginning with the proximity and immediate presence of cues an individ-

ual receives from their surrounding environment. I find in my results and re-

lated studies that economic context has a smaller impact than what might have 

been expected. Looking at it from a functional standpoint, contextual-level 

indicators (e.g., unemployment rate, GDP, and inflation) have considerably 

less predictive accuracy than individual-level measures, presumably because 

they provide only a rough estimate of an individual’s real risk of suffering 

unemployment or other economic difficulties. If we juxtapose this with how 

factors like education, skill-type or income define groups and communities, it 

seems clear that these individual-level factors have a more regular, clear and 

tangible effect on a person’s perception of their economic opportunities and 

risks than macro-economic conditions do. In addition, many if not most citi-

zens will remain relatively unscathed during an economic shock/crisis. As a 

result, they will be even less likely to associate an increase in unemployment 

rate or a decline in GDP as posing a direct risk to them. And so, to assume that 

studies will show there to be a significant and strong relationship between 

economic context and attitudes toward social protection policies, driven by 

selfish motives, seems less probable. Essay I provides evidence of this, show-

ing that only individuals from lower-income households (that live under con-

stant economic disadvantage and risk) and that resided in areas hit hardest by 
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the economic shock increased their support for raising unemployment bene-

fits41. This shift in attitudes did not extend to those that are not regularly ex-

posed to persistent forms of economic risk. It therefore seems that macro-eco-

nomic factors may have a less vital role in determining attitudes, when driven 

by motives of self-interest. 

These arguments, however, are open to challenge, since it cannot be proven 

that the intensity of the economic shock across Sweden was distributed ran-

domly and because it was relatively short-lived (Lindvall 2014). The fact that 

the economic recession was not as prolonged in Sweden as in many other 

countries probably served to limit the impact of the recession on public atti-

tudes. For example, unemployment data clearly shows that the negative effects 

of the Great Recession were primarily confined to the manufacturing sector, 

while the rest of the Swedish labor market was hardly affected at all. This 

aligns well with how statistically significant changes in attitudes were primar-

ily common to geographic areas overrepresented by the manufacturing sector.  

Third, an important methodological obstacle found across social science 

research is the challenge of accurately measuring and isolating for cause and 

effect. Limited by data and empirical design there is much work that remains. 

By chance, the Great Recession provides social scientists with an uncommon 

opportunity by producing an exogenously induced economic shock that 

caused broad and profound changes. This ultimately allows us greater means 

to identify if there is a causal relationship between economic context and atti-

tudes. Future studies should attempt to leverage the use of natural and quasi-

natural experiments, and of course randomized experiments to reduce the risk 

of confounding factors and omitted variables bias. This will provide the re-

search field with greater knowledge of what factors are important, and which 

are less important. 

Fourth, survey studies evaluating the relationship between economic con-

text and social policy attitudes use a variety of different research designs to 

collect, measure and analyze attitudes. Variation in these designs can have a 

large impact on whether or not the same respondent decides to oppose or sup-

port welfare spending. As discussed throughout this introduction, specific fac-

tors include which metrics are used (e.g., inflation, GDP, or unemployment), 

at which level they are measured (either at the local or national-level), which 

can have a large impact on the statistical accuracy of detecting changes in 

attitudes. In addition, the specific type of welfare policy being evaluated 

(whether they provide targeted or universal benefits) as well as the particular 

framing of the survey question. For example, survey questions that contains 

                               

 
41 In addition, the change in municipal unemployment rate accounted for a very small propor-
tion (no more than 3%) of the explained variation (r-squared) in attitudes towards raising un-
employment insurance. 
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trade-off statements that define the cost involved (taxes), omit such state-

ments, or raise the personal stakes by stating that taxes must be raised to main-

tain such policies. These variations in framing have been empirically shown 

to produce significant variation in attitudes (Levitt and List 2007). It is there-

fore important that future research further develop its understanding on how 

survey question framing shapes attitudes toward different welfare policies. 

Survey experiments can be designed to identify how word choice, related but 

different policies, and the mention of common costs and benefits associated 

with such policies effects the degree of support/opposition. Furthermore, sim-

ilar to work done by Petersen et al. (2011), these surveys experiments can also 

help identify whether or not selfish or non-selfish behavior explain differences 

in opinion. 

Finally, with regard to understanding informational obstacles, and evaluat-

ing how information is shared and disseminated in a real-world setting a more 

extensive undertaking is required for future research. Evaluating how individ-

ual’s opinions form in a real-world environment will involve tracking and 

measuring how political elites and information gatekeepers (the media) pre-

sent and frame issues and policies. In the current case this would involve de-

fining and measuring informational obstacles that members of the public face, 

and how gatekeepers and elites depict the relationship between the Great Re-

cession and social policies (e.g., how unemployment insurance can address 

large layoffs or not). Because the public is dependent on public officials and 

the media to learn about their community and the broader world, specific nar-

ratives are shared through the news, publications, and government communi-

qués to create a selective interpretation of issues, events, and policies (Chong 

and Druckman 2007). Such narratives may emphasize the broader benefits of 

social policy in terms of reducing inequality and aiding the disadvantaged, or 

cite its high tax burden and the need to reduce welfare dependency. These 

frames appeal to individuals’ preference for social equality/rights or economic 

individualism respectively, and they either pull them back to their original 

views on welfare or can push them to adopt a new interpretation of the ques-

tion. Future research along this path can speak to the general question of – 

how important are the words and frames used by leaders, the media and other 

elites in guiding preferences and ultimately votes for parties or referenda that 

may alter the course of welfare policy?
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ESSAY I  

Abstract: The link between self-interest and support for social protection pol-

icies has over the past decades been at the core within the field of welfare state 

studies. Recent analysis of attitudes during the Great Recession has provided 

new evidence that the unexpected loss of one’s job causes an increase in sup-

port for welfare policies. Much less is known about how an increase in unem-

ployment risk caused by the crisis affected attitudes among the much larger 

unharmed part of the population. The unharmed population is particularly im-

portant as they potentially had a greater cumulative effect on changes in ag-

gregate attitudes. By leveraging the significant and exogenously-induced 

changes in municipal unemployment caused by the Great Recession, this 

study provides more rigorous evidence than typically available to show that 

in the case of Sweden the unemployment shock did induce an aggregate in-

crease in support for raising unemployment insurance benefits. Another im-

portant contribution is the evaluation of the socioeconomic stratification of 

support over time, whereby attitudes among those less and more at risk of 

unemployment are tracked to determine if one or more groups are driving the 

change in aggregate support. The results demonstrate that the strongest driver 

behind changes in aggregate attitudes are individuals belonging to lower in-

come households. 
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Unemployment Shock and Support for 

Unemployment Benefits: Sweden and the 

Great Recession 

The bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers in September 2008 marked the accelera-

tion and expansion of the “Great Recession,” a period during which many 

prominent banks worldwide began to collapse, causing a cascade of acute eco-

nomic and market disruptions. Despite spirited policy responses and macroe-

conomic interventions, unemployment levels skyrocketed across the globe in 

the months and years following the crisis, increasing risk and broadening it to 

a larger than usual cross-section of the working-age population (Grusky et al. 

2011; Ólafsson et al. 2019). On both global and national levels, these events 

have prompted increased debate about and interest in the insurance function 

of welfare policies – in particular, the extent to which a far-reaching upsurge 

in unemployment gives rise to an increase in public support for unemployment 

insurance (Hacker et al. 2013; Rehm et al. 2012). 

Obtaining a better understanding of how support for core welfare institu-

tions, such as the unemployment insurance system, develops during periods 

of economic crisis is important for a variety of reasons. Recent cross-national 

evidence indicates the policy preferences of the public “account for 35 percent 

of the spending differences between social and liberal democracies, and over 

60 percent of spending differences between Christian and liberal democracies. 

Notably, the analyses also show that a substantial portion of the influence of 

policy preference is direct, occurring independent of the partisan composition 

of national government.” (Brooks and Manza 2007: 57). Therefore, a good 

theoretical and empirical understanding of how individual welfare attitudes 

vary with the economic context can be used to inform our understanding of 

fluctuations in welfare spending across time and space. 

In analyzing these questions, I will give particular attention is devoted to 

the role of material self-interest in the attitude formation process. That is, I 

draw on standard rational-choice theories in the field to form hypotheses about 

the value that different socio-economic groups attach to the unemployment 

insurance system during times of economic turbulence. I will then put these 

hypotheses to an empirical test to expand and deepen our understanding of the 

role of self-interested motives in explaining welfare state attitudes. 
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Related research focusing on non-crisis periods, indicates that contextual 

economic risk – as measured by higher levels of unemployment or inflation – 

is positively correlated with increased overall support for welfare policies 

(Blekesaune 2007; Blekesaune and Quadagno 2003; Kam and Nam 2008). 

However, because these studies rely on observational data, factors that persist 

over long periods of time42, including country or regional - average education, 

income levels, degrees of inequality, institutions, party-political history, cul-

ture, as well as other unobserved factors can affect both unemployment rates 

and attitudes toward unemployment insurance simultaneously, and therefore 

when unaccounted for can bias the results. As a result, there is a shortage of 

causally well-identified empirical studies on the relationship between eco-

nomic conditions and support for the unemployment insurance system. To 

bridge this empirical gap and expand the understanding of the self-interest 

thesis, this study leverages the exogenously induced economic decline pro-

duced by the Great Recession in the small open economy of Sweden. These 

conditions provide a methodological advantage because the origins of the cri-

sis should be unrelated to various demographic, economic, institutional, and 

cultural factors, which reduces the problems of confounding and omitted var-

iables plaguing much of the previous research on the topic. 

A few recent studies have examined the effect of the Great Recession 

(henceforth “the crisis”) on support for policies of social protection (Margalit 

2013; Marten 2019; Naumann et al. 2016; Owens and Pedulla 2014; Svallfors 

2011). Despite the significant contributions made by these recent studies, none 

of them examine in detail how the crisis affected the support for the unem-

ployment insurance system among the larger unharmed population (Margalit 

2013; Marten 2019; Naumann et al. 2016; Owens and Pedulla 2014; Svallfors 

2011). This is important as the larger unharmed population almost certainly 

had a greater cumulative impact on aggregate attitudes (and policy-making) 

than the much smaller sub-population of individuals who were directly 

harmed by becoming unemployed during the crisis. Most importantly, these 

studies and other previous research have largely failed to evaluate socioeco-

nomic breakdown of how the attitudes of the economically disadvantaged and 

advantaged groups increased or decreased over the course of the crisis43. Fail-

ing to interact these two economic factors, ignores real-world conditions, 

where one’s personal level of economic risk is either likely to amplify or mit-

igate the perception of risk one experiences during a sudden decline within the 

macro-economy. To shed greater light on this gap, this study will use Swedish 

survey data from immediately before and after the onset of the Great Reces-

                               

 
42 Also, known as time-invariant confounders. 
43 The study by Svallfors (2011) does track changes within and between class groups over time; 
however, he only employs descriptive statistics. 
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sion to study the interplay between changes in municipal-level contextual eco-

nomic risk (relative % change in unemployment) and individual economic ad-

vantage/disadvantage. Sweden represents a good case to study, as it experi-

enced a rapid and major change in contextual economic risk in the form of a 

recession,44 with an abrupt decline in GDP. Of particular importance for per-

ceptions of economic risk, the Swedish labor market experienced a substantial 

surge (of over 130,000) in early layoff notices between 2008 and 2009, result-

ing in a rise of 3 percentage points in the national unemployment rate between 

the last quarter of 2007 and the last quarter of 2009 (Dehdari 2018: 14-15; 

Swedish Fiscal Policy 2010: 34). 

To build our understanding of how support for unemployment insurance 

changed during the Great Recession, this study asks: Do abrupt changes in 

contextual economic risk increase general support for unemployment-insur-

ance? Do these changes have a stronger effect on economically disadvantaged 

who are already at high risk? And, do these changes also affect support among 

the economically advantaged? 

The results of this study show that in Sweden there was a temporary in-

crease in support for increasing unemployment-insurance benefits shortly af-

ter the 2008 crisis. Breaking down the structure of aggregate support, I find 

greater changes in attitudes among economically disadvantaged individuals 

residing in municipalities hardest hit by the crisis. Effects observed among the 

economically advantaged fail to attain statistical significance, but the direction 

of the relationship is the same as for the economically disadvantaged group. 

Theory and Previous Research 

Explanations for public attitudes toward policies of social protection have 

taken many forms in the field of welfare-state studies, with different studies 

focusing variously on the impact on attitudes of values/ideology, self-interest, 

interpersonal preferences, societal interests, unions, and types of welfare in-

stitution (Alesina and La Ferrara 2005; Bowles and Gintis 2000; Brooks and 

Manza 2007; Cusack et al. 2006; Iversen and Soskice 2001; Korpi and Palme 

2003; Rehm 2011, Svallfors 2003). Among the methods employed in these 

studies, the self-interest measure of unemployment risk45 stands out: a high 

risk of unemployment, namely, can cut across typical socioeconomic and ide-

ological cleavages to increase the number of supporters for policies of social 

protection (Iversen and Soskice 2001; Rehm et al. 2012). 

Theories of economic self-interest have chiefly been anchored in how pref-

erences emerge depending on how individuals’ real exposure to economic 

                               

 
44 Defined as two consecutive quarters of negative GDP growth. 
45 Also known as economic risk – I use the two terms interchangeably throughout this text. 
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(dis)advantage or economic risk influences the utility they derive from poli-

cies of social protection. Their utility is defined by their level of exposure and 

their prospects of being net-contributors (where taxes exceed their protection 

gains) or net-beneficiaries (where protection gains exceed their taxes) 

(Alesina and La Ferrara 2005; Blekesaune 2007; Blekesaune and Quadagno 

2003; Brunner et al. 2011; Cusack et al. 2006; Hasenfeld and Rafferty 1989; 

Iversen and Soskice 2001; Margalit 2013; Meltzer and Richard 1981, Moene 

and Wallerstein 2001; Naumann et al. 2016; Owens and Pedulla 2014; Rehm 

2009; Rehm 2011; Rehm et al. 2012). While economic risk and economic 

(dis)advantage46 are conceptually similar, examining how their respective 

combinations of incentives and disincentives functionally shape attitudes is a 

fundamental departure point for studying how economic shocks may produce 

changes in support for policies of social protection along the socioeconomic 

dimension. 

Champions of the self-interest thesis conventionally divide motives for fa-

voring social protection into two kinds: those rooted in a desire for redistribu-

tion, and those rooted in an interest in insurance. In the first case, economically 

disadvantaged individuals suffering from persistently lower incomes or poorer 

market opportunities overwhelmingly favor means-tested policies which pro-

tect them from material deprivation (Cook and Barrett 1992; Cusack et al. 

2006; Hasenfeld and Rafferty 1989; Iversen and Soskice 2001; Kam and Nam 

2008; Rehm et al. 2012). Conversely, greater opposition to such policies is 

found among those who enjoy the opposite condition (economic advantage), 

inasmuch as they pay via taxes for such assistance but rarely need or receive 

it (ibid). 

In the second case, advocacy of social protection is instead driven by an 

interest in insuring against the risk of unemployment (Blekesaune and 

Quadagno 2003; Cusack et al. 2006; Iversen and Soskice 2001; Moene and 

Wallerstein 2001; Rehm 2009; Rehm 2011; Rehm et al. 2012). Because firms 

and occupations often require specific skills that are not in broad demand, 

many workers are severely limited in their ability to move to other firms or 

occupations in the event of industrial downturns or dislocation. This situation 

exposes workers with specific skills47 to greater risk of unemployment and 

downward mobility than that borne by workers with general skills which are 

                               

 
46 The two measures are generally distinguished in the following way: economic disadvantage 
reflects the financial means of individuals, whereas risk reflects their risk of suffering short- 
and long-term unemployment, particularly if their skills are not readily transferable across labor 
sectors/industries. For example, persons with highly specific skills (e.g., commercial airline 
pilots) may command a high income (i.e., be economically advantaged); yet, if they experience 
unemployment, they are restricted in terms of other jobs they can take and they may therefore 
experience long-term unemployment (i.e., they face substantial economic risk). 
47 Refers to the composition of skills along a continuum from general to specific, where general 
skills are more portable across labor sectors and specific skills are not. These translate into 
shorter vs. longer bouts of unemployment, and higher vs. lower risks of downward mobility. 
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more transferable across industry and sector (Rehm 2012: 387-8; Iversen and 

Soskice 2001). As a result, even economically advantaged individuals who 

have invested in specific skills benefit from the protection afforded by public 

social insurance against loss of income resulting from sustained bouts of un-

employment (Iversen and Soskice 2001). This is underscored by the fact that 

private market insurance substitutes are often unavailable, or are much more 

expensive than publicly subsidized insurance (Rehm et al. 2012: 403). 

One fundamental difference between policies that aim at means-tested re-

distribution and those that provide insurance is that the latter benefit a broader 

range of socioeconomic strata, thereby expanding support for policies of so-

cial protection across the line separating the disadvantaged from the advan-

taged (Rehm et al. 2012: 387-8). Redistribution, by contrast, is a much more 

fraught affair ideologically; and its appeal across the socioeconomic spectrum 

is narrower, due to the fact that it solely benefits disadvantaged groups that 

are often portrayed as free riders. Insurance-based policies have a broader ap-

peal. Moreover, as Iversen and Soskice point out, “at any given level of in-

come, […], workers with specific skills are more inclined to support a high 

level of protection than are those with general skills” (2001: 889). The eco-

nomic dynamic among workers that earn higher wages but who face a high 

risk of unemployment works essentially as follows: their incentive to support 

(insurance-based) policies that protect against the risks arising from unem-

ployment is greater than disincentive of higher taxes needed to finance redis-

tribution. The broader implication, which finds empirical support in the Rehm 

et al. (2012) study, is that under the conditions in question – when economic 

disadvantage and risk are less correlated48 with each other – support for un-

employment insurance policy among the better-off grows stronger. 

Thus, with the onset of a recession and the intensification and broadening 

of economic risk that it entails – perceived risk should rise not only among the 

economically disadvantaged, but also economically advantaged individuals 

(particularly those enjoying modest advantages). This reasoning is based on 

the specific assumption that, when moderately advantaged individuals are 

confronted with an unexpected increase in contextual-level economic risk,49 

they too will perceive a greater personal utility from insurance-based welfare 

policies. This pattern is supported by earlier studies on welfare state attitudes. 

As Svallfors (2004) shows, the economic crisis in Sweden during the 1990’s 

increased support for welfare policies among the more advantage groups, di-

minishing the gap between less and moderately advantaged groups (manual 

labor class and non-manual middle class). Further, and drawing on research 

                               

 
48 This would involve, high income individuals being at greater risk of unemployment, com-
pared to the more common situation of them being at low risk especially compared to lower 
income individuals. 
49 Measured at the local level. The choice of a more proximate contextual-level measure (local 
versus national) is described in the Data and Design section. 
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in the field of psychology, concerns about ‘job insecurity’ is a consequence of 

how people interpret the conditions of their economic environment (Anderson 

and Pontusson 2007; Sverke et al. 2002). Anderson and Pontusson (2007: 228) 

show that among a number of objective factors, labor market conditions, 

namely change in unemployment rate, “powerfully shape employment-related 

worries of individuals” independent of socioeconomic status. 

In effect, conditions of economic crisis are expected to reduce opposition 

to policies of social protection – particularly those of an insurance-based type 

– that people express under more stable and normal economic conditions. As 

a consequence, we can expect the typical socioeconomic stratification of sup-

port for unemployment policy to be upset, with support displayed by moder-

ately advantaged persons50 increasingly resembling that expressed by the dis-

advantaged, and therefore aggregate support for insurance based policies will 

increase as well. The assumption here is not, however, that contextual risk will 

impact attitudes as significantly as persistent forms of individual unemploy-

ment risk do. The reason is that they are neither consistently or tangibly felt, 

nor do they directly define an individual’s risk of unemployment. 

Recent research on the Great Recession’s effect on welfare attitudes gen-

erally51 follow a pattern where aggregate52 welfare state support declines with 

survey questions that focus on means-tested or general definitions of welfare 

policy (Margalit 2013; Owens and Pedulla 2014), and an increase in support 

when they exclusively focus on unemployment insurance (Naumann et al. 

2016; Svallfors 2011)53. This pattern reveals that means-tested welfare poli-

cies which inherently have less appeal across socio-economic groups54 be-

came more unpopular when contextual economic risk increased, whereas 

those that evaluated opinions on insurance–based programs, saw an increase 

in support following the crisis. However as emphasized earlier, one should be 

cautious when interpreting these results, as three of five of these studies rely 

on an imprecise measure of contextual economic risk (Naumann et al. 2016; 

                               

 
50 According to the self-interest thesis, the most economically advantaged – the wealthiest 
white-collar workers – are not expected to change their attitudes, because an increase in unem-
ployment benefits provides them with little to no benefit. They are also less likely than other 
workers to experience unemployment during a crisis, because their labor skills are in much 
higher demand on average. If they do experience unemployment, finally, it is likely to be shorter 
than that experienced by other workers. 
51 The one outlier being Marten (2019), possibly because her measure of social policy does not 
fit into a clear category of a means-tested or insurance based policy. Read below for more detail. 
52 That is not including those directly harmed by the crisis (e.g., loss of job or large loss of 
income). 
53 Kenworthy and Owens (2011) also evaluate attitudes following the crisis, however the man-
ner in which they report their results (no confidence intervals or statistical significance reported) 
and the larger number of questions they present make their findings difficult to evaluate and 
compare to the other studies. They also do not measure contextual economic risk in a more 
precise manner. 
54 Due to the fact that they will not benefit a large cross-section of the population. 
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Owens and Pedulla 2014; Svallfors 2011). The lack of precision of context in 

these studies severely limits their ability to distinguish between the specific 

effect of contextual economic risk and that of other factors correlated with it. 

In addition, because none of the five new studies evaluate for heterogeneous 

effects caused by the crisis among the advantaged/disadvantaged groups over 

time we are left in the dark as to which groups are driving the aggregate 

changes in attitudes that they report. Among the two studies that observe an 

increase in overall support for unemployment insurance (Naumann et al. 2016; 

Svallfors 2011), neither use local measures of contextual economic risk. For 

the two studies that do, the first, which focuses on both means-tested policy 

in combination with aiding the unemployed55 observes that an increase in 

county unemployment rate decreases support for this question (Margalit 

2013). On the other hand, the second study which measures attitudes by asking 

respondents about “social benefits” and “allowances and support” does ob-

serve an increase in support for these policies as contextual economic risk in-

creases at the municipal level56 (Marten 2019). While the author makes the 

claim that this wording is more indicative of an insurance-based policy and 

not a means-tested policy none of the questions used make any mention of 

unemployment or insurance and so care should be treated with caution when 

comparing these results to the others. 

As mentioned above, the difference in attitudinal outcomes observed be-

tween the five studies may arise from the differing emphases of their survey 

questions (on insurance-oriented versus redistributive motives respectively) 

and/or because of reduced accuracy when measuring contextual economic 

risk.  As a result, it remains unclear whether or not economic context, similar 

to economic harm (loss of unemployment), increases support for unemploy-

ment insurance, and if it does, whether it redraws coalitions to expand aggre-

gate support across a broader range of socioeconomic strata compared to what 

we see in the recent studies that emphasize means-tested policies. This uncer-

tainty suggests the need for further study. 

If we are to understand how self-interest explains attitudes toward unem-

ployment insurance policy, we will need an analysis that takes into account 

contextual economic risk and more persistent forms of individual economic 

(dis)advantage simultaneously. As highlighted above, economic risk and 

(dis)advantage are not mutually exclusive; and considering the one in isolation 

from the other will only allow us to account for changes in each measure at an 

aggregate level, in effect yielding very limited information about the mecha-

                               

 
55 “Do you support an increase in the funding of government programs for helping the poor and 
the unemployed with education, training, employment, and social services, even if this might 
raise your taxes?” (Margalit 2013: 84) 
56 Marten used municipal unemployment rate to measure contextual economic risk. 
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nisms of self-interest. However, by addressing the interrelation between indi-

vidual economic (dis)advantage and changes in contextual economic risk dur-

ing an economic shock, I can test how the two interact and affect support for 

insurance-based social protection. 

In the following section, I outline several hypotheses to evaluate changes 

in both the composition and the aggregate level of support for social protection 

in Sweden following the onset of the Great Recession in 2008. 

Hypotheses 

Three hypotheses are formulated below regarding changes in attitudes among 

individuals of different economic status following unemployment shocks and 

thereby elevated levels of economic risk caused by the Great Recession. A 

straightforward test is first conducted for the unconditional relationship be-

tween attitudes and the crisis, in an attempt to ascertain the scope of the ag-

gregate effects. The object here is to establish a reference point for determin-

ing whether the sum of changes among the different socioeconomic groups 

led to a decline/increase in aggregate support (after all, various combinations 

of changes in the composition of support may appear57). The primary theoret-

ical interest of the study is centered around the remaining two hypotheses that 

test whether the effect on attitudes differ among individuals depending on 

their economic standing. 

 

• Hypothesis 1: The unemployment shock caused by the Great Re-

cession increased average support for raising unemployment bene-

fits among employed individuals. 

• Hypothesis 2: The unemployment shock caused by the Great Re-

cession increased support for raising unemployment benefits 

among the economically disadvantaged. 

• Hypothesis 3: The unemployment shock caused by the Great Re-

cession increased support for raising unemployment benefits 

among the economically advantaged. 

Case Selection 

To test these hypotheses, I have selected the country of Sweden – for two 

reasons. First, to reexamine the findings for Sweden reported by Svallfors 

(2011), whose results contradict those of Margalit (2013) and Owens and Pe-

dulla (2014). Svallfors finds that attitudes toward the welfare state grew more 

favorable following the global financial crisis (2011). And second, because 

                               

 
57 Because inferences at the sub-population level will not automatically translate into an under-
standing of average changes at the total population level. 
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Sweden experienced a sudden and sharp contraction in GDP (by six per cent) 

during the first two years58 of the global financial crisis – a full three per cent 

more than the OECD average over the same period (Bergman 2011; Hassler 

2010). This resulted in an significant surge in early layoff notices, as men-

tioned earlier. The brunt of these changes was borne in the export-sensitive 

manufacturing sector, which suffered an 11.8% drop in employment between 

2008Q1 and 2010Q1 (Hassler 2010: 28; OECD Economic Surveys Sweden 

2011; Swedish Fiscal Policy 2010: 147). Moreover, manufacturing-heavy re-

gions enjoyed low rates of unemployment prior to the crisis, which means they 

experienced a sharper rise in unemployment than other areas. We might there-

fore expect the attitudes of a larger proportion of the economically advantaged 

sub-population to have been affected in these regions than in areas less marked 

by manufacturing. This should allow for a better test of whether or not per-

ceived risk affected attitudes among unharmed individuals who ran only a 

modest risk of unemployment. 

Changes in policy are especially likely to affect attitudes toward unemploy-

ment-insurance benefits. In the case of Sweden, unemployment-insurance pol-

icy is standardized at the national level, so there are no regional differences in 

terms of benefits or cost of membership. However, prior to and during the 

initial stages of the crisis, both benefits and membership fees were restruc-

tured. The first stage of the changes, which came into effect on January 1st, 

2007, saw an increase in membership fees by approximately 220 SEK (Swe-

dish crowns) per month,59 as well as an overall reduction in income-replace-

ment rates – with larger reductions for lower- and middle-income groups 

(Swedish Fiscal Policy 2009: 190-193; 2010: 279-283). Then one year later, 

on January 1st, 2008, fees were reduced by approximately 70 SEK per month, 

in an effort to reverse a rapid decline in membership that had occurred subse-

quent to the policy changes made the year before (Swedish Fiscal Policy 2009: 

190-197). It seems likely that the initial policy changes caused an increase in 

public support for raising unemployment benefits. However, since the changes 

in benefits were made nine months prior to the pre-crisis survey period (late 

200760), changes in attitudes driven by the policy changes are unlikely to have 

upwardly biased outcomes in the post-crisis period – which in this case was 

2009,61 two years after the changes were implemented. 

                               

 
58 From the first quarter in 2008 to the last quarter in 2009. 
59 On the date of implementation, 220 SEK was equivalent to 32 USD. 
60 See the Data and Design section for details on the collection period of the NSOM survey. 
61 The post-crisis period is defined as 2009; survey data for 2008 was excluded. See details for 
this decision under the independent variable measure in the Data and Design section. 
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Analytical Strategy 

This section outlines the method for evaluating the hypotheses, emphasizing 

the statistical strategy used to test for a relationship between the crisis and 

attitudes by reducing the effects of selection and omitted variable bias. 

Owing to the fact that despite the onset of the financial crisis being un-

planned, the unemployment incidence of the crisis was not randomly distrib-

uted across municipalities, which introduces the likelihood that confounding 

factors other than the crisis are driving attitudes. For example, because the 

manufacturing industry is heavily export dependent it experienced a much 

sharper increase in unemployment than other industries. This is problematic 

because municipalities that are overrepresented by manufacturing labor are 

also structurally different from other municipalities in terms of having a higher 

proportion of manual labor workers and less educated individuals, which also 

on average have more positive attitudes toward unemployment insurance. 

To help account for the bias that these time-invariant confounders intro-

duce, a difference-in-difference (DiD) design is used. If we briefly pretend for 

the sake of clarity62 that we have a case where there is only a treated group of 

municipalities affected by the crisis and an un-treated (control) group of mu-

nicipalities not affected by the crisis; the DiD design will account for the fact 

that the two groups are different by subtracting the pre-crisis attitudinal dif-

ference from the post-crisis attitude difference between the treated and un-

treated groups63 (Angrist and Pischke 2015: 183; Angrist and Pischke 2009; 

Pischke 2005). However, for this strategy to work, attitudinal trends must have 

remained the same across treated and untreated municipalities in the absence 

of the crisis, also known as the “parallel trends” assumption (Angrist and 

Pischke 2015: 184; Gerring 2012: 287). This implies that attitudes of individ-

uals living in municipalities that were hit by the crisis (treated) would have 

developed similarly to municipalities not hit (un-treated) by the crisis, if they 

counterfactually had not been hit by the crisis. If the assumption of parallel 

trends holds the DiD model will approximate the causal effect of the crisis on 

attitudes64. 

To test how the crisis affected public support for unemployment insurance 

this study will rely on the use of OLS Difference-in-Difference (DiD) models, 

using both continuous and binary treatment specifications. The model is writ-

ten as: 

                               

 
62 This is a simplification for the purpose of explaining the intuition behind the DiD modeling 
technique. 
63 This is mathematically equivalent to saying: “subtracting the pre-crisis attitudinal differences 
between treated and un-treated group from their post-crisis differences.” 
64 A DiD model in this scenario controls for municipal-fixed (time-invariant) confounding fac-
tors, and time-varying (but municipal-invariant) confounding factors. 



 

 72 

𝑌𝑖𝑚𝑡 =  𝛼 + 𝜐𝑡  + 𝛾𝑚 +  𝛿𝐶𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑖𝑠𝑚𝑡 +  𝜆Χ𝑖𝑚𝑡 +  휀𝑖𝑚𝑡            (1.1) 

Because the crisis effect varies in a non-binary manner the preferred treat-

ment specification of this study is measured as a continuous variable. In order 

to implement the DiD design using a continuous treatment65 an OLS regres-

sion is run while controlling for municipal and time fixed effects. In equation 

1.1 the 𝑖 subscript represents individuals and the 𝑚 subscript municipalities. 

The subscript for year is 𝑡 that can take the values 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, 

and 2011. 𝑌𝑖𝑚𝑡  represents individual level attitudes of support for unemploy-

ment insurance, 𝐶𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑖𝑠𝑚𝑡 is a continuous measure of the crisis treatment 

which represents change in unemployment at the municipal-level. For each 

municipality 𝑚, the value of 𝐶𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑒𝑠𝑚𝑡 switches between the pre-treatment 

period 𝑡 ≤ 2008 and the post-treatment period 𝑡 >= 2009. This variable is 

kept constant across post-treatment years and equation 1.4 below explains in 

detail how it is constructed.66 𝛼 is the intercept, 𝜐𝑡 captures year fixed effects, 

𝛾𝑚 captures municipal fixed effects in the continuous model, Χ𝑖𝑚𝑡 captures 

individual level control variables, and finally 휀𝑖𝑚𝑡 represents the random er-

rors.  In addition, and to reproduce a visual analysis of attitudes over time 

(Figure 1.3 found in the results section) a binary treatment that measures the 

crisis is also tested. This involves collapsing the continuous range of the crisis 

measure observed across municipalities into two groups; low crisis and high 

crisis groups67. This also includes converting municipal fixed effects into 

group fixed effects, and understanding that all “𝑚” subscripts in equation 1.1 

represent a low or high crisis group instead of individual municipalities. 

With this model, municipal-time variation68 is better isolated to identify the 

crisis effect. Additional control variables that vary by municipality and time 

are also included to reduce omitted variable bias. Because of the use of multi-

level data and the likelihood of bias in the estimated standard errors, standard 

errors are clustered at the municipal level69. 

To investigate if the crisis effect varies among individuals with different 

economic disadvantage or advantage (hypothesis 2 and 3) a sub-sample anal-

ysis is conducted using equation 1.1. This involves splitting the total sample 

                               

 
65 Unlike the more common DiD modeling practice which defines treatment as a binary meas-
ure, this study defines treatment as a continuous measure. See Table A.6 in the appendix for 
more details. See Angrist and Pischke 2009; Angrist and Pischke 2015; Card 1992; Pischke 
2005 for examples of this modeling technique. 
66 Note that 𝑝 = 𝑡 only when running specifications with only the two years 2007 and 2009. 
67 See “independent variable” sub-section for details on how these groups are constructed. 
68 Or group-time variation when using a binary measure of the crisis. 
69 The application of clustered robust standard errors is motivated by the presence of intraclass 
correlation and serial correlation within the individual-level observations and municipal-level 
observations, respectively (Angrist and Pischke 2009: 308 – 318; Angrist and Pischke 2015: 
205 – 207; Bertrand et al. 2004; Cameron and Miller 2015). Addressing these statistical prob-
lems is important as conventional standard error outputs will be downwardly biased, resulting 
in imprecise estimates and potentially spurious findings (ibid). 
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into lower and higher income sub-samples (based on mean and median in-

come). This is done to check for heterogeneous treatment effects between dif-

ferent populations, specifically if the effects of the crisis differ between in-

come groups. While the sub-sample analysis provides a means for testing how 

the crisis produced changes within high or low income groups independently, 

it is not able to identify if changes in attitudes between groups were signifi-

cantly different. For example, if the low income sub-group demonstrates a 

large and statistically significant effect, but the high income sub-group shows 

a moderate and statistically non-significant effect, it may seem that the effect 

of the crisis on attitudes was different/heterogeneous across income groups; 

however, this can only be confirmed by an additional test. Therefore, an inter-

action effect model, equation 1.2, is run, which interacts income group with 

the crisis, to test whether or not attitudes between low and high income groups 

are significantly different:70 

𝑌𝑤𝑖𝑚𝑡 = 𝛼 + 𝜐𝑡𝑤 + 𝜙𝑚𝑤 +  𝛿𝐶𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑒𝑠𝑚𝑡 + 𝛽𝐶𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑒𝑠𝑚𝑡ℎ𝑤 +  𝜆Χ𝑖𝑚𝑡 +
θX𝑖𝑚𝑡ℎ𝑤 + 휀𝑖𝑤𝑚𝑡                                                                                     (1.2) 

While related to the DiD model, the interaction model involves several ad-

ditional parameters and a different interpretation. The first difference is the 

addition of the 𝑤 subscript to indicate income group71. The outcome variable, 

𝑌𝑤𝑖𝑚𝑡 , still represents individual level attitudes of support for unemployment 

insurance and 𝛼 remains the intercept. The 𝑤 subscript is also added to several 

controls variables found in equation 1.1 to account for income-specific year 

fixed effects using 𝜐𝑡𝑤, as well as income-specific municipal fixed effects us-

ing 𝛾𝑚𝑤. Different to the DiD model (1.1), 𝐶𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑒𝑠𝑚𝑡 now reflects how change 

in municipal unemployment affects attitudes among only lower income 

groups, and 𝐶𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑒𝑠𝑚𝑡ℎ𝑤  represents the additional impact that change in mu-

nicipal unemployment has on attitudes among higher income groups. This sec-

ond measure that includes the “ℎ𝑤” identifies if the effect of the crisis is or is 

not significantly different between lower and higher income groups. The same 

interpretation is applied to Χ𝑖𝑚𝑡 and X𝑖𝑚𝑡ℎ𝑤 , which identifies the income-

specific impact of various individual-level covariates on lower versus higher 

income groups, respectively. Finally, 휀𝑖𝑤𝑚𝑡  represents the random errors. 

For this study, isolating a causal effect rests on the validity of parallel 

trends72, which in this case reflects the assumption that the crisis effect is ex-

ogenous (i.e. – uncorrelated with the error term conditional on the covariates) 

                               

 
70 The interaction model provides standard errors for “β” in order to identify whether low- and 
high-income groups differ significantly. 
71 Income groups are nested within municipalities, years, and periods before and after the crisis. 
72 This assumes there is no remaining omitted variable bias correlated with the crisis and attitude 
variable, which is not already controlled for in the DiD model. 
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(Angrist and Pischke 2009: 51-64). Unfortunately, because the attitude varia-

ble for unemployment benefits was not included in surveys prior to 2007 it is 

impossible to check if there were parallel pre-treatment trends in attitudes be-

tween municipalities least and most affected by the crisis. Yet, because the 

crisis originated outside the borders of Sweden, which reduces the effects of 

selection/omitted variable bias that is more prominent in studies evaluating 

attitudes during non-crisis periods. 

Data and Design 

To measure attitudes, I have drawn data from the National SOM survey, in-

cluding five consecutive years between 2007 and 2011, with a national ran-

dom sampling based on population register data73 of approximately 3000 to 

5000 respondents per year from all 290 municipalities in Sweden. The survey 

includes a comprehensive series of questions about societal issues and state 

institutions, as well as important socioeconomic information about individual 

respondents. This information is complemented by monthly municipal-level 

employment data from Statistics Sweden and the Swedish Public Employment 

Service (Arbetsförmedlingen), the purpose being to capture the effect/magni-

tude of the economic crisis in the individual municipalities. In order to capture 

properly the effect of economic risk – as a reflection of security derived from 

employment – I have delimited the analysis to respondents who were em-

ployed. Therefore, persons who were unemployed or non-employed (pension-

ers, students, etc.) at the time they completed the survey are excluded, since 

their motives clearly were not driven by the mechanism of interest here: eco-

nomic risk (the risk of becoming unemployed), as opposed to economic harm 

(being unemployed), altruism, social values, etc. 

Dependent Variable 

To measure individual support for an “insurance-oriented” type of welfare 

policy, the National SOM survey asks respondents: “What is your opinion on 

raising unemployment benefits?” Responses are ranked on an ordinal “Likert 

scale” from 1 to 5, with 1 representing very unfavorable, 2 unfavorable, 3 in-

different, 4 favorable, and 5 very favorable. 

This operationalization is ideal for our purposes. It effectively captures 

self-interested behavior that is driven by insurance-oriented motives, because 

it does not suggest any broader social benefit or any redistribution to a means-

tested group. Many other studies have muddied the issue by using survey 

questions that ask if providing government-funded services or help to the poor 

and unemployed is important. Such questions unfortunately tap both insur-

                               

 
73 As opposed to surveys that rely on phone-number data. 
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ance-oriented and redistributive motives, interfering with the proper measure-

ment of the self-interest mechanism. The survey question here is also helpful 

because it relates directly to the specific issue of how individuals understand 

the consequences of the crisis (rising unemployment); and as such, how this 

condition affects their personal unemployment risk and their attitudes toward 

policies that can cushion them in the event of unemployment. 

Independent Variable 

Unlike typical economic periods, which involve cyclical changes in unem-

ployment, crises provide a rare investigative opportunity, in that they often 

expose a greater proportion of the economically advantaged population to the 

risk of unemployment. In order to capture changes in contextual risk, this pa-

per exploits the within-country spatial variation of the crisis over time. As 

mentioned earlier, changes in unemployment induced by the crisis are meas-

ured at the municipal level. Measuring change at the local or municipal level 

is preferable, because it reveals a high and broad variation of effects74 pro-

duced by the crisis which are concealed when national-level figures are used 

(conditions at the national level may differ significantly from those that pre-

vail locally). Conditions that are more proximate spatially are also more likely 

to influence perceptions of unemployment risk, because labor markets are not 

national but regional; and because individuals are regularly exposed to infor-

mation about conditions at the local level via local media and contact with 

other community members (Books and Prysby 1991; Nisbett and Ross 1980). 

Information about declining economic conditions also arrives via more routes 

at the local than at the national level, either through contact with neighbors or 

community members who were recently laid off because their employer had 

to downsize its workforce due to the crisis; or via news about local businesses 

which have closed, thereby affecting sales, productivity, and employment 

within the community (given the role they had played as important clients for 

other local businesses).75 In addition, workers cannot relocate easily: if their 

skills are in low demand in their local area, they may feel that longer-term 

unemployment is a real risk. Points of contact and sources of information are 

far more abundant, and therefore more tangible, at the local level than at the 

more distant national level. 

Departing from the common practice of measuring contextual economic 

risk by the 12 month mean-level of unemployment, this study uses the relative 

(%) change in unemployment level over the previous 12 months. This choice 

is warranted by the unique character of a crisis (with the marked and sudden 

                               

 
74 Where individuals witness job cuts or economic decline in their neighborhood/area firsthand. 
75 Negative spillover effects. 
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change it involves),76 as well as by what behavioral science has to say about 

how humans process changes to their environment/circumstances. As behav-

ioral science has shown, human perception is reference-dependent (Kahneman 

2003: 1454-56; Tversky and Kahneman 1991). Tversky and Kahneman 

(1991) found humans overwhelmingly assess their situation not according to 

only their current circumstances (i.e., mean level of unemployment), but ra-

ther in terms of what they have gained and lost relative to their previous situ-

ation. For example, a sudden change in conditions, such as a broad and abrupt 

loss of a jobs in the community will not be accurately captured by the current 

mean-level of unemployment, as it will not reveal the full extent of gains or 

losses. In addition, comparing only absolute increases/decreases in unemploy-

ment over a 12-month period often fails to provide information about the bal-

ance of gains and losses that one municipality versus another experience as a 

result of the crisis.77 

To measure the relative change in municipal unemployment levels, I use 

the 12-month period before the first collection month of the National SOM 

survey. With the first collection month for the annual survey falling in Octo-

ber, September of the same year serves as the final month, and October from 

the previous year serves as the beginning month. For example, when regress-

ing reported survey attitudes for year “t” against the measure of municipal-

level unemployment from the previous 12 months, I use the following for-

mula: 

𝑈𝐸𝛥𝑡 =
[𝑈𝐸 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒 𝑆𝑒𝑝𝑡𝑒𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟𝑡−𝑈𝐸 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒 𝑂𝑐𝑡𝑜𝑏𝑒𝑟𝑡−1]

𝑈𝐸 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒 𝑂𝑐𝑡𝑜𝑏𝑒𝑟𝑡−1
                     (1.3) 

Conveniently, the beginning month of the measure, October, coincides with 

the first signs of when the economic fallout from the 2008 financial crisis be-

gan to affect unemployment rates across Sweden. 

Figure 1.1 sheds some light on the extent of average changes in unemploy-

ment levels across Swedish municipalities between October 2006 and Sep-

tember 201178. It shows the national annual average of these changes, as well 

as one standard deviation above and below the mean. The peak of the crisis 

                               

 
76 Historical trends measure the effect of persistent circumstances, not of abrupt and transitory 
changes. 
77 For example, “municipality A” may see a change from 4% to 8% in unemployment, whereas 
“municipality B” sees a change from 2% to 6%. The absolute change in the two cases is iden-
tical (4% points); however, the relative change is 100% for A and 200% for B. Municipality A 
has a higher level of unemployment, but municipality B experiences a much larger relative 
impact. If the municipalities are small or moderate in size, these effects will likely translate into 
greater tangible effects on the community in the latter case, both in terms of economic decline 
and in terms of an individual’s exposure to or knowledge about the real downturn being expe-
rienced by the local economy. 
78 Recall the values assigned to year 2007 are calculated using unemployment values between 
October 2006 and September 2007. The same applies for all other years. 
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hit in 2009 (𝑈𝐸𝛥2009) – between October 2008 and September 2009 – with 

an observed range between -8% and 212%, and a mean value of 71% (Figure 

1.2). 

 

Figure 1.1: Average Municipal Unemployment Change (Sweden) 
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Figure 1.2: 2009 Municipal Unemployment Change (%) in Sweden
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The changes observed in both figures substantiate the significance of the 

crisis effect across municipalities, even in light of the fact that the manufac-

turing labor sector was the primary casualty of higher unemployment. 

Recognizing that a change in attitudes is most likely to follow a period with 

the most significant relative unemployment change, I have selected 𝑈𝐸𝛥2009 

to represent the primary treatment measure of the crisis. Defining the pre-cri-

sis treatment measure is 𝑈𝐸𝛥2007. This is warranted for two reasons: first, 

because the news of the global financial crisis broke in early September 2008; 

and second, because an extraordinary increase in early termination notices 

within Swedish manufacturing industry began in September and October of 

2008 (Appendix: Figure A.1). For these reasons, it is highly probable that in-

dividuals surveyed at the end of 2008 (𝑈𝐸𝛥2008) were influenced by the pro-

spect of increasing unemployment risk, despite the limited change in the un-

employment rate observed in the previous 12 months (see year 2008, Figure 

1.1). As such the year 2008 is not considered a clear pre-treatment case and it 

is dropped from the main models. 

Consistent with the dynamic DiD modeling approach used to capture a 

treatment effect in this study, and in order to account for lagged effects of the 

crisis, I have replaced all municipal crisis values in 2010 and 2011 with the 

values of unemployment change they experienced in 2009 (𝑈𝐸𝛥2009)79. Bol-

stering this choice is the fact that, despite a lack of change in average 𝑈𝐸𝛥𝑡 in 

2010 and 2011, average unemployment levels for municipalities were higher 

for these years than they were in 2009;80 accordingly, replacing their values 

with 𝑈𝐸𝛥2009 will capture the sudden impact of worsened local-level eco-

nomic conditions that would otherwise be obscured if year-unique measures 

were used. 

For greater clarity on how the crisis is measured, see equation (1.4) below 

and Table A.6 in the appendix. 

𝐶𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑖𝑠𝑚𝑡 =  {
𝑈𝐸𝛥2007,  𝑖𝑓 𝑡 < 2008

𝑈𝐸𝛥2009.   𝑖𝑓 𝑡 ≥ 2009
                            (1.4) 

 

Two other measures are also tested. A binary measure of the crisis is in-

cluded, composed by splitting municipalities into two groups using the mean 

value of 𝑈𝐸𝛥2007/𝑈𝐸𝛥2009; then assigning the group below the mean and the 

                               

 
79 While it would not be incorrect to use year unique changes in unemployment this would make 
it more difficult to isolate for the actual treatment effect of the crisis and assume that there are 
no lagged effects. 
80 The average national unemployment rate during the same period (October(t-1) to Septem-
ber(t)) was 6.25% (2007), 6% (2008), 7.8% (2009), 8.75% (2010), 7.85% (2011) (OECD 2016). 
These values were estimated using the same beginning (October) and end months (September) 
for 𝑈𝐸𝛥𝑡 which is used to compose the crisis measure. 
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group above their respective group 𝑈𝐸𝛥 averages. And for the purpose of ro-

bustness testing, the more common measure of contextual economic risk – the 

mean level of unemployment – is tested and reviewed in the robustness sec-

tion. 

Individual-Level Control Variables (Self-Interest and Values) 

To test whether the economic standing of individuals affects their attitudes 

toward social protection, I use household income as my measure. Here self-

reported household income data has been re-composed into an 8-point scale 

(treated as a continuous scale), ranging from the smallest observed value of 

50 (representing a pre-tax annual income of 50,000 SEK) to the highest value 

of 750 (representing income of 750,000 SEK or more)81. Because the survey 

measure of household income varied in range over the years, with the smallest 

range measured on an 8-point scale, and the largest range on a 12-point scale 

the measure was recomposed in order to standardize it for all five years. Ad-

ditionally, the original form of household income was always measured in in-

tervals of 100,000 SEK (from 0 to 100k, 101k to 200k, etc.), but was converted 

to the median values (0 to 100 = 50) of the original intervals in order better to 

resemble a continuous measure. Household income is also measured as a bi-

nary variable, with households with an income at or below the mean/median 

(495,000/550,000 SEK) defined as low-income households (value = 0), and 

those with an income above that level defined as high-income households 

(value = 1). 

Education is included as a crude proxy for skill. This is based on the finding 

that, as education increases, skills are often greater and more transferable, re-

ducing the individual’s risk of suffering unemployment, particularly of the 

long-term kind. Education is measured as a binary variable, with 1 represent-

ing individuals who have attained no more than a secondary degree, and 2 for 

individuals who have undergone any kind of post-secondary education (voca-

tional, university courses, university degree). I have also added control varia-

bles for age and gender, which are reported through state registry information 

that is matched to survey respondents. I have included variables for age in 

order to take account of the fact that, as previous research has shown, older 

workers are typically more concerned with job security and are therefore more 

supportive of robust public safety nets. And I have included gender in order 

to take account of the potential bias arising from the fact that women are dis-

proportionately employed within the public sector, whereas men are often 

found in the private sector. In addition, since women must often leave the la-

bor market in order to bear and raise children, they tend to be more supportive 

of social protection. Finally, a measure of political ideology is included as 

                               

 
81 Note: a one-unit change in household income in the regression tables is equivalent to a 1,000 
SEK difference in income. 
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well, in order to take account of typical partisan views on welfare policy. Sur-

vey respondents were asked to define themselves on a 5-point scale of political 

ideology, with 1 representing clearly left, 2 somewhat left, 3 center, 4 some-

what right, and 5 clearly right. The measure is re-composed into a 1-to-3 scale. 

Main Results 

The first step of the results section will evaluate the unconditional effect, or 

general effect of the crisis on attitudes in municipalities corresponding to hy-

pothesis 1; and the second step will focus on evaluating the conditional effect 

of the crisis for subpopulations of different household incomes, corresponding 

to hypotheses 2 and 3. Both sections will employ graphical and corresponding 

inferential results to review the evidence of attitudinal trends prior to, during 

and following the crisis. 

Beginning with the unconditional effect of the crisis (hypothesis 1), Figure 

1.3 depicts a graph of average support over time for “raising unemployment 

benefits” using a binary measure of the crisis. 

 

Figure 1.3: Average Support for Raising Unemployment Benefits by Crisis In-
tensity
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The graph sorts individuals into either municipalities that experienced be-

low and equal to the mean of 𝑈𝐸𝛥2009 (dashed line), or those above the mean 

of 𝑈𝐸𝛥2009 (solid)82. The divergence in attitudes observed in 2008 are likely 

explained by the early beginning of the coming crisis, which had yet to incur 

greater damage to the Swedish economy until later in 2009. The most notable 

feature in Figure 1.3 is the larger divergence in average attitudes that occurs 

between the two groups in 2009, during the year immediately following the 

eruption of the financial crisis. 

The interpretation of the values observed reveal preferences that range from 

being indifferent (3) to shifting toward believing it a good idea (4) to raise 

unemployment benefits; with the highest average value, 3.6, identified in the 

year 2009, following the first year of the onset of the crisis in Sweden. For 

years 2010 and 2011 a leveling off and similar trend between the two groups 

of municipalities indicates that the initial effect of the crisis was only tempo-

rary. At the same time, the increase in support among both groups when com-

paring year 2007 to 2010 and extending into 2011 may suggest that the public 

at the national became more aware of how the crisis had a damaging effect 

regardless of their residence in a high- or low-unemployment municipality. 

Moving on, Table 1.1 displays the inferential results using both the binary 

and continuous measure83 of the crisis. For the binary measure of the crisis, 

models 1 and 2 show a similar trend to what is observed in Figure 1.3. Com-

paring differences over time between the pre-treatment year of 2007 and the 

post-treatment year of 2009, a positive increase in attitudes is observed in both 

models among individuals living in municipalities that were coded as experi-

encing the average level of 𝑈𝐸𝛥2009 in higher crisis municipalities compared 

to those from lower crisis municipalities. After including individual controls, 

(model 284) the coefficient for the binary crisis measure shrinks in magnitude 

and is no longer statistically significant. For the purpose of robustness, the 

binary crisis measure is also tested using the median value to split the sample, 

very similar results are identified there. 

Looking at the results of the continuous measure of the crisis, or the actual 

level of unemployment change observed in municipalities, models 3 and 4 

report changes in attitudes between 2007 and 2009.85 These models now apply 

municipal fixed effects (replacing treatment group effects). Under these new 

model specifications stronger results are found; the point estimates for the 

continuous crisis measure (models 3 and 4) are positive and statistically sig-

nificant at the 95% confidence level. The difference in the results between the 

binary and continuous measure of the crisis is likely a result of the greater 

                               

 
82 The same sorting applies across all years before and after the crisis.  
83 This was produced using the mean of the continuous crisis measure. 
84 For model 2, standard errors are clustered at the group level. 
85 Survey data from 2008 is excluded, as mentioned in the Data and Design section.  
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variation available in the continuous crisis measure compared to the binary 

measure. 

Table 1.1: Support for Raising Unemployment Benefits (DiD Model), 2007 & 
2009 

VARIABLES (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Crisis (binary) 0.407+ 0.306   
 (0.231) (0.207)   
Crisis (continuous)   0.491** 0.391* 
   (0.179) (0.151) 
 
Age 

  
0.0280+ 

  
0.0347* 

  (0.0159)  (0.0151) 
Age2  -0.000207  -0.000291+ 
  (0.000176)  (0.000165) 
Female  0.223**  0.243** 
  (0.0522)  (0.0627) 
Post-sec. Education  -0.380**  -0.384** 
  (0.0522)  (0.0523) 
Income_mean (binary)  -0.197**  -0.207** 
  (0.0552)  (0.0580) 
Center  -0.406**  -0.427** 
  (0.0672)  (0.0721) 
Right-leaning  -1.046**  -1.005** 
  (0.0617)  (0.0742) 
 
Constant 

 
3.171** 

 
2.974* 

 
3.182** 

 
2.867** 

 (0.0509) (0.145) (0.0470) (0.338) 
     
Observations 1,667 1,596 1,667 1,596 
R-squared 0.028 0.254 0.031 0.234 
Number of Groups 2 2 - - 
Individual Controls no yes no yes 
Treat group FE yes yes - - 
Municipal FE - - yes Yes 
Year FE yes yes yes Yes 
Cluster RSE no yes no yes 
No. of Municipalities - - 234 230 

Standard errors in parentheses 

** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 

Finally, model 4 incorporates individual-level controls and standard errors 

clustered at the municipal-level. The crisis coefficient indicates that in a mu-

nicipality that experienced a 100% increase in relative unemployment change 

over the past 12 months, individual support for raising unemployment benefits 
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rose on average by .391 points. Equivalent to an increase of (1/3rd of 1 standard 

deviation86) among employed individuals.  

This suggests a moderate change in attitudes, which supports the claim of 

hypothesis 1 – the crisis increased average support for raising unemployment-

insurance benefits. In addition, and in congruence with the argument of self-

interest theory, individual-level measures of economic disadvantage (house-

hold income87 and education) are found to be highly significant (99% confi-

dence level) and negatively correlated with support for raising unemployment-

insurance benefits 

Exploring the conditional effects of the crisis (hypotheses 2 and 3), the 

measure of municipal unemployment change and individual-level economic 

advantage (household income) are interacted to determine if household in-

come has a moderating effect on attitudes. Figure 1.4 depicts this interactive 

relationship by sorting individuals into four groups using binary measures of 

both the municipal crisis-intensity and individual income-level88. A less than 

clear difference emerges between how lower income versus higher income 

employed individuals responded to the effects of the crisis. 

 

Figure 1.4: Support for Raising Unemployment Benefits by Income Group & 
Crisis Intensity 

                               

 
86 1 SD = 1.19: see summary statistics in table A.5, located in the appendix.  
87 Measured using a binary measure. 
88 Both household income and crisis groups are sorted based on their mean values. 
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A minor uptick in support for unemployment insurance is seen when com-

paring lower income individuals living in municipalities that experienced 

higher levels (> mean) of the crisis to those experiencing lower intensity 

changes in unemployment (< mean), with the greatest difference observed in 

2008 and 2009 relative to 2007, supporting earlier regression results for the 

entire sample. However, for higher income individuals, virtually no change in 

the difference of crisis groups is observed between the pre-treatment year 

(2007) and all subsequent years, casting doubt on the hypothesis that an inten-

sification of contextual economic risk expands support for unemployment in-

surance among the economically advantaged. 

Table 1.2 takes a more thorough look at this interactive relationship, 

through sub-sample analysis, revealing results similar to those in Figure 1.4 

below. In the interest of transparency, the low and high income sub-samples 

are created by splitting the total sample using the mean and median value of 

income. This approach allows one to observe within group variation of atti-

tudes pre and post crisis onset. The results demonstrate that the low income 

sub-population (models 1 and 3) increased support for unemployment insur-

ance at the 90% confidence level using the mean split, and 95% level using 

the median split. These effects are slightly greater in magnitude than the dif-

ference reported in Table 1.1, amounting to an increase in average attitudes 

by 2/5ths of 1 standard deviation (.482/1.18) per 100% increase in unemploy-

ment rate. For the high income sub-population, models 2 and 4, no significant 

effects are observed. 

The results appear to suggest that lower income employed individuals are 

driving the overall increase in support for raising unemployment insurance, 

yet, because the differences between the point estimates of low and high in-

come groups are minor, and the size of the standard errors for all are relatively 

large it may be the case that the groups are not significantly different from 

each other. To check this, Table A.1 (appendix) displays the interactive results 

(equation 1.2), estimating the difference in crisis effects between lower and 

higher income groups. No significant difference is observed for the interactive 

measures (income * crisis) in model 1 or 2.89 In sum, the collective results 

demonstrate support for hypothesis 2, lower income/economically disadvan-

taged individuals raised their support for unemployment benefits as a result of 

the crisis. On the other hand, a lack of significant effects observed for higher 

income groups leads to a tentative rejection of hypothesis 3. However, based 

on the non-significant difference recorded between lower and higher income 

individuals in Table A.1 there is insufficient evidence to argue that the in-

crease in support for unemployment insurance at the aggregate level was 

                               

 
89 These results mirror those in Table 1.2. For example, subtracting the “crisis” point estimates 
between models 1 and 2 in Table 1.2 produce an approximately equivalent value for the inter-
active (Inc_mean * Crisis) point estimate in model 1 of Table A.1. 
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chiefly driven by the changes in attitudes of lower income individuals residing 

in municipalities hardest hit by the crisis. 

Table 1.2: Support for Raising Unemployment Benefits by Income Groups, 2007 
& 2009 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
VARIABLES Mean:  

Low Income 
Mean:  
High Income 

Median:  
Low Income 

Median: 
 High Income 

Crisis 0.441+ 0.304 0.482* 0.390 
(continuous) (0.237) (0.230) (0.222) (0.266) 
 
Age 

 
0.0321 

 
0.0609+ 

 
0.0300 

 
0.0377 

 (0.0217) (0.0331) (0.0183) (0.0372) 
Age2 -0.000246 -0.000555 -0.000235 -0.000302 
 (0.000228) (0.000346) (0.000201) (0.000385) 
Female 0.266** 0.229* 0.228** 0.240** 
 (0.0897) (0.0942) (0.0768) (0.0908) 
Post-sec. -0.447** -0.258** -0.439** -0.248* 
Education (0.0845) (0.0864) (0.0754) (0.105) 
 
Center 

 
-0.502** 

 
-0.358** 

 
-0.473** 

 
-0.387** 

 (0.0976) (0.110) (0.0877) (0.138) 
Right-leaning -0.996** -1.021** -0.975** -1.090** 
 (0.119) (0.0936) (0.101) (0.119) 
Constant 2.956** 1.940* 3.049** 2.485** 
 (0.534) (0.768) (0.423) (0.878) 
     
Observations 803 793 945 651 
R-squared 0.194 0.255 0.186 0.248 
No. of Mun. 207 186 211 172 
Ind. Controls yes yes yes yes 
Municipal FE yes yes yes yes 
Year FE yes yes yes yes 
Cluster RSE yes yes yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 

Robustness Tests 

To ensure a comprehensive evaluation of how the financial crisis affected at-

titudes toward unemployment insurance in Sweden, I have conducted a variety 

of robustness tests and reviewed a number of empirical issues. What is the 

strength of the evidence? This section will first evaluate lagged effects by ex-

panding the sample period, after which it will present the findings for an al-

ternative crisis measure. An alternative measure of economic disadvantage 

(educational attainment) is also tested. The section concludes with a review of 

the strength of the findings related to causal identification. 
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In an effort to increase statistical precision and capture lagged effects, the 

sample is expanded by including survey observations from 2010 and 2011, 

however only years after 2009 are included because no observations for the 

dependent variable are available before 2007. Using a DiD model the general 

relationship (total sample) between the crisis and attitudes is reported in the 

first column of Table A.2 (model 1). With the increased sample size the results 

confirm the effects reported in Table 1.1, the crisis caused a general increase 

in support for raising unemployment benefits. The magnitude of the point es-

timate (.304) is smaller than the continuous crisis estimate reported in Table 

1.1 (model 4), suggesting that, ceteris paribus, the increase in general support 

decays over time. The same is done to check for heterogeneous effects of the 

crisis90 across income groups in models 2 and 3. The expanded sample pro-

duces similar but slightly lower point estimates than those reported in Table 

1.2 for the mean income groups91. 

For the question on how to best measure the crisis, the more traditional 

measure of mean level of unemployment is evaluated for the total population 

and sub-sample income groups in models 1, 2 and 3 of Table A.3. The results 

in model 1 show that the alternate crisis measure evaluated using the DiD de-

sign has a positive and statistically significant effect on general attitudes at the 

95% confidence level. For the lower and higher income sub-sample analysis, 

reported in models 2 and 3, a significant effect at the 95% level of confidence 

is observed for lower mean-income group, but not for the higher income 

group, very similar to the findings in Table 1.2. These results lend support to 

the primary findings. 

Testing the alternative measure of economic (dis)advantage – educational 

attainment – we get comparable results, as seen in Table A.4. Individuals with 

a primary- or secondary-level education (model 1) increased their support by 

a substantial margin (.68), more than ½ of 1 standard deviation per 100% in-

crease in unemployment rate. These estimates are significant at the 99% con-

fidence level. Individuals with a post-secondary education (model 2) showed 

no significant difference in attitudes. These general effects are also found 

when the sample is expanded to include the 2010 and 2011 survey years. 

While education and income are not perfectly exchangeable measures, they 

both reflect general persistent economic risk; thus, the results for them cor-

roborate the findings for hypotheses 2 and 3. 

Finally, one disadvantage that becomes clear is that the main survey ques-

tion – about whether unemployment benefits should be raised – is not included 

in any surveys before 2007. As a result, the “common trends” outlined in the 

section on analytical strategy above remain a pure assumption. No graphical 

or placebo test can be conducted to identify whether low-crisis and high-crisis 

                               

 
90 Comparing the conditional effect of the crisis among high- and low-income sub-groups. 
91 These results are insensitive to using the median sub-sample split.  
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groups (as depicted in Figure 1.3) shared a common trend (fixed difference in 

average attitudes prior to the onset of the crisis). This weakens the reliability 

of the results. However, since the crisis was sudden and unanticipated, and 

because it did have a clear and substantial effect on unemployment rates, it 

can be argued that the spike in unemployment observed in 2009 was exoge-

nous, and was therefore unlikely to have been confounded by trends that pre-

date the crisis. Overall, I believe, there is sufficient evidence to argue that a 

spike in local-level contextual risk caused by the crisis increased general sup-

port for unemployment benefits by a moderate margin. 

Conclusions 

This study set out to investigate how contextual economic conditions shape 

attitudes toward social protection. More specifically, it looks at how unem-

ployment shocks caused by the Great Recession affected attitudes toward un-

employment insurance. While previous evidence demonstrates a positive re-

lationship between declining economic conditions and increased support for 

social protection policies, this evidence has a drawback. It relies on observa-

tional data which increases the risk of spurious results, making it a challenge 

to control for confounding factors (Blekesaune 2007; Blekesaune and 

Quadagno 2003; Kam and Nam 2008). In addition, and of particular im-

portance to understanding the inner mechanics of public opinion formation, 

the vast majority of previous evidence only provides a snap shot of aggregate 

changes to social policy attitudes overtime, and/or a simplistic reporting of 

statistical differences between socioeconomic groups. That is, no studies are 

known to demonstrate how macro-economic decline interacts with socioeco-

nomic standing, to demonstrate changes within each group over time 

(Blekesaune 2007; Blekesaune and Quadagno 2003; Kam and Nam 2008; 

Margalit 2013; Marten 2019; Naumann et al. 2016; Owens and Pedulla 2014; 

Svallfors 2011). 

The results show that support for unemployment benefits increased in gen-

eral among residents of municipalities hardest hit by the crisis. This increase 

was of a larger magnitude among the economically disadvantaged. However, 

contrary to expectations, I do not observe a statistically significant effect of 

the crisis on support for unemployment benefits among the economically ad-

vantaged. As a result, there is no evidence to suggest that there was a conver-

gence in attitudes   between the economically advantaged and disadvantaged. 

Such a pattern would require that the economically advantaged demonstrate 

both a significant increase in support for raising unemployment benefits, and 

a change of greater magnitude than the economically disadvantaged. With re-

gard to a divergence in attitudes between the two groups there is clashing ev-

idence. No significant change occurred among the advantaged, but when eval-

uating whether the disadvantaged and advantaged were significantly different 
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from one another (using the interaction model92 ) I find the two groups are not 

significantly different, there I cannot claim that the disadvantaged exclusively 

drove the observed increase in aggregate support. In addition, and important 

for our understanding of contextual economic effects, the data displayed in 

Tables 1.1 and 1.2 (as well as table A.2 which evaluates an extended time 

period) show a clear tendency for the impact of the crisis on attitudes to be 

temporary. 

The design and focus of this study contributes to the field of research in 

two ways.  By leveraging the external origins of the Great Recession, this 

study exploits rapid and exogenously-induced changes in unemployment rate 

at the municipal level to lessen the influence of confounding factors, produc-

ing stronger evidence for measuring a causal relationship between economic 

conditions and attitudes toward social protection. The second contribution 

comes in the form of interacting individual economic risk with the finer 

grained measure of municipal unemployment to measure with greater accu-

racy how exposure to the crisis may differ between socioeconomic groups 

(e.g., economically disadvantaged or advantaged) over time, to provide 

greater insight into which groups are driving the overall aggregate changes in 

public attitudes. 

Discussion 

The results raise several issues in relation to previous research. First, when 

evaluating the effects of contextual risk it appears to have a weaker influence 

on attitudes compared to immediate forms of individual risk (e.g., skill type, 

income-level, education-level, occupational unemployment rate) (Blekesaune 

2007; Blekesaune and Quadagno 2003; Kam and Nam 2008; Rehm et al. 

2012). Second, the impact of the Great Recession in Sweden may not have 

been sufficiently broad in its scope: i.e., it may not have affected a large 

enough proportion of the economically advantaged segments of the population 

to intensify their sense of economic risk. The manufacturing sector suffered a 

sharper and more sustained drop in employment (to 11.8%) than did other 

sectors, so it is conceivable that most of the economically advantaged com-

munity remained relatively unscathed – and so continued to be unconvinced 

that a real threat of unemployment existed. If the crisis only reinforced the 

distribution of risk that pre-existed it, where the economically disadvantaged 

experience greater unemployment risk than the advantaged, attitudes would 

only be further entrench among the disadvantaged. Combined, these two 

points suggest that risk that is both persistent and broader in terms of its effect 

across socioeconomic groups is likely to have a greater potential than abrupt 

                               

 
92 See Equation 1.2 and Table A.1 
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economic shocks to soften the oppositional attitudes found among the eco-

nomically advantaged. This point corresponds with a study by Rehm et al. 

(2012), which find that in countries where sustained economic disadvantage 

and the risk of unemployment are less correlated with each other, overall sup-

port for insurance-based policies is broader. 

Third, the degree of change in attitudes among the moderately advantaged 

is likely enhanced or weakened depending on the type of welfare regime that 

survey participants have been living under. Korpi and Palme (2003) argue that 

in the case of encompassing/comprehensive welfare state regimes, interests 

between the worker and middle classes are shared as broader benefits have 

provided a proven social protection for both groups. This should therefore en-

able increased support among the moderately advantaged (middle class) dur-

ing times of greater risk. The opposite, limited change in support among the 

moderately advantaged is expected in more selective welfare states that pro-

vide less robust benefits that can meet the needs of the middle class (Esping-

Andersen 1990; Korpi and Palme 2003). The results of the recent studies on 

the crisis generally conform with this interpretation, with those seeing a de-

cline in support (Margalit 2013; Owens and Pedulla 2014) surveying individ-

uals from the United States, a country categorized as a selective welfare state. 

And for those that see an increase in support (Marten 2019; Svallfors 2011) 

using survey data from the country of Sweden, a country categorized as com-

prehensive welfare states. Naumann, Buss, and Bähr’s (2016) study which 

evaluates The Netherlands, an example of a type of comprehensive welfare 

state regime, also observes an increase in support for social protection follow-

ing the crisis. This trend could support the argument that a populations expo-

sure to more generous/comprehensive social protection policies will normal-

ize the role of the welfare state as an effective means to address social ine-

qualities, and therefore make the public more amenable to increase their sup-

port for expanding social protection benefits during times of crisis. 

Finally, focusing on the variation in survey designs, the particular social 

programs/policy named in survey questions appear to be key to explaining the 

decline in aggregate support in some studies versus an increase in support in 

the others. As outlined in the theory section, this is likely a result of the means-

tested orientation of Margalit (2013) and Owens and Pedulla’s (2014) survey 

questions compared to the exclusively insurance-based policy questions men-

tioned in this study and in Svallfors (2011), as well as in Naumann et al. 

(2016). As argued before, studies that employ survey questions emphasizing 

targeted benefits are more likely to divide and to narrow support for policies 

of social protection; whereas those that stress insurance-oriented benefits have 

greater prospects for expanding support thereof, because they can appeal 

across lines of class and socioeconomic status. Because increased or decreased 

aggregate support correlates across the four studies with the type of policies 

emphasized in each survey question, it is reasonable to argue that this helps 

account for the difference in findings. In addition, and beyond what has been 
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discussed, is the extent to which survey questions reminded the respondent of 

the potential trade-off (raising of taxes) when supporting social protection pol-

icies. For the two studies that emphasize means-tested policies and reported a 

decline in support, they also reminded respondents that supporting such poli-

cies will include a trade-off. In contrast, this study, Svallfors (2011), Naumann 

et al. (2016), as well as Marten (2019) frame the survey question without men-

tioning a needed trade-off; and all happen to observe an increase in aggregate 

support. This observation would appear to support the argument that by re-

minding respondents of a trade-off elicits a more selfish response, which re-

sults in less support for welfare policies that are likely to directly cost rather 

than benefit the respondent. The results of this study hence call for further 

research in order to identify if economic shocks in the context of different 

welfare state regime do or do not increase support for unemployment insur-

ance among the economically advantaged.
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Appendix 

 

Figure A.1: Manufacturing Termination Notices 2007 – 2009. 
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Table A.1: Support for Raising Unemployment Benefits (Interaction Model), 
2007 & 2009 

 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Binary: 

Income (mean) 
Binary: 
Income (median) 

Crisis (continuous) 0.441+ 0.475* 
 (0.247) (0.232) 

 
Inc_mean 0.471**  
 (0.143)  
Inc_mean * Crisis -0.127  
 (0.357)  
Inc_median  0.462** 
  (0.135) 
Inc_median * Crisis  -0.0767 
  (0.385) 
   
Constant 2.671** 2.967** 
 (0.368) (0.364) 
   
Observations 1,596 1,596 
R-squared 0.337 0.332 
No. of Municipalities 230 230 
Indiv. Controls yes yes 
Municipal FE yes yes 
Year FE yes yes 
Cluster RSE yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 

Table A.2: Support for Raising Unemployment Benefits (Various), 2007 to 2011 

 (1) (2) (3) 
VARIABLES Total  

sample 
Mean: 
Low Income 

Mean:  
High Income 

Crisis (continuous) 0.304* 0.373* 0.253 
 (0.119) (0.159) (0.205) 
 
Constant 

 
3.104** 

 
3.360** 

 
2.478** 

 (0.261) (0.298) (0.475) 
    
Observations 3,174 1,475 1,699 
R-squared 0.226 0.194 0.238 
Number of Municipalities 242 230 213 
Indiv. Controls yes yes yes 
Municipal FE yes yes yes 
Year FE yes yes yes 
Cluster RSE yes yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 
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Table A.3: Support for Raising Unemployment Benefits (Alternative Crisis 
Measure), 2007 & 2009 

 (1) (2) (3) 
VARIABLES Total  

sample 
Mean: Low 
Income 

Mean: High 
Income 

*Crisis (mean level U.E.) 0.215* 0.459** -0.0188 
 (0.0943) (0.135) (0.133) 
Constant 2.191** 1.539* 1.982* 
 (0.480) (0.704) (0.835) 
    
Observations 1,596 803 793 
R-squared 0.234 0.203 0.253 
Number of Municipalities 230 207 186 
Indiv. Controls yes yes yes 
Municipal FE yes yes yes 
Year FE yes yes yes 
Cluster RSE yes yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 

Table A.4: Support for Raising Unemployment Benefits by Edu., 2007 & 2009 

 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Primary/Sec. Education Post Sec. Education 

Crisis (continuous) 0.680** -0.0299 
 (0.224) (0.367) 
Age 0.0615** 0.0126 
 (0.0206) (0.0316) 
Age2 -0.000554* -7.83e-05 
 (0.000231) (0.000334) 
Female 0.215* 0.195+ 
 (0.0868) (0.101) 
Income_cont. -0.000996** -0.000495* 
 (0.000258) (0.000208) 
Center -0.301** -0.552** 
 (0.0937) (0.127) 
Right-leaning -0.927** -1.059** 
 (0.0959) (0.123) 
Constant 2.579** 3.166** 
 (0.457) (0.711) 
   
Observations 913 683 
R-squared 0.209 0.225 
Number of Municipali-
ties 

214 163 

Indiv. Controls yes yes 
Municipal FE yes yes 
Year FE yes yes 
Cluster RSE yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 
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Table A.5: Summary Statistics (Years 2007 & 2009) 

SAMPLE Attitude 
Mean 

SD min max N 

      
Total 3.281 1.192 1 5 1,596 
 
Left-leaning 

 
3.820 

 
1.052 

 
1 

 
5 

 
527 

Center 3.477 1.113 1 5 440 
Right-leaning 2.693 1.096 1 5 629 
 
Mean: Low Income 

 
3.471 

 
1.206 

 
1 

 
5 

 
803 

Mean: High Income 3.090 1.147 1 5 793 
 
Pre-sec. Education 

 
3.503 

 
1.176 

 
1 

 
5 

 
913 

Post-sec. Education 
 

2.985 1.150 1 5 683 

VARIABLES Mean SD min max N 

 
E. Crisis 

 
0.294 

 
0.513 

 
-0.482 

 
2.129 

 
394 M 

UE Change % 2007 -0.113 0.159 -0.482 0.631 204 M 
UE Change % 2009 0.732 0.385 -0.0798 2.129 190 M 
Age 45.28 11.84 16 82 1,596 
Female 0.484 0.500 0 1 1,596 
Household Income  
(quasi-cont.) 

493.2 185.6 50 750 1,596 

M (municipal observations) 

Table A.6: Crisis Measures 

Year 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Crisis	treatment Post	=	0 X

Binary	Crisisgt (mean)	UEΔ2007	 X (mean)	UEΔ2009	 (mean)	UEΔ2009	 (mean)	UEΔ2009	

Continuous	Crisismt UEΔ2007 X UEΔ2009 UEΔ2009 UEΔ2009

Crisis	Measures:	Relative		%	change	in	Municipal-level	Unemployment

Post	=	1
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ESSAY II 

Abstract: Considerable research has been devoted to evaluating the relation-

ship between economic conditions and opposition toward labor immigrants or 

immigrants in general (unforced migrants). Yet, very little research has eval-

uated how economic conditions affect attitudes toward refugees (forced mi-

grants). In line with the well-established approach to explaining inter-group 

competition and threat, group conflict theory argues that opposition toward all 

migrants (out-group) should increase during periods of economic decline. At 

the same time, a related strand of research shows that in general the public 

perceives forced migrants more positively and deserving of help than unforced 

migrants, often referred to as the deservingness heuristic mechanism. This 

suggests that forced migrants might be spared the opposition that group con-

flict theory predicts. To test this, I use survey data collected by the National 

SOM survey and European Social Survey before and after the onset of the 

Great Recession to evaluate how changes in unemployment affected attitudes 

toward both forced and unforced migrant policies in Sweden. My results 

demonstrate opposition toward unforced migrants increased in areas hardest 

hit by unemployment, in-line with the prediction of group conflict theory. 

However, in contrast no changes in attitudes are observed toward forced mi-

grants. This indicates that the deservingness heuristic may be relevant to ex-

plaining the formation of attitudes toward forced migrants that group conflict 

theory does not account for. In addition, by leveraging the particularly rapid 

and large changes in unemployment caused by an externally originating crisis 

it allows me to make a stronger claim for causal evidence.
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Attitudes toward Refugee and Immigrant 

Admission in Sweden: A Product of Self-

Interest or Conditional Generosity? 

Prior to the destabilizing events of the Syrian Civil war in 2011, which caused 

a mass exodus of over 5 million Syrian refugees by 2015, there was already a 

large and steady stream of refugees seeking asylum within the European Un-

ion (EU) from countries in the Middle East, South Asia and Africa (UNHCR 

2010; UNHCR 2016). At that same time, many countries throughout the EU 

had just suffered and continued to grapple with the social and economic con-

sequences of the Great Recession beginning in 2008. Recent research has ar-

gued that the declining economic conditions caused by the Great Recession 

are linked to increased support for restricting immigration and/or to increases 

in anti-immigrant sentiment (Billiet et al. 2014; Lancee and Pardos-Prado 

2013; Polavieja 2016). These studies and many that come before them have 

used group conflict theory to explain this relationship, arguing that declining 

economic conditions cause natives to increasingly perceive foreign-born pop-

ulations as competition; threatening their access to scarce material resources 

in the form of jobs, welfare and public resources (Billiet et al. 2014: 3; Bobo 

1983; Citrin et al. 1997; Esses at al. 1998; Hainmueller and Hiscox 2007; 

Hainmueller and Hiscox 2010; Lancee and Pardos-Prado 2013; Meuleman et 

al. 2009; Semyonov et al. 2006; Sides and Citrin 2007). 

Despite an extensive body of research devoted to probing the causes and 

origins of anti-immigration attitudes important gaps remain. Compared to the 

numerous survey studies done on voluntary migrants or general immigration 

policy, only one study is known to have simultaneously compared how forced 

migrants (refugees/asylum seekers) and unforced (voluntary) migrants are 

perceived by the public (Kessler and Freeman 2005). They find that “respond-

ents are more willing to accept migrants seeking political asylum and those 

from other EC/EU countries than they are to accept persons from south of the 

Mediterranean and eastern Europe” (ibid: 836). However, a limitation openly 

admitted by the authors is that their results rely on very limited variation which 

may negatively affect the robustness and generalizability of the findings. 

More research on the important question of how deteriorating economic 

conditions affect public opinion toward refugee immigration is therefore 

clearly needed. Towards this end, the present study sets out to use survey data 
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collected in Sweden to evaluate whether public support for refugee immigra-

tion varies with the state of the economy. That is, the purpose is to help deepen 

our understanding of how public perceptions of forced migration93 are formed, 

and to examine whether this process mirrors the findings from previous re-

search on attitudes toward unforced migration. 

Following in the footsteps of a broad line of research that has sought to 

explain the link between economic conditions and variation in attitudes toward 

unforced migration or immigration (as a whole), this study evaluates how well 

group conflict theory accounts for changes in attitudes toward refugee immi-

gration (Billiet et al. 2014; Blalock 1967; Blumer 1958; Bohman 2014; Bobo 

1983; Esses et al. 1998; Kessler and Freeman 2005; Lancee and Pardos-Prado 

2013; Meuleman et al. 2009; Olzak 1992; Semyonov et al. 2006). Group con-

flict theory stresses how declining economic conditions reduce individual and 

group access to jobs, social benefits, and other public services. And as a con-

sequence, increases the perception of competition for scarce resources be-

tween natives and immigrants, evoking the belief that immigrants pose a 

growing threat. 

At the same time, a growing body of evidence suggest that group conflict 

theory may be unable to provide an accurate explanation of attitudes toward 

refugee migration. Related survey studies show, compared to unforced mi-

grant’s refugees are on average perceived more positively and with greater 

empathy (Appelbaum 2002; Bansak et al. 2016; Gieling et al. 2011; Verkuyten 

2004; Verkuyten et al. 2018). These different attitudes are explained by a dif-

ferent mechanism, the deservingness heuristic, which argues that under certain 

circumstances humans unconsciously rely on intuitive rules of thumb to de-

termine if individuals are worthy or not of assistance or help even if it does 

not align with their own self-interest. In the case of refugees, compared to 

unforced migrants (labor and general immigrants) they are perceived as more 

deserving of help because their migration was not voluntary and instead forced 

by conditions beyond their control that posed a serious risk to their wellbeing 

or survival. 

Against this background, it becomes interesting to ask whether and to what 

extent public attitudes on refugee immigration is influenced by economic con-

ditions. The present study seeks to make progress on this important question 

by studying how the Great Recession affected attitudes toward both refugee 

and unforced immigration in Sweden. More precisely, I exploit the regional 

variation of the crisis across Sweden to examine if attitudes toward refugee 

                               

 
93 Forced migrants are defined as people who fled their home country because of persecution, 
violent conflict or a natural disaster. In contrast, unforced migrants are those who are commonly 
classified as voluntary in the related literature, specifically those that have decided to emigrate 
to a foreign country in search of better work opportunities and living conditions. This distinction 
is rooted in how the public perceives a migrant groups purpose for emigrating. 
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immigration and unforced immigration depends on (local) economic condi-

tions. By doing so, the study extends and complements previous research in 

the field in several regards. 

First, the study constitutes a novel test of the group conflict theory, by add-

ing to the current paucity of knowledge about opinion formation on refugee 

immigration. Second, by utilizing the sharp and large variation in economic 

conditions caused by the Great Recession the current study is in an unusually 

good position to isolate and test for a causal relationship between economic 

conditions and attitudes. Finally, by complementing my main analysis with an 

additional analysis of attitudes toward unforced immigration, I can investigate 

the relevance of different mechanisms (group conflict theory and the deserv-

ingness heuristic) in explaining the formation of public attitudes on forced 

versus unforced immigration. 

The key empirical findings cast doubt on the ability of group conflict theory 

to explain attitudes toward refugee policy. I find no evidence that declining 

economic conditions are linked to reduced support for refugee immigration. 

More specifically, no statistically significant relationship is found between 

(local) crisis intensity and support for reducing refugee intake; nor are attitu-

dinal changes observed when interacting declining economic conditions with 

the proportion of foreign born residents at the municipal-level. Even more sur-

prising is that in areas hardest hit by the crisis – no changes are observed in 

attitudes among native individuals that directly compete for welfare services 

with refugees (economically at risk natives due to low income or less educa-

tion). 

By comparison, the additional survey analysis does show that crisis inten-

sity led to reduced support for unforced immigrants, immigrants from poorer 

countries outside of Europe. These findings conform with the prediction of 

group conflict theory. Because this other survey question does not specify that 

migrants were forced, it reinforces the argument that the public does distin-

guish between voluntary and non-voluntary immigration. In summary, the col-

lection of evidence shows that the activation of mechanisms described by 

group conflict theory that affect the formation of attitudes appear conditional 

on the feature of the foreigner’s reason for migrating. If a foreigner was forced 

to migrate (e.g., to flee persecution or war) the public will perceive their rea-

son to be more deserving of help and legitimate as outlined by the deserving-

ness heuristic. This information effectively supplants the more ‘selfish’ mech-

anisms described under group conflict theory with non-selfish motives defined 

under the deservingness heuristic. However, if immigrants migrated to im-

prove their standard of living or for the purpose of work they are perceived as 

less or not deserving, and instead more selfish inter-group conflict shapes na-

tives’ attitudes toward immigration. 
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Theory and Previous Research 

Traditionally, inter-group behavior has constituted an important focus of 

many influential theoretical perspectives such as the theories of social domi-

nance (Costello and Hodson 2011; Guimond et al. 2010; Panno 2018; Pratto 

et al. 1994), social identification (Mangum and Block 2018; Tajfel and Turner 

2004) and group conflict. In particular, these theories have attempted to iden-

tify the conditions under which different groups can co-exist in a cooperative 

manner to achieve common goals, and the conditions where the groups instead 

act in a competitive manner to appropriate available resources, and obtain cul-

tural dominance, and power. In the vein of understanding how economic fac-

tors affect immigration attitudes, I therefore believe that the group conflict 

theory provides a natural starting point, as it calls direct attention to how “in-

tergroup conflict” and “hostility” emerge from an increasing struggle for lim-

ited material resources (Billiet et al. 2014: 3; Bohman 2014: 3; Esses et al. 

1998: 701; Kessler and Freeman 2005: 827; Lancee and Pardos-Prado 2013: 

108; Meuleman et al. 2009). 

Drawing on early work to explain attitudes of prejudice and ethnocentrism 

in the United States (Blumer 1958; LeVine and Campbell 1972), group con-

flict theory has evolved to articulate how conditions of economic resource 

scarcity evoke strong motives of self-interest and consolidate in-group identity 

in opposition to (minority) out-groups (Billiet et al. 2014; Bohman 2014; Bobo 

1983; Lancee and Pardos-Prado 2013; Esses et al. 1998; Semyonov et al. 

2006). Because access to material resources is unequally distributed and there-

fore scarcer for many groups due to a combination of institutional practices 

and social conventions, group conflict theory interprets competition between 

groups over available resources in zero-sum terms (Esses et. al 1998: 702). In 

the case of inter-group relations between immigrants and natives, the gains of 

the out-group (immigrants) translate into losses for the in-group (natives), re-

sulting in escalating levels of perceived threat (Citrin et al. 1997: 860; Esses 

et. al 1998). In addition, natives sometimes portray immigrants as undeserving 

or illegitimate beneficiaries because they consume state resources “that right-

fully belong to their own group” (Bohman 2014: 4; Esses et. al 1998; 

Meuleman et al. 2009; Waal et al. 2010). In the event of a broad economic 

downturn or a large influx of immigrants, competition over available jobs94 

and scarce welfare state resources is expected to accelerate. Group conflict 

theory predicts that as available resources become increasingly scarce, natives 

                               

 
94 While job competition is a commonly cited discussion point and determinant of anti-immi-
grant attitudes in other studies, it is not the primary focus for refugees, who overwhelmingly 
pose a greater threat to the supply of welfare state resources. As mentioned earlier, weaker 
language and labor skills severely limits a refugees’ ability to compete for jobs even with less 
skilled natives; therefore, greater emphasis is placed on how refugees pose a threat to native’s 
access to scarce welfare state resources during an economic crisis. 
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will perceive immigrants as a growing economic threat (Blumer 1958; 

Bohman 2014; Citrin et al. 1997; Esses et. al 1998; Hainmueller and Hopkins 

2014). 

From the viewpoint of group conflict theory, economic or demographic 

conditions that increase competition over scarce resources are assumed to in-

tensify anti-immigration attitudes via personal and group-interested pathways. 

In the face of increased competition and heightened economic risk natives 

may want to restrict immigration for personal economic reasons: 1) because 

the economic insecurity of lower income natives places them in direct compe-

tition with immigrants for welfare benefits, and 2) because richer natives (net-

contributors) worry that higher demand and consumption of welfare benefits 

will require raising taxes, in particular on them, in the future95. In addition, 

and applicable to both economically insecure and secure natives, 3) increased 

resource scarcity will trigger a group-based threat to all native’s access to ma-

terial and public resources, and thus out of a motive of within-group solidarity, 

natives will become more opposed to immigrants (Lancee and Pardos-Prado 

2013; Meuleman et al. 2009; Semyonov et al. 2006). All mechanisms are con-

sidered selfish, as the first two promote the personal interest of the individual 

when it comes to the competition or costs associated with immigrants; and the 

third emphasizes the wellbeing and dominance of the group to which the in-

dividual belongs and can benefit from indirectly. 

Despite a lengthy history, evidence for a link between declining economic 

conditions and an increase in anti-immigrant or immigration attitudes remains 

inconclusive96. On the one hand, many studies that have used GDP or unem-

ployment rate to capture the impact of economic conditions observe a weak, 

null or even an opposite relationship with anti-immigration attitudes, from that 

predicted by group conflict theory (Goldstein and Peters 2014; Semyonov et 

al. 2006; Meuleman et al. 2009; Sides and Citrin 2007). On the other hand, 

three recent studies do find that deteriorating economic conditions increased 

overall anti-immigration sentiments (Billiet et al. 2014; Lancee and Pardos-

Prado 2013; Polavieja 2016). Among these previous studies two are of partic-

ular interest to the current study as they are the only one’s studying the effects 

                               

 
95 The fiscal burden model argues that high-income natives are more opposed to low-skilled 
immigration compared to lower-income natives on the basis of their increased future fiscal ex-
posure (tax burden) driven by immigrants’ consumption of scarce public services (Hainmueller 
and Hiscox 2010: 62; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014: Hainmueller et al. 2015).  
96 For studies on the relationship between immigration levels and attitudes toward immigration 
mixed results are also found. A number of studies have observed a statistically significant pos-
itive relationship between the size of the immigrant population and anti-immigration attitudes 
(McLaren 2003; Meuleman et al. 2009; Polavieja 2016; Schlueter and Wagner 2008; Semyonov 
2006), whereas others find no relationship (Billiet et al. 2014; Hjerm 2009:57; Lancee and Par-
dos-Prado 2013; Scheve and Slaughter 2001). And still others report negative significant ef-
fects, i.e., opposite to what group conflict theory predicts (Citrin et al. 1997; Sides and Citrin 
2007). 
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of the Great Recession. The first is a study done by Goldstein and Peters 

(2014: 392), which observes no relationship between changes in the unem-

ployment rate and attitudes to unforced immigrants. The second is the study 

of Polavieja (2016) which finds that general anti-immigration attitudes in Eu-

rope increased as GDP declined during the period 2004 to 2010. 

As this brief literature review makes clear, it is still uncertain to what extent 

group conflict theory can help explain attitudes toward immigration in gen-

eral. Moreover, because previous research in the field has not differentiated 

between different types of migration it is even less certain whether group con-

flict theory can account for public opinions on refugee migration. From a the-

oretical perspective, it is not clear what to expect in this regard. 

One perspective is that group conflict theory should be especially apt to 

explain the impact of an economic crisis on native’s opposition toward refugee 

immigration, since refugees in general represent a particularly large economic 

and social commitment to their host country (Louis et al. 2007: 56). Migrants 

who are forced to flee their native homes will often have less time to prepare 

and less material and non-material means to effectively integrate into an un-

familiar society than unforced migrants. The state is therefore likely to provide 

greater and more sustained welfare services to refugees to enable them to enter 

the labor market and become self-sufficient. During a crisis, it would thus be 

expected that natives would become more opposed to policies that represent a 

heavy financial burden to tax payers; preferring to prioritize domestic inter-

ests. 

An opposing perspective, however, is that group conflict theory works less 

well for explaining attitudes toward refugee immigration. This view is based 

on recent survey studies that find that forced migrants are considered more 

deserving to remain in the host country and to maintain their cultural 

rights/practices in comparison to unforced migrants (Appelbaum 2002; Ban-

sak et al. 2016; Gieling et al. 2011; Verkuyten 2004; Verkuyten et al. 2018). 

For instance, two of these studies, which use an experimental survey design, 

which randomizes migrant profiles as either voluntary or non-voluntary, re-

veal that when respondents understood that a migrant’s purpose for resettling 

was either to: (1) escape political, ethnic or religious persecution in their home 

country, or (2) largely beyond their control and not a choice, they were much 

more supportive of their presence (Bansak et al. 2016: 218; Gieling et al. 2011: 

265). 

The vulnerability and more deserving nature of a refugee’s situation, com-

pared to unforced migrants, appears to play a critical role in cueing more em-

pathetic responses toward refugee immigrants. Affirming these findings and 

providing more depth to the mechanism at work, Verkuyten et al. (2018) found 

that “Respondents who more strongly believed that most migrants have no 

other choice but to leave their home country, indicated stronger feelings of 

empathy and, via empathy, stronger support for cultural rights and assistance 

to migrants. In contrast, respondents who more strongly believed that migrants 
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themselves are responsible for leaving their country reported more feelings of 

anger and, therefore, less support for the rights and assistance” (914). The 

presence of similar deserving conditions and non-selfish responses have been 

a phenomenon recorded across numerous studies that have evaluated attitudes 

toward welfare recipients of various types (Bowles and Gintis 2000; Feather 

and Dawson 1998; Fong et al. 2006; Jensen and Petersen 2017; Montada and 

Schneider 1989; Petersen 2015; Weiner 1980). 

Although previous experimental evidence clearly demonstrates respond-

ents’ non-selfish97 commitment toward refugees and other social groups sub-

jected to unfortunate circumstances it does not provide a clear means for pre-

dicting how a dramatic real-world change, such as an economic crisis, will 

affect one’s attitudes toward forced immigration. (Bowles 2004; Druckman 

and Lupia 2000; Gideon 2012; Levitt and List 2007, 2008). 

On theoretical grounds, it therefore remains an open question if and how 

attitudes to refugee immigration will develop during times of economic crisis. 

On the one hand, it could be expected that the onset of an economic crisis 

induces natives to close ranks out of fear, emphasizing selfish personal and/or 

group interests, reinforcing the identification of refugees as an out-group and 

threat, resulting in increased opposition toward forced immigration. On the 

other hand, it is possible that natives will act in a more non-selfish manner by 

supporting forced immigration even during times of national economic dis-

tress. The nature of the relationship between economic conditions and public 

support for refugee immigration will thus depend on the relative strength of 

these two mechanisms. Ultimately, it is thus an empirical question whether 

increased economic risk reduces support for forced and unforced immigration 

as predicted by group conflict theory, or if the more non-selfish motives for 

supporting refugee immigration, highlighted by the deservingness heuristic, 

will prevail also in periods of economic crisis. 

In what remains of this study I will therefore set out to assess the impact of 

the Great Recession on the support for refugee immigration empirically. For 

the reasons given in the next section, Sweden will be used as the testing ground 

for this analysis. 

The Institutional Setting 

As mentioned above, this study focuses on the empirical case of Sweden. The 

choice to study Swedish attitudes toward forced and unforced immigration is 

based on two factors. First, among other EU countries, Sweden experienced 

one of the most intense short-term economic declines during the Great Reces-

sion. As a heavily export-dependent economy, Sweden’s economy took a sig-

nificant hit, suffering a 6% decline in GDP between 2008Q1 and 2009Q4, 

                               

 
97 These studies control for selfish motives by using random assignment. 
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double the OECD average at the time (Bergman, 2011; Hassler 2010). Signif-

icant to the economic recession that consumed Sweden was an 11.8% drop in 

employment between 2008Q1 and 2010Q1 within the manufacturing industry 

(Swedish Fiscal Policy 2010: 147). During this period, the manufacturing in-

dustry was a major contributor to the Swedish economy, accounting for 17% 

of GDP and 16% of total employment (McKinsey Global Institute 2012: 22-

23). 

The effects of the economic crisis were also clearly evident at the municipal 

level. During the period from October 2008 to September 2009 the average 

increase in relative unemployment in Sweden’s 290 municipalities was as high 

as 71%98. With such an intense and wide-spread level of deteriorating eco-

nomic conditions affecting municipalities, Sweden’s experience likely en-

couraged or amplified perceptions of increased economic insecurity, which 

according to group conflict theory should cause natives to perceive immi-

grants as a greater threat to scarce state resources. From a methodological 

point of view, a sharp decline in economic conditions provides a better means 

to accurately capture the effect of economic conditions on attitudes than a 

slower decline. Slow changes to the economy, even if ultimately worse over 

time, make it more difficult for researchers to disentangle its effect from other 

factors like political dynamics or socio-political movements that may emerge 

slowly over the same time period and that are well known to affect public 

attitudes. Countries like Spain, Ireland, and Greece whose economies saw 

equivalent or greater economic decline over the same short period of time 

would also be good cases to study. Unfortunately, I have not been able to find 

any available surveys from these countries that include questions on attitudes 

toward refugees and refugee policy immediately before and after the Great 

Recession. 

Second, among EU member countries Sweden historically has received 

some of the largest amounts of refugees per capita per year; making refugees 

an increasing financial burden to the state and tax payers (UNHCR 2010). 

Combined with non-refugee based forms of migration Sweden has also expe-

rienced sizable growth in its foreign-born population relative to its total pop-

ulation over the past decade, beginning at 11.3% at the end of 2000 and reach-

ing 15.05% by the end of 2011. From the perspective of group conflict theory, 

these rapid and large increases in the share of foreign born population to total 

population create conditions under which natives are more likely to perceive 

foreigners as a tangible threat to their access to scarce public resources. The 

Swedish case thus offers an important opportunity to test if the crisis caused a 

negative shift in public attitudes toward refugees as group conflict theory 

would suggest. 

                               

 
98 This is calculated as: ((U.E. rate September 2009 – U.E. rate October 2008)/U.E. rate October 
2008)  
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Data 

This section will begin with an introduction of the data sources and the scope 

of the population that will be evaluated. Continuing on, the particular depend-

ent variable (DV), independent variable (IV) and relevant contextual and in-

dividual-level control variables will be introduced; warranting their selection, 

timing, and in some cases their specific use over measures traditionally used 

in previous studies. 

Beginning with the survey question that measures individual attitudes to-

ward refugees, this study relies on the National SOM survey (SOM) for the 

period 2005–2011. The SOM survey is an annual national survey consisting 

of approximately 3000 to 5000 randomly selected99 respondents from Swe-

den’s 290 municipalities. This survey data is then supplemented by municipal 

level information, from Statistics Sweden (SCB), for the annual share of for-

eign-born residents in Sweden; in addition to monthly unemployment data 

from the Swedish Public Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen). Provid-

ing greater statistical precision to the analysis and to help move research an-

other step forward this study incorporates the use of a minimum of 200 upper-

level observations when evaluating attitudes toward refugee policy. 

For survey questions on unforced immigration, this study uses data from 

the ESS, a Europe-wide biennial survey. In the case of Sweden approximately 

1500 individual surveys were collected for each round in 2008 and 2010. Un-

like the SOM survey the ESS identifies the geographic location of survey re-

spondents according to 8 regional units defined by NUTS 2.100 Unemployment 

data for these 8 regions is supplied by the Quality of Government institute 

(QOG). Because no lower regional unit is available in this data set, the avail-

able geographic variation for measuring unemployment is restricted to 8 

unique measures in the ESS compared to the 290 available in the SOM survey. 

This difference in observational count is the primary reason among a few for 

not directly comparing results between refugee and immigrant attitudes. 

Finally, for the purpose of properly capturing the effect of competition and 

threat that in-group members perceive that an out-group poses, the analysis is 

delimited to only citizens of Sweden that grew up in Sweden or a Nordic coun-

try for the SOM data set, and to respondents with Swedish citizenship for the 

ESS data set101. While a sample of respondents that only includes individuals 

born and raised in Sweden is preferred, no such question exists in the either 

the SOM or ESS. The purpose for excluding foreign citizens, and Swedish 

citizens not raised in Sweden or a Nordic country is based on the argument 

                               

 
99 A sample of Swedish residents between the ages of 16 and 85, based on population register 
data (not phone number listings, like many other national surveys). 
100 Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics (NUTS) 2 for Sweden was created by the 
European Union. 
101 The ESS does not provide information on the location where the respondent grew up. 
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that they may not necessarily feel like they share the same collective Swedish 

identity that is a central feature to in-group identity according to group conflict 

theory102. 

Dependent Variable 

To capture individual support for a proposal that would reduce the presence 

of refugees (forced migrants) in Sweden the SOM survey question asks re-

spondents: “What is your opinion about accepting fewer refugees in Sweden?” 

This question ranks responses on an ordinal ‘Likert scale’ from 1 to 5; 1 rep-

resenting very unfavorable, 2 unfavorable, 3 indifferent, 4 favorable, and 5 

very favorable. 

To measure attitudes toward unforced immigration, so that I can investigate 

if there is a difference in how forced and unforced immigration are perceived 

by the public I rely on a question from the European Social Survey. It asks: 

“Now some questions about people from other countries coming to live in 

Sweden - Allow many/few immigrants from poorer countries outside Eu-

rope?” Responses are ranked on an ordinal scale from 1 to 4; 1 indicating to 

allow many to come and live here, 2 allow some, 3 allow a few, and 4 allow 

none. 

These two survey questions on forced and unforced immigration offer both 

benefits and limitations to the measurement of public attitudes. Other studies 

that evaluate immigrant attitudes often but not always rely on two questions 

or an index measure composed of a battery of questions about migrants, their 

access to welfare services, cultural diversity, economic threat, level of migra-

tion, etc. The downside here is that only one survey question is available to 

measure attitudes toward refugees and poor immigrants, respectively. This 

limits this studies ability to provide greater nuance on public attitudes toward 

these two types of migrants. However, a clear advantage provided is that this 

study compares similar migrant policy questions from separate but contempo-

raneous survey studies in Sweden to allow me to better differentiate between 

attitudes toward forced (refugees) and unforced migrants (poor immi-

grants)103. 

                               

 
102 It should also be mentioned that the author understands that foreign-born Swedish citizens 
that emigrated to Sweden several decades/years earlier are more likely to find themselves com-
peting with new immigrants or refugees for similar jobs and resources. While analyzing this 
groups’ attitudes toward refugees would be ideal the number of surveyed respondents that are 
not Swedish citizens or that were raised outside of Sweden or the Nordic countries but became 
citizens are too few in number (5% of the total SOM survey sample) to provide robust infer-
ences.  
103 The term ‘unforced migrants’ is used in place of voluntary migrant to describe the second 
survey question because it does not specifically identify the immigrants as voluntary in nature. 
At the same time because it does not mention refugees, asylum seekers or any type of conditions 
which forced them to emigrate, it is clearly distinguished from forced migrants. 
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Independent Variable 

Deciding which type of measure better reflects the financial crisis, this study 

prioritizes the unemployment rate. The decision to use unemployment rate as 

a measure of contextual-level economic insecurity in lieu of GDP is warranted 

because inter-group perceptions of competition and threat emerge over tangi-

ble state resources. The unemployment rate has an unmistakable advantage 

over GDP in that it more accurately and directly reflects both the risk of un-

employment and income loss that an individual and the public may experi-

ence, in addition to indicating their and others use and/or dependence on wel-

fare state resources. Large increases in unemployment also proxy for a decline 

in economic conditions that lead to reduced tax inflows and increased welfare 

consumption, draining available state resources that fund and determine the 

quality of other public goods (healthcare, transportation, education). Further, 

as Meuleman et al. (2009: 21) maintain – “GDP does not tell anything about 

the distribution of wealth in a country, so that a GDP increase not necessarily 

implies that the majority of the population gets access to larger quantities of 

resources”, which makes GDP a less fitting measure of the actual economic 

situation facing individuals or groups of individuals. 

With a focus on which environment is likely to have a stronger impact on 

individual perceptions the local municipal-level is ranked as more relevant 

than national-level conditions because individuals are more likely to have 

greater exposure to information about changes in economic conditions from 

local media, community activities and informal/personal interactions rather 

than more removed and abstract national conditions (Books and Prysby 1991: 

145-146; Nisbett and Ross 1980: 20). This argument is supported by findings 

in the field of psychology that identify that individuals often employ the 

‘availability heuristic’ to “form a judgement on the basis of what is readily 

brought to mind” (Schwarz and Vaughn 2003: 104). Therefore, if instances of 

economic conditions come to one’s mind more effortlessly, because of greater 

exposure to information about local conditions compared to national condi-

tions, individual perceptions will be swayed more by local conditions. This 

view is also reinforced by how the effects of national economic conditions 

may obscure large within country local variation and its effects on perceptions 

and attitudes (Books and Prysby 1991: 146). If we assume individuals take 

cues from national and local level conditions, it seems reasonable to assume 

that if local conditions are prosperous and national conditions are declining, 

individuals there will perceive lower risk compared to individuals that reside 

in areas where the downturn in national conditions resonates with declining 

conditions at the local level. 

With respect to employing a more precise measure of economic expo-

sure/risk this study uses the relative (%) change in municipal-level unemploy-

ment over time, rather than more common measures of the annual average 
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level or absolute change in unemployment. This choice is motivated by sev-

eral factors. Foremost, because this study emphasizes the importance of eco-

nomic shocks, which are sudden, compared to more persistent economic con-

ditions it becomes “more appropriate to study change than absolute levels of 

threat, because the latter are the results of country-specific historical trajecto-

ries and therefore less sensitive to time-related contextual conditions”104 (Bil-

liet et al. 2014: 15). Second, from a behavioral science perspective, measuring 

change rather than level is also considered superior on the basis of how indi-

viduals likely perceive the effect of a shock; not as a “final state of endow-

ment” independent of prior circumstances, but their preferences appear “to be 

determined by attitudes to gains and losses, defined relative to a reference 

point” (Kahneman 2003: 1455 – 56). Therefore, to consistently measure the 

intensity of sudden changes and how they are perceived by individual’s, rela-

tive change in unemployment is used because it will reflect the degree of gain 

or loss that one municipality has experienced compared to another; something 

annual mean level of unemployment will not perform effectively (Meuleman 

et al 2009: 354). 

The main time-period used to measure change in unemployment (𝑈𝐸𝛥𝑡)105 

is the relative difference in annual mean unemployment between 2007 and 

2009. This decision is based on three factors. First as Figure 2.1 reveals, the 

mean level of unemployment saw its largest change between 2008 and 2009. 

Assigning 2008 as a pre-treatment (pre-crisis) period would seem like a logi-

cal choice, however two reasons discourage this. News coverage of the global 

financial crisis broke in early September 2008 and a 520% increase in early 

termination notices within the Swedish manufacturing industry occurred be-

tween September and October of 2008 (see Essay I appendix, Figure A.1). It 

therefore stands to reason that some portion of those individuals that com-

pleted the 2008 SOM survey (spanning October 2008 to January 2009106) may 

have been influenced by the prospect of increasing economic risk, despite a 

marginal increase in mean national and local unemployment recorded between 

2007 and 2008 (see Figure 2.1). Survey respondents from the year 2008 are 

not considered an unequivocal pre-treatment case and therefore the year 2007 

is preferred as the base year to construct the primary measure of the crisis107. 

An exception is made for this crisis measure when evaluating attitudes toward 

                               

 
104 Applied to the municipal rather than the country-level in this case. 
105 t = year 
106 To provide an accurate measure of economic conditions and owing to the availability of 
monthly unemployment data for each municipality, annual municipal unemployment is meas-
ured using the previous 12 months to when the SOM survey is initially distributed (October). 
For example, for the year 2007 the mean unemployment is calculated by taking the mean level 
of unemployment for all 12 months between October 2006 and September 2007. 
107 For models the use the primary crisis measure (2007 to 2009) all survey observations for 
2008 are dropped. 
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immigrants using the ESS data. Due to the fact that the ESS only surveys at-

titudes on even years, e.g., 2006, 2008 and 2010, the year pairing of 2008 and 

2010 is therefore used as the alternative time-period to calculate the crisis 

measure. 

The crisis measure is calculated using the following equation: 

𝑈𝐸𝛥𝑡 =
[𝐴𝑣𝑔.𝑈𝐸 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑡 − 𝐴𝑣𝑔.𝑈𝐸 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑡−2]

𝐴𝑣𝑔.𝑈𝐸 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑡−2
                            (2.2) 

As depicted in Figure 2.1, national unemployment in Sweden increased 

significantly at the height of crisis between 2008 and 2009. The average in-

crease in national unemployment between 2007 and 2009 was 35%, and 

39.8% between 2008 and 2010. Among the 290 municipalities of Sweden, 

where greater variation is available, the change in unemployment between 

2007 and 2009 ranged from -14.2% to a striking high of 294%, with a mean 

value of 36.6%108. For the alternative measure, from 2008 to 2010, it was even 

greater, ranging between a low of 2.8% to a staggering high of 360%, and a 

mean value of 79.1% across all municipalities. 

As mentioned earlier, unlike the SOM data the ESS data identifies respond-

ents only at the regional NUTS 2 geographical-level. Therefore, applying the 

same 𝑈𝐸𝛥𝑡 measure to the 8 unique regional units between 2008 and 2010 

yields a minimum change of 18.9% and maximum of 58%, with a mean value 

of 40.4%. 

The post-treatment period is defined as the year 2009 for the refugee data 

set, and 2010 for the immigration data set. The crisis variable therefore takes 

the value of 0 for any pre-treatment year. Equation 2.3 illustrates this for the 

primary crisis measure that uses 2009 as the post-treatment year. See Table 

B.9 in the appendix for more detail. 

𝐶𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑖𝑠𝑟𝑡  =  {
0,                     𝑖𝑓 𝑡 ≤ 2008

𝑈𝐸𝛥2009.   𝑖𝑓 𝑡 ≥ 2009
                            (2.3

                               

 
108 Some might note that the change in annual mean level of unemployment between 2007 and 
2009 may seem low, this is a product of the fact that the distribution of the crisis measure has 
a positive/right skew. This same value increases by a significant degree (more than double) for 
the alternative period between 2008 and 2010 (see Table B.7). As shown in the regression re-
sults of Table 2.1 and B.6 the differences in mean and range of values for the main and alterna-
tive crisis measures does not change the outcome of the effect observed.  
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Figure 2.1: Average National Unemployment Rate in Sweden109 

Interaction and Control Variables 

This section begins with presenting the three indicators that will be used to 

capture individual level economic (in)security, namely education, class, and 

income. These individual-level variables, are interacted with the crisis meas-

ure to more accurately assess how economic insecurity and security affect at-

titudinal responses to the crisis. Following this, other relevant contextual and 

individual-level control variables are briefly described and motivated. 

The empirical evidence consistently shows that natives who are less edu-

cated or belong to a lower-class group are significantly more supportive of 

policies that reduce immigration (Billiet et al. 2014; Citrin et al. 1997; Fin-

seraas et al. 2014; Hainmueller and Hiscox 2010; Hjerm 2009; Mayda 2006; 

McLaren 2003; Scheve and Slaughter 2001; Sides and Citrin 2007). The rela-

tionship between education and immigrant attitudes is typically explained by 

labor skills. As education increases skills are greater and more transferable, 

which decreases unemployment risk, making them less likely to compete with 

immigrants for welfare benefits (Billiet et al. 2014; Citrin et al. 1997; Esses at 

al. 1998; Lancee and Pardos-Prado 2013; Meuleman et al. 2009; Semyonov et 

al. 2006; Sides and Citrin 2007). Education is measured as a binary variable, 

with 0 representing individuals that have attained no higher than a high school 

                               

 
109 Source: OECD (2020), Harmonized unemployment rate (national). 
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degree, and 1 for those that have attained any form of tertiary education (above 

the high school level - vocational, university courses, university degree). Ed-

ucation is measured and coded in the same manner across the SOM and ESS 

data sets. Household class is included on the basis that individuals belonging 

to manual class-positions are also more likely to depend on welfare state ser-

vices because of the greater insecurity and fewer opportunities they face in the 

labor market. Because manual-class workers are more likely to compete for 

the same welfare resources that new refugees and immigrants use, they too 

will likely perceive them as a greater threat during periods of economic de-

cline. This measure is coded with a value of (1) for blue-collar workers, (2) 

for white collared workers, and (3) for the self-employed. 

To capture another dimension of economic (in)security household income 

is included as it provides a quantifiable and scalable factor that is fundamen-

tally linked to enabling an individual to access material resources and there-

fore reduces their need to rely on welfare state benefits. In the case where they 

make a lower income, and receive welfare support they will directly compete 

with many refugees/immigrants that also receive support. According to re-

search they will perceive migrants as a threat to their future access to services 

and the quality of benefits (Billiet et al 2014: 4; Citrin et al. 1997: 860-61; 

Hainmueller and Hiscox 2010: 64 – 65; Hjerm 2009). For the SOM data set, 

the annual household income variable is re-composed110 from an 8-point ordi-

nal scale into two different scales; either as a quartile scale to allow for possi-

ble non-linear effects of income or as a binary scale to increase cell size and 

improve precision.  The smallest value in the 8-point scale represents a pre-

tax annual income of 50,000 Swedish crowns (SEK) and the highest a value 

of 750,000 SEK or more111.  For the ESS, annual household income is based 

on net-income in SEK, and then transformed by the survey into income dec-

iles. The variable is then dichotomized according to the median value, because 

the mean value produces a highly-skewed variable that under-represents lower 

income groups112. The primary purpose of creating binary measures of income 

in both data sets is to perform a sub-group analysis of each group according 

to the intensity of the crisis. This method is preferred as it is easier for the 

reader to interpret sub-group analysis compared to a marginal effects plot. 

                               

 
110 The original scale/range of household income varied over the years – meant to address the 
effects of inflation on increasing absolute values of income, with the smallest range of income 
values in earlier survey years measured on an 8-point scale and the largest range on a 12-point 
scale for the last survey year. For this study, several years were recomposed in order to stand-
ardize the measure for all five years. 
111 The coefficient values produced in tables are equivalent to 1,000 SEK for each 1 unit in-
crease.  
112 ESS documentation acknowledges that between survey rounds in 2006 and 2008, household 
income values are not inflation-adjusted, which may explain this skew. 
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Five other control variables are included in the analyses of immigration 

policy attitudes using the SOM and ESS data sets. The first is another contex-

tual-level indicator measuring the annual total share of foreign-born individu-

als in a municipality, which is intended to capture the competition for re-

sources between natives and non-natives. Ideally, this indicator should meas-

ure the share of refugees in a municipality, but this is not possible because 

accurate longitudinal data is not publicly available for the municipal-level lo-

cation of incoming refugees in Sweden. In addition, the majority of the refu-

gees who remain in the country become resident immigrants or citizens.  

To capture the extent of competition between natives and non-natives, I 

will therefore use a measure capturing the share of the total population in a 

municipality/region originating from the continents of South America, Africa, 

and Asia. This measure is inspired by how native individuals, according to 

group conflict theory, label and sort in- and out-groups based on their distinct 

linguistic, cultural, and physical traits compared to what is historically found 

in Sweden and the European continent (Semyonov et al. 2006: 428). This ap-

proach is further justified by the fact that the large majority of recent refugees 

to Sweden have come from South America, Africa, and Asia. 

For individual-level covariates, age is included on the basis that as individ-

uals age they become more concerned with the quality of public services such 

as healthcare, unemployment insurance, pensions and elderly assistance – 

benefits that will also be consumed by immigrants. Age is measured on a con-

tinuous scale for the ESS and SOM survey. Unemployment is also measured 

to account for the fact that the unemployed are much more likely to oppose 

immigration policy based on competition for welfare benefits. In addition, to 

account for known differences in attitudes between women and men a measure 

of gender is included. Women are found to be systematically more supportive 

of immigrants and immigration policy than men. 

Lastly, the measure of political ideology is included, as right-leaning re-

spondents across Europe are systematically more favorable toward restrictive 

immigration policies and demonstrate stronger anti-immigrant sentiment com-

pared to their left-leaning counterparts (Freitag and Rapp 2015; Gallego and 

Pardos-Prado 2014; Hainmueller and Hiscox 2007; Kessler and Freeman 

2005; Polavieja 2016; Semyonov et al. 2006; Sides and Citrin 2007). For the 

SOM survey respondents were asked to define themselves on a 5-point scale 

of political ideology; (1) representing clearly left, 2-somewhat left, 3-center, 

4-somewhat right, and 5-clearly right. The measure is collapsed into a 3-point 

scale from 0 to 2. The ESS measures political ideology on a 10-point scale, 

and was also collapsed into a 3-point scale. Values 1 to 3 were recoded as 0, 

4 to 6 as 1, and 7 to 10 as 2. 
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Design and Analytical Strategy 

As mentioned earlier, previous studies often rely on data that use a small count 

of unique observations of economic conditions113 and that typically include 

periods that involve limited variation in economic conditions. These features 

on their own or combined will reduce statistical precision. In addition, because 

observed changes in economic conditions are rarely suddenly triggered by fac-

tors outside the economy and instead influenced by unmeasured structural fac-

tors that are known to correlate with/affect attitudes – any relationship ob-

served between economic conditions and attitudes in studies that lack an eco-

nomic shock or crisis runs a larger risk of being spurious. To overcome these 

methodological challenges and more effectively test for a causal relationship 

between economic conditions and attitudes toward refugee immigration this 

study exploits the exogenous properties of the Great Recession. 

However, while the crisis originated outside of Sweden, the intensity of the 

crisis varied across different Swedish regions depending on local level struc-

tural factors. For example, the manufacturing industry was subjected to a 

much steeper increase in unemployment than other industries because it is de-

pendent on global demand, which dipped quickly following the crisis. This 

creates an opportunity, but also a potential challenge because it is known that 

geographic areas which are over represented by manufacturing labor are dif-

ferent from other areas in a number of ways. This includes demographic dif-

ferences (e.g., average level of education, political party popularity, or house-

hold income level) that are known to influence attitudes toward foreigners. 

Therefore, any attempt to compare changes in attitudes between high and low 

crisis areas, as if they were equivalent, would fail to account for these differ-

ences which will almost certainly produce biased statistical results. 

To help account for time-invariant structural and demographic differences 

across Sweden, as well as general trends in attitudes over time that are unre-

lated to the crisis (e.g., political movements), a difference-in-difference (DiD) 

design is used114. In order to carry out a DiD design using a continuous treat-

ment I run an OLS regression model controlling for municipal/regional, and 

time fixed effects for the survey data: 

𝑌𝑖𝑟𝑡 =  𝛼 + 𝜐𝑡  + 𝛾𝑟 +  𝛿𝐶𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑖𝑠𝑟𝑡 + Θ𝑀𝐹𝐵𝑟𝑡  +  𝜆Χ𝑖𝑟𝑡 + 휀𝑖𝑟𝑡     (2.1) 

In equation 2.1 the subscripts 𝑖 and 𝑡 represent individuals and year, re-

spectively. Year can take on the values of 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, 

                               

 
113 This is particularly acute for studies that measure unemployment rate at the national-level 
compared to regional or local-level geographic measures. 
114 For more details on this method see the “Internal Validity and Analytical Strategy” section 
in the introductory chapter, and the “Analytical Strategy” section in Essay I. 
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and 2011. The 𝑟 subscript denotes municipalities when analyzing refugee at-

titudes, or regions when evaluating immigrant attitudes. Depending on the 

data set used 𝑌𝑖𝑟𝑡  represents either individual level attitudes toward refugee 

policy or immigration from poor countries. The right-hand variable of most 

significance, the crisis treatment, is represented by 𝐶𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑖𝑠𝑟𝑡, which is a con-

tinuous measure of the relative change in unemployment at the municipal or 

regional-level. This variable is kept constant across post-treatment years; the 

justification is detailed in the Data section and depicted in the appendix under 

Table B.9. 𝑀𝐹𝐵𝑟𝑡 is a continuous measure of the annual share of the munici-

pal foreign-born population. For the remaining variables 𝛼 is the intercept, 𝜐𝑡 

identifies year fixed effects, 𝛾𝑟 captures municipal or regional fixed effects, 

𝛸𝑖𝑟𝑡  denotes individual level control variables, and finally 휀𝑖𝑟𝑡 represents ran-

dom errors. 

With this model specification only municipal/regional-time variation re-

mains to capture the crisis effect. To account for selection/omitted variable 

bias across municipal/region level, as well as over time; control variables that 

vary by municipality/region and time are also included. Further, and in recog-

nition of the multilevel structure of the data, municipal/regional clustered ro-

bust standard errors (CRSE) are run in all models to account for intra-class 

correlation for individual-level observations, and serial-correlation across mu-

nicipal-level observations (Angrist and Pischke 2009: 308 – 318; Angrist and 

Pischke 2015: 205 – 207; Bertrand et al. 2004; Cameron and Miller 2015). 

Doing otherwise often results in downwardly biased standard errors (ibid). 

Next, to investigate if the crisis effect varies across individuals with greater 

economic insecurity and economic security, equation 2.1 is run but now using 

sub-samples. This involves splitting the total sample into separate sub-groups 

for class (blue collar, white collar, and entrepreneur), education (pre-second-

ary or post-secondary), and income (dichotomous and quartiles). This enables 

me to measure the change in attitudes within each sub-group over time. 

Ultimately identifying a causal effect here rests on the validity of the as-

sumption of common trends115, which in this case corresponds to the condition 

that the crisis variable in this model reflects exogenous variation (i.e., uncor-

related with the error term conditional on the covariates) (Angrist and Pischke 

2009: 51-64). As discussed in the results section this assumption is visually 

confirmed in Figure 2.2 for the refugee data set. In addition, one can argue 

that because the crisis originated outside the borders of Sweden, the variation 

in economic conditions were more independently produced than those ob-

served during non-crisis periods. As a result, the effects of selection/omitted 

variable bias are better mitigated in this study compared to survey studies that 

do not overlap with an economic shock that originated outside the country or 

                               

 
115 This assumes that there is no remaining omitted variable bias correlated with the crisis and 
attitude variable, which is not already controlled for in the DiD model. 
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location of study. This provides more compelling evidence than usual to test 

if changes in contextual economic conditions have more than just a correla-

tional relationship with individual attitudes. 

Finally, and critical to evaluating whether the public does or doesn’t differ-

entiate between forced and unforced migrants during a crisis, this study incor-

porates a second survey question about immigrants from poorer countries out-

side of Europe using a different survey source; the European Social Survey 

(ESS). Unfortunately, the available data on immigrant attitudes has a number 

of limitations, primarily a much smaller count of unique observations for eco-

nomic conditions. Consequently, a direct comparison between results on ref-

ugees and immigrants from poor non-European countries should be done with 

caution in order to preserve methodological rigor. However, findings on un-

forced immigrant attitudes is reviewed following the “Main Results” section, 

and provides additional evidence for group conflict theory, to inform and in-

terpret the results for attitudes on refugee policy. 

Main Results 

Using the SOM survey data this section will evaluate the overall effect of the 

economic crisis on attitudes toward refugee policy, using visual and inferential 

techniques. In addition, I will report the impact of individual-level covariates 

that are known to enhance negative attitudes towards immigration in general. 

The second part of this section will then test for conditional effects by meas-

uring if individual economic (in)security (i.e., class, education and income) 

interacted with crisis intensity further enhances support for refugee re-

strictions. The following section will then use an equivalent approach to meas-

ure the effect of the crisis on attitudes toward immigrants from poor non-Eu-

ropean countries using the survey question from the ESS, to provide a point-

of-comparison with values observed for refugee attitudes. 

Tracking attitudes toward refugee intake over time, Figure 2.2 plots a sim-

ple examination of the crisis effect by comparing the attitudes of individuals 

living in high (solid line) and low crisis (dashed line) municipalities.116 Look-

ing at the differences and pattern in the low and high crisis group’s attitudes 

pre-crisis, from 2005 to 2007, one can observe that they maintain a systematic 

parallel trend, providing evidence of ‘common trends’. This suggests that the 

pre-treatment differences can be accounted for by the DiD design, which con-

siderably strengthens the opportunity for causal interpretation. 

As can be seen, there is a clear descending trend in opposition to refugee 

immigration in both groups from 2005 to 2011. This is unexpected given that 

                               

 
116 Figure 2.2 specifies a binary form of the crisis measure based on values from the year 2009, 
i.e., crisis intensity is set to high for the municipalities for which 𝑈𝐸𝛥2009 is above the mean, 
and to low for the other municipalities. 
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both the 2008 Great Recession and 2009 EU Debt crisis overlap with this pe-

riod of time, which created conditions under which group conflict theory 

would predict an increase in anti-immigration attitudes. Comparing the two 

groups relative difference before the crisis (2007) and at the height of the crisis 

(2009117), no sign of a significant difference in attitudes is observed. Looking 

at values for later years, a clear split in average attitudes emerges in 2011. This 

may be an indication of a lagged effect, but it is less likely since it takes place 

two years following the height of the crisis in 2009. More significantly, evi-

dence of both common trends and no increase in opposition to refugee intake 

among the treatment group (high crisis group) in 2009 or 2010 raises doubt of 

a crisis effect, despite what group conflict theory predicts. 

 

Figure 2.2: Average Support for Reducing Refugees by Crisis Intensity in Swe-
den 2005-2011118 

Evaluating the effect of the crisis using inferential techniques, Table 2.1 

below provides the results of the relationship between the economic crisis and 

attitudes for various time periods. Models 1 to 4 of the table are based on a 

comparison of the year right before (2007) and the year immediately after the 

                               

 
117 As discussed earlier 2008 is not considered a clear pre or post-treatment year of the crisis 
because the crisis had just begun in the late end of 2008 when the 2008 NSOM survey round 
was beginning. 
118 Sources: SOM survey and Arbetsförmedlingen. 
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onset of the crisis (2009). As can be seen, there is no statistically significant 

effect of crisis intensity on attitudes toward refugee immigration, nor is there 

any statistically significant relationship between the share of foreign-born in-

dividuals in a municipality and these attitudes119. 

Increased competition at the societal-level whether it be a consequence of 

a negative shock to economic conditions or the presence of a larger foreign-

born population had no general effect on native attitudes toward refugees. The 

size of the point estimates and standard errors among the more demanding 

models (for the 2007 and 2009 time period) suggest that even if it were possi-

ble to survey a larger sample of the population, the crisis is unlikely to produce 

a particularly substantial effect. As the 95% confidence interval for model 4 

ranges between -0.3118 and 0.0998. The lower bound confidence interval 

value reflects a change equivalent to 1/4th of 1 standard deviation120 in the 

outcome variable per 100% increase in unemployment rate. 

Next, in an effort to increase the statistical precision, as well as pick-up 

possible lagged effects of the crisis (as suggested in Figure 2.2) the sample 

size is increased by including survey data from the two years prior to 2007 

and the two years following 2009. As defined in Table B.9, and in-line with 

the dynamic DiD modeling approach, years 2005 to 2007 are all assigned the 

value of 0, and 𝑈𝐸𝛥2009 for years 2009 to 2011121. The results for this ex-

panded sample, reported in model 5 of Table 2.1, are negative and non-signif-

icant like the other point estimates. The 95% confidence interval for the crisis 

effect in model 5 is between: -0.146 and 0.109. These values reflect a precise 

null effect since the lower bound of the confidence interval is only 1/10th of a 

standard deviation. 

The cumulative evidence of the results in Table 2.1 suggests that there is 

no compelling evidence that an unemployment shock increases native support 

to reduce refugee intake, per the argument of group conflict theory. However, 

the absence of an overall effect does not eliminate the possibility that the effect 

may only manifest among individuals that directly depend on welfare benefits, 

such as those citizens that are generally more economically vulnerable and 

more likely to compete with refugees over welfare services (lower income, 

less educated, or lower class). A review the results for the individual-level 

                               

 
119 The unusually large standard errors observed for the municipal and regional-level measure 
of the share of the foreign-born population in Table 2.1 (models 3, 4, and 5) and Table 2.3 
(model 3) is likely caused by serial correlation. As a correlation test reveals that the share of 
the foreign-born population is highly correlated over time (.9921), as there is limited variation 
in this population over a few years within both municipalities and regions. 
120 Calculated as: -0.106 ± (1.96 ∗ 0.105) = -0.3118 or 0.0998 , (-0.311/1.278) = -0.24 
121 This choice is also supported by the fact that despite the lower levels of observed relative 
unemployment change in 2010 and 2011, their respective levels of mean unemployment rate 
were even higher than in 2009. Therefore using 𝑈𝐸𝛥2009 for 2010 and 2011 better reflects the 
lingering adverse conditions of the crisis. 
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covariates of risk (education and class) in Table 2.1, reveals statistically sig-

nificant effects in accordance with the predictions of group conflict theory. 

Native individuals who experience greater levels of personal economic risk 

are more negative toward refugee immigration.  However, turning to the in-

come measure, the results do not confirm the fiscal burdens model, which pre-

dicts that higher income individuals will oppose refugee intake. Instead higher 

income individuals are generally more opposed to reducing refugees whether 

a binary (models 2, 3, and 5) or when using a quartile scale of income (model 

4). Overall the income effects are weaker in magnitude than those obtained 

for education and class. 

Another important feature that emerges when evaluating the differences 

between models that exclude or include individual-level controls is the impact 

they have on the explained variation in the dependent variable. Serving as a 

baseline, in Table 2.1 model 1 specifies only the crisis measure accompanied 

by municipal and year fixed effects. As the r-squared value reveals, changes 

to contextual-level economic conditions caused by the crisis account for 

0.0004% of explained variation in attitudes. In contrast, model 2 that specifies 

only individual-level covariates of economic (in)security, accounts for ap-

proximately 15.3% of the total variation. The implication is that individual-

measures of economic (in)security, particularly the more persistent measures 

of education and class appear to be considerably more impactful on refugee 

attitudes than local economic conditions. 

Moving on to evaluate the interactive relationship between the crisis and 

economic security in Table 2.2, we begin with evaluating class and education, 

the two measures of economic security that were most closely related to im-

migration attitudes in the analysis above. Results for individuals experiencing 

higher risk (blue collar and less educated) are reported in models 1 and 4 of 

Table 2.2. The expectation is that among individuals with higher pre-existing 

economic risk living in municipalities with large increases in unemployment 

will feel even more vulnerable and therefore increase their support by a greater 

margin to reduce refugees (out-siders) than those not. The point estimates of 

the crisis in models 1 and 4 of Table 2.2 mirrors what is seen when testing the 

general relationship between the crisis and attitudes in Table 2.1; neither of 

them demonstrate a statistically significant change in attitudes. What is appar-

ent, however, is that the positive sign of both point estimates is in line with 

what group conflict theory would predict. 

Nonetheless, further inspection of the standard errors of the results suggests 

that even if the survey sample size were to be increased and the results became 

statistically significant, the maximum effect of the crisis on attitudes for each 

group would be quite small. For instance, for both the blue-collar group and 

the group of less educated the range of the calculated 95% confidence intervals 

suggests that it is very unlikely that attitudes would change with more than 

1/5th of a standard deviation when the crisis measure is increased by one unit.
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Table 2.1: Support for Reducing Refugees (Various Time Periods) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
VARIABLES 2007& 

2009 
2007& 
2009 

2007& 
2009 

2007& 
2009 

2005to 
2011 

Crisis -0.112  -0.0978 -0.106 -0.0183 
 (0.110)  (0.105) (0.105) (0.0654) 
Forn. Born(%)   -4.508 -4.425 2.520 
   (7.106) (7.061) (1.948) 
Age  0.00935+ 0.00940+ 0.00888+ 0.0120** 
  (0.00508) (0.00510) (0.00514) (0.00300) 
Age2  -7.42e-05 -7.47e-05 -6.89e-05 -8.94e-05** 
  (5.42e-05) (5.44e-05) (5.48e-05) (3.16e-05) 
Female  -0.103** -0.103** -0.102** -0.154** 
  (0.0291) (0.0291) (0.0292) (0.0162) 
Post-sec. Edu.  -0.625** -0.624** -0.616** -0.572** 
  (0.0433) (0.0433) (0.0440) (0.0205) 
Higher Inc.(bin)  -0.0892* -0.0893*  -0.0542** 
  (0.0352) (0.0352)  (0.0200) 
2nd Inc. Quartile    0.0808*  
    (0.0397)  
3rd Inc. Quartile    -0.0207  
    (0.0447)  
4th Inc. Quartile    -0.111*  
    (0.0471)  
White Collar  -0.356** -0.355** -0.353** -0.391** 
  (0.0382) (0.0382) (0.0370) (0.0205) 
Entrepreneur  -0.218** -0.218** -0.216** -0.288** 
  (0.0561) (0.0565) (0.0563) (0.0316) 
Unemployed  0.157* 0.158* 0.160* 0.113* 
  (0.0725) (0.0726) (0.0731) (0.0486) 
Center  0.514** 0.514** 0.518** 0.503** 
  (0.0395) (0.0395) (0.0394) (0.0294) 
Right-leaning  0.785** 0.785** 0.792** 0.779** 
  (0.0493) (0.0493) (0.0487) (0.0398) 
      
Constant 3.369** 3.118** 3.414** 3.384** 2.972** 
 (0.0284) (0.124) (0.453) (0.449) (0.115) 
      
Observations 7,206 6,394 6,394 6,394 17,599 
R-squared 0.0004 0.153 0.153 0.154 0.154 
No. of Mun. 272 272 272 272 272 
Indiv. Controls no yes yes yes yes 
Municipal FE yes yes yes yes yes 
Year FE yes yes yes yes yes 
Cluster RSE yes yes yes yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10
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Next, the effect of the crisis on immigration attitudes among the more eco-

nomically secure (i.e., white collared, entrepreneurs, and college educated) are 

reported in models 2, 3 and 5 of Table 2.2, respectively. Again, no statistically 

significant effects are observed, but as can be seen from inspecting the stand-

ard errors of the crisis coefficients this analysis suffers from fairly low statis-

tical precision, in particular for the entrepreneur class.  The confidence inter-

vals of the crisis coefficient for these three groups thus contains rather sub-

stantive crisis effects. Important to note, however, is that the point estimates 

for the economic secure groups are all negative, contradicting the argument of 

group conflict theory. 

Table 2.2 – Support for Reducing Refugees by Risk Groups, 2007 & 2009 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
VARIABLES Blue  

Collar 
White  
Collar  

Entrepreneur  Edu:  
No college 

Edu:  
College 

Crisis 0.0849 -0.119 -0.448 0.0259 -0.206 
 (0.144) (0.222) (0.668) (0.110) (0.320) 
      
Constant 3.725** 2.267** 1.256 3.521** 2.515** 
 (0.565) (0.778) (1.376) (0.449) (0.949) 
      
Obs. cnt. 2,884 2,978 532 4,208 2,186 
R-squared 0.090 0.169 0.126 0.059 0.135 
No. of Mun. 270 248 166 272 236 
Indiv. Contr. yes yes yes yes yes 
Mun. FE yes yes yes yes yes 
Year FE yes yes yes yes yes 
Cluster RSE yes yes yes yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 

Testing the remaining available measure of economic (in)security, house-

hold income, attitudes are reported in Table B.1 in the appendix. Non-signifi-

cant effects are observed for every income group, with the exception of the 1st 

quartile income group reported in model 3. Individuals belonging to this in-

come group and that resided in municipalities that experienced a 100% up-

surge in unemployment change (𝑈𝐸𝛥2009) decreased support for reducing the 

intake of refugees by -0.4 points. This effect was statistically significant at the 

95% confidence level, and amounted to a change in attitudes equivalent to 

3/5ths of 1 standard deviation122. These results are not only large but unex-

pected, as the negative sign directly contradicts what group conflict theory 

would predict for a group experiencing higher risk than the rest of the public. 

                               

 
122 Calculated as: 0.400 ± (1.96 ∗ 0.184) = -0.039 or 0.76, (0.76/1.287) = 0.63 



 

 124 

Non-significant effects are found for the remaining five groups in Table 

B.1. Looking at the results for the two other high risk groups, households de-

fined by earned income below the mean (model 1) and those belonging to the 

2nd quartile income group (model 4), one can observe they produce low statis-

tical precision.  Their 95% confidence intervals are quite substantial in size, [-

0.354 to 0.16] for the low income binary measure (model 1), and [-0.385 to 

0.645] for the 2nd quartile income group (model 4). Furthermore, the negative 

sign for the low income binary measure, and the positive for the 2nd quartile 

income group are contradictory, as group conflict theory would argue that 

those more at risk would increase their support for reducing refugees. Extend-

ing the inspection of the results to the low or lowest risk income groups (mod-

els 2, 5 and 6) we once again observe large standard errors. With the combi-

nation of poor statistical precision and either positive or negative signs for the 

point estimates representing the lower risk income groups it would be unlikely 

that even with a larger survey sample size one would observe results that 

clearly conform to group conflict theory. 

Because household income is regularly cited as the weakest predictor of 

immigrant attitudes, it seems appropriate to place greater weight on the sub-

group results for education and class (Citrin et al. 1997; Hainmueller and 

Hiscox 2010; Hainmueller et al. 2015; McLaren 2003, Semyonov et al. 2006; 

Sides and Citrin 2007). In addition, considering the number of tests run to 

evaluate the relationship between the crisis and refugee attitudes, among dif-

ferent sample groups, it’s possible that the results for the 1st quartile income 

group is a classic case of a multiple comparisons problem. 

A lack of significant effects across all but one of the sub-group samples 

(Table B.1, model 3) would push one toward rejecting the argument that the 

crisis induced the native public of Sweden to increase their opposition toward 

forced migration. It is also clear that many of the point estimates and confi-

dence intervals of groups that would be expected to favor reducing refugees 

produce effects that run opposite to what group conflict theory would predict 

(decreasing support for reducing refugees). While I cannot eliminate the pos-

sibility that with a larger sample evidence supporting group conflict theory in 

relation to refugees may materialize; I argue that the evidence presented here 

rejects this proposition. 

Results on unforced immigrant attitudes  

To better explore the deservingness heuristic, i.e. whether or not an immi-

grant’s reason for migrating affects how public attitudes are formed, an addi-

tional analysis of how the crisis affected attitudes toward unforced migration 

in Sweden is included. This analysis, which relies on ESS data, is meant to 

provide preliminary evidence because the respondents location is reported at 

the regional level and not the municipal level as it is in the SOM survey. 
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Therefore, the available variation for the independent and dependent variables 

for unforced immigration is less than what is available for forced immigration. 

Below, the general effect of the crisis is reported in Table 2.3, followed by 

a discussion of the conditional effect of the crisis, using the sub-group analysis 

of education and income groups in Table B.2 (in the appendix)123. In addition, 

and in an effort to be as thorough and transparent as possible, attitudes toward 

refugees are also tested by running the same analysis but only for the years 

2008 and 2010. These results will be reviewed in the robustness section and 

reported in the appendix under Table B.6 

Looking at Table 2.3 statistically significant effects are observed between 

the crisis and attitudes toward immigrants from poor non-European countries 

(models 1 and 3). This stands in stark contrast to the non-significant effects 

reported for refugees. A possible interpretation of this is that the public 

demonstrates greater acceptance for refugees, than for unforced migrants, 

even under conditions of greater competition. As argued by the deservingness 

heuristic, the public perceives a refugee’s purpose for migrating as more le-

gitimate and therefore deserving of aid than the average immigrant that mi-

grates for labor opportunities or improved living conditions. This would ex-

plain the observation that opposition toward refugees does not increase during 

a decline in economic conditions, despite the arguments of group conflict the-

ory. For the more rigorous model (3) the magnitude of the effect is equivalent 

to approximately 2/3rds of a standard deviation. This would be considered a 

large effect, and suggests that the crisis does in fact enhance negative attitudes 

toward general immigrants, as group conflict theory would predict. 

Looking at the interactive effects between the crisis and the individual 

measures of economic insecurity, Table B.2 shows that the effects of the crisis 

also enhanced opposition toward the immigration of poor non-Europeans, 

among the non-college educated (model 1) and lower income respondents 

(model 3). All of these effects are statistically significant at the 95% confi-

dence level. These effects are also very large in magnitude, amounting to 2/3rds 

of a standard deviation in model 3 and a full 1 standard deviation increase in 

model 1. These results support the argument of selfish personal-interest de-

scribed by group conflict theory. 

Lastly, the for native respondents that belong to lower risk groups, the re-

sults show that higher income individuals became considerably more support-

ive of reducing immigrants from poorer non-European countries (model 4). 

These effects were significant at the 99% confidence level, equivalent to 4/5ths 

of a standard deviation124. 

                               

 
123 It should be noted that for the European Social Survey, no measure of class is available. 
124 The increase in opposition to immigration policy/immigrants among higher income respond-
ents is also consistent with the ‘fiscal burden’ model that argues high-income natives are more 
opposed to low-skilled immigration compared to lower-income natives on the basis of their 
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Table 2.3: Support for Reducing Immigrants from Poor Non-European Coun-
tries, 2008 & 2010125 

 (1) (2) (3) 
VARIABLES Poor non-EU 

Immigrants 
Poor non-EU 
Immigrants  

Poor non-EU 
Immigrants 

Crisis2010 0.501**  0.487** 
 (0.0736)  (0.0297) 
Foreign Born (%)   0.691 
   (10.35) 
Age  -0.000709 -0.000801 
  (0.00239) (0.00241) 
Age2  6.33e-05* 6.42e-05* 
  (2.46e-05) (2.50e-05) 
Female  -0.0786** -0.0783** 
  (0.0145) (0.0146) 
Post-sec. Education  -0.287** -0.288** 
  (0.0310) (0.0315) 
Higher Inc. (binary)  -0.0490* -0.0486* 
  (0.0193) (0.0189) 
Unemployed  0.124 0.122 
  (0.0688) (0.0683) 
Center  0.132** 0.132** 
  (0.0303) (0.0310) 
Right-leaning  0.243** 0.244** 
  (0.0223) (0.0224) 
Constant 1.814** 1.688** 1.650* 
 (0.00591) (0.0687) (0.596) 
    
Observations 3,155 2,892 2,892 
R-squared 0.001 0.088 0.089 
Number of Regions 8 8 8 
Indiv. Controls no yes yes 
Region FE yes yes yes 
Year FE yes yes yes 
Cluster RSE yes yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 

For the college educated sub-group (model 2) the results are less conclu-

sive, as the effects are not significant and reflect low statistical precision. The 

95% confidence interval ranges broadly between [-0.74 to .442]. The evidence 

is not clear cut on whether the economically secure residing in areas worst hit 

by the crisis generally increased their opposition toward poor non-European 

                               

 
increased future fiscal exposure (tax burden) driven by immigrants’ consumption of scarce pub-
lic services (Hainmueller and Hiscox 2010: 62; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014: Hainmueller 
et al. 2015). 
125 Source: European Social Survey. 
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immigrants. That being said the overall tally of the results support the predic-

tion of group conflict theory, that during periods of increased resource scarcity 

natives (both the insecure and secure) demonstrate increasing opposition to 

immigrants. 

Robustness 

Evaluating different strategies to more thoroughly test for a relationship be-

tween the crisis and attitudes, different samples and alternative approaches are 

reviewed. First, scrutinizing the relationship between other contextual-level 

factors and attitudes on refugee or immigration-reduction policy, the same-

level interactive relationship between the economic crisis and the proportion 

of the foreign-born population is evaluated via sub-sample analysis in Tables 

B.3 and B.4. Assessing the conditional effect of the economic crisis on native 

attitudes, two sub-samples are created. For the refugee data (Table B.3), mu-

nicipalities with a foreign-born population below or equivalent to the national 

median (low) is reported in model 1 and for those above the median (high) in 

model 2. Negative and non-significant effects are observed for both groups. 

The statistical precision of the results is much greater for the low versus the 

high foreign born sample, this is likely driven by the fact that the low sample 

includes a significantly higher count of municipal observations (N = 224) 

compared to the high sample (N = 56)126. This circumstance limits available 

variation making it difficult to accurately identify a relationship. This suggests 

that for the case of Sweden, the size of the foreign-born population did not 

change the relationship between the crisis and attitudes toward refugees. 

Employing the same approach as above, results for attitudes toward un-

forced immigrants in Table B.4 produce a different picture. For attitudes to-

ward reducing immigration from poorer non-European countries a statistically 

significant point estimate of .501 (model 2) is observed among regions that 

experienced a 100% increase in unemployment change and where the foreign-

born population is greater than the median value. A smaller and also statisti-

cally significant value of 0.422 is reported in model 1 for regions where the 

foreign-born population is equal to or less than the median value. These results 

are consistent with group conflict theory, which argues that in areas with a 

large foreign-born population coupled with a declining economy will induce 

natives to increasingly oppose immigration. 

Next, using a more common metric for economic conditions, average mu-

nicipal unemployment level (%) is used in lieu of this studies’ main measure 

                               

 
126 Very similar results were found when splitting the low and high foreign born sample using 
the mean rather than the median value. The precision for the high mean sample was slightly 
worse, likely a result of and even smaller count of municipal observations (N = 36). 
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of the crisis (relative change (%) in unemployment rate). Using the DiD ap-

proach again the results reported in Table B.5 for years 2007 and 2009 demon-

strate non-significant effects like the main measure. The results for this alter-

native crisis measure demonstrate good statistical precision, as the standard 

errors and point estimates are small. And last, when using the alternative 

measure of the crisis, change in unemployment between 2008 and 2010 for 

attitudes on refugee immigration, non-significant effects are observed in Table 

B.6, as originally expected. 

Conclusion 

In the case of Sweden, the crisis did not cause an overall increase in support 

for reducing forced migrant (refugee) intake, contravening core aspects of 

what group conflict theory advances. Moreover, unlike the expectations of 

group conflict theory I find no evidence of increased opposition towards ref-

ugee immigration among the most vulnerable groups (less educated, lower 

class and income) that are more likely to respond out of personal material in-

terest. Nor did the results indicate that the crisis induced reduced support for 

refugee immigration among the less vulnerable (higher educated, class and 

income), which group conflict argues will increase opposition out of a sense 

of group-interest toward other natives, and/or selfish interest out of fear of 

future tax increases. On the other hand, the results using the supplemental ESS 

data for attitudes toward unforced migrants shows an effect consistent with 

group conflict theory. A statistically significant increase in support for reduc-

ing immigration from poorer non-European countries is observed in general 

and among economically insecure native groups living in regions worst hit by 

the crisis. 

Amongst a wealth of research evaluating how economic conditions affect 

the publics opposition or support for unforced immigrants or immigration 

(Billiet et al. 2014, Goldstein and Peters 2014, Kessler and Freeman 2005; 

Lancee and Pardos-Prado 2013, Meuleman et al. 2009, Polavieja 2016, Se-

myonov et al. 2006, and Sides and Citrin 2007) there is only one known study 

to have evaluated how economic conditions affect attitudes toward forced im-

migration (Kessler and Freeman 2005). As a consequence, there is both room 

for additional empirical work as well as uncertainty about how adequate the-

ory typically used to explain attitudes the relationship between economic con-

ditions and attitudes toward unforced immigration is for interpreting attitudes 

toward unforced immigration. As demonstrated by related research that eval-

uates whether the public makes a distinction between forced and unforced im-

migration, there is strong evidence to indicate that the public has a signifi-

cantly more positive and supportive opinion towards forced immigration (Ap-

pelbaum 2002; Bansak et al. 2016; Gieling et al. 2011; Verkuyten 2004; 

Verkuyten et al. 2018). This research has shown that the deservingness heu-

ristic mechanism is more relevant than group conflict or other related theories 
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(e.g., social dominance or social identification) to explain attitudes toward 

forced immigration (ibid). By combining the decline in unemployment caused 

by the crisis, and two separate survey questions on forced and unforced immi-

gration, this study makes three general contributions to the field. First, the 

design of this study enables me to more accurately evaluate if there is a dif-

ference between how the public perceives forced versus unforced immigration 

during periods of economic crisis and increased resource scarcity. And sec-

ond, with a focus on theory, by testing the effect of the crisis on attitudes I 

argue that the difference in attitudes toward the two types of immigration is 

explained by how the deservingness heuristic is more integral to the formation 

of attitudes toward forced migrants (refugees), whereas group conflict theory, 

at this stage, appears to be more effective at explaining attitudes toward un-

forced migrants. Finally, by utilizing the sharp and large variation in economic 

conditions caused by the Great Recession the current study is in an unusually 

good position to isolate and test for a causal relationship between economic 

conditions and attitudes. 

Instead of imposing the traditional assumption that public preferences are 

driven primarily by self-interest, this study has sought to incorporate theory 

from behavioral research, describing how the particular situation of a group 

or individual in need may elicit non-selfish responses from the public. The 

result here and in related work indicates that one should be reticent to assume 

that selfish motives as delineated by group conflict theory can also explain 

attitudes toward forced migrants, compared to how it has been able to explain 

opinions toward unforced migrants (Appelbaum 2002; Bansak et al. 2016; 

Gieling et al. 2011; Verkuyten 2004; Verkuyten et al. 2018). As argued by the 

deservingness heuristic, non-selfish attitudes appear to be explained by how 

the public identifies forced immigrants (refugees) compared to unforced im-

migrants as more deserving of aid. This is because they generally recognize 

that forced immigrants are in material need, and that their need and purpose 

for migrating was to escape war or persecution in their home country, a situa-

tion clearly beyond their control. At the same time, group conflict theory ap-

pears to remain relevant when explaining how the crisis amplifies public op-

position towards unforced immigration. This aligns with recent cross-national 

evidence that shows that the crisis led to an increase in anti-immigration sen-

timent across several European countries, including Sweden (Polavieja 2016). 

This paper thus provides a broader perspective, not meant to contradict the 

selfish impulses described by group conflict theory but to complement it and 

provide a more comprehensive account of how human attitudes are formed 

toward out-groups. 

Attempting to replicate these results in other contexts is an important ave-

nue for future research. Sweden is unusual in many respects, in particular be-

cause it has a long history of accepting refugees and a universalistic welfare 

state. The common denominator is that in countries with comprehensive wel-

fare states, like Sweden, there is likely to be a “less stark separation between 
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‘us’ (citizens) and ‘them’ (immigrants)”, which may help to restrain the 

broader manifestation of group conflict (Boräng 2018: 35). Thus, it may be 

that societies with universalistic welfare states, that have had time to institu-

tionalize inclusiveness and a sense of obligation to care for those in need, are 

more likely to extend help toward refugees even during periods of increased 

economic competition. Future research should follow up with an evaluation 

of whether or not natives in other countries perceive forced migrants more 

positively than unforced migrants during periods of greater economic compe-

tition; as well as compare these findings across countries to determine if hav-

ing a more or less comprehensive welfare state enhances the role of the de-

servingness heuristic in cueing how natives differentiate between forced and 

unforced migrants.
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Appendix 

 

Table B.1: Support for Reducing Refugees by Income Risk Groups, 2007 & 2009 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
VARIABLES Mean: 

Low Inc. 
Mean: 
High Inc. 

Inc: 
Q1 

Inc: 
Q2 

Inc: 
Q3 

Inc: 
Q4 

Crisis -0.0943 -0.0240 -0.400* 0.130 0.186 -0.611 
 (0.133) (0.188) (0.184) (0.263) (0.204) (0.374) 
       
Constant 3.043** 3.744** 3.432** 1.898* 4.077** 3.477** 
 (0.557) (0.628) (0.674) (0.894) (0.726) (1.026) 
       
Observations 3,076 3,318 1,965 1,111 1,798 1,520 
R-squared 0.137 0.156 0.114 0.230 0.161 0.157 
No. of Munic. 268 263 254 230 249 219 
Indiv. Controls yes yes yes yes yes yes 
Municipal FE yes yes yes yes yes yes 
Year FE yes yes yes yes yes yes 
Cluster RSE yes yes yes yes yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 

Table B.2: Support for Reducing Immigrants from Poor Non-European Coun-
tries by Income-risk Groups, 2008 & 2010 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
VARIABLES No college College Low Inc. High Inc. 

Crisis2010 0.779* -0.149 0.457* 0.598** 
 (0.223) (0.302) (0.185) (0.0934) 
     
Constant 0.944 3.488** 2.733+ 0.406 
 (0.698) (0.834) (1.257) (1.178) 
     
Observations 1,916 976 1,203 1,689 
R-squared 0.041 0.082 0.092 0.078 
Number of region 8 8 8 8 
Indiv. Controls yes yes yes yes 
Region FE yes yes yes yes 
Year FE yes yes yes yes 
Cluster RSE yes yes yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 
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Table B.3: Support for Reducing Refugees by share of Foreign Born Population, 
2007 & 2009 

 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Low F.B. population High F.B. population 

Crisis -0.167 -0.0422 
 (0.115) (0.263) 
   
Constant 3.486** 3.021** 
 (0.172) (0.155) 
   
Observations 3,254 3,140 
R-squared 0.130 0.183 
Number of Municipalities 224 56 
Indiv. Controls yes yes 
Municipal FE yes yes 
Year FE yes yes 
Cluster RSE yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 

Table B.4: Support for Reducing Immigrants from Poor Non-European Coun-
tries by Share of Foreign Born Population, 2008 & 2010 

 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Poor non-EU Imm:  

Low F.B. population 
Poor non-EU Imm:  
High F.B. population 

Crisis2010 0.422** 0.501** 
 (0.0550) (0.0289) 
   
Constant 1.649** 1.727** 
 (0.0888) (0.122) 
   
Observations 1,463 1,429 
R-squared 0.083 0.102 
Number of regions 5 3 
Indiv. Controls yes yes 
Region FE yes yes 
Year FE yes yes 
Cluster RSE yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10
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Table B.5: Support for Reducing Refugees (Mean Level Unemployment Meas-
ure), 2007 & 2009 

VARIABLES (1) (2) 

   
Crisis (mean level U.E.) -0.0320 -0.0246 
 (0.0477) (0.0475) 
 
Foreign Born (%) 

 
-2.067 

 
-3.467 

 (7.744) (7.171) 
Constant 3.580** 3.432** 
 (0.394) (0.397) 
   
Observations 7,219 6,406 
R-squared 0.000 0.153 
Number of Municipalities 275 275 
Indiv. Controls no yes 
Municipal FE yes yes 
Year FE yes yes 
Cluster RSE yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 

Table B.6: Support for Reducing Refugees (Alternative Crisis Period), 2008 & 
2010 

 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES 2008 & 2010 2008 & 2010 

   
Crisis2010 -0.000859 0.102 
 (0.0922) (0.0962) 
   
Constant 3.197** 2.526** 
 (0.0638) (0.564) 
   
Observations 7,040 5,003 
R-squared 0.002 0.147 
Number of Municipalities 272 272 
Indiv. Controls no yes 
Municipal FE yes yes 
Year FE yes yes 
Cluster RSE yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10
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Table B.7: Summary Statistics for Refugee attitudes (SOM survey) Full Sample 
and Sub-samples (Years 2007 & 2009) 

SAMPLE Attitude 
Mean 

SD min max N 

Total 3.351 1.278 1 5 6,394 
 
Income: Q1 

 
3.471 

 
1.287 

 
1 

 
5 

 
1,965 

Income: Q2 3.491 1.250 1 5 1,111 
Income: Q3 3.346 1.253 1 5 1,798 
Income: Q4 3.101 1.280 1 5 1,520 
Mean: Low Income 3.478 1.274 1 5 3,076 
Mean: High Income 3.234 1.271 1 5 3,318 
Blue-c Class 3.599 1.224 1 5 2,884 
White-c Class 3.085 1.282 1 5 2,978 
Entrepreneur Class 3.500 1.252 1 5 532 
Pre-sec. Education 3.628 1.196 1 5 4,208 
Post-sec. Education 2.819 1.264 1 5 2,186 
Unemployed 3.511 1.330 1 5 264 
Employed 3.344 1.275 1 5 6,130 
Left-leaning 2.961 1.320 1 5 2,204 
Center 3.532 1.204 1 5 1,817 
Right-leaning 3.575 1.208 1 5 2,373 
      

VARIABLES Mean SD min max N 

UE∆2009  0.366 0.378 -0.142 2.942 272M 

Alt. measure (UE∆2010) 
Age 

0.791 
49.92 

0.439 
17.61 

0.0285 
15 

3.607 
85 

272 M 
6,394 

Female 0.502 NA 0 1 6,394 
Household Income  
(quasi-cont.) 

428.3 204.3 50 750 6,394 

M (municipal observations)
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Table B.8: Summary Statistics for Immigrant attitudes (European Social Survey) 
Full Sample and Sub-samples (Years 2008 & 2010) 

SAMPLE Attitude SD min max N 
 mean     

Total 1.812 0.712 1 4 2,892 
      
Median: Low Inc. 1.903 0.742 1 4 1,203 
Median: Hi. Inc. 1.747 0.682 1 4 1,689 
Low Edu. 1.916 0.722 1 4 1,916 
High Edu. 1.608 0.644 1 4 976 
Unemployed 1.878 0.678 1 4 98 
Employed 1.810 0.713 1 4 2,794 
Left-leaning 1.667 0.671 1 4 643 
Center 1.821 0.714 1 4 1,262 
Right-leaning 1.895 0.720 1 4 987 
      

VARIABLES Attitude SD min max N 

UE∆2010 0.405 0.109 0.189 0.580 8R 
Mean: Regional U.E. 2008 6.362 0.870 5 7.400 8R 
Mean: Regional U.E. 2010 8.887 0.993 7.200 10.30 8R 
Age 49.06 18.55 15 95 2,892 
Female 0.495 0.500 0 1 2,892 

R (regional observations) 

Table B.9: Crisis Measures 

Year 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Crisis 0 0 0 X UEΔ2009 UEΔ2009 UEΔ2009

Crisis2010 - - - 0 - UEΔ2010 -

Crisis Measures:                                                                                                   

Relative change in regional/municipal-level unemployment
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ESSAY III 

Abstract: The conventional approach to explaining support or opposition for 

taxes, as well as other redistributive policies, has involved the motive of self-

interest. Yet, evidence emerging in the fields of behavioral economics and 

political psychology have demonstrated that under certain conditions non-

selfish motives are measurable and do influence attitude formation and behav-

ior. In the case of attitudes toward redistribution, several recent studies have 

repeatedly shown that when individuals are exposed to informational cues 

which characterize a recipient of welfare as 1) in clear material need and 2) 

that their circumstances are not a consequence of a lack of effort but instead 

caused by bad luck – they will judge them as more deserving of state aid, even 

if providing aid runs against their own self-interest or ideological values. The 

limitation is that these findings rely on experimental evidence and therefore 

may not translate well to the disorder inherent to real-world conditions. In this 

study, I explore if deservingness cues were activated on a widespread scale as 

a result of the economic harm caused by the Great Recession, specifically the 

spike in unemployment. If so the expectation is that those typically supportive 

of cutting taxes (motivated either by material self-interest or ideological rea-

sons) would temporarily suspend their support because they understand that 

taxes are vital to funding welfare benefits to those harmed by the crisis. The 

results reveal that those with the least support and greatest scope to change 

their attitudes, the ideological right, became less supportive of reducing taxes 

in municipalities with higher unemployment hikes compared to those residing 

in municipalities with lower hikes. This effect remains statistically significant 

when controlling for a proxy for self-interest and can be interpreted as evi-

dence supporting the relevance of the deservingness heuristic in explaining 

tax attitudes.
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The Great Recession and Resistance to 

Taxation in Sweden: Self-interest and the 

Deservingness Heuristic 

Understanding the determinants of tax attitudes is important since such atti-

tudes affect voting behavior and thereby, ultimately, also tax policy. Across 

the globe tax systems are typically designed so that high-income individuals 

pay more in taxes than low-income individuals. Among a number of things, 

this system allows governments to distribute tax revenues via transfers (e.g., 

social insurance and other welfare benefits) and public goods (e.g., health care 

and public education) address poverty, income-inequality and other disloca-

tions caused by free-market systems. Moving beyond the typical question of 

who supports or opposes such policies, this study is concerned with how non-

selfish (other-regarding) and selfish motives influence support or opposition 

toward taxation in Sweden, and how these motives change with the economic 

environment. Answering these questions is important because it deepens our 

understanding of how public attitudes of the tax system are formed. 

The conventional understanding is that public support for redistribution and 

taxation is driven by the motive of self-interest. A tax system generates net-

contributors and net-recipients, and the former have personal economic incen-

tives to oppose taxation and targeted redistributive policies. Previous survey 

research, investigating the importance of selfish motives, have also found em-

pirical support for the view that the net-contributors to the welfare system pre-

fer lower taxes than do the net-beneficiaries of these systems (Bowler and 

Donovan 1995; Brock and Kelly 2017; Chong et al. 2001; Cutler et al. 1999; 

Doherty et al. 2006; Franko et al. 2013; Gilens 1999; Green and Gerken 1989; 

Tepe et al. 2020). Directly related, a number of recent studies from the 

“pocket-book” voting literature provide causal evidence that proposed or ac-

tual changes to redistribution and taxation policies by governments increased 

their voter support among the beneficiaries of these reforms (Elinder et al. 

2011; Manacorda et al. 2011; Pop-Eleches and Pop-Eleches 2012). 

However, scholars have also observed that the public makes “decisions 

based on their perception of the condition of the nation’s economy, rather than 

their own personal economic situation” (Kiewiet and Lewis-Beck 2011: 304). 

This phenomenon is referred to as “sociotropic” behavior, and sometimes in-

terpreted as evidence that “non-selfish” motives influence the voter’s decision 
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to choose what appears to be the public’s interest over their personal-interest 

(Chong et al. 2001; Funk 2000; Hansford and Gomez 2015; Kiewiet and 

Lewis-Beck 2011; Kinder et al. 1989; Kinder and Kiewiet 1979; 1981; Lewin 

1991; Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000; 2007). Despite a large collection of 

evidence, it remains contested whether or not economic conditions elicit non-

selfish motives. Nevertheless, related research in the fields of behavioral sci-

ence and evolutionary psychology using a different approach provide evi-

dence that non-selfish motives might explain the observed relationship be-

tween economic conditions (sociotropic information) and political attitudes. 

This research does not contest the argument that individuals are often driven 

by their material self-interest (pocket-book), instead it provides a complement 

to this narrative and shows that under certain circumstances individuals are 

willing to help others, even strangers, at personal cost (Bowles and Gintis 

2000; Fong, Bowles, and Gintis 2006; Petersen 2015). Known as the deserv-

ingness heuristic, experimental evidence shows that humans automatically 

and unconsciously rely on intuitive rules-of-thumb to determine if individuals 

are worthy of help, or welfare benefits. These rules/cues require that recipients 

of help-aid are perceived as being in high need of help, and that their current 

circumstances are not a consequence of a lack of effort but rather caused by 

bad luck (Aaroe and Petersen 2014; Jensen and Petersen 2017; Petersen 2015; 

Van Oorschot 2000). In the case of macro-economic conditions, the Great Re-

cession, which caused widespread unemployment and economic recession 

across national economies on a global scale beginning in 2008, provides a 

clear case of how these two conditions are met on a mass societal scale 

(Lindvall 2013; McKinsey Global Institute 2012; Ólafsson et al. 2019). 

As one of the most conspicuous and polarizing topics related to voting and 

attitudes toward government policy making, attitudes on taxation are clearly 

relevant to selfish and non-selfish behavioral processes. Yet, trying to discern 

in a real-world environment whether non-selfish motives, working through the 

deservingness heuristic, affects attitudes toward taxation is difficult for, at 

least, three reasons. First, good empirical measures of deservingness are hard 

to find, especially ones that will deliver unambiguous and clear deservingness 

cues in a real-world setting. Second, distinguishing causality from correlation 

is always challenging when using observational data. A correlation between a 

deservingness measure (e.g., unemployment rate) and tax attitudes may be 

spurious because it may be driven by other variables correlated with both the 

deservingness measure and tax attitudes. Third, and finally, to identify the im-

portance of non-selfish motives in explaining tax attitudes it is usually neces-

sary to control for selfish motives. Unfortunately, traditional objective co-var-

iates like income, class, and education will not always accurately account for 

the respondents past and expected future financial situation or other recent 

idiosyncratic economic factors (e.g. – starting a family, family inheritance, 

etc.) that are known to shape their attitudes toward policies of redistribution. 
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This study argues that a macro-level economic shock, such as the Great 

Recession, causing large scale harm to people provides a situation that can be 

used to address the first two challenges mentioned above. During the reces-

sion, many people lost their jobs and were unable to pay for food or rent be-

cause of bad luck rather than actions that they had control over. The crisis 

created a staggering increase in unemployment and other forms of economic 

dislocation forcing many people to seek public assistance; the broad public 

awareness of these dire and unanticipated circumstances likely triggered the 

deservingness heuristic. The expectation is that those typically supportive of 

reducing taxes (motivated either by self-interest or ideology) temporarily sus-

pended their demand for lower taxes during an economic crisis, because they 

understand that taxes are vital to funding welfare benefits for those haplessly 

harmed by the economic downturn. 

Another strength of the present study is that I have access to rather detailed 

data on individual economic perceptions of past experiences and futures pro-

spects, which can be used to supplement more objective measures such as in-

come and class when controlling for self-interested motives. With this data, I 

can also study whether an economic crisis affects tax attitudes differently 

among different socio-economic groups, which can shed further light on the 

relative importance of selfish and non-selfish motives in attitude formation. 

As previously mentioned, to explore how the deservingness heuristic may 

explain attitude formation toward tax policy I study attitudes in Sweden, a 

country that suffered a steep decline in GDP, as well as employment in various 

sectors during the initial stages of the Great Recession. Evaluating substantial 

changes in municipal unemployment that proxy for cues of deservingness I 

find evidence that non-selfish behavior increased opposition toward cutting 

taxes. More precisely, the results, in line with previous experimental evidence, 

show that ideologically right-leaning individuals residing in municipalities 

with higher unemployment hikes reduced their support for tax cuts more than 

those residing in municipalities with lower unemployment hikes. This effect 

remains when controlling for self-interest and can be interpreted as evidence 

supporting the relevance of the deservingness heuristic in explaining tax atti-

tudes. There is no statistically significant effect between change in unemploy-

ment rate and tax attitudes for the full sample.  

Theory and Previous Research 

When it comes to explaining how attitudes are formed toward taxation, one 

factor that has been found to be particularly important is how individuals per-

ceive the use of taxes, in particular targeted redistribution of taxes to lower 

income groups. Extensive interview and survey evidence show that the public 

often views targeted redistributive policies as excessive and inefficient be-

cause they believe they encourage welfare dependency, abuse and waste of 

tax money (Gilens 1999). As a result, if individuals perceive that most welfare 
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recipients are not legitimately in need, they are likely to support cutting taxes 

to reduce the funding of such policies. This hypothesis is corroborated by sur-

vey evidence that demonstrate a strong correlation between preferences for 

lower taxes and opposition to welfare assistance programs, suggesting that 

anti-tax attitudes is driven in large part by an opposition to how taxes fund 

targeted welfare programs that some groups consider as unfair and overused 

(Citrin 1979; Gilens 1999: 55-54; Petersen et al. 2011). A study of Swedish 

attitudes over the course of a quarter century127 also shows that the greatest 

portion of opposition toward tax-funded social services is directed toward 

those programs that provide targeted welfare benefits (housing allowances) 

and not to the broader universal programs (healthcare) (Svallfors 2011: 814). 

Despite the popularity that tax policy commands both in politics and the 

media there is an unexpectedly limited amount of research devoted to evalu-

ating which motives influence attitudes toward taxation. Available studies that 

focus on the role of selfish motives typically report that net-contributors to the 

welfare system demonstrate stronger opposition to high and progressive taxes 

(Bowler and Donovan 1995; Brock and Kelly 2017; Crowe & Bailey 1995; 

Dixon et al. 1991; Gilens 1999; Green and Gerken 1989; Tepe et al. 2020). 

Moreover, two related studies, which employ experimental designs, show that 

lottery-induced wealth causes stronger opposition toward estate taxes; and that 

under stable economic conditions, homeowners were significantly less likely 

to support the elimination of a mortgage tax deduction (that benefit them) 

compared to non-homeowners (Chong et al. 2001; Doherty et al. 2006). These 

findings are also corroborated by evidence from the pocket-book voting liter-

ature. Frank, Tolbert and Winko (2013) show how a 2010 Washington State 

ballot which proposed to raise income taxes on the wealthy was overwhelming 

favored by lower-income voters. Three other studies that evaluate how gov-

ernment targeted redistributive policies affected behavior show that benefi-

ciaries of cash-transfers128 were significantly more likely to support the party 

responsible for such policies, or the party promising such benefits over oppo-

sition parties (Elinder et al. 2011; Manacorda et al. 2011 and Pop-Eleches and 

Pop-Eleches 2012). 

On the other side of the spectrum, much less is understood about if and 

when non-selfish motives shape behavior toward taxation and redistribution. 

A potential clue comes from the related literature on sociotropic voting. It 

provides a robust pool of evidence to show that voters use macro-economic 

conditions instead of their own personal economic situation to inform their 

vote choice (Chong et al. 2001; Funk 2000; Hansford and Gomez 2015; 

Kiewiet and Lewis-Beck 2011; Kinder et al. 1989; Kinder and Kiewiet 1979; 

                               

 
127 From 1986 to 2010. 
128 In the case of Manacorda et al. 2011 and Pop-Eleches and Pop-Eleches 2012 - recipients of 
cash transfers were assigned using a quasi-random method. 
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1981; Kramer 1973; 1983; Lewin 1991; Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000; 

2007). Scholars interpret the results in different ways, some suggest socio-

tropic behavior reflects an individual’s commitment to the public’s interest 

over their own economic situation (Funk 2000; Lewin 1991). The skeptics of 

the pro-social narrative argue that voters instead use macro-economic condi-

tions as a rule of thumb of their own future prosperity (or exposure), which 

incidentally coincides with the broader fortune (or harm) of the public (ibid). 

No matter how persuasive the argument of either side, clearly isolating and 

measuring the motives driving attitudes toward policy or voter choice is a very 

complex task. 

A related line of work that has been quite effective at differentiating be-

tween selfish and non-selfish motives includes research on “conditional gen-

erosity” and the “deservingness heuristic”. These literatures show that an in-

dividual’s behavior will sometimes defy their self-interest and value prefer-

ences depending on the contextual cues and circumstances an individual is 

exposed to (Andreoni 1988; Bowles 2004; Bowles and Gintis 2000; Chong 

and Druckman 2007; Chong et al. 2001; Converse 1964; Druckman and Lupia 

2000; Fehr and Gächter 2000; Fehr and Schmidt 1999; Fong et al. 2006; 

Gigerenzer 2002; 2007: 203 Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Mischel 2004; 

Mischel et al. 2002; Mondak et al. 2010; Petersen 2015; Petersen et al. 2011; 

Zaller 1992). Research explains this apparent dissonance in terms of humans’ 

“limited capacity and predisposition to engage in extraordinarily complex and 

costly cognitive exercises” (Bowles 2004: 97; Gilovich and Griffin 2003). In 

order to compensate for these limitations, humans naturally and involuntarily 

employ a range of heuristics (i.e., rules-of-thumb) to make decisions under 

conditions of uncertainty129 (Bowles 2004; Gilovich and Griffin 2003; 

Macrae, Milne, and Bodenhausen 1994; Petersen 2015). The heuristic mech-

anism differs substantially from the consistent cognitive process assumed in 

traditional rational choice models, which portray people as acting deliberately 

and unfailingly to maximize their material self-interest or to further their val-

ues (Bowles 2004; Druckman et al. 2009; Petersen et al. 2011). Instead the 

heuristic mechanism is an automatic and “unintentional [process], occurring 

outside of awareness, [which is] uncontrollable and/or effortless to employ” 

when the person in question is exposed to a particular context with a set of 

cues (Petersen et al. 2011: 27). An important point made by behavioral scien-

tists, heuristics are not, as sometimes incorrectly characterized by other re-

searchers – deliberate strategies employed to compensate for a lack of 

knowledge/information when making decisions (Gilovich and Griffin 2003; 

                               

 
129 The term “informational situations/uncertainty” should be understood as meaning something 
completely different from the similar expressions “imperfect information” or “substantive 
knowledge” regarding a situation, transaction, or policy. 
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Kahneman 2003; Petersen et al. 2011; Petersen 2015; Tversky and Kahneman 

2003). 

Returning to the particular case of the deservingness heuristic it maintains 

that when individuals receiving aid or welfare support demonstrate greater 

need and are victims of circumstances beyond their control they are deemed 

to be more deserving of help. For example, individuals that are disabled or 

unemployed are considered to be in greater material need, and if these circum-

stances are not due to a lack of effort but instead caused by unlucky circum-

stances (e.g., accidental injury on the job or an economic crisis) they are char-

acterized as further deserving of help. When deservingness cues are activated, 

they temporarily overrule pre-existing values and material self-interest – 

drawing “citizens away from such general principles and towards context-spe-

cific information” (Petersen et al. 2011: 28)130.  The opposite also holds true, 

when respondents are exposed to cues that indicate ones’ un-deservingness, 

in the form of little effort and limited need for assistance, they become less 

supportive of help-giving, no matter their pre-existing values. 

Evidence for the deservingness heuristic is observed across multiple issue 

domains and cultures; showing that the public is more supportive of providing 

state-based assistance to groups that exhibit clear conditions of greater need 

and lack of control over their circumstances; including individuals afflicted 

by illness, disability, poverty, and conflict (refugees) (Appelbaum 2002; 

Bowles and Gintis 2000; De Coninck and Matthijs 2020; Feather and Dawson 

1998; Fong et al. 2006; Jensen and Petersen 2017; Meyer and Mulherin 1980; 

Montada and Schneider 1989; Petersen 2015; Verkuyten 2004; Verkuyten et 

al. 2018; Weiner 1980). An important caveat is that individuals must be ex-

posed to clear informational cues of deservingness (Petersen 2015: 60; Van 

Oorschot 2000). This is supported by experimental evidence that demonstrates 

how more ambiguous cues of deservingness131 leads to weaker increases in 

help-giving attitudes and limited crowding out of both ideological values and 

self-interest (Petersen et al. 2011; Petersen 2015). 

An important qualification related to the detecting the effects of deserving-

ness cues is that individuals that already find others highly deserving of redis-

tribution and support higher levels of taxation also have less scope to further 

increase their support. Research shows that right-leaning individuals are more 

likely to believe that welfare recipients are responsible for their situation, and 

                               

 
130 It should be noted that this process is not commensurate with situations in which individuals 
are openly challenged with evidence or arguments about why their beliefs of welfare recipients 
may be inaccurate. The two scenarios activate or recruit different cognitive operations/mecha-
nisms; as the first is non-deliberate and the second involves a more deliberate or rational deci-
sion making process that very often produce entirely different outcomes. 
131 For example: the amount of information an individual has about a welfare recipient, includ-
ing, what event led to their need for welfare, and what their work ethic was like before, and if 
possible what efforts have they made to return to work or withdraw from receiving welfare 
assistance. 
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therefore less supportive of redistribution and progressive taxation polices 

compared to those that identify as center and left-leaning (Blekesaune and 

Quadagno 2003; Bowler and Donovan 1995; Brock and Kelly 2017; Feldman 

and Steenbergen 2001; Feldman and Zaller 1992; Gilens 1999; Gromet et al. 

2015; Hasenfeld and Rafferty 1989; Jaime-Castillo and Saez-Lozano 2014; 

Skitka and Tetlock 1993; Skitka et al. 2002; Tepe et al. 2020). Most im-

portantly, when respondents are exposed to equivalent deservingness cues, 

right-leaning individuals132 are consistently found to change their attitudes by 

the greatest scope, becoming statistically indistinguishable from individuals 

from other ideological groups that typically demonstrate stronger support for 

redistribution (Petersen 2012; Petersen et al. 2011; Petersen et al. 2012). 

No studies to date are known to have evaluated if an exogenously induced 

economic shock activates the deservingness heuristic in a real-world con-

text133. As the effects of the Great Recession reached Sweden in late 2008 

producing an abrupt economic recession134 in the form of a surge in early ter-

mination notices and significant increases in unemployment, there are strong 

grounds to assume that on a mass scale the public became aware that many 

people were actually harmed and that is was not their fault or due to a lack of 

effort. This exogenously induced change in economic conditions is therefore 

expected to increase public support for redistributive polices, and the taxes 

used to fund them. Yet, because the effects of the crisis are likely to corrobo-

rate the view of individuals typically more supportive of redistribution and 

taxation, especially left-leaning individuals, and to a degree moderates, it is 

expected that increases in unemployment caused by the crisis are not likely to 

induce a significant difference in their attitudes. Instead they are likely to dis-

rupt and modify the typically more negative perceptions right-leaning individ-

uals have about redistribution policy, because they will be cued to recognize 

that the extraordinarily circumstances warrant targeted tax-funded policies to 

help those that were unluckily harmed. This might seem counterintuitive; 

however, because the deservingness cue process is found to be automatic and 

involuntary, and right-leaning individuals are found to change their attitudes 

by the largest margin compared to left-leaning and moderate individuals, there 

are strong grounds for this interpretation (Aarøe and Petersen 2014; Petersen 

2012; Petersen et al. 2011; Petersen et al. 2012). Furthermore, because deserv-

                               

 
132 In place of ideology, individualistic versus egalitarian values are also measured in some of 
these studies. 
133 A study by Rao et al. (2011) evaluated how a natural disaster, the 2008 Wenchuan earth-
quake in China, affected short and long-term prosocial behavior among respondents more or 
less proximate to the devastation. While not evaluating the deservingness heuristic it is the only 
known study to have evaluated how factors that resemble (cues of deservingness) elicit costly 
prosocial behavior in the real-world.  
134 Two consecutive quarters of negative GDP growth.  
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ingness cues in a real-world context are not as clear as they are under experi-

mental conditions, the expectation is that significant changes in attitudes will 

primarily take place among individuals living in areas that were hardest hit by 

the economic crisis and hence received the clearest cues of deservingness. 

Data and Measures 

During the Great Recession, Sweden experienced an intense shorter-term eco-

nomic shock with a sudden and sharp 6% decline in GDP from the first quarter 

in 2008 to the last quarter in 2009, eclipsing the majority of other OECD mem-

ber states at this time (Bergman 2011; Hassler 2010). A staggering number of 

workers received early layoff notices, with over 90,000 in 2009, and 40,000 

in 2008, compared to an average of 25,000 per year between 2005 and 2007 

(Dehdari 2018: 14-15). The manufacturing sector was particularly vulnerable, 

experiencing the sharpest drop in employment (11.8%) among other labor sec-

tors (Hassler 2010: 28; Swedish Fiscal Policy 2010: 147). This study relies on 

survey data from the county of Västra Götaland in Sweden, an area with a 

labor force largely comprised of manufacturing jobs, therefore it saw an even 

larger spike in unemployment compared to the rest of Sweden. To be exact, 

in 2009, average unemployment rose by 87.3% in the 50 municipalities that 

make up Västra Götaland county; worse than the 71.2% in the remaining 240 

Swedish municipalities. This region provides a case under which one would 

expect clearer deservingness cues to emerge to decrease support for cutting 

taxes that fund targeted social benefits. Moreover, the unemployment change 

varied substantially across the 50 municipalities in Västra Götaland, thus 

providing variation in the intensity of deservingness cues. Repeated cross sec-

tions of survey data on tax attitudes from this region are used combined with 

municipal-level unemployment rates. 

To investigate attitude formation toward taxation, data is drawn primarily 

from two sources between the years of 2005 and 2011. For attitudinal and 

individual-level control measures the Western SOM survey (data from the 

Västra Götaland region) is used. Collected by the SOM institute it consists of 

annual cross-sectional surveys of approximately 3000 to 3500 randomly se-

lected135 residents within the 50 municipalities that compose the county of 

Västra Götaland. The Western SOM was used instead of the National SOM 

due to the fact that the number of observations for the question on taxation 

were far fewer (around one-quarter) in the National SOM than the Western 

SOM, before and after the onset of the crisis. For the measure of the crisis, 

monthly municipal level employment data is provided by the Swedish Public 

Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen). A third source, the European So-

                               

 
135 Based on population registration data, as opposed to surveys that rely on phone number data. 
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cial Survey (ESS) includes data on attitudes toward redistribution, in particu-

lar to measure how political ideology is correlated with attitudes about the 

deservingness of welfare recipients across Europe and in Sweden.  

Controlling for Material Self-interest 

As mentioned earlier, observational studies cannot guarantee the level of rigor 

that experimental designs offer, leading to uncertainty about which motives 

are shaping various patterns of political attitudes or voting behavior. As Figure 

3.1 below illustrates, the crises may affect tax attitudes via self-interest (arrow 

A represents personal risk or harm which cues self-interest) and non-selfish 

channels (arrows C represents harm to the public which cues non-selfish mo-

tives)136. In order to better isolate any effect produced by the deservingness 

heuristic this study attempts to control for selfish motives by including not 

only the standard objective covariates (income, class, and education) but also 

retrospective and prospective evaluations of one’s own personal finances. 

These additional variables are not common in survey datasets, but they are 

available in the data used here. As several studies show, those that believe 

they have better future income prospects are found to be more opposed toward 

redistribution policies, even if they currently belong to a lower socioeconomic 

stratum (Alesina and Giuliano 2011; Alesina and La Ferrara 2005). Conse-

quently, by controlling for both socio-economic position and individual eco-

nomic prospects I can compare the impact of the crisis among individuals with 

similar self-interests with respect to the tax system, i.e., the pathway A-B in 

Figure 3.1 is effectively shut-down by including these controls.  Therefore, if 

I find that those residing in areas with high unemployment hikes (cueing the 

deservingness heuristic) increasingly opposed tax cuts compared to those re-

siding in areas with low unemployment hikes, such a result would provide 

stronger evidence for the importance of other-regarding motives than what has 

been acknowledged in the previous literature on the topic.  

                               

 
136 This is conditional on the fact that the non-selfish actor remains unharmed (employed) and 
perceives that they have a low risk of becoming unemployed. 
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Figure 3.1 

To account for subjective material self-interest, I employ two survey items 

that ask the respondents about their retrospective and prospective evaluations 

of their own economic situation. More precisely, the survey respondents were 

asked (1) how their economic situation faired over the past 12 months (retro-

spective), and (2) how they expect their economic situation to fair during the 

coming 12 months (prospective). The answers were recorded on a 3-point or-

dinal scale: 1-deteriorate(d), 2-remain(ed) approximately the same, or 3-im-

prove(d). 

For objective measures of material self-interest household income and un-

employment status are measured. Household income is measured in quartiles. 

Income reflects economic security as well as tax burden; households with 

higher incomes (net-contributors) that belong to the 3rd and 4th quartiles pay a 

larger proportion of their income in tax than lower income households (1st and 

2nd quartiles). Because higher income individuals are generally less likely to 

experience unemployment or economic hardship they have greater selfish in-

centives to oppose higher taxes which are used to fund policies for those af-

flicted by unemployment and financial hardship. Finally, unemployment sta-

tus is included to account for respondents that were likely receiving welfare 

assistance at the time of the survey; these individuals are likely to be more 

supportive of welfare policies as they may have been directly benefiting from 

them. 

Ideology and Other Covariates 

In addition to material self-interest, several other covariates are included in 

the model. As one of the strongest predictors and clear proxy for underlying 

views on redistribution and taxation across the survey literature, individual 

ideology is included. Respondents were asked to define themselves on a 5-

point scale of political ideology; 1-representing clearly left, 2-somewhat left, 

3-center, 4-somewhat right, and 5-clearly right. The measure is re-composed 

into a 1 to 3 scale so as to increase the precision of the estimates (with larger 

sample sizes per ideological group). As mentioned earlier, it is commonly ar-

gued that individuals identifying with right-leaning values are more likely to 

Self-interest

Tax Attitudes

Non-selfish

Economic 
Crisis
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oppose redistributive policies because they believe that many welfare recipi-

ents are lazy and undeserving, whereas those that identify as left-leaning gen-

erally believe that institutional and structural inequalities are more important 

drivers of economic deprivation among many individuals, thus justifying a 

need for welfare assistance policies. 

To test the authenticity of this argument and previous evidence, I con-

structed an index measure of Non-Deservingness137 from three survey ques-

tions using the ESS138 that asks respondents to what degree recipients of tar-

geted social benefits are lazy, unwilling to seek employment, and not entitled 

to help. In Figure 3.2 below I plot the relationship between ideology and the 

Non-deservingness index using a binned scatter plot for the ESS sample and 

Sweden, respectively. The two plots reveal a linear relationship between ide-

ology and perceptions about how non-deserving recipients of welfare are. The 

pattern in the graphs supports the expectation that right-leaning individuals 

are more likely to find welfare recipients non-deserving than their left-leaning 

counterparts. Moreover, by studying the steepness of the regression lines and 

the deviations of the individual scatter points around these lines, we see that 

the relationship of interest is particularly marked in the Swedish subsample. 

                               

 
137 The Non-Deservingness index is based on three questions asking respondents of whether 
they believe that i) social benefits make people lazy, ii) that most unemployed try to find a job, 
and iii) that many obtain benefits that they are not entitled to. The responses are recorded on a 
5-point scale, and the Non-Deservingness index refers to the average response to these three 
items, higher values indicating more non-deserving attitudes. *The exact wording of the survey 
questions is listed in the appendix. 
138 The 4th round, conducted between 2008 and early 2009.  



 

 155 

 

Figure 3.2: Relationship between Ideology and Non-Deservingness Attitudes, Eu-
rope and Sweden (2002-2016)139 

As discussed in the theoretical section, because right-leaning individuals 

have more negative views towards welfare beneficiaries during normal times, 

theories stressing the importance of non-selfish motives maintain that it is pri-

marily right-leaning individuals who will become more positive to taxes and 

the welfare system during periods of economic crisis. One means to test for 

the importance of non-selfish motives in the formation of tax attitudes is there-

fore to study how the effect of the crisis on attitudes over time varies across 

the ideological spectrum, which I will do below. 

Finally, the empirical models will also include a number of additional in-

dividual level controls such as education, household class group, gender and 

age. Education level is measured on a dichotomous scale, 0 for individuals 

that have completed no higher than a high school degree, and 1 for those that 

have completed any level of education above the high school level (vocational, 

university courses, university degree). Education can capture a host of factors, 

including values, income potential, as well as more economic knowledge. Pre-

vious studies evaluating taxation attitudes have seen individuals with higher 

education oppose taxation (Chong et al. 2001), some observe greater support 

(Bowler and Donovan 1995; Brock and Kelly 2017) and others no relationship 

                               

 
139 Source: European Social Survey.  
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(Dixon et al. 1991; Green and Gerken 1989). Household class group is meas-

ured on a 3-point ordinal scale, 1–blue collar, 2–white-collar, and 3–entrepre-

neur. Class position is meant to proxy for unemployment risk, as blue collar 

workers typically possesses more specific skills (rather than general) which 

limits their portability to other sectors, leading to higher unemployment rates. 

Therefore, we could expect to see the greatest support for progressive taxation 

among blue collar workers and the least support among entrepreneurs. 

Next, the measure of gender accounts for attitudinal differences between 

women and men. Women disproportionately work in the public sector (that is 

funded by taxation) and men in the private sector (that is taxed by the govern-

ment). Also, women on average earn lower incomes than men, bear children, 

and disproportionately take care of children at home, and therefore remain 

outside the labor market for longer periods, further depressing their level of 

wages. For these reasons women are more often beneficiaries of welfare pol-

icies than men, and are therefore expected to support welfare policies to a 

greater degree. Age and age-squared are measured owing to the likelihood that 

as individuals age they become more concerned with the quality of public ser-

vices and thus support redistribution to a greater degree. 

Measuring Tax Attitudes and Crisis Intensity 

To measure attitudes about taxation, respondents are asked: “What is your 

opinion on a proposal to lower taxes?” Their responses are measured on a 5-

point ordinal scale, ranking the suggested proposals as either: 1-(very unfa-

vorable), 2-(unfavorable), 3-(indifferent), 4-(favorable) and 5-(very favora-

ble)140. This short and straightforward question is well suited to study the im-

pact of other regarding motives on the formation of tax attitudes. Most im-

portantly, asking respondents about their support for cutting taxes involves a 

clear potential material gain for wealthier individuals (net-contributors). That 

is, cutting taxes will always be materially advantageous to individuals who are 

net-contributors to the welfare system and expect their economic prosperity to 

continue. Consequently, if we find this group of individuals to become less 

supportive toward cutting taxes during the onset of an economic crisis it would 

be a strong indication of the importance of non-selfish motives. 

Turning to the measurement of the intensity of the economic crisis I will 

use the relative change in municipal unemployment during the previous 12 

months prior to the initial survey distribution. This particular choice is moti-

vated by two main reasons. First, the unemployment rate clearly and con-

cretely reflects the experience of individual economic hardship. During times 

of crisis and in line with the deservingness heuristic, it communicates to the 

                               

 
140 The variable was originally coded with 1 representing very favorable and 5 very unfavorable. 
This scale was switched around to allow for easier interpretation. 
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public the extent of jobs lost, and that its cause was beyond the control of the 

majority of people, indicating that these people are in need of help (due to no 

income) and more deserving of assistance. Second, relative change is pre-

ferred to mean-level unemployment based on extensive behavioral evidence 

indicating that human preferences appear “to be determined according to gains 

and losses, defined relative to a reference point” (Kahneman 2003: 1456). 

Moreover, the specific period used to measure the crisis is defined in refer-

ence to the collection period of the survey. With the first collection month and 

the vast majority of surveys being returned in October, the previous 12 months 

are used to compose the measure of the crisis. September therefore represents 

the last month for measuring the crisis and October from the previous year the 

first month. It is calculated as: 

𝑈𝐸𝛥𝑡 =
[𝑈𝐸 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒 𝑆𝑒𝑝𝑡𝑒𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟𝑡−𝑈𝐸 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒 𝑂𝑐𝑡𝑜𝑏𝑒𝑟𝑡−1]

𝑈𝐸 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒 𝑂𝑐𝑡𝑜𝑏𝑒𝑟𝑡−1
                   (3.1) 

As depicted in Figure 3.3, the crisis reached its peak in Sweden in 2009 

(solid line). This spike in unemployment change for 2009 has a mean of 87.3% 

whereas average change was around zero in the other years. The range of mu-

nicipal unemployment values during Crisis2009 reached a low of a 3.6% in-

crease and a high of a 165% increase. Assuming the period of time with the 

greatest change in unemployment (harm) is most likely to elicit the clearest 

deservingness cues, UEΔ2009, is used as the primary treatment measure of the 

crisis. For my main analyses, all years following 2009, 2010 and 2011 are also 

assigned the value of UEΔ2009. 

Corroborating the objective measure of the crisis, a measure of how the 

public perceived the effects of crisis is included in Figure 3.3. Judgements of 

how the municipal economy performed over the previous 12 months is re-

ported among left (short-dash), center (dash) and right-leaning (long-dash) re-

spondents, with the right-side y-axis representing the 3-point scale. The vari-

able was not reported in the data section, and the value of 1 represents deteri-

orated, 2 - remained the same, and 3 – improved. The rapid decline toward 

perceptions that the municipal economy deteriorated between 2007 and 2009 

plainly demonstrates that all groups clearly understood that the crisis caused 

serious economic harm. This suggests that if the crisis does induce cues of 

deservingness it is more likely to be measured. 
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Figure 3.3: Municipal Unemployment Change & Municipal Retrospective Eco-
nomic Perceptions 

Finally, for the assignment of the pre-treatment measure (pre-crisis) 

UEΔ2008 would typically be the expected choice, however two major factors 

discourage this. News coverage of the economic crisis emerged in September 

of 2008, followed by a substantial increase in early job lay-off notices within 

the Swedish labor market from September to October of 2008. It stands to 

reason that many individuals who completed their 2008 survey (between Oc-

tober 2008 and January 2009) were influenced by the prospect of increasing 

economic harm to the broader public, despite only a marginal increase in un-

employment change during the previous 12 months. This is supported by ret-

rospective attitudes reported for the year of 2008 in Figure 3.3, which indicate 

that individuals perceived an economic decline in 2008 despite the objective 

change in unemployment being relatively small compared to 2009. Survey re-

spondents from the year 2008 (shaded area) therefore do not represent a clear 

pre-treatment case and are excluded in the models. The primary pre-treatment 

measure (pre-crisis) is instead defined by UEΔ2007. For models that include 

earlier years, 2005 and 2006, they too are assigned the value of UEΔ2007 on the 

basis that this model is attempting to capture a treatment effect141. 

                               

 
141 See table C.3 in appendix for details. 
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Design and Empirical Strategy 

The Great Recession that originated in the U.S. produced an unexpected shock 

to Sweden’s economy; however, the intensity of the crisis was not randomly 

distributed across all municipalities. Because these real-world circumstances 

do not share the random assignment process available in experimental settings 

there is concern that potential changes in attitudes may be a result of structural 

factors142 that are likely to confound the relationship between municipal eco-

nomic conditions and tax attitudes. To help address selection/omitted variable 

bias produced by unobserved confounders a Difference-in-Difference (DiD) 

design is used. Simplifying the scenario for a moment let us assume there are 

only two groups, a treated group (municipalities affected by the crisis) and a 

control group (municipalities not affected by the crisis).143 In this scenario the 

DiD design accounts for the fact that the control and treated groups are differ-

ent by subtracting the pre-crisis attitudinal differences between the treated and 

control groups from their post-crisis differences (Angrist and Pischke 

2015:183-184; Angrist and Pischke 2009; Pischke 2005)144. Consequently, in 

order to isolate and measure the causal effect of the crisis this strategy depends 

on the assumption of common trends – that attitudinal trends would be the 

same across groups (municipalities) in the absence of the crisis (Angrist and 

Pischke 2009:230). Intuitively, this implies that attitudes of individuals living 

in municipalities hit by the crisis would have developed similarly to munici-

palities not hit by the crisis, if they counterfactually were not hit by the crisis. 

Because crisis intensity varies in a non-binary manner the treatment effect 

is measured as a continuous variable in this study. In order to implement the 

DiD design using a continuous treatment145, an OLS regression model con-

trolling for municipal and time fixed effects, is run as: 

𝑌𝑖𝑚𝑡 =  𝛼 + 𝜐𝑡  + 𝛾𝑚 +  𝛿𝐶𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑖𝑠𝑚𝑡 +  ηΣ𝑖𝑚𝑡  +  𝜆Χ𝑖𝑚𝑡 + 휀𝑖𝑚𝑡    (3.2) 

In equation 3.2 the 𝑖 subscript represents individuals and the 𝑚 subscript 

municipalities. The subscript for year is 𝑡 and can take the values 2005, 2006, 

2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, and 2011. For each municipality 𝑚, the value of 

𝐶𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑒𝑠𝑚𝑡 switches between the pre- and post-treatment periods according to: 

                               

 
142 For example, some municipalities will have a different proportion of educated, skilled or 
high income individuals that on average have different attitudes toward taxation. 
143 This is a simplification for the purpose of explaining the intuition behind the DiD modeling 
technique. 
144 In this study’s case the DiD model controls for municipal-fixed (time-invariant) confounding 
factors, and time-varying (but municipal-invariant) confounding factors. 
145 Unlike the standard DiD modeling practice which defines treatment as a binary measure, 
this study defines the treatment as a continuous measure. Examples can be found in Angrist and 
Pischke 2009, Angrist and Pischke 2015, Card 1992, and Pischke 2005.    
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𝐶𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑖𝑠𝑚𝑡 =  {
𝑈𝐸𝛥2007,  𝑖𝑓 𝑡 < 2008

𝑈𝐸𝛥2009.   𝑖𝑓 𝑡 ≥ 2009
                 (3.3) 

𝑌𝑖𝑚𝑡  reflects individual level attitudes of support for lowering taxes, 

𝐶𝑟𝑖𝑠𝑖𝑠𝑚𝑡 represents the crisis treatment, a continuous measure of the change 

in unemployment at the municipal-level.146 𝛼 is the intercept, 𝜐𝑡 captures year 

fixed effects, 𝛾𝑚 captures municipal fixed effects and Σ𝑖𝑚𝑡 represents individ-

ual level measures of self-interest (household income, retrospective and pro-

spective personal finances). And last, Χ𝑖𝑚𝑡 captures the individual level con-

trol variables of class, education, age and gender; and 휀𝑖𝑚𝑡 represent random 

errors. With these controls, the effect of municipal-time variation is better iso-

lated to pinpoint the effect of the crisis on attitudes. In addition, to account for 

the multilevel structure of the data, municipal clustered robust standard errors 

are also applied to account for the correlation among observations from the 

same municipality (Angrist and Pischke 2009: 308 – 318; Angrist and Pischke 

2015: 205 – 207; Bertrand et al. 2004; Cameron and Miller 2015). 

Finally, because I do not follow the same set of individuals over time, I 

cannot distinguish between which individuals who were more or less support-

ive of lower taxes before the crises. As discussed above, I will instead rely on 

self-reported ideology to test for the importance of the deservingness heuristic 

in explaining tax attitudes. Based on previous experimental evidence and the 

relationship between left-right position and non-deservingness attitudes por-

trayed in Figure 3.2, we have reasons to expect that it is primarily right-leaning 

individuals who will change their attitudes to tax cuts during turbulent eco-

nomic times. To examine whether this is the case we can explore if the effect 

of the crisis differs across ideological groups. To do so, I will split the sample 

by ideology and estimate equation 3.2 separately for left, center, and right-

leaning ideological groups. 

Results 

Table 3.1 presents the relationship between the crisis and support for lower 

taxes for the entire sample of respondents at varying degrees of rigor: the first 

column being the least rigorous (without controls) and the fourth being the 

most rigorous (with all controls). Starting with model 1 we see a significant 

and negative relationship between the crisis and the support for lowering 

taxes. However, once municipal and year fixed-effects are added to the model 

(columns 2 to 4) the size of the coefficients shrink and become statistically 

non-significant. These results are not unexpected, as the clarity of deserving-

ness cues will likely be much weaker in a real-world setting and thus be unable 

                               

 
146 This variable is purposefully made identical across post-treatment years, table C.3 in the 
appendix describes how it is constructed. 
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to completely crowd out other views about redistribution and welfare recipi-

ents. 

Briefly addressing the standard measures of selfish motives model 3 shows 

that compared to individuals that believe the personal finances will worsen 

(potential beneficiaries), those that believe their finances will remain the same 

or improve throughout the crisis (potential contributors) support reducing tax-

ation. These effects are significant at the 99% confidence level. However, 

once we account for ideology in model 4, much of the relationship between 

these measures and attitudes to taxation disappears, with only a significant 

effect at the 99% confidence-level remaining for individuals who expect their 

finances to improve. As discussed earlier, ideology is shown to be strongly 

correlated with preferences toward redistributive policies. Because self-inter-

est and ideological values likely share a common underlying cause, the addi-

tion of ideology to the model likely picks up some of these shared roots, which 

reduces the impact of an individual’s (prospective) economic situation. 

Ideology is clearly strongly predictive of attitudes toward taxation. To bet-

ter isolate how the deservingness heuristic is likely to modify attitudes among 

those that typically and strongly favor tax cuts I conduct a sub-group analysis 

to measure how different ideological groups respond to the intensity of the 

crisis.
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Table 3.1: Support for Cutting Taxes (DiD Model), 2007 & 2009 

VARIABLES (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Crisis -0.309*** -0.133 -0.117 -0.0733 
 (0.0265) (0.107) (0.117) (0.105) 
Center    0.744*** 
    (0.0683) 
Right-leaning    1.184*** 
    (0.0808) 
Retrospective Finances -   -0.0413 -0.0504 
Same   (0.0404) (0.0390) 
Retrospective Finances -   0.0426 -0.00902 
Improved   (0.0416) (0.0409) 
Prospective Finances -    0.123** 0.0312 
Remain Same   (0.0369) (0.0396) 
Prospective Finances -   0.269*** 0.131** 
Will Improve   (0.0432) (0.0425) 
Age   -0.0200*** -0.00965* 
   (0.00464) (0.00419) 
Age2   0.000230*** 0.000109** 
   (4.47e-05) (3.77e-05) 
Female   -0.00188 0.00785 
   (0.0254) (0.0238) 
Post-sec. Education   -0.249*** -0.217*** 
   (0.0565) (0.0432) 
2nd Income Quartile   -0.0509 -0.0661 
   (0.0507) (0.0330) 
3rd Income Quartile   -0.0913 -0.127* 
   (0.0705) (0.0544) 
4th Income Quartile   0.0264 -0.0909* 
   (0.0775) (0.0372) 
White Collar Class   0.0574 -0.0897* 
   (0.0355) (0.0355) 
Entrepreneur Class   0.429*** 0.0896 
   (0.0472) (0.0493) 
Unemployed   0.0169 0.00650 
   (0.0694) (0.0714) 
Constant 3.573*** 3.591*** 3.849*** 3.258*** 
 (0.0255) (0.0245) (0.155) (0.170) 
     
Observations 6,458 6,458 5,700 5,602 
R-squared  0.022 0.054 0.227 
No. of Municipalities 50 50 50 50 
Individual Controls no no yes yes 
Municipal FE no yes yes yes 
Year FE no yes yes yes 
Cluster RSE no yes yes yes 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
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Beginning with a simple graphical analysis, Figure 3.4 shows how the sup-

port for cutting taxes varies over time in six different subgroups. The sub-

groups are constructed by combining individual left-right placement (coded 

as left, center, and right) and crisis intensity in an individual’s municipality of 

residence.147 This set-up allows one to compare the changes within ideological 

groups between low and high crisis municipalities. On a scale of 1 to 5, all 

groups demonstrate the expected level of support for cutting taxes, with great-

est support among right-leaning respondents, lowest for left-leaning, and cen-

ter in-between. All groups also indicate a steady decline in support for cutting 

taxes between 2005 and 2011. 

In Figure 3.5 we zoom in on the development among right-leaning individ-

uals. We then find that right-leaning individuals living in high crisis areas 

(solid line) decreased their support more than right-leaning individuals living 

in low crisis areas (dashed line). If we compare the differences in attitudes 

between these two groups in 2007 and 2009, we find that the decrease in sup-

port for cutting taxes was about 0.2 units larger among right-leaning individ-

uals living in high crisis municipalities than among their counterparts living 

in low crisis municipalities. Ultimately Figure 3.5 suggests that right-leaning 

individuals living in municipalities that experienced a greater increase in un-

employment over the previous year decreased their support for cutting taxes 

because they believed individuals harmed by the crisis were legitimately more 

deserving of targeted redistribution. 

Returning to Figure 3.4, we observe no similar relationship for the center 

and left-leaning groups. For these groups tax attitudes develop in a similar 

manner in both high and low crisis municipalities. The absence of a crisis ef-

fect in these groups was expected since they already have a high base level of 

support for redistribution and thus additional support would likely require an 

even more devastating crisis to cause a change in their attitudes. 

To verify the visual evidence, inferential analysis is conducted for each 

ideological group to evaluate if the crisis produced heterogeneous effects 

across groups while controlling for confounding factors. The results in Table 

3.2 largely confirm the findings observed in Figures 3.4 and 3.5. In columns 

1 and 2 of Table 3.2 we see that the crisis coefficient is small in magnitude 

and does not attain statistical significance for either left-leaning or centrist 

individuals.

                               

 
147 Municipalities are sorted into high crisis areas if the change in unemployment for 2009 
(UEΔ2009) was above or equal to the mean, and low crisis areas if it was below the mean. 
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Figure 3.4: Support for Cutting Taxes by Ideology and Low or High Crisis Mu-
nicipalities 

 

Figure 3.5: Support for Cutting Taxes among Right-leaning by Crisis Intensity 
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Turning to the results for right-leaning individuals, reported in model 3, we 

find a statistically significant and substantively meaningful crisis effect. To 

judge from these results, a doubling of the unemployment rate during the crisis 

(i.e., a 100% increase) is associated with a decrease in support for cutting taxes 

by 0.403 units among right-leaning individuals. To more clearly evaluate if 

the changes in attitudes are driven by non-selfish motives I include controls 

for objective and subjective material self-interest in models 4, 5 and 6. The 

crisis coefficient for the right-leaning group (model 6) diminishes by a mar-

ginal proportion compared to its value in model 3 (from -0.403 to -0.376). 

However, in both models 3 and 6 the point estimate for the crisis measure is 

highly significant, at the 99% confidence level. The magnitude of the point 

estimates for right-leaning individuals is considered moderate to large in size. 

For example, a decrease in support by 0.376 (model 6, Table 3.2) represents 

four-tenths148 of one standard deviation in the dependent variable for this 

right-leaning sample. 

For the values found among left-leaning individuals, that regularly show 

low/very low support for reducing taxation and redistribution, no further de-

cline in support for reducing taxes is observed. For ideologically centrist indi-

viduals, who are known to demonstrate more neutral attitudes, a significant 

and substantive decline in support for cutting taxes while possible is less prob-

able. This is likely due to the fact that their beliefs about welfare recipients are 

not primarily negative, and thus deservingness cues produced by the crisis 

which confirm their current outlook may not be sufficiently strong to disrupt 

them. 

To determine if the effect of the crisis persisted for more than one year, and 

enhance the statistical precision of the estimates, the sample is expanded by 

including observations from 2006 (before the crisis) and 2010 (after the cri-

sis). The results reported in in Table C.1 (found in appendix) are very similar 

to those of Table 3.2, even after almost doubling the number of observations 

for each ideological group. The corresponding models for the right-leaning 

samples, models 3 and 6 in Table C.1 produce estimates that are also statisti-

cally significant at the 99% confidence level and negative in direction. The 

only difference between the tables is that the size of the coefficients for right-

leaning individuals in Table C.1 shrink by a moderate margin compared to 

those in Table 3.2.  

 

                               

 
148 (-0.376/0.922) = 0.407, see summary statistics in appendix (Table C.4) 
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Table 3.2: Support for Cutting Taxes by Ideology Group, 2007 & 2009 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

VARIABLES Left Center Right Left Center Right 

Crisis 0.0632 0.108 -0.403** 0.0558 0.144 -0.376** 

 (0.226) (0.214) (0.124) (0.226) (0.244) (0.118) 

Retrospec. Fin.-    -0.0353 -0.0399 -0.0761 

Same    (0.0697) (0.0672) (0.0574) 

Retrospec. Fin.-    -0.0833 -0.0142 0.0648 

Improved    (0.0935) (0.0733) (0.0665) 

Prospec. Fin.-    0.180** -0.0615 -0.0307 

Remain Same    (0.0560) (0.0759) (0.0787) 

Prospec. Fin.-    0.152* 0.0587 0.116 

Will Improve    (0.0708) (0.0835) (0.0719) 

Age    -0.00560 -0.00923 -0.0103 

    (0.0107) (0.00819) (0.00522) 

Age2    6.78e-05 5.93e-05 0.000147** 

    (0.00010) (0.00008) (0.00004) 

Female    0.0340 0.0282 -0.0240 

    (0.0452) (0.0456) (0.0268) 

Post-sec. Edu.    -0.368*** -0.24*** -0.0616 

    (0.0591) (0.0637) (0.0395) 

2nd Inc. Quartile    -0.115 -0.104 -0.000370 

    (0.0574) (0.0606) (0.0513) 

3rd Inc. Quartile    -0.136 -0.203* -0.0227 

    (0.0905) (0.101) (0.0723) 

4th Inc. Quartile    -0.147* -0.184* -0.0260 

    (0.0726) (0.0732) (0.0600) 

White Collar     -0.118* -0.135* -0.00489 

    (0.0546) (0.0529) (0.0524) 

Entrepreneur    0.249 0.0923 0.124 

    (0.169) (0.104) (0.0628) 

Unemployed    -0.0107 -0.0694 0.0703 

    (0.110) (0.129) (0.135) 

Constant 3.003*** 3.796*** 3.972*** 3.237*** 4.290*** 4.117*** 

 (0.0472) (0.0496) (0.0292) (0.251) (0.217) (0.134) 

       

Observations 2,138 1,871 2,295 1,921 1,588 2,093 

R-squared 0.033 0.032 0.022 0.088 0.068 0.043 

No. of Municip. 50 50 50 50 50 50 

Indiv. Controls no no no yes yes yes 

Municipal FE yes yes yes yes yes yes 

Year FE yes yes yes yes yes yes 

Cluster RSE yes yes yes yes yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 

For right-leaning individual’s that are generally intensely supportive of re-

ducing taxes and targeted redistribution the activation of deservingness cues 

caused by the crisis appear to have partially displaced their generally more 
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negative beliefs about taxation and redistribution. This interpretation is more 

clearly illustrated when looking at the internal structure of these changes by 

breaking down the average level of support of each ideological group into the 

distribution of degrees of support on the 5-point scale. 

In Figure 3.6, right-leaning respondents are sorted into municipalities that 

were less and more hit by the crisis149 before and during the crisis, revealing 

that right-leaning individuals living in municipalities harder hit by the crisis 

reduced their support for tax cuts considerably more than their counterparts 

living in municipalities that were less affected by the crisis. As can be seen 

from the figure, the share of right-leaning individuals that were either very 

favorable (5) or favorable (4) to the proposal of cutting taxes decreased by a 

larger margin in the municipalities that were harder hit by the crisis. For the 

next two categories, referring to individuals who were either indifferent (3) or 

unfavorable (2) to the proposal, we observe the reversed relationship, whereas 

the number of individuals in the last category (very unfavorable) are too few 

to be interpreted.  Figures C.2 and C.3 (found in appendix) also confirm the 

inferential results, showing no consistent differences in attitudes among polit-

ically center and left-leaning groups living in high or low crisis areas. 

 

Figure 3.6: Support for Cutting Taxes among Right-leaning, Pre- and Post-crisis 
onset150 

                               

 
149 Defined by the mean value of the crisis in 2009 (87.3% increase in unemployment rate).  
150 Note: each crisis intensity-year group sums to 100%.  
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However, as mentioned earlier, there is still a risk that the observed effect 

is driven by unmeasured material self-interest rather than the deservingness 

heuristic. For example, this could come in form of right-leaning voters with 

low-mean high-variance incomes that have higher expectations of requiring 

government assistance in the future. Because the presence of the crisis poses 

a greater tangible risk to high-variance income individuals, this socioeco-

nomic group could bias results by driving the decrease in aggregate support 

for reducing taxation following the crisis, despite no significant change in at-

titudes among right-leaning respondents with high-mean low-variance in-

comes. 

If we assume that support for reducing taxation is primarily driven by self-

interest, then individuals who expect to benefit the most151 from lowering 

taxes and are more ideologically favorable152 toward this policy should not 

reduce their support. To account for this possibility, a sub-sample of voters 

that belong to the top income quartile, identify as right-leaning, and expect 

their economic situation to remain the same or improve over the next 12 

months, despite the crisis, is evaluated153. 

Table 3.3 displays the results of the sub-sample of right-leaning respond-

ents belonging to the top income quartile. In the first column of Table 3.3, 

model 1 includes only individuals that expect their economic situation to re-

main the same or improve over the next 12 months. Despite the fact that they 

are likely to gain from reduced taxation, due to their high incomes and very 

improbable need for government assistance one can observe that there is a 

statistically significant decrease at the 95% confidence level by -.668 points 

in support of reducing taxes among this group. The magnitude of the effect is 

nearly double the size reported for the entire right-leaning sample in model 6 

of Table 3.2. This larger change is probably a function of crowding out self-

interest; where the highest income individuals who are right-leaning generally 

hold the highest baseline levels of support for cutting taxes154 compared to 

their lower income counterparts. As such, when the deservingness cue is acti-

vated it has a greater marginal impact on crowding out their earlier views. 

Next, taking a second look, by expanding the sample to include survey re-

spondents from 2006 (before) and 2010 (after the crisis), one can observe that 

the result in model 2 (Table 3.3) is very similar to model 1, except that the 

point estimate has shrunk by a small degree. The magnitude of the coefficient 

probably shrinks when the time period is expanded because the effect of the 

deservingness heuristic decays over time. The sum of these tests reflects 

                               

 
151 High-mean low-variance income earners, in other words high income earners who expect to 
maintain their level of income and wealth (before taxes).  
152 Right-leaning voters that typically believe taxation is unfair because it enables welfare re-
cipients that are lazy. 
153 Inspiration for this technique comes from Fong 2001. 
154 As well as the most negative attitudes about welfare recipients. 
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strong support for the argument that harmful shocks to the economy produce 

a decrease in opposition toward cutting taxation among right-leaning individ-

uals. 

Table 3.3: Support for Cutting Taxes among Right-leaning & Top Income Quar-
tile (DiD Model) 

 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Economic Prospects will  

be the Same or Improve  
(2007 & 2009) 

Economic Prospects will  
be the Same or Improve  
(2006 to 2010) 

Crisis -0.668* -0.602** 
 (0.303) (0.209) 
 
Constant 

 
4.494*** 

 
4.280*** 

 (0.310) (0.216) 
   
Observations 682 1,399 
R-squared 0.057 0.064 
No. of Municipalities  44 48 
Indiv. Controls yes yes 
Municipal FE yes yes 
Year FE yes yes 
Cluster RSE yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 

As a matter of robustness, testing this relationship using annual mean-level 

unemployment in Table C.2 (appendix) fails to corroborate the main findings 

using the relative change in unemployment measure. That is, we find no sta-

tistically significant effects of the average unemployment level in any of the 

three ideological groups. Although I believe that there are good theoretical 

and empirical reasons to prefer the relative unemployment measure, the results 

of this robustness analysis indicate that more research on the topic is needed. 

Conclusions 

While ideology and motives of self-interest are found to be some of the most 

important individual determinants of support for the welfare state (Alesina and 

La Ferrara 2005; Blekesaune 2007; Blekesaune and Quadagno 2003; Brunner 

et al. 2011; Cusack et al. 2006; Hasenfeld and Rafferty 1989; Iversen and 

Soskice 2001, Margalit 2013; Naumann et al. 2016; Owens and Pedulla 2014; 

Rehm 2009; Rehm 2011; Rehm et al. 2012), there is growing evidence that 

non-selfish behavior is also an important factor (Aaroe and Petersen 2014; 

Bowles and Gintis 2000, 2004; Fong 2001, 2004; Fong et al. 2006; Gilens 

1999; Petersen 2012, 2015; Petersen et al. 2011, 2012). This study contributes 

to this area of research by synthesizing different theoretical perspectives and 
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applying an integrated approach. The finding is that macro-level shocks in the 

form of an economic crisis create conditions that activate non-selfish behavior 

(measured by the deservingness heuristic) on a broad societal scale. The de-

servingness heuristic is not known to have been evaluated at this scale before, 

as the existing evidence for the deservingness heuristic has only been observed 

in a small-scale experimental environment. A consequence of the crisis was a 

temporary increase in support for taxation, amongst its critics, the ideological 

right. It did not however have the same effect among left and center leaning 

groups. The reason could be that these two groups are consistently found to 

demonstrate higher support for redistribution and taxation because they gen-

erally share the belief that those in need of assistance are in such a position 

not primarily because of a lack of effort but a consequence of bad luck. As a 

result, the harmful effects of the crisis confirm their existing attitudes about 

the need for taxation to fund redistribution, not disrupting their previous be-

liefs like it did for right-leaning individuals, leading to no significant change 

in their attitudes. 

The work here thus contributes to two literatures. First, this work contrib-

utes to the field by rethinking the prevailing approach that emphasizes how 

selfish motives explain taxation attitudes (Bowler and Donovan 1995; Brock 

and Kelly 2017; Chong et al. 2001; Crowe & Bailey 1995; Dixon et al. 1991; 

Doherty et al. 2006; Frank et al. 2013; Gilens 1999; Green and Gerken 1989; 

Tepe et al. 2020).  Like other recent studies on non-selfish/prosocial behavior, 

the work here supports the claims that there are both common and systematic 

exceptions to explaining attitudes through selfish behavior (Aaroe and Pe-

tersen 2014; Bowles and Gintis 2000, 2004; Fong 2001, 2004; Fong et al. 

2006; Gilens 1999; Petersen 2012, 2015; Petersen et al. 2011, 2012). Activa-

tion of non-selfish behavior is more measurable here because of the broad 

harm caused by the economic crisis and the more neutral description of low-

ering taxes rather than raising them. This work complements the self-inter-

ested model, allowing us to obtain a more accurate understanding of why an 

individual might switch from opposing to supporting welfare policies, condi-

tional on the circumstances (personal and contextual) and the framing of the 

situation. It should be noted that an interpretation of the results here and 

among the related literature is that non-selfish behavior is less likely to mani-

fest when the individual is in a more economically vulnerable position and 

thus will most likely behave in their own self-interest. 

And secondly, to the literature on the deservingness heuristic, by providing 

evidence for how deservingness cues can manifest on a broader scale under 

real-world conditions. Despite compelling experimental evidence for the de-

servingness heuristic, this approach is not necessarily generalizable to a real-

world setting. For example, in the case of survey vignettes, which ask partici-

pants to envision hypothetical scenarios, there is limited guarantee it will ac-

curately predict responses in the more complex context and random nature of 

a real-world scenario (Bowles 2004: 119; Druckman and Lupia 2000; Gideon 
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2012; Levitt and List 2007, 2008; Pripusich 2018; Zaller 1992). In addition, 

the particular framing of the hypothetical scenarios can elicit very different 

responses than real-world conditions (Druckman and Lupia 2000; Levitt and 

List 2007, 2008; Zaller 1992). Another drawback of experiments is that “par-

ticipants in laboratory studies differ in systematic ways from the actors en-

gaged in the targeted real-world settings” due to self-selection (Levitt and List 

2007: 165). Essentially, the pool of participants is not representative of the 

broader population. This study’s design helps to address these issues by: 1) 

measuring individual attitudinal responses under real-world conditions, which 

helps to better identify if the deservingness heuristic will manifest despite the 

influence of contextual factors such as norms, culture and everyday life cir-

cumstances that cannot be replicated in an experiment, and 2) by using survey 

data from a broader and more representative sample of a population, than is 

available in many previous experiments. 

While my research design improves upon the previous research, it admit-

tedly has its shortcomings. First, despite efforts made to control for omitted 

variable bias, in particular unmeasured self-interest, it is possible that I have 

not fully accounted for all self-interested motives. Second, I failed to replicate 

my key findings when using an alternative, although in my view less attrac-

tive, measure of economic conditions. Third, Sweden is historically known to 

have one of the more robust welfare states and highest tax schemes among 

advanced economies. It is possible that Swedes may be much more amenable 

to pausing their preferences for tax cuts compared to non-Swede’s on the basis 

that they want to maintain the quality of services they are used to, especially 

in light of the crisis. Unlike individuals in many countries that have less expe-

rience with more comprehensive welfare programs and lower trust in govern-

ment there will likely be greater reluctance to maintain or increase support for 

taxation and redistribution that aides the needy. 

An implication of this study is that the development of the welfare state 

may in part be explained by individual non-selfish behavior toward the larger 

public. However, to clearly establish this link more research is needed. It is 

questionable that macro-level shocks that cue deservingness translate to last-

ing effects on attitudes; more specifically exposure to clear cues that welfare 

recipients are deserving of help might not lastingly change pre-existing views. 

Instead it could be more a matter of sustained rises and dips in unemployment 

rates that activate or deactivate the deservingness heuristic. As discussed by 

Aarøe and Petersen (2014), “studies suggest that the public uses rising unem-

ployment rates as a cue that unemployment is not a reflection of laziness but 

of bad luck and that the public consequently grows more supportive of welfare 

under conditions of high unemployment” (695)155. If unemployment rises and 

keeps at that level for a sustained period it may cue the broader public that the 

                               

 
155 The studies they reference are Blekesaune 2007, Gilens 1999, and Kam and Nam 2008.   
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unemployed are more deserving of help, as their situation is not a matter of 

their lack of effort but caused by a stagnant economy with low labor demand. 

This study provides preliminary evidence to suggest that non-selfish mo-

tives are not just limited to the particular personality or values of individuals, 

but that under real-world conditions they can be elicited from individuals that 

one would least expect. The next step is for researchers to identify the relia-

bility of this study’s results by evaluating how a similar macro-level shock 

(economic/natural) affects attitudes toward taxation or recipients of redistri-

bution in another country. And, to also take care to better isolate for self-in-

terest to determine if the deservingness mechanism is at work. Another im-

portant question to study is: what degree of non-selfish behavior or costs are 

individuals willing to endure for the broader welfare of society? For example, 

are individuals willing to agree to an increase in taxes, or is it limited to main-

taining the status quo, by keeping taxes rather than cutting them?
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Appendix 

Table C.1: Support for Cutting Taxes by Ideological Groups, 2006 to 2010 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

VARIABLES Left Center Right Left Center Right 

Crisis 0.110 0.159 -0.313*** 0.113 0.175 -0.309*** 

 (0.159) (0.150) (0.0863) (0.162) (0.158) (0.0814) 

Retrospect. Fin. -    -0.0894 -0.0514 -0.0620 

Same    (0.0518) (0.0468) (0.0394) 

Retrospect. Fin. -    -0.123 0.0163 0.0373 

Improved    (0.0625) (0.0582) (0.0488) 

Prospect. Fin. -    0.180*** -0.126* -0.0766 

Remain Same    (0.0489) (0.0521) (0.0702) 

Prospect. Fin. -    0.231*** -0.0370 0.0654 

Will Improve    (0.0534) (0.0535) (0.0690) 

 

Age 

    

0.00562 

 

-0.0133 

 

-0.00913* 

    (0.00692) (0.00739) (0.00427) 

Age2    -2.30e-05 0.000126 0.000111** 

    (6.93e-05) (8.08e-05) (4.14e-05) 

Female    -0.00211 -0.0117 -0.0611** 

    (0.0377) (0.0367) (0.0194) 

Post-sec. Edu.    -0.325*** -0.230*** -0.0847* 

    (0.0449) (0.0427) (0.0406) 

2nd Inc. Quartile    -0.0434 -0.119** 0.000901 

    (0.0418) (0.0416) (0.0392) 

3rd Inc. Quartile    -0.160** -0.126 -0.0433 

    (0.0563) (0.0678) (0.0607) 

4th Inc. Quartile    -0.157** -0.220** -0.0305 

    (0.0506) (0.0767) (0.0420) 

White Collar    -0.139** -0.139* 0.0387 

    (0.0416) (0.0631) (0.0305) 

Entrepreneur    0.0654 0.0858 0.116* 

    (0.124) (0.0742) (0.0481) 

Unemployed    -0.0571 -0.0445 -0.0323 

    (0.0751) (0.107) (0.111) 

Constant 2.963*** 3.798*** 4.009*** 2.916*** 4.391*** 4.243*** 

 (0.0325) (0.0409) (0.0206) (0.152) (0.163) (0.0998) 

       

Observations 4,173 3,362 4,845 3,700 2,859 4,348 

R-squared 0.018 0.029 0.030 0.068 0.069 0.046 

No. of Municipalities 50 50 50 50 50 50 

Indiv. Controls no no no yes yes yes 

Municipal FE yes yes yes yes yes yes 

Year FE yes yes yes yes yes yes 

Cluster RSE yes yes yes yes yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05
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Table C.2: Support for Cutting Taxes (Alternative Crisis Measure), Various 
Years 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
VARIABLES Left  

(07&09) 
Center  
(07&09) 

Right  
(07&09) 

Left  
(06 -10) 

Center  
(06 - 10) 

Right  
(06 - 10) 

*Crisis  
(mean level- 

-0.0297 
(0.129) 

-0.0596 
(0.113) 

0.0245 
(0.0966) 

-0.0293 
(0.0526) 

-0.0428 
(0.0946) 

0.0328 
(0.0561) 

U.E.)       

       
Constant 2.878*** 4.088*** 3.843*** 2.716*** 4.213*** 3.860*** 
 (0.448) (0.442) (0.397) (0.219) (0.420) (0.238) 
       
Observations 1,921 1,588 2,093 3,700 2,859 4,348 
R-squared 0.088 0.068 0.040 0.070 0.070 0.045 
No of Municip. 50 50 50 50 50 50 
Indiv. Controls yes yes yes yes yes yes 
Municipal FE yes yes yes yes yes yes 
Year FE yes yes yes yes yes yes 
Cluster RSE yes yes yes yes yes yes 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 

Table C.3: Crisis Measure 

Year	 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

treatment	

period X

	Crisismt UEΔ2007 UEΔ2007 UEΔ2007 X UEΔ2009 UEΔ2009 UEΔ2009

Crisis	Measure:	Relative	change	in	Unemployment

t	=	0 t	=	1
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Table C.4: Summary Statistics for Full Sample and Sub-samples (Years 2007 & 
2009) 

SAMPLE Attitude 
Mean 

SD min max N 

Total 3.419 1.165 1 5 5,602 
 
Left-leaning 

 
2.764 

 
1.156 

 
1 

 
5 

 
1,921 

Center 3.549 1.088 1 5 1,588 
Right-leaning 3.921 0.922 1 5 2,093 
 
Income: Q1 

 
3.470 

 
1.231 

 
1 

 
5 

 
1,795 

Income: Q2 3.397 1.157 1 5 1,706 
Income: Q3 3.351 1.116 1 5 769 
Income: Q4 3.417 1.107 1 5 1,332 
 
Blue-c Class 

 
3.395 

 
1.207 

 
1 

 
5 

 
2,538 

White-c Class 3.373 1.130 1 5 2,580 
Entrepreneur Class 3.787 1.053 1 5 484 
 
Prospective Finances Worse 

 
3.273 

 
1.262 

 
1 

 
5 

 
820 

Prospective Finances Same 3.399 1.136 1 5 3,378 
Prospective Finances Better 3.551 1.161 1 5 1,404 
Retrospective Finances Worse 3.364 1.247 1 5 1,124 
Retrospective Finances Same 3.398 1.140 1 5 2,858 
Retrospective Finances Better 3.494 1.146 1 5 1,620 
 
Pre-sec. Education 

 
3.500 

 
1.157 

 
1 

 
5 

 
3,632 

Post-sec. Education 3.269 1.164 1 5 1,970 
 
Unemployed 

 
3.367 

 
1.234 

 
1 

 
5 

 
226 

Employed 3.421 1.162 1 5 5,376 
 

VARIABLES Mean SD min max N 

      
E. Crisis 0.347 0.595 -0.452 1.655 100M 
UE Change % 2007 -0.179 0.150 -0.452 0.354 50M 
UE Change % 2009 0.873 0.357 0.0362 1.655 50M 
Age 49.10 17.44 15 85 5,602 
Female 0.509 0.500 0 1 5,602 
Household Income  
(quasi-cont.) 

426.4 205.2 50 750 5,602 

M (municipal observations)
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Figure C.2: Support for Cutting Taxes among Centrists, Pre- and Post-crisis on-
set 

 

 

Figure C.3: Support for Cutting Taxes among Left-leaning, Pre- and Post-crisis 
onset
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Non-Deservingness Index variable questions (as depicted in Figure 3.2): 

On a scale of 1 to 5, rescaled from original coding to: 1 – Disagree Strongly 

to 5 – Agree Strongly  

 

1. Social benefits/services make people lazy? 

2. Most unemployed people do not really try to find a job? 

3. Many manage to obtain benefits/services not entitled to? 

 

Source: European Social Survey 
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