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Chapter 1

Introduction

Up till now, the majority of studies concerning lay attributions for poverty have been
limited to a single national, usually Anglo-Saxon, setting. This specifically Anglo-Saxon
- and in particular American research tradition seems to be fuelled by the continuous
prominence of poverty as a social and moral problem in American culture and its strong
links with welfare policy (Handler and Hasenfeld 1991; O'Connor 2000; van Oorschot
-

2007).

In (continental) Western Europe, it was only at the beginning of 1980s,
following the emergence of the so-called 'new poverty', that policy-makers and social
scientists became pre-occupied once again with the issues of poverty. The economic
crisis in the late 1970s resulted in a sudden deterioration of living conditions that was
increasingly affecting people who were ready and able to work but unable to find
employment. As a consequence, 'new poverty' became perceived as a danger that could
strike everybody, including those who formerly enjoyed secure jobs and benefited from
relative material stability. This represented a radical social change. According to Martin,
the very term 'new poverty' "meant a break with what poverty had meant until then: ( . . . )
indigence, residual poverty or the destitution of a sub-proletariat which social policies
had not succeeded in eradicating" (Martin 1996:384).
The fear of 'new poverty' coincided with the growing awareness of Western
European societies of their general incapacity to uphold the prevailing form and level of
welfare protection. By now, when most European societies were considering some form
of welfare reform, influenced by neo-liberal thought, the issue of poverty, in all its
political, economic but also social and moral complexity, had come back onto the
European social and research agenda. The question of deservingness and "who should get

what, and why" (van Oorschot 2007) became crucial.
Still, in the midst of studies on the measurement, dynamics, causes and
consequences of poverty, research on public perceptions of the poor and lay attributions
for living in need is rather infrequent (van Oorschot and Halman 2000; van Oorschot
2007). This relative empirical void appears curious, considering the importance of these
issues.

Various studies suggest that changes in public policy tend to follow changes in
public opinion (Page and Shapiro 1983; Burstein 1998; Brooks and Manza 2007). This
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means that public attitudes exert considerable influence on the behaviour of politicians. It
has been claimed, for example, that public beliefs have serious implications for agenda
setting, legitimizing decisions. and delimiting the sets of choices that are open to
decision-makers (Schneider and Ingram 1993; Whiteley 1981). Moreover, through mass

political behaviour, such

as electoral behaviour, the activity of pressure groups, lobbying,
demonstrations, signing petitions and the like, the public is able to influence the general
climate for policy making. This makes public opinion a powerful tool of social control
(Whiteley 1981:460; Childs 1964:318): the widespread knowledge of the limits of public
tolerance and anticipation of popular disapproval effectively constrains officials from
pursuing policies that openly challenge popular opinions (Burstein 1998). On the other
hand, politicians may also seek to influence public attitudes to promote their favoured
policy proposals (Zaller 1992). What is important here is the superior role of the elites in
policy design and the relative responsiveness of public opinion to manipulation (Forma
1999:91; Zaller 1992).
All this points towards the scientific and social relevance of studying popular
poverty attributions. Indeed, a connection between public perceptions of poverty and
institutionalised strategies (i.e. policies) of dealing with the poor was already observed by
Simmel, who saw the generosity of welfare and poor relief programmes as directly linked
to, and dependent on, the popular beliefs about the responsibility of the poor for their
miserable condition (van Oorschot and Halman 2000). More recently, an association
between explanations for poverty and welfare instruments directed at poverty alleviation
was observed, among others, by Waxman (1983), Kluegel and Smith (1986) and Jordan
(1996), most of whom referred mainly, if not exclusively, to the case of American society
and American anti-poverty programmes. As a matter of fact, in the US, the relation
between the public perception of (the various groups of) the poor and support for welfare
policies is most frequently evoked as the very justification for research on lay poverty
attributions (e.g Alston and Dean 1972; Williamson 1974a; Lee, Jones et al. 1990;
Cozzarelli, Wilkinson et al. 2001).
In continental Europe, the link between the public perception of poverty and
anti-poverty policies remains an uncultivated field of social research. On the whole, we
have surprisingly little empirically-based knowledge about what Europeans believe to be
the causes of poverty and what induces their particular modes of thinking. Even less is
known about national differences in attributing poverty and - in particular - the
universality of associations between specific causal beliefs and their determinants.
This study makes a contribution to the empirical literature on popular poverty
explanations and their determinants in Europe in several ways. First, we try to uncover
the nature of causal poverty beliefs and to determine the types of poverty attributions
endorsed by the European public. Second, we explore the various groups of antecedents
of lay poverty attributions and assess their relative predictive power. Third, we look
closely at the issue of regional and national variations. To the best of our knowledge, our
analyses encompass the largest number of countries examined in any of the previous
studies on poverty attributions conducted at the level of the individual. We pay special
attention to poverty explanations in Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries, and
differences in attributions and their determinants between the societies of Eastern and
Western Europe. This permits the testing of the theoretical hypotheses derived from the
literature in a broader cross-national setting and the assessing the universality of
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associations between causal poverty beliefs and their antecedents. It also allows
acknowledging the importance of both individual and contextual variables in determining
the beliefs and attitudes of the individual.
Throughout the study we address three groups of research problems: those
delving into the nature of lay poverty explanations', those regarding the antecedents Of
causal poverty beliefs; and those concerning the contextual (supra-)national variation in
popular poverty attributions and their determinants. The book is structured as follows:

Chapter 2 provides an extensive literature review on lay poverty attributions and
their antecedents. We draw attention to the complexity of public beliefs about poverty,
review existing typologies of poverty attributions and discuss the various groups of their
antecedents. In this chapter, we also derive the hypotheses to be tested empirically and
sketch a conceptual model that will guide our further analyses. In Chapter 3, we reflect on
the knowledge gaps in existing research and set our research agenda. We also present the
data sets used for our analyses and outline our research strategy.
Chapters 4.5 and 6 constitute the empirical backbone of our study - it is there
that we deal with all our research questions. In Chapter 4, we use Eurobarometer 40.1
data to interpret the various poverty attributions endorsed by the Western European
public and examine the associations between causal poverty beliefs and their
determinants, including the individual- and contextual-level variables. In Chapter 5, we
repeat a similar set of analyses on a different data set (EVS 1999/2000) to explore the
extent of cross-regional variation. In Chapter 6, we focus specifically on causal poverty
beliefs in Central and Eastern Europe. Using IS JP 1996 data, we explore differences in
poverty attributions and their determinants among CEE states.
Finally, in Chapter 7 we compile all our empirical findings; we draw more
general conclusions and propose recommendations for future research.

Chapter 2

Towards the Understanding of Popular Poverty
Explanations
A theoretical overview

2.1. Introduction
In comparison to the body of literature on poverty per se, research on public opinion
about the poor in general, and the causes of poverty in particular, may appear sparse and
limited in scope (van Oorschot and Halman 2000; van Oorschot 2007). Still, the existing
studies - both sociological and socio-psychological provide a number of typologies of
poverty attributions; they also constitute a rich source of clues as to the possible
antecedents of poverty beliefs.
-

In this chapter we address our general research questions concerning the nature
as (various groups of) their determinants on the
theoretical level. We provide an overview and discuss the implications of the typologies
of poverty attributions that have been identified in previous research. We question the
applicability of the three-tier typology of explanations that dominates the majority of the
studies, and claim that such a conceptualization of poverty explanations might be
simplistic and fail to reflect the richness and ambiguity of public perceptions. We also
touch upon the problem of a generic, i.e. undifferentiated, conceptualization of poverty,
which treats 'the poor' as a broad but single category and does not permit a distinction
between various forms of socio-economic suffering.
Further, we give an account of selected determinants of causal poverty beliefs.
We focus on the antecedents whose impact on lay explanations has been generally
acknowledged, albeit often not without reservations. We formulate general hypotheses as
to the nature of the association between the various antecedents and specific poverty
attributions, and draw up a conceptual model for examining popular perceptions of the
poor and the causes of poverty. A prominent place in this model is awarded to factors that
- following Riffault and Rabier (1977:91) - could be labelled 'subjective', i.e. factors
that are more reflective of people's general value system, on the one hand, and their very
individual experience and its interpretation, on the other. Hence, the model accounts for

of lay poverty explanations as well
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public awareness of the existence of the poor, exposure to the destitute, personal
experience of deprivation, sense of identification with the plight of the poor as well as the
wider value sets. To these, (national) context is added as an important, albeit frequently
neglected, determinant of individual poverty beliefs. The model can be seen as a heuristic
device that directs our subsequent analyses (Chapters 4 to 6).
2.2. Poverty Explanations: The State of the Art

As observed by van Oorschot and Halman (2000), much of the theoretical debate about
the causes of poverty seems dichotomised as individual vs. social blame. This either-or
dilemma is frequently imposed on the general public in the form of survey questions
(forced choice) or the interpretation of responses thus obtained (e.g. Gallie and Paugam
2002, Albrekt Larsen 2005). Even studies that allow for an additional (fatalistic)
dimension in poverty attributions commonly engage in trimming the public mind to fit
the preconceived, usually three-tier, typologies of explanations.
Nonetheless, a conscientious literature review indicates that apart from the
customary social (or structural), individual and fatalistic attributions, some sub-type and
composite explanations can be distinguished. It shows that people tend to employ
pluralistic (rather than mono-causal) explanations (Harper 2003), that public perceptions
may be inconsistent or even contradictory, and that popular attributions may differ
depending on the specific type of poverty that is being evaluated.
In search of the true nature of popular poverty beliefs, in the following sections
we review the existing research and re-interpret some of the results hitherto obtained. We
point out the complexity of structural and fatalistic beliefs and their confounded nature.
We also call attention to the split-consciousness theory, which emphasizes the
coexistence of potentially challenging beliefs that can be either separated in people's
consciousness and hardly ever brought together or, alternatively, employed
simultaneously in composite explanations. Finally, we emphasize the need to account for
dissimilar images of the poor that people might have in mind when attributing material
neediness.

2.2.1. How many types of explanations?
The American study by Feagin (1972; 1975) was the first to systematically examine lay
attributions of poverty. On the basis of pre-test interviews and prevailing public
discussions, Feagin developed a list of 11 possible explanations for destitution, which he
categorized into three main types: individualistic. which attributed responsibility for
poverty to the poor themselves (e.g. lack of thrift, lack of effort, loose morals); structural,
which held the external and economic forces responsible (e.g. low wages, lack of good
schools, no available jobs, prejudice and discrimination); and fatalistic, which accounted
for factors beyond the control of individuals, yet did not blame society (such as bad luck,
illness or lack of ability).1 The validity of this three-tier classification was confirmed in a
'

Feagin (1972; 1975) himself considered fatalistic explanations (esp. lack of ability and talent) similar to
individualistic explanations in taking the "heat off' social and economic conditions. yet different from them
in taking into consideration factors largely beyond the control of individuals. Indeed, fatalistic explanations
can be seen as external to the poor (Feagin 1975).
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1969 survey, in which American respondents were asked to rate the importance of each

of the reasons (randomised and not clustered) (Feagin 1975).2
Feagin's list of the eleven causes was replicated, with minor adjustments, in
subsequent studies of poverty attributions both in the US (e.g. Kluegel and Smith 1986)
and abroad (e.g. Feather 1974). In most cases, the original a

priori classification into

individualistic. structural and fatalistic explanations was verified and sustained, even
when a more robust analysis of data was performed (e.g. Feather 1974). At the same time,
studies that notably extended or modified the original list of explanations produced less
unequivocal results (e.g. Furnham 1982b; Furnham 1982d. Payne and Furnham 1985;
Mor 61 1997: Abouchedid and Nasser 2001). Although their authors claimed that the
findings generally supported Feagin's three-tier categorization. when examined with
more scrutiny, the results indicate that the three classes of poverty attributions may not be
exhaustive and/or may be subject to further categorization.
A series of studies by Furnham and Payne and Furnham (Furnham 1982b.
Furnham 1982d; Payne and Furnham 1985), in which various groups of British and West
Indian respondents were asked to rate fifteen reasons for destitution' from all three
categories of explanations, produced very mixed results. While the first analysis yielded
three factors that did not exactly match the a priori categorization. the other two resulted
in the emergence of four factors instead of the expected three - the additional factor being
structural. The presence of this second societal factor led the authors to plea for a more
refined treatment of societal explanations which, in future questionnaires, should be
"broken down into finer units" (Payne and Furnham 1985:224).
The study by Morga (1997). which tested the applicability of Feagin's typology
of explanations in Turkish society, indicated that such a recommendation may indeed be
valid. The principal component analysis of responses to ten questions tapping poverty
explanations resulted in the emergence of five factors - two individualistic, two structural
and one fatalistic. The two structural factors differed in their level of abstractness - with
one representing more abstract or macro-level explanations (socio-economic system and
income distribution), preferred by the non-poor, and the other related to more tangible or
concrete explanations (unemployment and lack of education), favoured by poorer
respondents. The individual components, on the other hand, were distinguished by the
level of personal blame, with one of the factors attributing poverty to alleged personality
flaws and the other pointing to behaviours of the poor (many children and migration)
"
which might "be interpreted as consequences of social and cultural conditions (Morgol
1997:731). The emergence of five components led Morgul to believe that Feagin's
original dimensions must have had sub-dimensions (Mor al 1997:736).
The reasons for the above incongruities between the results obtained by Feagin
or Feather and those by Payne and Furnham or Morg01 may vary. They may stem from
limited representativeness of samples used in all of the studies (methodological issues);
they may result from the fact that most of the studies were conducted in societies very
different from the American (cross-cultural differences); and/or they may reflect the time

2 The validity of

the indexes was seen by Feagin in (a) their face validity and (b) the positive
intercorrelations of the items (Feagin 1975).
The explanations were derived from the 11-item list devised by Feagin (1972; 1975) and supplemented by
4 items derived from pilot interviews conducted in England with people of various backgrounds (Furnham
1982d:314).
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difference and possible historical change (time-lag). However, they may also suggest that
Feagin's original typology is not exhaustive. Among the reasons for poverty listed by
Feagin, none accounted for community and/or family related causes of destitution (and
hence indicate a more ecological or cultural type of poverty explanations); neither were
there reasons that would attempt to combine the structural and the individual.4 However,
studies that introduced such explanations indicated considerable public support for
alternative perspectives.
Nilson (1981), who analysed Americans' ratings of twelve poverty
explanations, encompassing individual, structural and 'hybrid' institutional causes,
indicated the importance of the latter. According to the researcher, institutional
explanations could potentially ally either individual (the poor fail to take advantage of the
opportunities provided) or structural (the poor are discriminated against in the process of
allocating opportunities) outlooks. Hence, the fact that these explanations stood alone and
formed a distinct factor was a sign of their unique yet synthesised quality. By attributing
poverty to discrimination in the middle-level institutions, the institutional explanations
offered a compromise "that rests on ideological inconsistencies - accepting and rejecting
both opposing ideologies at the time" (Nilson 1981:545). As emphasized by Nilson, it
was this hybrid character - the inherent ambiguity of institutional explanations, the nonobligation to commit oneself to either of the ideological camps which generated strong
and, most importantly, broad public support, independent of major social cleavages. 5
The existence and significance of alternative poverty explanations was also
noted by Smith and Stone (1989), who confronted their American respondents with 38
specific causes of poverty and wealth emanating from four cognitive metatheories
concerning socio-economic inequalities: individualism, culturalism, structuralism/
situationalism, and fatalism. In their interpretation of the results, the authors emphasized
the pluralism of causal explanations endorsed by the public and pointed to the relative
weight of cultural factors. The latter finding seems of particular importance in the light of
the comprehensive nature of cultural metatheory as conceptualized by the authors. To
Smith and Stone, cultural metatheory blends the elements of individualism with social
structural or situational considerations, and points to the mutual reinforcement of social
structure and personality traits.
The potential relevance of cultural attributions to the American public was also
raised by Bullock ( 1999), who noted considerable support for a single cultural
explanation included in a 16-item scale. Being negative about the culture of poverty
-

4 As noted by Smith and Stone. "perhaps owing to the importance of Feagin's scale, of all the possible
causes of wealth and poverty, surprisingly few have been incorporated as scale items. For example, items
linking fertility and familial patterns to poverty and wealth have not been studied" (Smith and Stone
1989:96).
5 It is important to note that institutional explanations presented in the study insufficient education in poor
neighbourhoods, a seniority system in companies that works against the poor. and trade unions that block
the opportunities for the poor could be treated, and were treated by other authors, as structural. In
Feagin's study an item on educational disadvantage of the poor was included as a structural explanation and
the studies by Furnham encompassed structural explanations that touched on the issue of education and the
inefficiency of trade unions. The fact that Nilson's analysis yielded institutional explanations as a separate
factor might be attributed to a different formulation of the explanations (and hence their different meaning),
their number and context. Still. the fact that a group of explanations tapping on the same or similar
dimension can be identified as being different from structural explanations clearly indicates that a more
refined treatment of structural explanations is needed.
-

-
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thesis and disregarding the structural or situational element inherent in cultural
explanations, Bullock treated cultural attributions not as an alternative or additional
dimension in poverty explanations but as an equivalent of individualistic explanations.
According to her, the "culture-of-poverty hypothesis" might have supplanted the
traditional individualistic explanations as less harsh - and hence easier or more
comfortable - to endorse (at least publicly). In her own words: "it may be easier to blame
the psychology or culture of poor people than their lack of intelligence" (Bullock
1999:2075). Still, Bullock notes an explanatory potential of the cultural attribution
included in the study, and accounts for differences in its endorsement between middle
class members and welfare claimants.
Cultural explanations also emerged as an important addition to individual and
structural attributions in a study by Cozzarelli, Wilkinson et a/. (2001). Contrary to the
authors' expectations, the principal component analysis of poverty explanations produced
results that failed to account for fatalistic reasons, yet yielded a component that reflected
cultural beliefs. The presence of a cultural component (encompassing items such as the
breakdown of the nuclear family, being born into poverty, bad schools. and job
opportunities) suggested, according to the authors, that respondents (psychology
undergraduates) "see a distinction between a lack of economic opportunity and being part
of a subculture of poverty" (Cozzarelli, Wilkinson et al. 2001:222). At the same time, a
moderate and positive correlation between external and cultural explanations, but no
correlation between either internal and external, or internal and cultural attributions
indicates that the culture of poverty explanation endorsed by students might be a variation
of the external component. This contradicts the hypothesis put forward by Bullock
(1999), yet partly corroborates the findings of Nilson, who noted moderately positive
correlations between structural and institutional belief sets as well as negative
correlations between individual and structural factors and individual and institutional
factors (Nilson 1981:542). Although the institutional attributions tested by Nilson do not
correspond to cultural explanations included in the study by Cozzarelli, Wilkinson et al.,
the hybrid in-between character of both seems to justify such a comparison. In both cases
the presence of a category of explanations that falls between strictly structural and purely
individual attributions, yet are still somehow closer to external reasons for poverty,
indicates some inclination on the part of the public to see the poor as active agents yet
entangled in a web of constraints.

Although not as widely discussed, the treatment, relevance and relative importance of
fatalistic explanations of poverty seem problematic as well. While present and tested in
almost all studies on lay poverty perceptions, individual fatalistic attributions do not
generate consistent results either in terms of their relative importance or in terms of their
place in the overall constellation of poverty explanations. Various researchers tend to: (a)
note low adherence to fatalistic causes in general (Stacey and Singer 1985; Smith and
Stone 1989); (b) draw attention to uneven support for various fatalistic causes (Feagin
1975; Smith and Stone 1989); (c) report the mixed character of a fatalistic set of beliefs
(factors) yielded by various analytical procedures (Furnham 1982b; Furnham 1982d;
Payne and Furnham 1985); or (d) account for a failure to extract a fatalistic set of beliefs
as a distinct category in poverty explanations (Cozzarelli, Wilkinson et al. 2001).
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Most interesting with regard to the typology of poverty attributions is (c) the
mixed nature of fatalistic factors identified in various studies. By including more societal
explanations (e.g. failure of society to provide good schools or prejudice and
discrimination against the poor) (Furnham 1982b; Payne and Furnham 1985; Bullock
1999), or combining purely fatalistic and more familial attributions (Morgol 1997), the
fatalistic category thus obtained seems to question the relevance of separating
(individual) fate and external determinism. The emergence of such mixed factors may

indicate that in the public mind the poor are unlucky not (or not only) in an
individual/personal sense but rather (or also) as victims of some external processes that
cannot be easily compensated for. In other words, people might believe that while
everyone is the architect of his or her fortune, the sun doesn't really shine alike on all.
A combination of the fatalistic and the societal has been included in studies of
lay explanations of poverty and unemployment in the form of social fate attributions (van
Oorschot and Halman 2000), such as "world-wide recession and inflation", "the
introduction of widespread automation" (Furnham 1982a), "modern world" or "modern
progress" (e.g. Riffault and Rabier 1977: Gallie and Paugam 2002; Rigaux 1994).
However, the results of Furnham, who included the first two of the above explanations in
his analysis of British attributions for unemployment, failed to produce a clear-cut pattern
of responses. The explanations loaded on two different (fatalistic) factors, together with
reasons classified a priori as structural and/or individual fatalistic. Moreover, when
analysed for a sub-sample of the population under study (the employed only), one of the

explanations ("world-wide recession") loaded on a factor which was overwhelmingly
structural (Furnham 19823). Even more inexplicable seems the explanation pertaining to
"modern world/modern progress" repeatedly used in Eurobarometer and EVS studies.
Although relatively popular among the public, the explanation has not attracted much
social scientific attention (the analysis by van Oorschot and Halman 2000 seems an
exception) and so far little has been done to establish what is actually behind it in terms

of public perceptions.
Summing up then, previous research indicates that the three-tier typology of poverty
explanations devised by Feagin and reproduced in many subsequent studies is inadequate.
It does not exhaust the list of potential types of poverty attributions and blurs differences
within the explanations labelled by Feagin as structural. Reformulating the original
explanations or adding more ambiguous attributions produces fractions in the typology
and leads to a reshuffling in the existing classification or emergence of an alternative one.
frequently grouped together with
Problematic too are fatalistic explanations. which
structural and situational attributions - seem to call for a more refined treatment of
human misfortune.
-

2.2.2. Either ... Or ...? The issue Of split-consciousness

of their actual number, the various explanations of poverty

although
competing - are not necessarily mutually exclusive. As amply illustrated by Kluegel and
Smith (Kluegel and Smith 1986; cf. Lee, Jones et al. 1990; Hunt 1996), people - prone to
inconsistency and ambivalence - are likely to adhere simultaneously to very different,
indeed conflicting, views and formulate outlooks which might be logically incoherent.
Regardless
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When researching American beliefs about inequality, Kluegel and Smith (1986)
discovered that the dominant ideology of American society, characterized by an
individualistic explanation for achievement and trust in the availability of opportunity. is
frequently, although only potentially, challenged by opposing beliefs. The latter might be
generated by unfavourable personal experience, reinforced by a decline in perceived
general opportunity, or raised by the public debate on inequality (learned structural
explanations) According to Kluegel and Smith, the two types of explanations individual and structural - are frequently endorsed simultaneously, i.e. holding structural
explanations does not necessarily result in a rejection of individual attributions. In fact,
"when adopted the structural explanations tend to be added to, rather than replace, the
pre-existing individualist ideology" (Kluegel and Smith 1986:93).
Those findings led Kluegel and Smith to question the validity of the dominant

ideology thesis and caused them to search for an alternative perspective. The researchers
pointed out that the dominant ideology thesis. which assumes the existence of a rather
stable, comprehensive set of opinions (ideology) promulgated by the elites and endorsed
by virtually all members of a given society (e.g. Abercrombie and Turner 1978), might be
insufficient to explain the complexity of societal beliefs and values (cf. Lane 1962;
Parkin 1972: Sennett and Cobb 1972: Cheal 1979). To address this inadequacy, Kluegel.
Csepeli et al. (1995) elaborated the split-consciousness theory, which emphasized the
coexistence of both dominant and potentially challenging beliefs, where the former are
"the product of inculcation of dominant-ideology beliefs" and the latter result from
"everyday, stratification-related experience" (Kluegel, Csepeli et a/. 1995:182). The
writers stressed that while the two types of beliefs can be separated in people' s
consciousness and hardly ever be brought together (Lane 1962; Sennett and Cobb 1972),
they may be also employed simultaneously in composite explanations (Kluegel, Csepeli
et at. 1995;

cf.

Kluegel

and

Smith

1986).

Some evidence of split-consciousness in beliefs about poverty can be traced in
studies conducted in American (Kluegel and Smith 1986; cf. Lee, Jones et al. 1990; Hunt
1996) as well as European societies (Kluegel, Csepeli et at. 1995; Kreidl 2000).
Altogether those studies show that inconsistency and proneness to logically incoherent
outlooks is essentially human and independent of cultural background or type Of
dominant ideology. Taken a step further, this common inclination to endorse
contradictory views might explain the reshuming of poverty attributions from categories
that appear logical, at least by researchers' standards, into groupings of seemingly
contradictory (composite) explanations. The latter might be actually a sign of a very
sophisticated and realistic view of the poor on the part of the public, who perceive
different segments of the destitute to be affected by different causes (Lee, Jones et at.
1990). This possibility brings to the fore the issue of validity of research that relies on a
'generic', i.e. undifferentiated, conceptualization of poverty, and thus precludes the
possibility that the public might offer different explanations for different types of material
destitution.
2.2.3. How many categories of poor?

The 'generic' treatment of poverty is one of the most serious criticisms against the
(mainstream) research on lay poverty explanations. Critics draw attention to the many
faces of poverty and note that "when employed as general stimulus, 'poverty' may call
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up" very different images, including welfare mothers, the homeless or the migrant
labourers (Lee, Jones et al. 1990:254-255). By confronting survey respondents with "the
poor" as "an undifferentiated whole". the generic approach fails to account for the
dissimilar images interviewees may have in mind when answering the questions.
Moreover. as already mentioned, the generic approach rules out the possibility that
different types of poverty evoke different causal interpretations (Lee, Jones et at. 1990,
Lee, Lewis et al. 1992; Wilson 1996).
The critics have demonstrated that the public employ different attributions to
explain the poverty of different groups of the poor, such as the homeless or the welfare
claimants (Lee, Jones et al. 1990; Lee, Lewis et a/. 1992; Wilson 1996). In a study on
public beliefs about the causes of homelessness, Lee, Jones et at. (1990; cf. Lee, Lewis et
at. 1992) found that the American public is more inclined to attribute homelessness to
structural and fatalistic causes rather than individualistic ones, which is quite at odds with
the results of the generic studies of 'poverty' perceptions. Similarly, Wilson ( 1996) found
that Americans attribute homelessness to structural and fatalistic causes, yet apply
predominantly individualistic attributions to explain the poverty of welfare dependents,
and both structural and individualistic explanations to account for the poverty of migrant
labourers. Wilson attributed these differences to the perceived racial composition of the
black, migrant
specific groups of the poor (homeless
white, welfare recipients
(emphasizing
coverage
on
each
of
them
media
and
dissimilar
labourers
Latino)
individual blame in the case of welfare recipients and structural causation in the case of
-

-

-

the homeless).

Empirical evidence that different poverty explanations account for the poverty

of different categories of the poor (and by different groups of respondents) was provided
also by Furnham (1982d).The researcher noted that in British society in the 1980s "low
wages in some businesses and industry" were in general regarded as a more important
cause of poverty for working-class blacks than for working-class whites, whereas "high
taxes and no incentives" as well as "lack of thrift and proper money management" were
generally considered more relevant to account for the poverty of middle-class and
working-class whites rather than working-class blacks. As concluded by Furnham, the
special circumstances of different groups of the poor. and especially their class and race,
evoke different poverty explanations, with some explanations becoming salient for some
categories of the poor but not for others (Furnham 1982d:319).
Differences in the perception of various groups of the poor, or needy in general,

are documented as well by research on opinions about deservingness (e.g. Appelbaum
2001; van Oorschot 2000). Studies suggest that the public differentiates between
deserving and undeserving poor, with the former being freed from responsibility for their
plight and the latter made accountable for it. Of particular interest here might be the
research by Appelbaum (2002), which showed that deservingness of different groups of
the needy is judged by different criteria (i.e. with different predictors having significant
effects on judgments of deservingness of different groups). Whereas the political
ideology of the participants had a significant effect on the perception of the deservingness
of West Germans and Ethnic Germans, it was the likeability of the target population
which had a strong effect on the perception of the deservingness of. for example, East
Germans or Turkish guest workers. Moreover, the perception of the responsibility of the
target population had a significant effect on the perception of the deservingness of Ethnic
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Germans and Turks but not West Germans, and a belief-in-just-world was an important
factor in deciding the deservingness of Bosnian asylum seekers (Appelbaum 2002:217).
Although the study did not explore perceptions of poverty per se, and focused on ethnic
differences between the needy rather than types of neediness, in having established that
different factors can be decisive in evaluating (the deservingness of) different groups, it
strengthens the argument against an undifferentiated treatment of the needy (and by

extension the poor).
A further argument against the generic approach to studying the perception of
poverty and the poor can be derived from American public opinion research. It shows that
a change in the wording of the questions about (causes of) poverty and anti-

poverty/welfare programmes generates quite a different response pattern. While being
negative about welfare recipients, suspicious about their honesty and integrity. and eager
to cut down on 'welfare programmes', Americans display a strong support for 'assistance
to the poor' or groups of poor that are considered particularly deserving or sympathetic,
such as 'poor children' or 'the homeless' (Weaver, Shapiro et a/. 1995; Smith 1987; cf.
Shapiro, Patterson et al. 1987; Shaw and Shapiro 2002). Such a drastic shift in opinions
in response to an alteration in how a question is worded is, according to Will, "an
example of problems that arise when respondents are presented with global questions, or
"
asked about issues [ . . . ] about which they may have no information or specific details
(Will 1993; cf. Kangas 1997).

All in all, the review of empirical research on lay poverty explanations leads to a
conclusion that the existing/standard conceptualizations of popular poverty attributions
may not be satisfactory and thus may fail to account for the variety and ambiguity of
public perceptions. Moreover, it has been demonstrated that the poor are not seen by the
public as homogenous and that different causes of destitution are evoked to attribute
poverty of different groups of the poor, such as homeless or welfare claimants.
Furthermore, researchers have claimed that "focusing on any particular category of poor
people in a survey affects the frequency with which various causal beliefs are reported."
As noted by Lee, Jones et al., "[f]rom the respondent's perspective, blaming the poor for
their situation would appear easier to do when the referent is vague and abstract rather
than precise and human" (Lee, Jones et at. 1990:263).
2.3. Individual and Contextual Antecedents of Poverty Explanations

A thorough review of relevant literature points to three broad categories of antecedents of
causal poverty beliefs: public awareness of poverty, personal experience of poverty or
disadvantage - both objective and subjective - and, finally, values and wider beliefs. To
these three, two further categories could be added: socio-demographic characteristics and
tnational) contexts.
The place that all these groups occupy in the literature is by no means
equivalent. Neither is their relative importance as predictors of causal poverty beliefs.
While socio-demographic characteristics are present in all studies on poverty perception
and attribution, their influence on poverty explanations seems to be secondary, mediated,
inter aha, by experience and values. (National) context, on the other hand. appears as
largely neglected: while alluded to in the interpretative layer of various studies,
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contextual influences on individual poverty attributions have not been, as yet, thoroughly
examined. As far as the three main groups of antecedents are concerned: awareness,
experience. and values, reference to them is scattered throughout literature, with some
studies focusing more explicitly on the role of experience (e.g. Nilson 1981), others
giving priority to awareness (e.g. Wilson 1996; cf. Lee, Lewis et a/. 1992) and yet others
preoccupied with the role of specific values (e.g. Furnham 1982c; Feather 1985; Feather
1999). Due to this relative fragmentation, a considerable part of past research overlooks
their complementary and yet competing character (the studies of Lee, Lewis et al. 1992;
Wilson 1996; Kreidl 2000 form an exception here).
Having reviewed various studies on the attribution of poverty and related issues,
we can see the three groups of antecedents: awareness. experience, and values as rooted
in three distinct theoretical perspectives. These are respectively: public arenas theory,
self-interest/underdog thesis and (do,ninant) ideology thesis (cf. Lee, Lewis et at. 1992;
Wilson 1996, Kreidl 2000).
The public arenas theory (Hilgartner and Bosk 1988; cf. Lee, Lewis et a/. 1992;
Wilson 1996) suggests that public opinion about 'social problems', including poverty, is
shaped by the discourse that dominates public space. The theory maintains that at any
given time, a large 'population' of issues 'compete' with each other for the public
recognition as 'problems'. How the public perceive a given issue or - more importantly whether the public are alert to a given issue at all (i.e. perceive it as a 'social problem') is
very much influenced by the way the issue is constructed in the institutional 'arenas'. The
latter encompass various government and non-government agencies as well as the media.
Since each of these 'arenas' promotes competing frames for the interpretation of any
given social issue, whether or not the public choose a particular outlook depends on their
exposure to the frame that advances it (Wilson 1996. cf. Lee. Lewis et al. 1992; Iyengar
1990). This brings to the fore the more general idea of awareness. Disregarding the
specific frame that the public are exposed to, we can assume that any such exposure will
result in greater awareness of a given issue on the part of the public. While we cannot
predict the actual attitude this greater awareness may induce, we can expect this
awareness to play an important role as an attitude predictor. In other words, whether or
not the public takes a (decisive) stance on the causes of poverty is related to their (level
of) awareness of poverty as a 'social problem'. This in turn is linked to the presence or
absence of poverty in the public discourse that is facilitated by a variety of institutional
arenas'.
In line with the self-interest thesis/underdog principle (Robinson and Bell
1978), people support beliefs from which they profit, and oppose those from which they
lose. Groups that are privileged have an interest in the status quo and hence promote the
rationale that awards legitimacy to their advantageous position (e.g. meritocracy as an
allocation principle, belief in the general availability of opportunity etc.). Conversely,
those who are disadvantaged are predominantly concerned with changing their miserable
lot, which might involve negative evaluations of the existing (distributive) system,
support for rationale from which they gain (e.g. egalitarianism) and - in the case of causal
explanations - a search for an external locus of responsibility. With regard to poverty
attributions, this would mean that people who have experienced some material
disadvantage are more likely to view poverty as externally caused than those who have
been spared this type of misery (Nilson 1981).
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The dominant ideology thesis emphasizes the role of values rather than
cognitions and interests. The thesis seems to rest on two premises. First. it assumes that
people refer to values and wider beliefs to interpret their reality, to give meaning to their
everyday experience, and to guide their action (Parkin 1972). Second. it presupposes a
relatively stable and coherent set of values, attitudes and beliefs forming an ideology,
which, if dominant, is endorsed by virtually all members of a given society (Abercrombie
and Turner 1978; Kluegel and Smith 1986). Since the 'dominance' and 'coherence' of a
dominant ideology are actually debatable (e.g. Lane 1962: Parkin 1972: Sennett and
Cobb 1972: Abercrombie and Turner 1978: Kluegel and Smith 1986: Wegener and
Liebig 1995), we focus here on the distinctive role of values.
Causal poverty beliefs, being interwoven into other (related) beliefs and values
and reinforced by them, are frequently seen as an integral part of a (dominant) ideology
(Kluegel and Smith 1986; Kluegel, Csepeli et at. 1995: Kreidl 2000). Alternatively, they
can be construed as an offspring of the more abstract or general-level values (such as a
belief in the availability of opportunity, justice beliefs or work ethic) - an expression of
more tangible attitudes related to a specific social phenomenon: poverty. Whichever the
case, the interrelation between poverty beliefs and other values gives poverty attributions
the deep-rooted and inviolate status, which makes the influence of either experience (sel.finterest thesis) or awareness tpublic arenas theory) largely limited. or even irrelevant (cf.
Wilson 1996).

In the sections to follow, we discuss the various groups of antecedents and formulate
general hypotheses as to the nature of association between them and specific poverty
attributions. The hypotheses are based on the results of existing studies and reflect the
bias evident in them: most of our hypotheses focus on the individual vs. structural
dichotomy, ignoring the relationship between various antecedents and possible inbetween attributions (of the cultural, familial or institutional type) as well as the
association between antecedents and various fatalistic causal beliefs. However, they
constitute a good starting point for an empirical study of the determinants of causal
poverty beliefs and will guide most of our empirical analyses (Chapters 4 to 6). Our
discussion ends with a presentation of a conceptual model.
2.3.1. Awareness

(Incidence and) visibility of poverty
Gordon and Pantazis suggest that people with "the greatest knowledge of poverty ( . . . )
will be the least likely to believe that poverty results from fecklessness" (Gordon and
Pantazis 1996:38). This means that not only the people who experience poverty
themselves. but also those who can see it among their friends and relatives and even those
who are simply aware of its existence. will be less eager to blame the poor for their
destitution. According to the authors, the inclination to blame the poor or vice versa - to
blame society - is profoundly influenced by the visibility of poverty, which in turn is a
function of an objective rise in the number of poor. As "poverty increases': predict the
authors, "the numbers believing that poverty results from fecklessness will fall. since
more people will have direct or indirect knowledge of poverty" (Gordon and Pantazis
1996:38). Such a pattern was indeed found, not only in Great Britain (Gordon and
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Pantazis 1996). but also in other countries of the European Community (Gallie and
Paugam 2002) as well as in the US (e.g. Weaver, Shapiro et a/. 1995).
It has to be noted, however, that - if they are constant objective. not-toofavourable socio-economic conditions and the assumed visibility of poverty
accompanying them do not have to overlap with an increased sensibility to destitution,
nor are they bound to lead to more structural poverty attributions. As indicated by studies
investigating perceptions of (third world) poverty, people most likely to be exposed to
poverty (i.e. inhabitants of poorer countries or regions) might actually be least disposed to
making situational attributions. Payne and Furnham found, for example, that despite their
greater exposure to severe forms of poverty. the adolescent inhabitants of the relatively
poor island of Dominica were less likely to endorse structural poverty explanations than
their peers from the relatively well-off Barbados (Payne and Furnham 1985: cf. Carr and
MacLachlan 1998). Revealing too. is the example of societies of Central and Eastern
Europe, which - at least in 1990 - were on average more inclined to blame the poor than
the inhabitants of Western Europe, and in the case of the Czechs more likely to endorse
individual explanations than societal ones (e.g. van Oorschot and Halman 2000).
Thus, it seems possible that objective indicators affect poverty attributions only
or predominantly under the conditions of socio-economic change. It may not be the
unfavourable indicators per se, but rather the worsening indicators and rising number of
those experiencing poverty that enhance awareness of poverty and provoke a more
sympathetic view of the poor. The influence of socio-economic climate may depend as
well on some other (country- or culture-) specific factors (cf. Carr and MacLachlan
1998). such as greater exposure to the manifestations of wealth and social inequality
rather than poverty per se (Payne and Furnham 1985:225-228)
Regardless of the role of more objective indicators, the level of visibility of
poverty, which tends to vary among individuals, appears to be a valuable predictor of
poverty attributions. For example, Americans who report the presence of the homeless in
their community are less inclined to support individual explanations and more likely to
blame society (Lee, Lewis et at. 1992). This tendency might be driven by a dwindling
actor-observer bias. i.e. increased knowledge of the conditions of the actors (here: the
homeless) and a greater likelihood of adopting their perspective when evaluating those
conditions. In some situations it might also be related to the (perceived) self-interest: in
the face of a greater visibility of poverty which usually accompanies a real or imagined
rise in the incidence of destitution people facing a threat of becoming poor themselves
might be more inclined to attribute (material) disadvantage to factors external to the poor
and hence free themselves from blame for their own (prospective) impoverishment.
All in all, understood as general (and even abstract) consciousness of the
existence of the poor in one's country or broadly understood environment, heightened
visibility is likely to trigger external explanations of poverty. Hence our first hypothesis
-

-

-

reads:
Hypothesis

1.

The

higher

the

visibility

Of poverty,

the

less

inclined

people are to blame the poor for their poverty and the more likely to
attribute poverty to reasons external to the poor, and especially to
societaUstructural causes.
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Exposure

The role of exposure to (the various groups of) the poor has not been widely examined in
research on lay explanations of poverty. However, operationalized as contact with formal
media depictions of the poor (Lee, Lewis et al. 1992; Wilson 1996; cf. Golding and
Middleton 1982: Gilens 2000), informal discussion about the poor, and personal
experiences with the poor (Wilson 1996), exposure to the poor has proven an important
predictor of poverty attributions.6
Of particular interest seem the results of Wilson ( 1996), who found that
different forms of exposure encourage different causal beliefs. Whereas having been
panhandled by the poor and/or having been engaged in informal discussions about
poverty is related to individual explanations of poverty, having friends among the poor
and/or being familiar with formal radio or television depictions of the poor is linked to
more structural interpretations of the causes of poverty. As concluded by Wilson
(1996:422):
"[f]leeting contact with the poor under conditions of relative status inequality and
conversations with peers apparently produce individualistic beliefs; conversely, more
prolonged personal contact with the poor under conditions that more closely
approximate status equality as well as hearing the opinions of 'experts' are
conducive to the formation of structural beliefs."

Similar results had been obtained in a study on popular explanations of homelessness.
Lee, Jones et al. (1990) found that a personal conversation with a homeless person about
something other than money, and attending formal presentations about homelessness led
to greater support for structural explanations, whereas panhandling and informal
conversations with one's intimates enhanced the likelihood of causal beliefs that
emphasized individual blame.
Studies on deservingness and support for public assistance, although not directly
linked to causal beliefs about poverty, support the thesis about a possible correlation
between exposure and attribution of responsibility (for poverty). As noted by Appelbaum
(2001:431), personal contacts with people requiring (public) aid result in increased
positive feelings about those in need of support and decreased likelihood of
recommending no-benefit policies. Similarly, Will (1993) showed that Americans
presented with detailed vignettes of prospective recipients of public aid (and hence
intimate with their circumstances) are likely to allocate some aid to all poor families they
were presented with, including the seemingly least deserving ones. This generosity
appears at odds with the general reluctance of the American public to back welfare
programmes evident from other studies, and suggests that even the allegedly anti-welfare
Americans could exhibit strong support for public assistance, "when faced with certain
circumstances depicting those in need" (Will 1993:330).
The above findings are in line with the premises of social psychology which
point to a correlation between having the 'inside' or 'intimate' knowledge of particular
circumstances and the propensity to endorse external or situational causal beliefs. Being a
6 Lee, Lewis et al. (1992) operationalized

exposure as perception of the poor in one's community.

However. it seems justified to differentiate between awareness and exposure and treat 'perception of the
poor in one' s community' as an indicator of awareness of the existence of the poor in one's proximity
rather than exposure Per

je.
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form of

an actor-observer bias, the tendency refers to the inclination of observers to
attribute the behaviour of others to their dispositions, and the propensity of the actors to
employ situational attributions (Jones 1976; Carr and MacLachlan 1998; Bullock 1999).
According to Jones, the observer's bias stems from the relative "poverty of information "
(unlike the actor, the observer is typically ignorant of the actor's history and his actions in
similar settings), the different perception and interpretation of the action (more dynamic
and thus salient for the observer than the actor) as well as the usual perceptual focus on
the actor him- or herself. The latter issue perceptual focusing seems of paramount
importance. As stated by Jones (1976:302), when asked, "we attribute causality to
whatever or whomever we look at". Not surprisingly then, the observers, who normally
focus on persons performing behaviours, most often perceive those persons highly salient
as the possible cause of this behaviour.7 Yet, as noted by Jones, in the instances when the
observer' s angle of vision coincides with that of the actor, the observer may, and
frequently does, attribute the outcome to the situation rather than the actor' s disposition
(Jones 1976:302-303). Therefore, and also in the light of the above cited empirical
research. it seems justified to propose a hypothesis that as the observers' ignorance about
the actor (i.e. the poor) and the context of his/her behaviour (i.e. living in need)
decreases, so does their propensity to attribute an actor's behaviour to his/her disposition
(i.e. to attribute poverty to the disposition of the poor themselves).
Still, the role of exposure to poverty in forming causal attributions is not
unambiguous. Two cross-national studies of lay explanations for Third World poverty by
Payne and Furnham (1985) and Carr and MacLachlan (1998) indicated that the observeractor bias can be reversed and that people most likely to be exposed to poverty (i.e.
inhabitants of poorer countries) might be least inclined to explain poverty in situational
-

-

terms.

Doubt as to the (unequivocal) role of exposure in determining situational
attributions was cast as well by a British research on attitudes to the unemployed
(McFadyen 1998). In a study which examined attitudes as expressed in conversation,
McFadyen found that exposure (understood as "experience with unemployed friends and
family" or "working in a job directly associated with the unemployed") had little
influence on the nature of attitudes towards the unemployed (negative vs. sympathetic) or
their variability (i.e. level of ambivalence or simultaneous adherence to negative and
sympathetic set of attitudes). According to McFadyen, the findings indicate that
individuals who have been exposed to the unemployed (or experienced unemployment
themselves) "did not generalise from these [experiences] to their attitudes about the
unemployed," which suggests that their attitudes might be actually based on stereotypes
and as such resistant to change through experience (McFadyen
1998: 194). This
conclusion corroborates the annotations of Kluegel and Smith ( 1986) as to limited
generalisability of personal experience (discussed in section 3.2) and the role of
stereotypes and/or concepts long present in one's memory in shaping beliefs about
inequality.
In their discussion of psychological processes linked to the perception of
inequality, Kluegel and Smith emphasized that in order to make judgments, people do not
7

This tendency, frequently referred to as 'fundamental attribution error' is evoked to account for an
observer's bias toward dispositional explanations of outcomes/behaviour and away from situational
explanations.
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undertake a search of all possibly relevant factors [ . . . ] [but] identify a few of the most

salient attributes [ . . . ] and consider them to arrive at an overall evaluation" (Kluegel and
Smith 1986: 15 emphasis added). The most salient and hence most likely to determine
the evaluation are the attributes that are distinctive or rare, concepts that are long present
and (hence) readily available in one's memory as well as the "associative links between
concepts in memory", such as situational clues and stereotypes (Kluegel and Smith
1986:16). However, their influence is by no means equal. The analysis of American
beliefs about poverty and wealth led Kluegel and Smith to conclude that, although
accountable for apparent ambiguity in American perceptions, neither experience8 nor
situational context have an impact on the overall belief system. Formed in the process of
socialization and fuelled by messages of individual responsibility that abound in
American culture, general beliefs about inequality remain quite resistant to change.
On the other hand, it is exactly this unchangeability of beliefs, inherent in the
dominant ideology thesis, that has been challenged in the research by Lee, Jones et at.
( 1992) and Wilson (1996). Referring to public arenas theory, the authors maintained that
social constructions, including constructions of poverty or homelessness are not
immutable but dynamic. The perceptions of public poverty may be transformed in
response to personal interactions with, or media accounts of, the poor. The results of the
studies which rest on a more sophisticated (non-generic) treatment of the concept of
poverty and account for different forms of exposure (rather than assuming it on the basis
of some more general indicators) provide considerable support for such a hypothesis
(Lee, Jones et al. 1990; Lee, Lewis et al. 1992; Wilson 1996).
All in all, various studies indicate that exposure to poverty influences causal
poverty attributions. At the same time, they show that the effect of exposure is neither
ultimate nor universal and may differ within and across cultures (Payne and Furnham
1985; Carr and MacLachlan 1998) as well as in response to the specific form and nature
of exposure (Lee, Lewis et aL 1992; McFadyen 1998; Wilson 1996). Interestingly, the
effect of exposure becomes evident when tested in studies which refrain from generic
treatment of poverty (all studies which indicate some type of exposure effect confronted
respondents with more detailed descriptions and/or specific categories of the poor) and
contradicted or weakened in research relying on the undifferentiated conception of
poverty. It is possible then that when asked about poverty and the poor in general, people
respond in general, referring to general, i.e. widely held, beliefs that constitute the core
of a dominant ideology. However, when asked explicitly about a particular grouping of
the poor or type of poverty experience, they do attempt a mental search for additional
clues (cf. Kangas 1997). In short, a differentiated, non-generic treatment of poverty in
(survey) questions provides respondents with clues which activate very different
schemas, provide links to very different concepts in memory and lead to responses that
might be indeed indicative of a (prominent) role of exposure in causal attributions of
material disadvantage. In most general terms, however, we can expect that:
-

Hypothesis 1 The greater the exposure to the poor, the lower the
propensity to attribute poverty to the disposition of the poor and the

8 Note that 'experience' was not measured directly but inferred from the socio-economic status of the
respondents.
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greater the likelihood to endorse external, and especially structural
causal beliefs.

2.3.2. Experience

Individual experience
Various studies indicate that individuals inflicted by some type of disadvantage are more
inclined to make situational attributions than those who are free from this type of
suffering. Furnham (1982a) established that British respondents who had themselves been
unemployed were more external in their causal attributions for unemployment than were
the employed. Bullock (1999) found greater propensity on the part of the American
welfare recipients to endorse structural explanations of poverty than on the part of the
representatives of the middle class. Finally, Gordon and Pantazis (1996) reported that
people objectively more deprived were more likely than those who had not suffered so
much deprivation to attribute poverty to reasons external to the poor. Considering the

'fundamental' character of the actor-observer bias as well as its psychological advantages
- avoidance of perceiving one' s own characteristics as inadequate (Kluegel and Smith
1986:83) - the above tendency is hardly surprising.
Startling, however, are the findings which contradict this basic socialpsychological principle. Yet these are plentiful. Several researchers draw attention to
individuals who experience disadvantage in terms of poverty and/or unemployment yet

refrain from freeing the poor (or unemployed) en rnasse from the responsibility for their
condition. Furnham (1982a) noted that the unemployed were not significantly less
individualistic in their attributions than the employed' and McFadyen (1998) indicated
that personal experience of unemployment does not necessarily predict the nature
(sympathetic vs. negative) of attitudes expressed. Similarly, Golding and Middleton
observed that British claimants of public aid frequently make most bitter and hostile
comments about welfare recipients (Golding and Middleton 1982: 178); and Bullock
found American welfare claimants quite sceptical about the moral integrity of other
recipients and more inclined than members of the middle class to hold negative views
about them (Bullock 1999:2075).
According to some researchers, failure to provide external explanations for
poverty despite personal experience of destitution serves the need to produce a greater
psychological distance between the self and the poor. It has been suggested that "the
closer [...] people are to poverty, the more threatened they are by those poorer than they,
both economically and emotionally" and hence the greater their interest (financial and
emotional) "in blaming the poor and limiting their opportunities" (Nilson 1981:535).
While on the economic side, the poor must compete with each other for the same (scarce)
jobs, housing opportunities, and/or welfare benefits, on the emotional side, they have to
struggle for a respectable position clearly distinguished from the undeserving bottom
rung of society. By endorsing negative (and often stereotypical) beliefs about the poor,
9

This happened despite the greater propensity of the unemployed to evoke structural explanations. It has to
be stressed, though, that neither the employed nor the unemployed were very keen on individual
explanations and their preference for structural explanations (higher for the unemployed) differed by degree

only (Furnham 1982a).
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describing themselves as different from the (other) poor, or even claiming moral
superiority over them, materially disadvantaged individuals seek to distance themselves
from the low-status group to which by some objective standards they do belong (Nilson
1981:535-536; Bullock 1999; cf. Golding and Middleton 1982). Labelling the poor as
inferior not only helps those at greatest risk of material destitution to boost their selfesteem, it also serves the purpose of legitimizing their own (limited) success and creates
"a sense that poverty afflicts only other, less deserving people" (Kluegel and Smith
1986:300; cf. Hunt 1996:311-312).
Finally, the propensity of actors to make a distinction between their personal
experience and that of others might by explained by an already mentioned tendency to
perceive one's own experience as uniquely caused and not subject to generalization. As
observed by Kluegel and Smith, "[t]he amount of salient, specific knowledge every
person has about his or her own history may tend to block generalization" by supplying
him or her with causal factors which, due to their specificity (e.g. one's boss's
characteristics or one' s personal situation), would not be assumed to affect most others
(Kluegel and Smith 1986:83-84). In fact, whether or not one's individual explanations are
likely to be generalized may depend on the nature of those explanations. In American
society. those who perceive themselves as having been held back by structurally related
factors, such as job market or race discrimination, are more likely to generalize their
explanations for some unfavourable personal experience than those who see themselves
as held back by personal problems (Kluegel and Smith 1986:85-86).10
Summing up then, it seems that (a) personal experience of poverty need not
influence the nature of causal attributions; and (b) if it does, it might actually lead to more
individual rather than structural explanations. Whether or not individuals afflicted by
poverty explain the poverty of others in structural terms depends on their self-interest and
psychological motivation as well as (group) identity. The people most inclined to endorse
structural poverty explanations are those who identify themselves with (a group of) the
poor on some salient dimension. Those who do not identify with the poor are less likely
to attribute poverty to situations, despite their personal destitution and membership of the
population of the poor by some objective standards. Based on the above considerations,
we advance two competing hypotheses:

Hypothesis 38. People who experience poverty or disadvantage are less
likely to blame the poor and more likely to attribute poverty to reasons
external to the poor than those who are free from economic suffering.

Hypothesis 3b. Individuals who are situated closer to the poor by some
objective standards are more likely to blame them for their condition and
attribute poverty to the disposition of the poor, while people of higher
social standing are more likely than persons in the poorest strata to
exempt the poor from blame for their predicament and to attribute poverty
to societaUstructural causes.

However. Kluegel and Smith (1986) have doubts as to the causal order and admit that people might have
learned general explanations first and then apply them to their specific circumstances.
I0
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In addition, on the basis of past studies (Morq61 1997; Halman and van Oorschot 1999)
we can predict a positive relationship between objective experience of poverty or
disadvantage and propensity to view poverty in terms of fate. Hence our subsequent

hypothesis reads:

Hypothesis 4. Individuals who are situated closer to the poor by some
objective standards are more likely to attribute poverty to fate than people
of higher social standing.
Identity or perception of 'in-group' membership

In contrast to socio-economic characteristics, which measure (supposedly objectively)
social distance between the poor and their judges, the level of individual identification
with the poor as a predictor of lay poverty explanations has not attracted much social
scientific attention. Very few studies have paid attention to the self-definition of
respondents and/or touched upon factors that could provide information about their
comprehension of their own social standing and the impact it may have on causal poverty
beliefs.
Yet, as noted by Nilson, perceptions of social circumstances might be equally or
more consequential in shaping poverty beliefs than actual social standing. "Perhaps
people must feel like underdogs before they take the perspective of an underdog," wrote
Nilson, who also found some evidence for a modest but real increase in support for
structural poverty explanations among those whose economic satisfaction and sense of
fate control seemed the lowest (Nilson 1981:536, 542, 546). Similar partiality for the
poor and inclination to endorse structural poverty attributions by those who considered
themselves disadvantaged was accounted for in Eurobarometer C 1989). People who were
more inclined to define themselves as poor were found more perceptive of the existence
of poverty in their environment and more likely to attribute poverty to social injustice
than those relatively high (yet not the highest) on the poor-rich self-placement scale. The
pattern corroborated earlier findings of Riffault and Rabier (1977), who discovered that
low self-placement on the poor-rich scale is linked to high awareness of the problem of
poverty and an inclination to blame it on society despite a rather average social standing.
Indicative of the relative importance of self-perception was also Riffault and Rabier's
recognition of a group whose not-so-remarkable social standing accompanied by high
self-placement on the rich-poor scale and relative satisfaction with life coincided with
obliviousness to the existence of poverty and eagerness to imply culpability of the poor

(Riffault and Rabier 1977:80-81).
Equally consequential in shaping poverty beliefs might be the perceptions of
group Cor social) identity. Various studies indicate that membership of relatively
disadvantaged groups, such as race/ethnic minorities or women, increases the propensity
for structural poverty beliefs (e.g. Feagin 1975. Kluegel and Smith 1986), frequently
regardless of individual social standing (e.g. Hunt 1996; Bullock 1999). Studies in social
psychology. and in particular on perceptions of deservingness, show that favouritism
towards people considered in-group members is common. Whether or not an individual is
seen as deserving the outcome (in our case poverty) is related to the group membership of
both the individual who is the target of evaluation and the evaluator him/herself. Since
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bystanders are rarely neutral observers, the manner in which they view the object of their
judgement - i.e. either as an in-group or out-group member - is key to their evaluation
(Smith 2002:416; cf. Feather 1999). Most importantly, perceived group membership may
eventually reverse the pattern of attributions. In such a situation, positive behaviour of ingroup members would be eagerly ascribed to internal dispositions and the negative
behaviour seen as the consequence of external forces, whereas the desirable behaviour of
out-group members would be perceived as externally caused and undesirable behaviour
as internally driven (Smith and Bond 1998:178-179; cf. Furnham 1983).
Hence, in the case of poverty beliefs it could be expected that those who
identify with the poor on some salient dimension (e.g. gender, race, class, income) and
see them as members of their own group, tend to attribute their condition to external
situations, whereas those who see the poor as 'the other' are more inclined to see them
blameworthy and ill-disposed. Revealing as to the nature of the processes involved are
studies which demonstrate that causal poverty attributions are linked. among others, to
the perceived composition of the population of the poor, especially in the US and
particularly with respect to race. Wilson, for example, observed that perception of the
racial composition of the population of the poor is an important predictor of causal beliefs
about poverty in American society, with respondents being more eager to evoke
individual explanations to describe the poverty of welfare recipients. whom they see as
predominantly black, and more likely to mention structural attributions to account for the
plight of the homeless, who are perceived as white (Wilson 1996). The role of racial
prejudice as a determinant of causal attributions in the US was also noted by Gilens
(Gilens 2000), Alesina and Glaeser (2004) and Hunt (1996); Nilson (1981) pointed to
racial cleavage as the deepest in support of conflicting (individual vs. structural) beliefs
sets.

The group identification explanation of causal poverty attributions is further
supported by the relative importance of structural beliefs among women as well as their
greater inclination to sympathize with the, predominantly female, welfare recipients (e.g.
Hunt 1996; Bullock 1999). To Bullock in particular, lesser propensity of middle-class
women than middle-class men to support individualistic poverty beliefs, and a tendency
to hold a more favourable view on welfare mothers, is a clear sign of gender effect and an
indicator of some kind of interclass female alignment. The middle-class females'
sympathetic view of welfare mothers could be attributed to their ability to recognize, as
women (and better than men), the humility of living on welfare, but it could also stem
from their acknowledging of the precariousness of their own (economic) status (Bullock
1999:2078). If the latter is really the case, it would point to a formation of some kind of
group consciousness among women that would allow for identification with the
experience of the poor (and especially poor mothers) and could possibly bias causal
welfare
poverty attributions in favour of the poor or a specific group of the poor
mothers.
All in all, in-group favouritism might be a way of maintaining a positive image
at the social identity level and help to maintain or enhance self-esteem (Feather 1999:99).
As such it may greatly influence judgments, including judgments of deservingness and/or
causal poverty attributions. While we have to remember that social identity derived from
group membership may differ across individuals, groups and cultures (Feather 1999: 101:
cf. Feather 1985), we can predict that:
-
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Hypothesis 5. Those who identify with the poor or perceive their own
circumstances as a situation of disadvantage tend to attribute poverty to
external situations, and especially structural causes, more often than
those who feel more advantaged and do not identify with the poorer strata.

On the other hand, those who feel advantaged are more likely to view
poverty as self-inflicted than those who feel disadvantaged.

2.3.3. Values and wider beliefs
References to values, value sets, wider beliefs or attitudes are present in almost all
attempts to expound lay attributions for poverty. This is hardly surprising. As pointed out
by Feather, "[t]he explanations that people hold for events are not neutral beliefs that are
the end products of unbiased, rational information processing. They are linked to other
beliefs, attitudes, and values within the total belief system in ways that give meaning and
consistency to the events that occur" (Feather 1985:885).
Evidently, explanations that people hold for various events, including poverty.
should not be considered in isolation or in relation to immediate motivational dynamics
only, but - in the words of Feather again - "as a part of a person' s total system of beliefs,
attitudes, and values" (Feather 1985.885). Such a broader perspective is, according to
Feather, particularly applicable when judgments about distant, in a sense abstract, social

phenomena, such as unemployment or poverty are being investigated. Indeed, in
situations when the role of personal, direct information is diminished (Feather 1985:886),
the 'social embedment' of the individual (determined by group identity and position
within the social structure) (Kluegel and Smith 1986:19-21) as well as their social
experience ("channelled through family, school, groups, the media, and other sources of
influence") (Feather 1985: 886) becomes crucial.
Nonetheless, with a few singular exceptions, the influence of specific values on
poverty explanations has not been thoroughly or systematically investigated, especially
by sociologists. In most studies on poverty attributions. references to values appear either
to explain some apparent inconsistencies, as when explanations endorsed by some
members of the public seem incongruent with their obvious individual- or group-interest
(e.g. when the high-status groups favour structural poverty explanations and/or lower
social strata hold individual attributions alongside more structural ones) or to account for
cross-national differences which cannot be explained by other usually socio-economic factors (e.g. Gallie and Paugam 2002). In many cases a discussion of (relevant) values is
offered merely to provide a broader context for the interpretation of the results and an
attempt is rarely made to test their direct effect on lay poverty attributions. The impact of
political orientation/ideology, relatively well-investigated due to its customary inclusion
among the socio-demographic variables, as well as adherence to materialist (or postmaterialist) values deliberately included in the first Eurobarometer study on poverty
11

-

" This particular role of social context and socio-cultural influences in forming beliefs about poverty and
poverty-related phenomena becomes evident from social psychological studies conducted among
adolescents. See, e.g., Furnham (1982b) and Feather (1985).
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perceptions form an exception. 12 Other values evoked as possible antecedents of poverty
explanations include a (Protestant) work ethic, belief in the just world, sentiments about
distributive justice, and religious tradition.
(Conservative) political orientation

Broadly understood conservatism'l has not been extensively tested in studies on
attributions for poverty or poverty-related phenomena. With the notable exceptions of
Feather (1985), Furnham (1985a) and Zucker and Weiner (1993), who applied a
conservatism scale that tapped several dimensions of conservatism, most researchers used
measures that focused specifically on political orientation and were operationalized as
party affiliation or voting preference (e.g. Lee. Lewis et al. 1992: Kluegel and Smith
1986. Bullock 1999; Cozzarelli. Wilkinson et at. 2001) and/or self-ascribed position on a
liberalism-conservatism (or left-right) scale (e.g. Lee. Jones et a/. 1990. Lee. Lewis et at.
1992: Eurobarometer 1989: Appelbaum 2001).
Still. the results of most of the studies are strikingly consistent. Furnham
(1982d) found British Conservatives more inclined to endorse individualistic
explanations for poverty than British Labour voters. who in turn were more likely to
favour structural explanations. Kluegel and Smith (1986) obtained similar results when
comparing support for poverty explanations between American Republicans and
Democrats, and Halman and van Oorschot ( 1999) when examining the effect of party
affiliation on poverty attributions in Dutch society. Analogous results were attained by
Feather (1985) with respect to explanations for youth unemployment in Australia, by
Furnham with regard to attitudes towards social security recipients (1985a) and the
unemployed (1982a) in Britain, and by Lee, Jones et al. ( 1990) in relation to attributions
for homelessness in the US. Moreover. the findings of the above studies
focused
specifically on political orientation resemble closely the results obtained by researchers
who employ more sophisticated measures of conservatism: the more conservative the
general attitudes and/or voting preference of an individual, the more inclined he/she is to
attribute poverty or poverty-related phenomena to individual/dispositional factors, and
the more liberal in general outlooks or political affiliation the individual is. the more
inclined he/she is to see poverty as a consequence of external/structural determinants. We
can. therefore. predict that:
-

-

Hypothesis 6. The more liberal (i.e. left.wing) the political orientation of
the individual, the more likely they are to see poverty as a consequence of

structural determinants; conversely, the more conservative (i.e. rightwing) the political attitudes of the individual, the more likely they are to
blame the poor and their disposition.

12 Out of necessity then. the following sections dealing with the influence of the specific values/beliefs on
poverty perceptions, and in particular broadly understood conservatism, Protestant (work) ethic and a belief
in the just world. will draw mainly, although not exclusively. from socio-psychological literature.
13 I.e· conservatism comprehended as a general value orientation encompassing fundamentalist religious
orientation, pro-establishment political leanings. general support for the status quo. approval of strict rules
and punishments, favour for militarism, ethnocentrism and intolerance for minority groups, preference for
the conventional, the traditional and the familiar, hostility towards hedonism and sexual freedom as well as
opposition to scientific progress and new-fangled ideas (Wilson 1973 discussed in Feather 1985).

25

Chapter 2

(Protestant) work ethic

14

Adherence to a (Protestant) work ethic. distinguished by endorsement of values such as
hard work, self-discipline, denial of pleasure for its own sake, emphasis of individual
activism as a basis for attainment, etc. (cf. Feather 1984), is yet another variable, which,
although frequently alluded to in discussions of possible determinants of poverty
attributions, has not attracted much research attention, especially in sociological studies.
The results of psychological studies. however. repeatedly show that individuals who
score higher on a Protestant ethic scale are more likely to display an internal, behavioural
bias in their attributions than individuals with lower Protestant ethic scores (for a
discussion of relevant studies see Feather 1985). A strong connection between
endorsement of the Protestant work ethic and negative attitudes toward those in need has
also been acknowledged (Furnham 1985a; MacDonald 1972; Williamson 1974a; 1974b).
With regard to causal explanations, Furnham (1982c) found a strong correlation
between endorsement of the Protestant work ethic and propensity to attribute
unemployment to individual dispositions. Similar results were obtained by Feather
(1985), who found, in addition, that high levels of adherence to a Protestant ethic
influence the choice of attributions not only among the general public but also among the
unemployed themselves. The unemployed with a higher score on the Protestant ethic
scale were more likely to view their own unemployment as caused by internal,
motivational deficiencies than those whose belief in the work ethic was weaker (Feather
1985:887). The latter finding seems of particular importance as it indicates a strong
connection between endorsement of the Protestant work ethic and negative attitudes
towards those in need regardless of personal involvement in events/outcomes which are
being evaluated. This implies a high relative strength of the Protestant work ethic as a
predictor of causal attributions for joblessness or destitution. Although this by no means
precludes the possibility of an actor-observer attribution bias (the unemployed may still
be more inclined to view unemployment as externally caused than the employed), it
clearly shows that even the perspective of the actors does not have to be uniform but may
in fact differ depending on the attitudes and values they hold (cf. Feather 1985:887).
As far as causal explanations for poverty per se are concerned, a strong positive
relation between work ethic beliefs and internal attributions was reported by Cozzarelli,
Wilkinson et al. (2001). We therefore expect that:
Hypothesis 1. The greater the endorsement of the work ethic, the greater

the propensity to attribute poverty to individual disposition and the lower
the inclination to view destitution as caused by factors external to the poor
and especially structural ones.
14
Work ethic beliefs and their intluence on poverty perceptions have been specifically explored in
psychological research, all of which applied some kind of a Protestant Work Ethic Scale. In order not to
hence the
distort or abuse the result of those studies. it has been decided to retain the original terms
repeated reference to "Protestant" work ethic or "Protestant" ethic in this review. On the basis of some
comparative studies, however. and evidence of (Protestant) work ethic beliefs in non-Protestant societies. it
seems possible to question the "'Protestant' exclusivity of the term" (Bellah quoted in Furnham, Bond et al.
1993:186). Williamson, who tested the effect of work ethic on beliefs about the motivation of the poor, saw
the term "Protestant ethic" as an equivalent of terms such as "the individualistic ethic". 'the achievement
-

ethic" and also "work ethic" (Williamson 1974a:636).
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Belief in the just world

A belief that the world is a just place where everybody gets what they deserve and
deserves what they get (Lerner 1980) has a number of implications for the study of
attributions, including attributions for poverty. While the belief serves positive functions.
both social and psychological,15 it may also lead to serious distortions in the perception of
the reality that involves victim devaluing and derogating (e.g. Rubin and Peplau 1975;
Appelbaum 2002; Furnham 2003).
According to the just world hypothesis, in the minds of those who view the
world as orderly and just. the reality - if unjust in a non-amendable manner undergoes
some re-structuring, specific re-interpreting in order to match the just world stereotype.
High just world belief motivates people to deny the existence of inequality, to minimize it
or, alternatively, to see it as fair or even self-inflicted. Research has indicated that those
who score high on just world belief tend to see misery. evil or injustice as a consequence
of sin, a punishment for an offence, an effect of vice. especially if the injustice cannot be
easily corrected and the misery alleviated. As a consequence, the underprivileged are
usually rejected and the victims typically devalued and deprived of aid (Rubin and Peplau
-

1975; Appelbaum 2002).
Research shows that the effects of a belief in the just world on the perceptions
of the poor match, on the whole, the above pattern. People with a strong just world belief
are in general more inclined to display negative attitudes towards the poor (Furnham and
Gunter 1984) and more likely to endorse dispositional poverty attributions (cf. Carr and
MacLachlan 1998 for attributions for Third World poverty); those whose just world
beliefs are rather weak tend to explain poverty in external and cultural terms (Cozzarelli,
Wilkinson et al. 2001). People with a high just world belief are more likely to see the
needy as responsible for their lot and less likely to See them as deserving of social aid
(Appelbaum 2002).
At the same time, the same studies indicate that the relationship between the just
world belief and attitudes towards the poor is neither unambiguous nor universal. For
example, blaming the poor. at least in the context of Third World poverty, is positively
associated not only with pro just world beliefs ("everybody gets what they deserve") but
also with anti just world beliefs. i.e. beliefs in an unjust world, in which "everybody has
to look after themselves" (Carr and MacLachlan 1998).16 According to Carr and
MacLachlan, this could indicate that the relationship between degree of belief in the just
world and degree of blaming the poor is not always linear and/or straightforward. Indeed,
Zucker and Weiner ( 1993), who measured adherence to the just world belief by a
different just world scale, found it unrelated to beliefs about the causes of poverty and
consequently dropped it from the analysis. The unequivocal effect of a just world belief
on the attitudes toward the disadvantaged is also questioned by Appelbaum (2002), who
"
Just world belief (JWB) encourages achievement behaviour and respect for authorities and institutions
(positive social function). It is also regarded a useful copying strategy, an ego-defensive and protective
mechanism that brings stability to one's environment and allows people to believe nothing evil will happen
to those who have not deserved it (positive psychological function).
16
Furnham made a clear distinction between 'just world belief and the 'unjust world belief. "[I]t is quite
different." observed Furnham, 'believing that the world is not just as opposed to being unjust. That is. the
former implies randomness while the latter suggests the just are punished or remain unrewarded" (Fumham
1985b). Typically, just world scales include items that measure both: just and unjust world beliefs.
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investigated the perceptions of deservingness of different groups of the needy in German
society.

In general, Appelbaum's (2002) study documented a clear effect of a just world
belief on the perceptions of deservingness, with those who scored high on the just world
scale more inclined to see the various groups of the needy as responsible for their misery
and less inclined to see them as deserving of public aid. Yet, when tested separately for
each group of the needy, the just world belief proved to have a significant effect only on
the perception of the deservingness of the Bosnians (and not, for example, West, East or
Ethnic Germans), i.e. a minority who came to Germany as a result of war and whose
circumstances might have created a particular threat to one' s belief in the just world.
These results showed that the impact of a belief in the just world on perceptions of
deservingness might not be universal but rather group-specific and play a different role
when evaluating different groups of the poor.
All in all, even though in general a strong belief in the just world tends to
influence the perception of victims and sufferers, its association. or rather the relative
strength of the association with poverty attributions cannot be easily determined. Its
effect on poverty perceptions might depend on the social context, including the relative
importance of the just world belief as a societal value (Furnham 1993, cf. Furnham
1985b), the specific group of the poor that is being evaluated (Appelbaum 2002) as well
as the wider value orientation of the individual 'judge' (Furnham 1993). Nonetheless, we
expect that:

Hypothesis 8. The stronger the conviction about the justness of the
(socio-economic) world an individual lives in, the stronger the tendency to
view poverty as self-inflicted and the weaker the inctination to attribute
material need to external causes.

Distributive justice sentiments: norms and evaluations

In some sociological studies on the determinants of causal poverty beliefs, just world
belief has been interpreted as "clearly analogous in the economic domain" to "beliefs
about the legitimacy of the economic system" (Burgoyne, Routh et at. 1999:83; cf.
Stephenson 2000), i.e. to justice evaluations. These studies show that perception
(evaluation) of economic/distributive justice has a significant influence on social and
individual poverty attributions. People who perceive the existing social order as
legitimate and see the current distributive regime as just tend to lean towards
individualistic explanations for poverty; they are also less likely to attribute poverty to
structural processes (Burgoyne, Routh et al. 1999; Stephenson 2000; cf. Kreidl 2000).
The few studies which took into consideration the potential link between
poverty perceptions and beliefs about distributive justice focused explicitly on justice
evaluations (Burgoyne. Routh et al. 1999; Stephenson 2000; cf. Kreidl 2000). However,
the literature on distributive justice clearly distinguishes between justice eva/uations and
justice norms (principles) While the latter refer to 'what ought to be'. i.e. what standard
or standards. should be pursued to achieve a just distribution of rewards in a given social
grouping, the former concern 'what is', i.e. they account for the actual distribution and/or
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relate it to some (normative) ideals (e.g. Shepelak and Alwin 1986; Arts and Veen 1992;
Alwin 1992; Verwiebe and Wegener 2000).
The general inattention to justice norms as an antecedent of popular poverty
beliefs can be explained by the near-consensus that popular evaluation of the existing
distribution system ultimately determines the normative standards people employ
(Gijsberts 1999:10; Marshall, Swift et a/. 1999:350). In other words, preferences for
'what ought to be' are formed as a consequence of the perceptions of the status quo. This
basic principle is most arrestingly captured in Homas's famous observation that "what
people say ought to be is determined in the long run and with some lag by what they find
in fact to be the case" (Homas (1974:250) quoted in Shepelak and Alwin 1986:33). In a
twisted way, such a view seems to echo the just world theories discussed above (cf.
Marshall, Swift et at. 1999): driven by a need to believe that they live in a world in which
everybody gets what he/she deserves, people cherish norms which justify the (level of)
existing inequalities.
Nevertheless, absence of justice norms in research on the determinants of causal
poverty beliefs might be regarded as a significant oversight. First, some studies indicate
that there is no obvious correspondence between the evaluative judgments of the actual
distribution and normative justice standards (Marshall, Swift et a/. 1999; cf. Kluegel and
Smith 1986:299-300; Arts, Hemikens et al. 1991; Arts, Hermkens et al. 1995; Orkdny
and Szekelyi 2000); other studies show that it is the adherence to specific justice
principles or ideologies that may actually determine the evaluation of the justice 'in fact'
(Lippl 1998; Verwiebe and Wegener 2000). Second, considering the association between
normative justice beliefs and support for welfare policies (Andress and Heien 2001;
Lewin-Epstein, Kaplan et al. 2003) on the one hand, and the relation between attitudes
towards welfare and poverty attributions (Burgoyne, Routh et at. 1999; Kluegel and
Smith 1986; Feagin 1975), on the other, 17 the existence of a direct relationship between
justice norms and poverty explanations can be tentatively envisaged.
In literature on distributive justice, three principles are typically identified:
equity, equality and need (Deutsch 1975; Schwinger 1980; Miller 1992; Miller 1999).
The principle of equity is usually recognized as central in legitimizing social inequality. It
justifies unequal rewards on the grounds of differential contribution and promotes
proportionality between an individual' s inputs and their benefits. A notion of desert (or
merit) is crucial in the evaluation of contribution: whether or not people deserve their
rewards is determined on the basis of their investment (e.g. education, expertise) or their
result/achievement (e. g. effort, job experience) (d'Anjou, Steijn et al. 1995. Gijsberts
1999). Research shows that people who adhere to the ideological principle of meritocracy
tend to justify the existing inequality in the distribution of rewards, i.e. they perceive the
7

As far as the association between normative justice beliefs and support for welfare policies is concerned.
Andress and Heien (2001) found that regardless of the welfare regime, favourable attitudes towards
government (welfare) action are related to support for the principle of need and opposition towards antiegalitarianism. Similarly, Lewin- Epstein, Kaplan et al. (2003) noted that stronger support of the Israelis for
the principles of need and equality corresponded to stronger support for a policy of redistribution. With
respect to relation between poverty attributions and support for welfare action, Burgoyne, Routh et al.
(1999) observed that attributing poverty to social causes is positively related to support for government
action, whereas the relationship between individual poverty attributions and support for government action
is negative. This seems true for both Eastern and Western European countries and confirms earlier findings
of Kluegel and Smith (1986) and Feagin ( 1975) with respect to American society.
I
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prevailing social order as being just (Shepelak 1989). It was also observed that the more
people support meritocratic principles, the greater income inequality they prefer
(Gijsberts 1999). With respect to poverty perceptions, we could therefore cautiously
predict that:

Hypothesis 9. The more people cherish equity (desert, merit) as a justice
norm, the more inclined they are to view the poor as responsible for their

plight and the less predisposed they are to blaming poverty on the
malfunctioning of the social system.

According to the principle of equality, distribution of resources should be based on the
criterion of membership: everybody belonging to a particular social aggregate (e.g. nation
state) should receive equal apportionment regardless of their contribution. The principle
of equality appeals to the values that stress the common good and solidarity among the
group members. Past research has found that the more people support the principle of
equality, the less inequality of income they prefer (Gijsberts 1999:72) and the more
supportive they are of the policies of redistribution (Lewin-Epstein, Kaplan et al. 2003).
It was also shown that those who Support the principle of equality are more likely to
overestimate the percentage of the poor in a society (Aalberg 2003: 104). Given the
positive relation between poverty awareness and tendency to attribute poverty to reasons
external to the poor (see section 2.3.1), we could tentatively hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 10. The stronger the adherence to egalitarianism, the more
decisive the inclination to attribute material need to reasons external to
the poor, and especially the malfunctioning of the distributive system
(social injustice), and to free the poor from blaine for their predicament.

Finally, the principle of need is based on the assumption that individuals vary in their
ability to obtain resources that are necessary for their well-being. It rests on the values
that emphasize the responsibility for the other and the duty to help, and seeks to amend
(material) deficiency. Not surprisingly, people who cherish the principle of need were
found supportive of the policies of redistribution (e.g. Lewin-Epstein, Kaplan el al.
2003). Therefore:

Hypothesis 11. The stronger the adherence to the principle of need, the
stronger the likelihood to explain poverty by reference to external, and
especially fatalistic, reasons and the lower the propensity to view poverty
as internally caused.

All in all, sentiments about justice, both existential and normative, appear of particular
relevance for the study of popular poverty attributions. Although the relative role of
existential vs. normative justice sentiments in explaining causal poverty beliefs is - on
the basis of existing studies difficult to determine. it could be expected that both might
-

significantly associated with specific poverty attributions. Furthermore, taking into
consideration the controversy concerning the causal relationship between normative and
existential justice beliefs, it could be predicted that the association between poverty
be
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explanations and existential justice beliefs will be somewhat stronger than that between
8
poverty attributions and normative justice beliefs.
I

Religion and religiosity
According to a secularization thesis (Halman 1995; Halman and Pettersson 1999: Halman
and Riis 1999), the role of religion in contemporary Western societies and its impact on
values, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviour is dwindling. According to an alternative
perspective, the evident decline in the authority of traditional (Christian) churches does
not necessarily imply secularization understood as non-religiousness. Nor does it entail a
total abandonment Of the beliefs, values or even practices encouraged by traditional
religious institutions. It is actually argued that "religious orientations have a persisting
relevance" in contemporary societies (van Deth 1995:11) and continue to exert influence.
albeit not necessarily direct influence, on people's views (Brechon 1999:122).
The impact of religion can potentially stem from religious affiliation (e.g.
Catholic or Protestant), religious identity (i.e. being religious vs. being anti- or nonreligious), the level of religious involvement (i.e. participation in religious practices) as
well as religious context (i.e. proportions of adherents to given religious traditions).
While various studies point to some enduring differences between religious orientations,
such as Catholics and Protestants in the Western World, most authors come to the
conclusion that "religious context and the degree to which people are involved in their
religion appear more important" (Halman and Riis 1999:14). In other words, personal
involvement in religious institutions and/or culturally prevailing value system shaped by
the (historically) dominant religious tradition are more conducive to attitudes and values
than nominal membership in any of the religious denominations. Religious identity per se
- as opposed to a non-religious or an anti-religious self (Brechon 1999) might also be
important, especially in forming moral outlooks.
In the light of the above discussion, the relative lack of attention for religion or
religiosity in empirical research on poverty perceptions seems curious. Nonetheless,
studies which investigate the impact of religious affiliation or religiosity on poverty
attributions are rather infrequent and virtually no studies exist that explore the impact of
religion on poverty perceptions in a comparative cross-national perspective. In fact, this
lack of attention for religion in comparative studies is of particular significance due to the
alleged intersection of religion and nation, and a claim that the effect of religion on
attitudes, albeit strong, is indirect, mediated primarily through national cultures and
conducive to differences across rather than within nations (Inglehart 1995: Brechon 1999;
-

19

cf. Halman and Riis 1999).
The results of the existing studies are, nonetheless, valuable. For example, in his
seminal study of poverty perceptions in American society, Feagin (1972; 1975) found
that individualistic explanations for poverty were particularly popular among White

Protestants and Catholics. yet not among Black Protestants and Jews, who were more
inclined to favour structural attributions. The results, which indicated a peculiar
8
Also, Gijsberts (1999) found that the association between preference for income inequality and
existential beliefs is stronger than between preference for income inequality and normative justice beliefs.
19
It has been demonstrated, for example. that differences in value systems between citizens of Catholic and
Protestant countries are deeper and stronger than differences between Catholics and Protestants within the
same society (Brechon 1999).
I
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interaction of religion and race. led Feagin to relegate the role of religion and conclude
that it was the past experience of disadvantage rather than existing religious cleavages
that better explained the variation in poverty attributions. Feagin's interpretation was
corroborated in a study by Hunt (2002), who focused specifically on the interaction
between religion and race/ethnicity in forming poverty attributions. Hunt found some
support for the religious underdog thesis and drew attention to the dissimilar effects of
specific religious affiliations across racial and ethnic groups of the US.
The religious underdog thesis. which views religion as status, holds that
followers of historically dominant religions will be more inclined to endorse beliefs
supportive of the status quo than the adherents to minority religions and non-affiliates. In
line with this thesis. Hunt noted that representatives of the dominant religions Catholics
and Protestants - were most likely to favour 'historically dominant' individualistic
attributions for poverty, whereas followers of the minority traditions Judaism and other
religions - were more inclined to endorse structural explanations, which posed a
challenge to the status quo. The religious underdog thesis was also supported by a
relatively high incidence of structural attributions among Catholics, and especially white
Catholics. which Hunt linked to the history of discrimination and marginalisation of
white ethnic immigrants by a dominant WASP culture (p.828).
Above all, however, Hunts' results pointed to notable differences in the effects
of religion across race or ethnic groups. While in general conducive to individualistic
poverty explanations, especially among whites, Protestantism was found to be more
positively associated with structuralist attributions among blacks and Latinos. The greater
propensity of black and Latino Protestants for favouring structural poverty beliefs was
attributed by Hunt to dissimilar "history and meaning of affiliations such as Protestant
and Catholic along race/ethic lines" (p.824) and the fact that for "race/ethnic minorities in
America, Protestantism is more communal and collectivist in orientation" (p.827).
Similar race/ethnic differences were observed for Catholicism. While white Catholics
showed relatively high endorsement of structural explanations, for blacks and Latinos,
being Catholic was less predictive of structuralism and more predictive of fatalism. The
latter type of explanation was in general most favoured by Catholics and Jews.
Hunt' s results clearly show that the relationship between religious tradition and
causal poverty beliefs, albeit strong, might be also quite complex. The direction and
strength of the relationship might depend very much on the social and historical context.
and the specific meaning of religious affiliation for various groups in the population.
Indeed, as indicated by Will and Cochran (1995) in their study of American generosity
towards the poor, race is not the only factor that may differentiate attitudes towards the
poor across religious affiliation. Age, for example. is a significant predictor of generosity
only for Catholics. whereas income is indicative of generosity only among conservative
and liberal Protestants (yet not among moderate Protestants or Catholics). As to race,
being black was a significant factor in determining generosity among conservative and
moderate Protestants as well as Catholics. yet not for liberal Protestants (p.335). The
authors also noted marked differences with respect to salience of religious identity and
church attendance. They found that highly religious Catholics were more generous
towards the poor. while highly religious Protestants. and especially liberal and
conservative Protestants, were less generous (pp.335-336). In general, Will and Cochran,
-

-
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similarly to Hunt, found that religious affiliation is a strong predictor of attitudes towards
the poor in American society.
The effect of religion on poverty perception was also observed by Nilson
(1981). who applied a very different way of categorising religious denominations. Having
pooled all the denominations of Judeo-Christian tradition, Nilson classified them and
ranked them as liberal (Jewish, Quaker, Unitarian, agnostic and atheists). moderate
(Conventional Protestant. Methodist, Baptist and Catholic) or conservative
(Fundamentalist, Mormon, Evangelical, Pietistic and Reformed Protestant) and then
measured the effect of religious conservatism and liberalism on beliefs about causes of
poverty. The differences proved to be marked, with the former encouraging individual
poverty attributions and the latter predisposing people to hold more structural
explanations (Nilson 1981:544). Comparable results were obtained by Lee, Jones and
Lewis, who noted that people who identified themselves as 'very religious' understood
homelessness in individualistic terms and attributed it to individual deficiencies (Lee,
Jones et a/. 1990:259).

At the same time, studies conducted in different national contexts failed to
indicate a relationship between religion and/or religiosity and attitudes towards the poor.
Halman and van Oorschot (1999), who differentiated between more and less conservative
Protestant denominations in Dutch society and allowed for the inclusion of the
unchurched, did not find marked differences in poverty attributions between more or less
conservative denominations or the unchurched. The level of devoutness (measured by
regularity of attending church services) within each denominational group was not a
significant predictor of attitudes towards the poor. either. The authors explained this lack
of effect by reference to the theories of secularization and the diminishing role of
religious values in contemporary societies. If their interpretation is correct,20 it might
indicate that the effect of religion (on poverty attributions) might be related to individual
and country-specific levels of secularization. It has to be remembered, however, that even
within specific societies religion might influence poverty perceptions indirectly, for
example via heightened adherence to conservatism, a (Protestant) work ethic and/or a
belief in the just world (Furnham and Gunter 1984).
Summing up then, the role of religion in shaping poverty beliefs is ambiguous.
The impact of religion might be rather indirect and mediated, inter alia, by national value
systems. While a direct impact of religion on poverty attitudes is still possible, it might
be related to religious identity and/or individual level of religiosity rather than religious
affiliation per se. Still, proposing a general hypothesis as to the (direction 00 influence of
religious identity on poverty attributions is not easy. The difficulty in formulating such a
hypothesis is related to diverging messages about poverty and the poor as propagated by
various religious traditions (e.g. Protestantism and Catholicism). It seems justified to
suspect that being a religious Protestant might be of different consequence to causal
poverty attributions than being a religious Catholic.
" The "melting away" of religious beliefs and emergence of non-traditional social values were also referred
to in order to explain small and insignificant differences in fatalistic poverty attributions between Lebanese
Muslims and Christians (Abouchedid and Nasser 2001:278). Moreover, the secularization interpretation
seems in line with the finding of Hunt with regard to "non-affiliates" in America. Hunt noted that while this
group of respondents generally rejected individualistic poverty explanations. it was not particularly
supportive of structural beliefs. either (Hunt 2002:827).
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All in all, given the confessional differences in constructing poverty - with
Catholic doctrine viewing poverty as God's ordeal and a mark of grace and Protestant
tradition linking poverty to immoral or even sinful behaviour of those inflicted (Kahl
2005) - as well as in a stronger Catholic preference for collective rather than individual
responsibility (Procter and Hornsby-Smith 1999), we can tentatively predict that:
Hypothesis 12. Catholics are more inclined than other groups of the
population to attribute poverty to reasons external to the poor and

especially prone to endorse fatalistic beliefs; Protestants, on the other
hand, tend to blame the poor and attribute poverty to their dispositions
more frequently than others.

Hypothesis

13.

Frequent churchgoers and people who consider

themselves religious are more inclined to attribute poverty to fatalistic

causes than those who consider themselves non-religious or antireligious.

Materialist and post-materialist values

According to post-materialist theory, a gradual inter-generational shift in value
orientations is currently taking place. The shift, which can be attributed to increasing
economic security experienced by subsequent post-war cohorts, involves a transition
from materialist values (emphasizing economic and physical security) to post-materialist
values (giving higher priority to self-expression and the quality of life) and is linked, inter
alia, to the process of secularization, individualization, general erosion of respect for
authority, and a decline in traditional moral and social norms (Inglehart 1995; Inglehart
1997). The all-encompassing character of post-materialist values, which seem to affect all
domains of individual and social life, as well as their growing popularity (related to
cohort replacement), make it impossible to ignore post-materialism in a research on
poverty perceptions. The more so since the few studies which tested the effects of postmaterialist orientations on poverty beliefs indicated its relevance and relative strength as
an attitude predictor.
In their analysis of poverty perceptions based on Eurobarometer 1976, Riffault
and Rabier (1977) noted that post-materialists were more perceptive of poverty in their
neighbourhood, more likely to be involved in frequent personal contacts with the poor,
and also more inclined to attribute poverty to the operations of society than materialists
(pp.96-100). Similar results were obtained by a subsequent Eurobarometer survey
conducted in 1989: post-materialists were found to be four times more likely to view
poverty as a consequence of social injustice than laziness, and twice as likely as
materialists to blame society (Eurobarometer 1989). Other studies indicated that postmaterialists are more likely than materialists to devote time and money to fighting
poverty (Scheepers and Te Grootenhuis 2003) and less likely to endorse fatalistic (either
social or individual) beliefs about causes of poverty (Halman and van Oorschot 1999).
We can therefore expect that:
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Hypothesis 14: The greater the adherence to post-materialist values, the
stronger the inclination to attribute poverty to societaUstructural factors;

the stronger the materialist orientation, the more pronounced the
preference for individual blame and fatalistic explanations.
Summing up then, empirical research shows that values and wider beliefs are strong
predictors of poverty attributions in various societies. Certain studies yielded evidence
that value orientations, such as liberalism-conservatism or (post-)materialism, better
explain differences in poverty attributions than socio-demographic variables. which have
traditionally dominated sociological research on lay explanations for poverty or povertyrelated phenomena (e.g. Riffault and Rabier 1977; Halman and van Oorschot 1999; cf.
Williamson 1974a on work ethic). On the other hand, values and wider beliefs are a
product of socialization. They are determined by the social status of an individual and the
social experience related to it. They are also influenced by membership of a specific
cultural context, mediated for example by nationhood. Consequently, in exploring values
as antecedents of poverty attributions, accounting for both the socio-economic
characteristics of individuals as well as the country they originate from seems absolutely
indispensable.

2.3.4. Socio-economic and demographic differences

The role of socio-economic and demographic characteristics as predictors of causal
poverty beliefs is not clear, and their effects (apart from race in the US) are neither
uniform nor unequivocally acknowledged. However, despite the contradictory findings of
previous research and claims concerning their weak explanatory power (e.g. Kallen and

Miller 1971; Wilson 1996; cf. Williamson 1974b; Williamson 1974a), objective status
and demographic variables have been generally acknowledged as explaining sorne
variation in poverty attributions - if not directly, then indirectly, i.e. by shaping people's
perception of their interests in various beliefs (Nilson 1981:537) and/or influencing
certain elements of overall value and belief systems (Halman and van Oorschot 1999).
However, the indirectness of their effects and their confounded nature make socioeconomic and demographic variables particularly difficult to test. Hence, rather than
advance tentative hypotheses as to their possible association with lay poverty
explanations, we propose to treat socio-demographics more as control variables, whose
role in explaining poverty attributions is, by and large, secondary. Thus, in the following
discussion of the relationship between specific socio-demographic characteristics and
poverty beliefs we will refrain from formulating any specific hypotheses.

Class and income
Social class and/or income are usually considered the best indicators of social status, and
the strongest predictors of poverty attributions. In general, representatives of higher and
middle classes (and/or higher income groups) are significantly more likely to endorse
individual poverty explanations than structural ones, whereas representatives of lower
classes (and/or lower income groups) are more inclined to support structural beliefs than
individualistic ones (Feagin 1972; Feagin 1975; Nilson 1981: Kluegel and Smith 1986.
Hunt 1996; Bullock 1999). However, as has been already noted, groups situated socially
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Close to the lowest strata have an economic and emotional interest to emphasize their
separateness from the poor. Hence, membership of a low income group does not

automatically evoke structural attributions for destitution (e.g. Williamson 1974a; Feather
1974). Similarly, the propensity to endorse individual poverty explanations is not the
highest among the highest income groups, but rather among those who enjoy middle
income levels (Feagin 1972; Morvol 1997).21
Furthermore, the effect of income on poverty perceptions can vary depending on
the specific explanations as well as some other (status) characteristics of respondents. In
the study of poverty beliefs in Turkish society, Mor 01 found some income-related
variation in adherence to structural explanations, with the non-poor more in favour of
abstract structural explanations and the poor more inclined to endorse tangible
attributions (Morg61 1997). Hunt. on the other hand, noted that having more income does
not really affect the individualistic explanations for poverty among white Americans, yet
it does decrease the propensity for such beliefs among American blacks. Similarly, while
a higher income does not affect the adherence to structural explanations among blacks, it
does reduce the endorsement for such explanations among whites (Hunt 1996:306-307).
On the other hand, various researchers indicated a clear and negative income
effect on the propensity for fatalistic poverty beliefs. It was repeatedly found that higher
income groups are less likely to favour fatalistic attributions for poverty (e.g. Morg81
1997: Halman and van Oorschot 1999).
Occupational status
Occupational status has not been frequently used as a predictor of lay explanations for
poverty or poverty-related phenomena, and the few studies that actually examined its
influence on causal beliefs produced quite dissimilar results. Nilson, for example, found
that a low occupational status encouraged support for structural poverty explanations
(Nilson 1981:544; cf. Feather 1974). However, research by Alston and Dean (1972)
indicated that although the skilled and blue-collar workers were indeed most external in
their attributions, professionals were relatively structural as well. The authors also found
that the low-status white-collar workers and farmers were the most negative about the
poor. The results of Wilson are similarly enigmatic, showing that while a higher
occupational status positively affects the propensity to endorse individual explanations
for welfare dependency, it also exerts a positive impact on structural beliefs about the
causes of homelessness (Wilson 1996:422). Moreover, the results of a research on
attitudes towards the unemployed revealed that British non-professionals tended to be
less

sympathetic towards the unemployed than professionals (McFadyen 1998).

Education

Different studies have obtained very different or even contradicting results as to the role
of education in shaping causal poverty beliefs. In general, the pattern of the relationship
was found to be non-linear and non-symmetrical. Most researchers pointed to the inverted
U relationship between education and attributions for poverty or poverty-related
phenomena, with the least educated and the best educated most inclined to endorse
2I

Feather (1974), however, obtained contradictory results. with middle-income groups least likely to

attribute poverty to a lack of effort on the part of the poor.
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structural explanations, and groups with middle levels of education most supportive of
individualistic beliefs (e.g. Feagin 1972; cf. Williamson 1974b). This inverted U
relationship has been frequently explained by a dual function of education. While
education positively affects social status and thus reduces the propensity to favour
structural poverty beliefs, it also increases contacts with liberal thought and humane
values, which negatively affects the preference for individualistic attributions. As a result,
more education decreases the likelihood of regarding either type of explanations individualistic or structural - as important (Kluegel and Smith 1986:89, 91-92; Hunt
1996:304).22

At the same time, the existence of the inverted U relationship between education
and poverty attributions was questioned in some studies. and especially those conducted
outside the US and/or in relation to more specific groups of the needy. Furnham, for
example, rejected the inverted U hypothesis when investigating the perceptions of the
unemployed in Great Britain; he indicated a positive linear relationship between
education and some individualistic explanations, and a negative linear relationship
between education and some structural explanations (Fumham 1982a).23 These results
seem in agreement with those of Feather, who noted that Australians with low
educational attainment were more inclined to attribute poverty to reasons external to the
poor (Feather 1974). No inverted U relationship was reported by Lee, Jones and Lewis in
their study on the perceptions of the homeless, or by Morqal in the study of poverty
perceptions in Turkish society. Interestingly, both studies showed that the propensity to
explain poverty or homelessness in terms of individual deficiencies decreases with school
years completed (Lee, Jones et at. 1990; Morvul 1997; cf. Williamson 1974a; Williamson
1974b)

Finally, the relationship between education and fatalistic poverty explanations is
not free from ambiguity, either. Although usually reported as negative (Mor 01 1997;
Feather 1974; Halman and van Oorschot 1999), it has been found positive in a study by
Furnham (1982a), who observed the highest educated group more inclined than lower
educated groups to consider sickness and physical handicap an important cause of
poverty.
Age

In general, younger people are more likely to endorse structural attributions for poverty,
whereas representatives of older generations are more inclined to explain poverty in
individual terms (Feagin 1972; Nilson 1981; Hunt 1996; Morg01 1997; Feather 1974).
According to Feather, age differences in poverty attributions could perhaps be interpreted
in terms of generational shift in adherence to work ethic. According to the author,
"younger respondents were less likely to follow the Protestant work ethic than were their
-- According to Hunt. the negative effect of increased education on individualistic explanations supports the
enlightenment (or liberalizing) perspective, while its negative impact on structural attributions gives
support to the perspective that underscores the role of education as a component of the social status (Hunt
1996). As observed by Nilson. regardless of its liberalizing effect, education induces "a feeling of privilege
which countervails the liberal exposure it affords" (Nilson 1981:544).
23 At the same time. however, the results of another study by Furnham documented an inverted U
relationship, with moderately educated subjects more inclined than lower educated subjects and higher
educated subjects to believe that the unemployed are dishonest about their needs and abuse the system
(1983:146),
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elders" and hence "not as likely to blame poverty on such factors as lack of thrift and lack
of effort among the poor themselves" (Feather 1974:211). On the other hand, however,
some studies have failed to document a significant age effect, or reported an effect that
was marginal (Furnham 1982a. Lee, Jones et at. 1990. Lee, Lewis et at. 1992) Finally,
one of the very first studies on poverty perceptions, by Alston and Dean (1972), showed
that younger respondents (white Americans) were most unsympathetic towards the poor,
while older responders were most likely to blame poverty on external circumstances.
Older people are usually also more likely than the young to explain poverty in fatalistic
terms (Feather 1974, Morq61 1997)

2.3.5. (National) context

Throughout most of our present discussion, attention has been called to the role of
context. It has been observed, for example, that the effect of poverty awareness or
poverty experience on poverty attributions might depend on the salience of poverty
and/or inequality in a given environment. It may also be related to the distinctiveness of
the poor in a particular cultural space.24 Finally, this effect might be shaped by the overall
constellation of values that is dominant in a specific society. Although this varying
context can be envisaged on all social levels (e.g. neighbourhood, region), it is most often
understood as being national.
Indeed, when poverty attributions are compared on the aggregate national level,
significant cross-country differences in poverty attitudes can be discerned (e.g. Kluegel,
Csepeli et al. 1995; van Oorschot and Halman 2000; Gallie and Paugam 2002).
Moreover, even when poverty perceptions and attributions are analysed on the individual
level (yet in a comparative setting) nationality usually comes to the fore as an attitude
predictor (Riffault and Rabier 1977; Kluegel, Csepeli et at. 1995).
Gallie and Paugam suggest that cross-national differences in lay poverty
explanations might be related to the welfare state tradition (e.g. the extensiveness of the
social security system) and linked to the historically shaped value system of the society
(Gallie and Paugam 2002:17-18). They also believe that collective perceptions of poverty
match, at least partly, "the observed national differences in statistical measurement of
poverty itself' (p.26). In other words, the authors identify three sources of cross-national
differences in poverty attributions: (1) socio-economic structure, related to the (objective)

socio-economic conditions; (2) welfare regime. and especially the type of social security
provisions; and (3) culture, understood as a constellation of values, norms and attitudes
shared by the society.
Socio-economic structure undoubtedly determines the salience of poverty or
inequality. As shown by various studies, perception and attribution of poverty fluctuates
in response to changing socio-economic conditions. A higher unemployment rate and an
economic decline weaken the probability of respondents attributing poverty to individual
failings and increase the likelihood of viewing material destitution as externally caused
(Weaver, Shapiro et a/. 1995; Gordon and Pantazis 1996; Gallie and Paugam 2002). It is
24

As put by Paugam and Gallie (2002), "in a country where the poor constitute a large and visible segment

( . . . ) poverty is a part of the social system and the poor are not seriously marginalized:
[where the poor are few and comparatively out of sight], being poor can be more of an anomaly or a
survival from the past, and the poor may feel rejected or at least relegated to a position remote ( . . . ) from

of the population

the ordinary society" (p.15).
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therefore viable that cross-national variation in poverty attributions can be explained, at
least partly, by differences in the socio-economic structure, including unemployment rate,
level of poverty or inequality. or national wealth. On the other hand, the direction of
association between various structural characteristics and poverty attributions may not
always be very consistent. That is, a high unemployment rate, which usually indicates
not-too-favourable economic conditions. might have an opposite effect than low GDP, a
customary measure of national wealth. As observed by Payne and Furnham (1985),
Kluegel, Csepeli et al. (1995) and van Oorschot and Halman (2000), living in a poorer
nation does not automatically induce people to be more favourable towards structural
poverty explanations. Then again, a study by Albrekt Larsen (2005) clearly shows that
nations which experience a higher unemployment rate are less likely to view poverty as
being caused by laziness and lack of will power.
The effect of the socio-economic structure might also be indirect, mediated, for
example, via societal values, such as just world belief or work ethic. Studies by Furnham
(1993) and Furnham, Bond et al. ( 1993) demonstrate that just world belief tends to be the
highest in countries that contain extremes of wealth and poverty, and a (Protestant) work
ethic tends to be relatively low in countries with a high gross national product. Taking the
positive association between just world belief and negative attitudes towards the poor as
well as the positive relationship between work ethic and tendency to view poverty as selfinflicted, we can predict that inhabitants of wealthy countries and societies characterized
by low levels of social inequalities will be inclined to attribute poverty to causes external
to the poor. At the same time, populations of relatively poor countries and countries with
a high income gap will tend to blame the poor for their destitution. Those effects might,
however, be modified by the dominant unemployment patterns (average unemployment
rate, long-term unemployment rate, and extent of structural unemployment).
Finally, it has to be remembered that popular perceptions of the social structure
might be equally, if not more, momentous to poverty attributions than social reality per
se (Kluegel and Smith 1986; Kluegel, Csepeli et al. 1995). For example, nations which
perceive their middle class as being large, or in other words, see social inequality as
limited in scope, are less inclined to adhere to social/structural attributions of poverty
(Kluegel, Csepeli et at. 1995). In general, however, we can tentatively predict that:

Hypothesis 15. The higher the level of unemployment in a given society,
the more likely its members are to attribute poverty to causes external to
the poor, and especially structural ones, and the less likely they are to
blame poverty on the poor themselves.

Hypothesis 16. Members of societies characterized by a low level of
inequality are more favourable to external poverty attributio,is, whereas
people living in societies characterized by a high inequality tend to see the
poor as being responsible for their destitution.
Hypothesis 17. The higher the economic growth of a society, the more
inclined its members are to blame the poor for their condition and the less
likely they are to view poverty as externally caused.
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Hypothesis 18: People living in societies in which awareness of poverty or

inequality is high will be more inclined to view poverty as externally
caused than people living in societies in which the perceived level of
poverty or inequality is relatively low.

As far as welfare regime tradition is concerned, its influences on poverty attributions can
be manifold. The type of welfare regime might influence, for example, how much the
poor stand out from the rest in a given nation. The 'otherness' of the poor might be less
salient in countries in which social security programmes are generous and universal
(covering all citizens) than in countries whose selective social policies aim at
distinguishing between the (truly) needy and the non-needy. Moreover. by employing
certain labour market strategies, especially in times ofjob scarcity, welfare regimes might
influence the propensity to view the poor as being in control of their destitution. For
example, in Esping-Andersonian socio-democratic and especially liberal welfare regimes,
which have promoted the creation of new jobs in the service sector, the poor and the
unemployed might be seen as more blameworthy than in conservative regimes, which
have focused on the protection of the existing labour arrangements and failed to generate
new job opportunities. The blameworthiness of the poor might also be strengthened by
the perception of their bargaining power. Since in socio-democratic and conservative
regimes the unemployed cannot individually negotiate their wages and thus increase their
employability (mainly due to the role of labour unions), they might be seen as victims
more often than in liberal regimes (Albrekt Larsen 2005).
Research by Albrekt Larsen (2005) by and large confirmed the above
suppositions. It showed that the inclination to hold the poor responsible for their
condition is the highest among the public in liberal welfare regimes and the lowest in
countries with socio-democratic welfare tradition. However, a study by van Oorschot and
Halman (2000), in which poverty attributions were conceptualized along different
dimensions,25 reached somewhat less decisive conclusions. While the researchers noted
some North-South (or Nordic-Latin) divide in causal poverty explanations, 26 they
concluded that there is no direct relationship between poverty explanations dominant in a
given country and the type of welfare regime this country represents (regardless of the
typology). According to the authors, this lack of relationship might be caused by the
incompatible level of abstractness of the rather general concept of a welfare regime, on
the one hand, and the concrete and specific set of poverty attributions on the other.
Indeed, as shown by Albrekt Larsen, some characteristics of welfare regimes might be
more clearly related to poverty perceptions (e.g. degree of selectivism, job opportunities
available) than others (e.g. level of social expenditure). Hence, our most general and
tentative hypotheses read:

25

While Albrekt Larsen focused on the control vs. non-control types of attributions. van Oorschot and
Halman conceptualized poverty attributions along two different dimensions: blame vs. fate and individual
vs. social.
26
van Oorschot and Halman observed that in countries with a combination of high social security spending
and tax-base financing, societal poverty attributions dominated, whereas in countries with a combination of
low social spending and contribution-based financing. blame type of attributions (both individual and
social) prevailed.
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Hypothesis 19. Tendency to blame the poor for their predicament is
strongest among people living in countries with relatively low social
spending. These people are also least likely to attribute poverty to causes
external to the poor, and especially structural causes.

Hypothesis 20. Tendency to blame the poor for their predicament is
strongest among people living in countries with (highly) selective antipoverty programmes. Inhabitants of those countries are also least likely to
view poverty as externally caused.

Note, however, that the effect of welfare regime on poverty attributions might be
confounded. Welfare state characteristics usually co-vary with the national wealth,
economic performance (e.g. level of unemployment) and/or level of income inequality on
the one hand, and cultural contexts, such as dominant religious traditions (van Oorschot
and Arts 2005: van Oorschot 2006) on the other. Hence. to disentangle the welfare
regime influence from structural and cultural determinants, one has to consider the
various elements of social structure as well as the cultural characteristics of the nations
under study.
Yet, as noted by Bond, culture itself is an "elaborately confounded variable"
(Bond 1983: 155). The variety of ways in which members of two distinct cultures may
differ from each other makes the task of selecting one or more critical 'cultural' variables
that would account for cross-national differences in attributions particularly troublesome.
This explains perhaps why most of the cross-national studies on poverty perceptions limit
themselves to simply acknowledging the existence of 'cultural' difference. At best, the
studies follow the logic of "residual variation approach" (Wegener and Liebig 2000: 181182): by controlling structural influences, they limit the unexplained variance, which in
turn is accounted for by reference to 'culture' (e.g Gallie and Paugam 2002). In this way
'culture' is attributed only the variation (or any variation) that cannot be ascribed to
structural factors. While this approach disentangles structural and cultural influence, it
does not really help to unpack the cultural 'black box'; the cultural difference, although
accounted for, remains largely unexplained.
Admittedly. the multiplicity of the definitions of culture and their vagueness
does not make the search for appropriate 'cultural' variables easy. However, the majority
of attitudinal studies (and especially studies that focus on attitudes towards welfare
issues) refer to, or even define, culture as a set of collective constructions of meaning; a
system of ideas, values, norms and beliefs that are common to the majority of a given
(national) population (van Oorschot 2007). Cultural values have been repeatedly evoked
either to explain the pervasive individualism of American society and relative
structuralism of Europeans or
alternatively - to account for differences in poverty
attitudes between Americans and Europeans (Alesina and Glaeser 2004), Americans and
Australians (Feather 1974), Americans and Turks (Mor 61 1997). and among various
European nations (Gallie and Paugam 2002). The question remains as to which societal
values, norms and beliefs should be granted the priority in the context of poverty
attributions.
In principle, we should search for variables that are common to the cultures
under study and which mediate the cultural differences (cf. Bond 1983). With respect to
-
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poverty attributions, we can point to three such value-related variables: (historically)
dominant religion, work ethic and (dominant) political ideology.
As seen from the earlier sections of this chapter, historically dominant religion
could be seen as a forerunner of (national) attitudes towards the poor. According to Kahl
(2005), religious doctrines (of Catholicism, Lutheranism and Calvinism) differ in their
construction of poverty and principles of poor relief. Whereas in the Catholic tradition
poverty is seen as God's ordeal and a mark of grace, in the Protestant tradition, and
especially within Calvinism, poverty is construed as related to immoral or even sinful
behaviour that requires correction. regulation or even punishment (Kahl 2005).
Assuming, after Kahl, the continued relevance of religious doctrines on the perception of
poverty. we can expect that:

Hypothesis 11: People living in countries with a strong Catholic tradition
will be less likely to hold the poor blameworthy for their misery than those
living in predominantly Protestant countries; they will be also more likely
to attribute poverty to reasons external to the poor and - in particular fate,

as potentially conducive to cross-national differences in
causal poverty explanations is the (Protestant) work ethic. Furnham, Bond et at. (1993)
noted the varying emphasis that different societies place on work, use of time. ascetism
and so forth, and found the (Protestant) work ethic to be culturally based. Taking into
consideration the associations between adherence to the (Protestant) work ethic and

Another value which we see

poverty attributions, as well as the cross-national difference in adherence to the
(Protestant) work ethic reported by Furnham, Bond et al. (1993), we can cautiously
envisage that:

Hypothesis 22: Individuals living in societies in which the work ethic is
high will be more likely to view the poor as responsible for their
destitution and less inclined to blame the (social) system than individuals
coming from societies in which the work ethic is not particularly valuedthe dominant (political) ideology seems
particularly important. According to Alesina and Glaeser (2004), it is the culture-specific
political indoctrination that shapes beliefs about income mobility and poverty.
Consequently, country differences in adherence to left- or right-wing political sympathies
translate into differences in attribution of poverty, with right-wing American society
more eager to blame the poor than left-wing European nations. Indeed, as noted by
Andress and Heien (2001), liberalism stresses the responsibilities of the individual,
whereas socialism and communism cherish the notion of equality and allow for
(considerable) state intervention. This brings to the fore the role of justice sentiments.
Previous studies showed that societies do not differ much in their adherence to the
principle of merit. Cross-national differences do appear, however, with respect to the
principle of equality and/or need (e.g. Gijsberts 1999). Based on the predicted association
between adherence to the norm of equality and causal poverty beliefs, we further

Finally, in the context of poverty beliefs,

hypothesize that:
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Hypothesis 13: Living in an egalitarian society, in which the common
good and solidarity among group members is particularly valued, will predispose people to view poverty as system-related rather than individualrelated.
To sum up then. with reference to past studies. we can identify five categories of
antecedents of causal poverty explanations: (1) public awareness of the existence of
poverty: (2) personal experience - both objective and subjective - of poverty or
disadvantage: (3) wider values and beliefs: (4) socio-demographic characteristics; and (5)

(national) context. The five groups of determinants and the general directions of their
influence could be visualised by the following model:
Figure 2.1: Conceptual model of the antecedents of causal poverty beliefs
National
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Figure 2.1 represents a general model (or rather a summary) of antecedents of causal
poverty beliefs. It accounts for the indirect effects of the socio-demographic variables.
mediated via three main groups of determinants: awareness, values. and experience.
What this model does not show is the possibility of dissimilar effects of the specific
measures within each of the main groups (e.g. dissimilar effects of visibility and exposure
or objective and subjective experience of disadvantage). It also leaves open the issue of
possible differences in the nature of effects across types of poverty attributions.
In fact. the model can be seen as a heuristic device. Its full application in an
empirical study might be neither feasible (especially in a secondary study) nor necessarily
desirable (parsimony). It shows the complexity of causal poverty beliefs which might be
influenced by quite dissimilar types of antecedents, some of which tap poverty per se
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(awareness. experience) and some of which touch upon the more general attributes of the
individual (values, socio-demographics).
To our knowledge. only a few attempts have been made to test the above types
of determinants together and hardly any to do this in a comparative cross-national
context. However, examining the various groups of predictors in one model could help to

determine their relative explanatory power. Particularly interesting might be a
comparison of awareness and values as well as values and experience. The analysis of
their relative strength as predictors might help to assess the applicability of the theoretical
perspectives, in which each of the groups of variables seems to be rooted (awareness:
public arenas theory; values. dominant ideology thesis; experience. self-interest/
underdog thesis). Moreover, testing the various antecedents in a comparative crossnational context could help to reveal the nature of national differences in poverty
perceptions. As has been emphasized throughout this chapter, the effects of specific

determinants may be context-specific. Their direction and strength may depend on the
specific images of the poor that dominate the given cultural space as well as the overall
constellation of cultural clues. including incidence of poverty and its visibility on the one
hand. and the dominant value orientations on the other. This means in practice that the
relative power or even direction of influence of various antecedents might be determined
by (supra-)national contexts. As a consequence, dissimilar explanatory models might be
applicable in different (groups of) countries.

2.4. Conclusions
In this chapter we discussed the types of lay poverty explanations and explicated their
possible determinants. We argued that the three-tier typology of popular poverty
attributions which has dominated much of the previous research is neither exhaustive nor
internally coherent. A thorough literature review seems to indicate that apart from the

customary social/structural. individual and fatalistic attributions, some sub-type and/or
composite explanations (i.e. explanations that embrace elements of various types of
causal beliefs) could perhaps be distinguished. We claimed also that the existing tools for
conceptualizing lay poverty attributions might be inadequate. We emphasized that a
research into popular poverty beliefs should ideally allow for dissimilar images of the
poor that people have in mind when attributing material neediness. It should also account
for the actual connotations that respondents have when answering a survey question, i.e.
the meanings they attach to causal explanations offered in a questionnaire. Finally. it
should address the issue of ambiguity inherent in all public perceptions.
As to the possible determinants of causal poverty beliefs, on the basis of
existing literature, we identified five categories of individual-level antecedents: those
which touch upon public awareness of the existence of poverty; those which tap personal
experience of (material) disadvantage; those which account for wider values and beliefs;
socio-demographic characteristics; and (national) context. Although the five groups of
variables may appear equal in importance, their role as predictors is by no means
equivalent. While the indirect effect of socio-demographic variables (e.g. through their
influence on values, poverty awareness, and poverty experience) is impossible to deny,
their direct influence on poverty attributions seems neither uniform nor unequivocally
acknowledged. In fact. the results of various studies are either contradictory, indicate
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weak explanatory power of the socio-demographic variables, or show their effects as
being context-specific. We proposed therefore that in an analysis of the determinants of
lay poverty attributions, the socio-demographics should be treated as control variables.
whose role in explaining poverty attributions is secondary. At the same time, we drew
attention to the contextual influences which cannot be captured by the individual-level
variables. We argued that poverty attributions as well as the effects of some of their
determinants may depend on the specific images of the poor that dominate the given
cultural space and the overall constellation of cultural clues. While previous studies did
account for cross-national differences in poverty attributions, relatively little has been
done to single out macro-level characteristics which can - at least partly
account for
differences in individual poverty explanations. Finally. we observed that few attempts
have been made to test various types of predictors simultaneously and systematically.
Rather, a considerable part of the existing research exhibits relative fragmentation and a
narrow focus on a limited number of antecedents.
-

Chapter 3
Research Agenda

3.1. Introduction

If we recall the main parts of our theoretical discussion, we can see that. contrary to
popular assertions. literature on popular poverty explanations is neither sparse nor limited
in scope. Throughout the years, typologies of lay poverty explanations have been devised
and tested in various social contexts and much has been done to determine the
antecedents of causal poverty beliefs. Still, research into poverty attributions has had its
shortcomings. It could actually be argued that part of it has been conceptually inadequate.
Many studies applied a simplified three-tier typology of explanations: most
neglected the compound nature of popular beliefs and human proneness to ambiguity and
inconsistency: and the majority relied on a generic. i.e. undifferentiated. rather than
'target-specific' conceptualization of poverty. A considerable part of past research seems
also flawed in its relative fragmentation and narrow fucus on a limited number of
determinants of poverty beliefs. Few attempts have been made to test various types of
predictors simultaneously and systematically. As a consequence, not much is known
about the relative importance of specific groups of antecedents. Finally. despite ample
evidence confirming the importance of national contexts, relatively little has been done in
the area of comparative cross-national studies, especially when it comes to disentangling
the nation 'black box'. i.e. going beyond the mere acknowledgement of national
differences.
Our goal in this chapter is to delve more explicitly into the knowledge gaps
hitherto identified and propose ways of filling them. In doing so. we will sketch the
research agenda that is pursued in our empirical analysis (Chapters 4 to 6). Thus, in the
subsequent sections we present research questions that stem from our theoretical
overview and explain our approach to dealing with them. This involves. inter alia, a
general introduction to data sets applied and analytical strategies employed.
3.2. Research Questions

As noted in Chapter 1, our research questions fall into three broad groups: those tapping
into the nature of lay poverty attributions. those pertaining to the antecedents of causal

47

Chapter 3
poverty beliefs: and those dealing with contextual (supra-)national variations in poverty
explanations and their determinants.
3.2.1. Nature of poverty explanations
In our literature review (Chapter 2) we drew attention to the complexity of popular
poverty attributions and the inadequacy of the three-tier typology of beliefs, which
occupied a pre-eminent position in much of the previous research (e.g. Feagin 1972:
Feather 1974: Furnham 1982b: Furnham 1982d; Payne and Furnham 1985; Kluegel and
Smith 1986: Mor 61 1997; Abouchedid and Nasser 2001). We suggested that the
customary classification into structura/, individual and fatalistic attributions excludes the
possibility of some sub-type or composite explanations. We argued that a distinction
should be made between various types of fatalistic attributions and claimed that
explanations which combine various elements of individual, structural and fatalistic
beliefs are also possible.
Our first specific research question pertains therefore to the possible alternative
typology of popular poverty attributions; it reads as follows:
C

J)

What types of popular poverty attributions can be
einpirically distinguished among the European
public?

In our theoretical discussion, we emphasized the ambiguity and inconsistency inherent in
all public perceptions. We drew attention to the split-consciousness theory (Kluegel,
Csepeli et a/. 1995. cf Kluegel and Smith 1986), which assumes the coexistence of
beliefs that are conflicting or even contradictory. While the challenging beliefs can be
separated in the human mind and hardly ever brought together, they can also be employed
simultaneously in the form of composite explanations.
The split-consciousness theory constitutes a counter-proposal to the dominant
ideology thesis. which assumes a relative uniformity of beliefs among members of a
particular society (e.g. Abercrombie and Turner 1978). While reference to some form of
(dominant) ideology is repeatedly used to interpret the predominantly individual poverty
attributions of American society and the overwhelmingly structural poverty explanations
of the Europeans (Alesina and Glaeser 2004), evidence of simultaneous adherence to
conflicting beliefs was found in the US and in Europe alike (Kluegel and Smith 1986; cf.
Lee, Jones et at. 1990: Hunt 1996: Kluegel, Csepeli et a/. 1995; Kreidl 2000). Our
subsequent research question relates to this on-going debate:
(2)

What

evidence

of split-consciousness

in poverty

attributions, if any, can be observed among the
European public?
Lastly. based on the writings of Lee. Jones et a/. (1990), Lee, Lewis et a/. (1992) and
Wilson (1996). we questioned the validity of research which relies on a 'generic', i.e.
undifferentiated, conceptualization of poverty. We claimed that poverty attributions
might differ across the types of poverty that are being evaluated. This possibility brings to
the fore the structure of the so-called 'poor'. While the heterogeneity of 'the poor' has
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been frequently emphasized (e.g. Wilson 1996; Gore and Figuieredo 1997), little is
known about the perceived composition of the destitute. Consequently, no connection has
been drawn between the dominant images of the poor and the poverty attributions

endorsed. Our third research question addresses this issue:
(3)

What are the most salient images of the poor

among the European public? What popular poverty
explanations correspond to various i,nages of the
poor?

3.2.2. Antecede,its of poverty explanations
Popular perceptions, images. or opinions do not exist in a vacuum. They are affected by
other beliefs and values held by individuals, their background and stratification
experience. as well as the wider opinion climate. While in previous studies a number of
antecedents of lay poverty explanations have been identified, the various (groups 00
predictors have rarely been brought together. In fact, the majority of previous studies
suffered from a narrow focus and relative fragmentation. Consequently, the relative
predictive power of various (groups of) determinants has not as yet been established.
The literature review presented in Chapter 2 led us to a formulation of a
conceptual model that accounts for five groups of antecedents of lay poverty
explanations: awareness of the existence of poverty, personal experience of disadvantage
(both objective and subjective), values and wider beliefs, socio-demographic
characteristics and (national) context. In our discussion, we emphasized that even though
the five groups of variables may appear equal in importance, their role as predictors is not
necessarily equivalent. While the indirect effect of socio-demographics is impossible to
deny (due to their impact on values, poverty awareness or experience of disadvantage),
their direct influence on causal poverty explanations is neither consistent nor
unequivocally acknowledged. We suggested therefore that in an analysis of the
determinants of causal poverty beliefs the socio-demographics should be treated as
control variables (e.g. for spurious relationships), whose role in explaining poverty
attributions is secondary.

At the same time, we drew attention to the distinctive role of awareness of
poverty,

experience of disadvantage and especially values. We argued that values

internalized in the processes of socialization represent a kind of normative backbone
which guides individuals and helps them interpret events and social phenomena. We
claimed that the impact of values on individual perceptions can be particularly crucial in
the case ofjudgements about distant or even abstract social issues, such as unemployment
or poverty. That is, when - in the face of a lack of personal experience and first-hand
information - the social embedment of an individual as well as their social experience
becomes vital.
In our theoretical discussion, we also noted the theoretical embedment of each
of these groups of antecedents: awareness in the public arenas theory. experience in the
self-interest/ underdog thesis, and values in the (dominant) ideology thesis·, we suggested
that examining the three groups of predictors in one model can shed some light on the
applicability of these theoretical perspectives in explaining popular poverty explanations.
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Our subsequent research question pertains therefore to the relative predictive power of
various (groups of) antecedents: it reads as follows:

(4)

What is the relative importance of various (groups

of) predictors in explaining why people hold
particular views on the causes of destitution?
3.2.3. (Supra-)national context
Most studies on popular poverty attributions have been conducted in a single, usually
Anglo-Saxon, national setting. Comparative studies are relative infrequent, yet all of
them point to nationhood as a powerful determinant of poverty attitudes (e.g. Riffault and
Rabier 1977; Payne and Furnham 1985: Kluegel, Csepeli et aL 1995; Carr and
MacLachlan 1998: van Oorschot and Halman 2000: Gallie and Paugam 2002). This
directs our research attention to cross-national difference. Our interest is further
reinforced by the scarcity of studies that try to verify the universality of associations
between specific antecedents and causal poverty explanations, especially in non-Western
(European) settings.
In our study we focus on European societies. We pay special attention to
differences between Western and Central and Eastern Europe and variations among
Central and Eastern European states. Our interest in Central and Eastern Europe is driven
by a short history of (comparative) poverty research in this part of the world. It is also
fuelled by the alleged cultural distinctiveness of Eastern Europe.
The relative shortage of studies on poverty in general and poverty perceptions
in particular in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) can be attributed to the general denial
of the existence of poverty inherent in the communist discourse. Poverty as a
(contemporary) social problem was disavowed on ideological grounds and its (allegedly
rare) instances individualised and blamed on those affected (Kreidl 2000: 155:
Stephenson 2000; cf. Kluegel. Csepeli et at. 1995).27 Although the transitions of
1989/1990 marked a real turning point in poverty research in Eastern European
democracies, few attempts have been made to study the social construction of poverty
and even fewer to do so in a comparative framework. Research based on the data
gathered in two waves of the International Social Justice Project (in 1991 and 1996)
appear as truly exceptional (Burgoyne. Routh et a/. 1999; 28Kluegel, Csepeli et at. 1995:
Kreidl 2000: Orkdny and Szekelyi 2000: Stephenson 2000).
The cultural distinctiveness of Eastern Europe is frequently evoked by historians
as well as social scientists. According to Arts, Bijsterveld et al. (2003), the East-West
dividing line, although by no means exclusive or permanently fixed, is historically one of
.1

Although not identical, the situation was similar in all of the East bloc countries. In Poland, for example.
the very word 'poverty' was never used in the titles of books or reports before 1989; the publication of
studies on the so-called 'spheres of deficiency'. spheres of unsatisfied social needs' or 'low income
groups' were, until 1989, few and far between (Warzywoda-Kruszyriska and Grotowska-Leder quoted in
Tarkowska 2000).
28
Some comparative research on the perception of the causes of poverty in post-communist countries could
be also conducted on the basis of EVS twaves 1990 and 1999/2000). Yet until now not many attempts to
use the data have taken place, either. A study by van Oorschot and Halman (2000) seems exceptional.
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the most salient on the European continent. Based. among others, on religious divisions
(Latin vs. Orthodox Christianity), but also economic (industrial vs. peasant societies) and
ideological (Iron Curtain) considerations. the East-West fault line is, in the view of the
authors. a mark of cultural diversity that might translate into profound value differences.
The existence of such a value split has indeed been observed in a number of empirical
studies.
In an attempt to draw a map of basic European values. Hagenaars, Halman et a/.
(2003) noted a clear demarcation between Western and Central and Eastern European
countries on the socio-liberal value dimension. This differentiation. according to the
researchers, reflects varying levels of adherence to individual freedom and personal
autonomy in the West and in the East: it is also linked to dissimilar post-materialistic and
pro-democratic attitudes. In their study. Hagenaars. Halman et al. found Western
European countries more socio-liberal. more autonomous than East European ones - a
phenomenon which they explained in terms of economic welfare. Other writers also
observed marked differences between Western and Eastern European societies, e.g. in
their adherence to economic justice norms and beliefs (e.g. Arts, Hermkens et a/. 1995:
Kluegel and MatejO 1995; Gijsberts 1999: Arts, Gelissen et a/. 2003). It has been
established, for example, that post-communist societies are more in favour of principles
of egalitarianism as well as government intervention than their Western counterparts.
which is customarily explained by the prolonged socialization of Eastern Europeans into
the dominant ideology of equality (e.g. Gijsberts 1999:41: Delhey 1999). It has also been
observed that while the level of adherence to meritocratic values is similar in both groups
of countries, it is relatively lower in the East than in the West (i.e. the Eastern European
support for meritocratism is, on average, lower than their support for egalitarian

principles) (Gijsberts 1999).

Although it is not clear to what extent and how the above cross-regional
differences might affect the nature of associations between poverty beliefs and their
determinants (values in particular), it seems prudent to remain sensitive to such a
possibility. Especially as past research has already demonstrated some cross-regional
differences in lay poverty attributions. It has been found, for example, that explaining
poverty through a lack of equal opportunity and/or failure of the economic system is on
average much more frequent in post-communist countries than in capitalist ones
(Kluegel. Csepeli et at. 1995). Also the propensity to attribute poverty to poor morals is
much stronger in the East of Europe than in the West (Kluegel, Csepeli et at. 1995:189190: cf. Kreidl 2000). Some authors explain this apparent inconsistency by the nature of
the official poverty discourse in the communist era (emphasizing individual blame) on
the one hand, and the problems (rising unemployment, declining standard of living and
increasing poverty) brought on by the processes of transformation on the other (cf. Kreidl
2000:155-156; Kluegel, Csepeli et at. 1995)
All in all, our subsequent research questions centre on regional and national
differences in individual poverty attributions and their determinants; they read as follows:
(5)

What regional or national differences in poverty
attributions exist in Europe?
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(6)

Are there any differences in the level of splitconsciousness between regions or nations of
Europe?

(7)

What, if any. regional or national differences exist

in the e#ects of antecedents of popular poverty
explanations?

Considering the relative shortage of studies on the subject, examining regional or
national differences in poverty attributions is a valuable exercise in itself. However,
many scholars involved in comparative research call for the unpacking of the nation
'black box' and the replacing of the names of countries with specific variables that would
help to determine why nations differ (e.g. Arts and Halman 1999; Gauthier 2000).
Previous attempts to do so appear rather limited in scope; most of them were also
conducted on the aggregate level (van Oorschot and Halman 2000; Gallie and Paugam
2002; Albrekt Larsen 2005).
Our aim in this study is to single out contextual variables that could explain, at
least partly, national differences in individual variation in poverty attributions. Given the
design of our study, this can be done by including of macro-level context variables in our
micro-data analysis (cf. Gauthier 2000). Consequently, our final research question is:

(8)

Which context variables can contribute to the
explanation of variation in individual poverty
attributions

in

Europe?

What

is

their

relative

importance?

3.3. Research Strategy

The empirical analysis of poverty explanations and their determinants will be based on
the 1993 edition of Eurobarometer (40.1), the 1999/2000 wave of European Values Study
(EVS), and 1996 wave of International Social Justice Project (ISJP). The choice of these
data sets is driven by their complementary character. The three data sets differ in their
operationalization of the causes of poverty, the number and type of predictors attended to
and the composition of nations covered by the study. Consequently, each of them permits
studying causal poverty beliefs and their antecedents from a slightly different perspective.
Also, each of them contributes to answering our research questions in its own specific

way.

Types of poverty attributions. None of our data sets permits constructing a truly
comprehensive typology of poverty explanations. Neither the forced-choice questions
about causes of destitution included in the Eurobarometer and EVS surveys, nor the
limited number of more specific Likert-scale questions incorporated into the ISJP
questionnaire can do justice to the complexity of public beliefs. However, although
fragmentary, the analysis of responses gathered by the surveys can prove illuminating.
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The greatest insight into the nature of public reasoning about causes of
destitution can be offered by Eurobarometer, whose two measures of poverty attributions
are "just a shade of what we would wish" (van Deth 1995:13). While one of them - a
standard forced-choice question - presents respondents with four explanations whose
connotations are not always easy to interpret, the other one - a more elaborate listing of
the possible causes of destitution from which respondents could choose just three constitutes a real analytical challenge. Still. when juxtaposed against each other, the two
Eurobarometer questions facilitate an interpretation of meanings that people attach to

more general attributions, such as lazi,tess, social injustice, modern progress, and
un/uckiness. They also shed completely new light on the way people resolve
inconsistencies inherent in their beliefs.
An analysis of the 1996 ISJP data, where a series of Likert-scale questions
permit exploring the underlying dimensions of more specific poverty explanations, can
also offer some insight into types of poverty attributions. Although the seven attributions
probed by ISJP do not suffice to test a very refined typology of explanations, they
nonetheless allow us to distinguish the most salient types of causal beliefs.

Types of poverty. AN three data sets apply a generic. i.e. undifferentiated,
conceptualization of poverty, which disregards the fact that people may employ different
types of explanations to account for poverty among different groups of the needy. A
direct investigation of differences in attributions per groups of the poor is therefore not
possible. Still. we can address this issue indirectly, via reference to a Eurobarometer
question about the situations of poverty. The question, which elicits information about the
circumstances of poverty that are most salient in public opinion, not only allows us to
sketch the perceived composition of the poor in Europe, but also provides an excellent
and unique opportunity to explore the associations between the images of the poor and
adherence to general poverty attributions.
Split-consciousness. The issue of split-consciousness is not directly tested in our study.
The forced-choice questions about the causes of poverty offered in Eurobarometer and
EVS preclude a reliable analysis. Possibilities to test the split-consciousness thesis with
ISJP data are also limited. Nonetheless, some tentative evidence of split-consciousness
might be inferred from the analysis of the popularity of various attributions based on all
three data sets. In the case of Eurobarometer. investigation of split-consciousness is
facilitated by the question about specific causes of poverty, which enables the
interpretation of general attributions. Using EVS, split-consciousness can be assessed on
the basis of the joint analysis of questions about the most important and second-most

important causes of poverty. Finally, in ISJP, split-consciousness can be concluded from
the simultaneous popularity of potentially conflicting beliefs.
Antecedents of causal poverty beliefs. Testing the full conceptual model drawn in Chapter
2, using our data, is not possible. While each of the data sets allows the examining of a
number of predictors, none of them allows for the inclusion of all relevant variables. Still,
the partial models which can be tested overlap, which permits the drawing of some
tentative conclusions as to the relative predictive power of various groups of
determinants.
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In general. Eurobarometer is more systematic than other data sets in tackling
diverse aspects of poverty perceptions. The analysis can focus on examining the
associations between poverty explanations and the visibility of poverty, exposure to
poverty and personal experience of material disadvantage. while paying attention to the
intricacies of each group of antecedents. Eurobarometer allows uS to distinguish between
various types of visibility of poverty, accounting for different modes of exposure to
poverty and the poor. and taCkling the particulars of the individual experience. both
objective and subjective. In addition, via the inclusion of questions on values, namely
political orientation. adherence to (post-)materialism and religiosity, Eurobarometer
makes it possible to assess the importance of awareness and/or experience of
disadvantage vis-8-vis wider beliefs.
Of all the data sets. EVS provides the most systematic information about value
orientations of respondents. It gives a unique opportunity to explore the associations
between causal poverty beliefs and adherence to the work ethic, justice norms, political
orientation. (post-)materialism and various aspects of religiosity. Due to the inclusion of
questions on the experience of disadvantage, it permits the examining of the relative
importance of values when some aspects of personal (material) situation are controlled.
Finally. ISJP is superior to other data sets in its attention to justice beliefs. It
allows the testing of the relative predictive power of justice norms and justice
evaluations. It is also quite comprehensive in its treatment of the visibility of poverty and
the experience of disadvantage. which again facilitates the evaluating of the relative
predictive power of various groups of predictors.

National Context. All the data sets allow the examining of poverty attributions and their
determinants in a comparative European setting. Via the inclusion of country dummy
variables in the models tested, the relative importance of nationhood in determining
causal poverty beliefs can be established both in the West (Eurobarometer. EVS) and
East (EVS) of Europe. Via parallel analysis conducted on regional Western and Eastern
European samples (EVS) and national samples (ISJP). regional and national differences
in attributions can be examined. and the universality of our conceptual model tested.
Finally, analyses based on Eurobarometer, and especially EVS, permit substituting
national dummies with contextual variables. This allows the unpacking of the nation
'black box' and exploring the nature of cross-national variation in popular poverty
explanations. While Eurobarometer makes it possible to compare the relative influence of
the perceived and actual socio-economic structure, EVS enables the evaluating of the role
of socio-economic structure, welfare tradition. and cultural characteristics.
The choice of countries included in our analyses is, by and large. determined by
the availability of data. In principle, driven by a desire to test the universality of our
conceptual model. we aim at including all the countries in which the data was collected.
There are however some limitations, such as non-administration of some crucial
questions in various countries or the split-ballot design of Eurobarometer,29 which
effectively diminishes our samples. In the case of ISJP we decided to focus specifically

19 The split-ballot design of the Eurobarometer study (half of the sample questioned about poverty and half
about soc·ial e.u·lusion) led to the elimination of smaller countries. such as Luxemburg, due to the very
small size of the sample available for our analysis.
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on Eastern and Central European nations and excluded from the analysis the two Western
European nations in which the survey was also administered.

3.4. Outline of the Empirical Part of the Study
Since our empirical chapters address the same set of research questions, there is a
considerable overlap in the subject matter between them. Still, the use of different data
sets in our analysis guarantees new insights. Due to differences in the wording of the
questions, each data set allows for a unique investigation of poverty attributions.
Furthermore, since our data sets differ in their content, each of them permits the testing of
different elements of our general conceptual model.
All our empirical chapters revolve around the data sets used in the analyses. In
the descriptive part of Chapter 4. we use Eurobarometer data to examine the popularity of
various poverty explanations in Western Europe and to determine the meanings people
attach to general causes for poverty elicited by the survey (research question 1). In our
discussion we touch upon the issue of split-consciousness and ambiguity inherent in
public beliefs (research question 2). We also investigate the images of the poor and
explore the explanations that correspond to them (research question 3).
In the explanatory part of Chapter 4, we focus on the antecedents of popular
poverty attributions. We test a number of partial models to determine the relative
predictive power of various groups of determinants (research question 4). The data allow
us to pay special attention to awareness of poverty and experience of disadvantage. It also
enables us to tackle the issue of contextual influences on individual beliefs (research
question 8).

Eurobarometer survey series
The Eurobarometer survey series has been conducted on behalf of the European

Commission since 1973. It was designed to monitor the evolution of public opinion in
the Member States. Of all existing Eurobarometer surveys, five touch on the issues of

poverty. yet only one - Eurobarometer 40.1 (1993) allows a comprehensive analysis of

lay poverty attributions. The survey was fielded in 1993 in Belgium, Denmark, Federal
Republic of Germany, Greece, Spain, France, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands,
Portugal, United Kingdom, Northern Ireland, Finland, and Norway. The survey was
administered among a multi-stage stratified random sample of persons 15 years old and

older. More details are available from: http://ec.europa.eu/public opinion/index en.him

In Chapter 5, based on EVS data, we also address research questions 2,4 and 8 but in a
broader comparative setting. We focus on regional differentiation in adherence to various
poverty attributions (research question 5) and search for regional differences in the level
of split-consciousness (research questions 2 and 6). In our explanatory analyses,
performed separately on Eastern and Western European samples. we determine and
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compare the relative predictive power of various antecedents in the West and East of
Europe (research questions 4 and 7). Finally, having pooled Eastern and Western
European data. we examine the relative importance of various contextual influences
(research question 8).

European Values Study (EVS)
The European Values Study (INS) is a large-scale, cross-national, and longitudinal
survey research program that aims at exploring the moral and social values underlying
European social and political institutions and governing conduct. It was initiated by the
European Value Systems Study Group (EVSSG) in the late 19705. Since then, three

waves have been fielded in (almost) all European countries. For our analysis we use

data from the most recent 1999/2000 wave. The data was collected through face-to-face

interviews following standardized questionnaires given to a representative national
sample

of adult population (aged

18 years and

older). Our research population consists

of the inhabitants of 20 (national) entities: the citizens of Belgium, France, Denmarki
Finland, Germany, Great Britain, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Northern Ireland,
Portugal, Spain, Sweden, as well as Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary,

Poland and Russia. For more details see: www.eumpeanvalties.nl .

In Chapter 6, we focus on poverty explanations in CEE countries. We use ISJP data to
examine national differences in attributions (research question 5) and address the problem
of split-consciousness (research questions 2 and 6). We also apply Confirmatory Factor
Analysis to determine the underlying dimensions of more specific poverty attributions
(research question 1). Moreover, in parallel analysis conducted for each country under
study. we test the universality of our conceptual model and determine the relative
importance of various antecedents (research questions 4 and 7).

International Social Justice Project (ISJP)
The International Social Justice Project (ISJP) was designed "to generate a comparative

picture of popular perceptions of economic and political justice in advanced industrialized

nations" (Kluegel, Mason et al. 1995). It was first fielded in 1991 in 13 countries
encompassing five Western and eight former state-socialist societies. Standardized data

collection procedures were employed in each country (face-to-face interview following
the same questionnaire given to a representative national sample of the adult population).

The number of cases exceeded 1000 per country. The survey was replicated in 1996 in a

smaller number of countries. In our analysis we use 1996 data for four CEE societies:
Czech Republic, Hungary, Estonia and Russia. See also: http:#www.isip.de .
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3.5. Conclusions
Summing up then, the discussion of the literature on the topic suggests that the standard
tools for measuring lay poverty explanations might be inadequate. It seems that a more
refined conceptualization of lay poverty explanations is needed that can account for the
actual connotations people have when answering the survey questions and the ambiguity
inherent in all public perceptions.
This recommendation poses, in fact, a challenge for the current study. Relying
on the secondary data, which has not been gathered using the above prescriptions as a
guiding principle, clearly constrains our study. Neither fulfilling the recommendation of
non-generic conceptualization of poverty. nor proposing an alternative typology of
explanations is truly feasible. Still, our study need not fall short of the model it advocates.
We believe that a fresh look at the existing data sets and their new application enables us
to draw a reliable and balanced picture of poverty beliefs in Europe. The supplementary
use of different data sets is also helpful, since it allows us to answer all of our research
questions.
Empirical work involved in this project can be most accurately described as a
series of analyses that aim at testing a number of partial models which approximate (in
various degrees) the conceptual model devised in Chapter 2. The models tested differ not
only in their composition (some predictors can be operationalized in an analysis based on
Eurobarometer but not on EVS or ISJP), the operationalization of various determinants
(e.g. different treatment of visibility in ISJP and Eurobarometer) but also in their
conceptualization of the dependent variable. This limits the comparability of findings
based on different data sets. However, while the findings cannot be compared on a oneto-one basis, taken together they enable the uncovering of general patterns in poverty
attributions and make it possible to draw conclusions as to the usefulness of our
theoretical model. This will be done in our final and concluding chapter: The Epilogue.

Chapter 4
Who Blames Whom? Who Pities Whom?
Popular poverty explanations: their meaning and
determinants on the basis of Eurobarometer 40.1

4.1. Introduction
In this chapter, we delve into the nature of lay poverty attributions and their determinants
in Western Europe. We start with an interpretation of four more general poverty
explanations: socia/ injustice. laziness and lack of willpower, unluckiness and modern

world. Although the four causes of destitution are included in a number of surveys

(various waves of Eurobarometer, EVS), the actual meanings people attach to them are
not clear. Eurobarometer 40.1 (1993) - the data set used for our analyses
gives us a
unique possibility to explore these meanings. Via an additional question about the more
specific causes of destitution that is included in the survey, we can determine what lies
behind the social injustice, laziness, unhickiness and modern worM as poverty
explanations and also draw some conclusions as to the validity of various categories of
causal beliefs mentioned in Chapter 2. Our findings indicate a remarkable consistency on
the part of the public. They show that people who pick social injustice as the main
general reason for destitution tend to associate poverty with a variety of social processes,
including the operations of the welfare state, social stratification and a lack of social
solidarity. People who attribute poverty to laziness, on the other hand. consistently see
poverty as self-inflicted. and those who explain poverty by reference to unluckiness
commonly associate it with sickness and family background. Our results also point to the
special status of the modern world attribution. The belief is extremely popular among the
European public, yet its meaning is manifestly vague. It is linked to social background,
family history, self-infliction and long-term unemployment, which implies the allembracing character of the modern world explanation and suggests that it is chosen by
respondents whose views about poverty are least decisive and/or most inconsistent. The
existence and popularity of such an attribution provide tentative evidence for splitconsciousness in causal poverty beliefs.
-
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Eurobarometer 40.1 also allows us to touch upon the issue of a 'generic', i.e.
undifferentiated, conceptualization of poverty, which presents the poor as a homogenous
grouping (see Chapter 2). Critics of such an approach draw attention to the fact that the
public might apply different attributions to explain the poverty of different groups of the
needy (e.g. the homeless, single mothers or migrant workers). Although going beyond
the 'generic' treatment of poverty is not possible, we use Eurobarometer data to attempt
an investigation into the popular representations of the poor. This permits us to account
for the most salient images of the poor in Western Europe and also to explore the
possible differences in poverty attributions per group of the needy. What we reveal is a
remarkable split in the European public: respondents who are in favour of more tangible
poverty attributions, i.e. laziness, social injustice or unluckiness are much more likely to
identify various life situations as situations of poverty than those who pick the vague
modern world.
In the second part of the chapter, we investigate the antecedents of lay poverty
explanations to assess their relative predictive power. For this reason, predictors
pertaining to poverty awareness. poverty experience and values are included in a series
of multivariate models. Compared to other data sets, Eurobarometer 40.1 allows a
thorough investigation of the various aspects of awareness, including visibility of poverty
on the country and neighbourhood levels, and personal exposure to the poor, as well as
an objective - and especially subjective experience of disadvantage. We find that even
though all groups of variables are related to poverty attributions. values and subjective
experience constitute the most powerful predictors. We observe, however, interesting
differences in the effects between models estimated and also across the types of
attributions.
Finally, the study addresses the issue of cross-national differentiation. In total on the basis of the availability of comparable data as well as the sample size30 - the
inhabitants of 12 (national) entities have been selected for the analysis: the citizens of
Belgium, Denmark, Greece, Ireland, Italy, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway,
Portugal, Spain, and the UK.31 In the course of our analysis, we examine selected macrolevel characteristics which can - at least partly - account for differences in individual
poverty explanations. Our findings indicate that a high level of income inequality induces
people to choose more tangible attributions, whereas a low level of income inequality
leaves more space for indecisiveness and preference for the all-embracing modern world.
The chapter consists of three parts: (a) a descriptive analysis in which the nature
of causal poverty beliefs is explored; (b) an explanatory part in which the results of a
series of multivariate analyses including various groups of antecedents are discussed: and
(c) a discussion and final conclusions.
-

30
The spit-ballot design of the survey, in which only half of the respondents answered questions about
poi'ern· and the other half expressed their opinions as to social exclusion. limited the effective national
samples that could be used in our analysis. To exclude the possibility that the wording of the question
affects the results ( after all. poverty and social exclusion ase not equivalent), in our analyses we focus on

the respondents who answered questions about poverty.
3I
The German sample consists of the collapsed samples of Eastern and Western Germany and the UK
sample encompasses collapsed samples of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.
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4.2. Exploring Explanations of Poverty - Their Interpretation and Connection to

Images of the Poor

With regard to poverty attributions per se, a descriptive analysis of the Eurobarometer
data facilitates addressing three of the eight research questions formulated in our research
agenda (Chapter 3). First, a detailed bivariate analysis of two different questions on lay
poverty explanations makes it possible to distinguish the types of poverty attributions
endorsed by the European public (research question 1). This allows an exploration of the
meanings that people attach to the more general causal beliefs and facilitates the
evaluation of the various types of explanations mentioned in Chapter 2. The bivariate
analysis also enables us to address the issue of split-consciousness and judge if our data
provide any evidence of split-consciousness in public perceptions of the causes of
destitution (research question 2). Finally, analysing the Eurobarometer question about the
situations of poverty gives us an opportunity to draw conclusions as to the most salient
images of the poor and popular attributions that correspond to them (research question
3).

4.2.1. Measures
The question tapping poverty explanations included in the Eurobarometer series reads:
Why do you think there are people who tive in need? Here are four opinions,
which is the dosest to yours:
Because they have been unlucky

Because Of laziness and lack of willpower
Because there is a lot of injustice in our society
It is an inevitable part of the wav the modern world is going

None of these

Don't know

Although seemingly straightforward and customarily used in all Eurobarometer surveys
on poverty and social exclusion as well as the three editions of EVS,32 the question
constitutes quite a challenge when it comes to interpreting of its specific categories.
Following van Oorschot and Halman (2000), the four categories could be construed along
two distinct dimensions: individual-societal (i.e. unluckiness and laziness vs. social
injustice and modern world) and blame-fate (i.e. laziness and injustice vs. unluckiness
and modern wor14, with the former fucusing on the nature of responsibility for poverty
(individual vs. social/collective) and the latter touching upon the presence or absence of
agency (both individual and collective). The issue of agency is present also in the
conceptualization offered by Albrekt Larsen (2005), in which the four categories have
been collapsed and dichotomized as an internal control (laziness) vs. external
explanations (remaining causes). In Gallie and Paugam's interpretation (2002), on the
other hand, the explanations have been conceived as 'factual' (unluckiness and modern
world) that pass no judgment at all and 'ideological' (taziness and social injustice) that
There are some minor differences in the wording of the question between Eurobarometer and EVS
surveys, yet the interpretation of the categories of explanations by various researchers remains the same.
32
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imply some criticism of either the poor or society. with the latter construed as
"contrasting opinions whose ideological and political orientation are obvious to all"
(Gallie and Paugam 2002:16-17).13
The "obviousness" of the above interpretations can, however. be questioned. As
discussed in Chapter 2, factor analytical research conducted in various countries and
among different social groups resulted in quite dissimilar clusters of explanations.
labelled by the authors as structural (societal) or individual (individualistic). Also,
fatalistic or - in Gallie and Paugams's terms "factual" factors extracted in previous
studies were mixed. It seems. therefore. rather arbitrary to treat the attributions included
in the Eurobarometer as self-evident. especially as little has been done to establish what
lies behind the four categories of explanations in terms of public perceptions. To solve
this issue. we put forward an interpretation of the four general categories. This is done in
-

-

two ways.

By reference to the Eurobarometer question pertaining to more specific causes
for destitution, we try to identify the meanings that our respondents attach to the general
attributions. We do this via a bivariate analysis. in which responses to both questions are
juxtaposed against each other. While by doing this we cannot resolve all the interpretative
problems. we can shed new light on the lay understanding of the four general
explanations. The question pertaining to more specific causes of poverty consists of 16
items. of which respondents were asked to choose the three most common. It reads as
fo\\ows. Here are some reasons which might explain why people are poor. Which three

do you think are the most cominon. social welfare cuts. lack of concern amongst
neighbours. sickness, family break-ups. their parents were poor, losing community spirit
in our society, alcoholism, long-tenn unemployment, they live in a poor area, drug abuse.

they don't plan for the future, lack of education. they are lazy. they have too many
children, they are immigrants, they have chosen to be like this, don't know ?
Another Eurobarometer question that may contribute to the understanding of
general explanations of poverty touches upon the situations which respondents regard as

situations of poverty. The inclusion of this question helps to identify the most salient
images of the destitute. i.e. images the respondents might have in mind when answering
the question about the causes of poverty. This is done by cross-tabulating the responses to
both questions. In this way we address. though we do not resolve, the issue of the generic
treatment of poverty in research on lay poverty explanations. The question about the
74
situations of poverty consists of 12 items, 11 of which are included in our analysis.
Respondents were asked to decide whether or not they considered a specific situation a
situation of poverty; they were also allowed to opt for don't know as an answer. The
question reads: For each one of the following situations, would you think of it as poverty
or not: living on the streets because of' homelessness, being dependent on drugs, living in

social exclusion, being unemployed for more than a year, living in a psychiatric
institution because of mental illness, Ii\,ingin a home for the elderly, those #'ho choose to
"
The authors refer to the long history of the two explanations and the fact that the societies have always
opted for either "pity, or the gallows-- in their treatment of the poor: yet they seem to neglect the fact that
the definition of poverty and the composition of the group defined as 'poor" have been constantly changing
contrasting opinions".
( Wool f 1986:8). which could greatly in fluence the interpretation of the two
'4 The item excluded is "living on the road", which - due to an inadequate translation could have been
interpreted by Greek respondents as yet another way of referring to "homelessness
-
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live on the fringe of society. living in the run down

area, living on the road, asyhun

seekers, having a major physical handicap, being immigrant in modest circuinstances?

4.2.2. Method
In our analyses. simple cross-tabulations between the variables measuring general and
specific poverty attributions as well as general attributions and images are performed.
The variable touching on the specific causes of poverty is analytically problematic. Since
respondents were asked to choose just three out of sixteen items. the statistical
assumption of independence of responses was violated."35 While we made an attempt to
perform scale analyses using the Mudfold programme (van Schuur 1984: van Schuur and
Post 1990). which takes such dependencies into account, the results were rather
unsatisfactory and indicated that separate analyses of the items might be more fruitful.
Thus, we focus on the bivariate relationships between the 16 items and the four general
poverty explanations. In a similar manner we explore the bivariate associations between
the general causes of poverty and poverty images. No specific measures of association
between the variables are reported as (a) the sample size guarantees significant Chisquare statistics in all the bivariate analyses and (b) the specific correlation coefficients
applied to assess the extent to which the variables are related (Cramer' s V. Lambda. Eta)
do not provide information on relations between specific categories of variables, but
merely indicate the existence and strength of co-variation between the variables as such.

4.2.3. Findings
Causes Of poverty - how to

interpret the general categories?

The frequency distribution of general poverty explanations (Table 4.1) shows a broad
preference for social injustice or the developments in the modern world as the most

important causes of poverty (37.4% of all the respondents opted for social injustice and
25.5% for modern world'). This indicates a clear partiality for explanations which shift the
Table 4.1: Popularity of general poverty explanations in 12 European nations in 1993

Causes

of poverty

Percent of
respondents

unlucky

15.6

lack of wittpower
injustice in our society
part of the way the modern world is going

37.4
25.5

none of these
don't know

11.2

5.7

4.7

Eurobarometer 40.1 (1993)
N = 6662

Source:

15
Once people have chosen an item, the range of next possible choices is limited by their first choice,
which limits the independence of choices.
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responsibility for destitution away from the individual and towards the external and/or
social. Even among the individual causes. the one which places the responsibility outside
the inflicted individual (unluckiness) is more popular. In general then, Europeans seem
much more in favour of external poverty attributions than explanations that blame the
poor for their miserable condition.
However, as already mentioned, the exact interpretation of the explanations
included in the question is not very clear. Particularly difficult to interpret are the two
'social' categories - an inevitable part of the (...) modern world and injustice in our
socieg. What is there, for example, "in the way modern world is going" that causes
poverty? Is it automation, de-industrialisation, large-scale redundancies? Or is it the
development of new branches of the economy that require new and frequently more
sophisticated skills? Is it the retrenchment of the welfare state: the cuts in welfare
provisions and a diminishing range of state responsibilities towards the citizen? Or maybe
the growing fragility of the social bond: the weakening sense of social obligations that
can be observed on both institutional and individual levels? Analogous questions can be
posed with respect to social injustice. What are the specific instances of social injustice
that push individuals into destitution? Are they the (persistent) class differences, unequal
access to education, the segmentation of the labour market? Or is it again unemployment
and/or welfare cuts?
Eurobarometer makes it possible to tackle and partly resolve this vagueness by
reference to a more specific question, which enumerates 16 possible causes of destitution.
As evident from Table 4.2, unemployment. alcoholism and family break-ups represent the
Table 4.2: Popularity of specific poverty explanations in 12 European nations in 1993,
in descending order

Specific causes of poverty
long-term unemployment

56.8

alcoholism

33.7

family break-ups

25.6

sickness

24.0

drug abuse
social weifare cuts
lack of education

22.9

their parents were poor
losing community spirit in our society
they live in a poor area

15.0

21.9

17.4
12.7
10.2

they are lazy
they don't pkin for the future

9.3

they have too many children

5.8

7.8

they are immigrants

4.5

lack of concern amongst neighbours
they have chosen to be like this
don't know

4.0

Eurobarometer 40.1 ( 1993)
N = 6553
Sow,·c·e
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three most popular specific explanations for poverty, followed by sickness, drug abuse
and welfare cuts. Least popular as poverty explanations are choice. lack of neighbours'
concern, the immigrant status, having too many children and laziness.
The uneven popularity of the causes suggests that the selection of explanations
by respondents is not entirely random. Indeed, a cross-tabulation of responses to
questions about general and specific poverty attributions, which facilitates the
interpretation of the former, indicates the existence of a regular pattern (Table 4.3).
Table 4.3: Specific causes of poverty by general poverty explanations in 12 European nations in 1993
Specific causes of
poverty

General causes of poverty
unluckiness

laziness

injustice

modern world none of these

don't know

unemployment
alcoholism

89.6

59.5

115.7

105.3

103.3

132.9

85.7

102.4

family break-ups

112.9

88.7

91.8

114.1

95.7

76.2

sickness

137.1

90.8

95.8

90.4

87.1

100.0

drug abuse

104.4

141.9

82.1

106.6

87.3

106.6

weUare cuts

95.0

35.2

131.5

97.7

82.6

54.8

lack of education

94.8

95.4

98.3

110.9

128.2

43.1

119.3

90.0

100.0

95.3

100.7

86.7

67.7

44.1

143.3

94.5

80.3

35.4

poor area

94.1

56.9

111.8

109.8

107.8

127.5

laziness

77.4

394.6

58.1

63.4

55.9

59.1

no future planning
many children

84.6

166.7

84.6

Ill.5

84.6

79.5

127.6

134.5

81.0

98.3

65.5

106.9

poor parents
loss of community spirit

1

95.4

81.7

2.2

97.6

1

immigrants

71.1

100.0

124.4

97.8

80.0

57.8

Iack of concern

95.0

65.0

122.5

92.5

90.0

57.5

chosen to be so

73.7

271.1

50.0

118.4

86.8

76.3

Source: Eurobarometer 40.1 (1993)
Note: Results are indexed as a percentage of the average response rate (example: 56.8% of all respondents
picked unemployment as a specific cause of poverty; yet of those who attribute poverty to unluckiness
50.9% did so: hence if 56.8%=100. 50.9%=89.6): cell frequencies range between 6238 and 6240.

The most consistent in their choice of more specific poverty attributions are people who
believe in laziness and lack of willpower as the single most important cause of

destitution. They opt most frequently for laziness. own choice and lack of future
planning: they are also much more likely than other groups to attribute poverty to
addictions (a/coholism, drug abuse) and/or having too many children. At the same time
they are least likely, and less likely than other groups of respondents, to see poverty as a
result

of welfare cuts, loss of community spirit or unemployment,

i.e.

factors which are

clearly beyond the control of the poor themselves. We could thus conclude that those who
pick laziness as the single most important cause of poverty tend to see material
destitution as self-inflicted. In their view both addiction and having many children might
be a sign of some sort of (moral) weakness and/or lack of responsibility and selfdiscipline.
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Interesting, although slightly less obvious, is the interpretation attached to social
injustice. Respondents who select injustice as the main cause of living in material need
are inclined to associate poverty with welfare state retrenchment (welfare cuts') and the
failure of the state to take care of the most vulnerable groups (long-term unemployed,
immigrants); yet they are also very likely to link poverty to the rupture of the social bond
Clack of neighbours' concern. loss of community spirit). Finally, they are more likely than

other groups to attribute poverty to social ecology (living in a poor area) and relatively
prone to associate poverty with social background (having poor parents). Not
surprisingly they are least inclined to see poverty as a matter of choice or the result of
laziness.

More perplexing is the popular interpretation of individual fate. Those who pick
un/uckiness as the single most important cause of poverty tend to see poverty as a result
of sickness and having poor parents, having too many children and experiencing a family
break-up. Some association can be observed as well between the choice of unluckiness
and inclination to believe that poverty is caused by some sort of addiction (alcoholism or

drug abuse). Yet, although present. the latter relationship is not very prominent. We
could therefore conclude that unluckiness, as a single most important reason for poverty,
is most frequently associated with sickness and/or family history (background). On the
other hand. if we take a closer look at all the specific explanations that are related to
unluckiness, we can detect some interpretative ambiguities. What is most striking is the
overlap between unluckiness and laziness attributions (addiction, having too many
children) as well as unluckiness and social injustice (having poor parents). These
intersections suggest that individual fate might be seen by respondents as interwoven into
some form of social determinism (in the form of stratification and social background) on
the one hand. and individual agency (demonstrated in the behaviour of the poor:
addiction and having many children) on the other. Nonetheless, any such interpretation
has to be a cautious one only. The fact that those who select unluckiness as the single
most important cause of destitution are less likely to attribute poverty to laziness or own
choice may imply that their understanding of addiction as well as having too many
chi/dren may be different from the way these explanations are understood by respondents
who pick laziness as the main explanation for living in need.
Even more confounding is the pattern of responses associated with the belief
that poverty is a part of the way the modern world is going. The belief seems linked to
quite a mixture of specific poverty explanations, including social background Uack of
education, living in a poor area), family history Vamily break-ups). possible selfinfliction (choice, lack of future planning, addiction) and long-term unemployment, i.e.
explanations which are favoured by people who attribute poverty to unluckiness, laziness
or social injustice. Presumably. this indicates the all-embracing character of the modern

world category. This peculiar inclusiveness is further reflected in the relatively even
popularity of virtually all of the more specific poverty explanations among the adherents
to this belief. It appears that even though people who pick modern world as a general
poverty explanation favour some specific poverty explanations more resolutely than
others, they do not reject any in a very decisive manner (exception: laziness).
Finally, some attention is due to the none of these and don't know categories of
responses. Respondents who pick either of them are reluctant to select those of the
specific poverty explanations which are most distinct among the adherents to either
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laziness or social injustice as general poverty attributions. such as own choice, laziness,
or no future planning on the one hand. and loss of community spirit, welfare cuts or lack
of concern on the other. When considered jointly, in their focus on addiction. family and
social background, people who pick none of these or don't know as their answer to the
survey question come closest to the respondents who opt for unitickiness or modern
world.
a cross-tabulation of responses to both questions tapping on poverty
attributions (general and specific) points towards the existence of a regular pattern. It
shows certain consistency in the choice of poverty explanations on the part of the
European public and also answers - to a certain extent - the question about the kind of
interpretations that Europeans attach to general poverty explanations. Laziness and lack
of willpower is most often associated with own choice and self-infliction and can be
therefore interpreted quite literally. Socia/ injustice. on the other hand, appears to be
associated with a variety of social processes, from those related to the operations of the
welfare state, to those linked to the issues of social ecology and stratification, through to
those touching upon the weakening of the social bond and dwindling social solidarity.
While unluckiness is most frequently associated with sickness and/or family history
(background), it seems confounded with attributions which touch upon individual agency
and social determinism. Most interesting, however, is the impossible task of attaching a
clear interpretation to modern world.The modern world attribution seems to constitute an
all-inclusive grouping that merges very different, sometimes contrasting, or even
conflicting, explanations. It is possible that it is indeed interpreted by the respondents as
an all-encompassing category which allows them to resolve, or at least account for, the
ambiguities and inconsistencies inherent in their beliefs. The category might be chosen by
those of the respondents who find a grain of truth in each of the general explanations and
hence are reluctant to opt for either laziness or unluckiness or social injustice. If such
indeed is the case, the popularity of modern world as poverty attribution gives some
tentative evidence of split-consciousness among the European public.
Reflecting back on our discussion of various types of poverty attributions in
Chapter 2, we can conclude that our analysis of Eurobarometer data confirms the
existence of (1) an individual type of poverty explanation that attributes poverty to the
personality and behaviour of the poor (cf. Feagin 1972; Feagin 1975; Feather 1974;
Furnham 1982b; Furnham 1982d); and (2) a situational/structural type of attribution
which pertains to societal and structural constrains (cf. Feagin 1972; Feagin 1975;
Feather 1974; Furnham 1982b. Furnham 1982d). Furthermore, our analysis points to (3)
the broadness and/or complexity of individual fatalistic attribution (cf. Furnham 1982b;
Furnham 1982d; Payne and Furnham 1985), which might be interpreted as a compilation
of fate, social determinism and individual agency. Finally, our findings fail to detect (4) a

All in all,

clear social fatalistic type of attribution that allows for an interaction between individual

fate and structural constrains. Although the modern world explanation could potentially
be, and has been, treated as social fate in previous research (cf. van Oorschot and Halman
2000), the element of individual agency detected in it in our analysis precludes such an
interpretation. On the other hand, the possible interaction between various causal
mechanisms evident in the modern world attribution, but implied as well in indiridual
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fatalistic belief, draws attention to what some writers refer to as

a cultural type of
explanation (cf. Smith and Stone 1989; Cozzarelli, Wilkinson et al. 2001).

Causes of poverty and images of the poor - is there a clear connection?

Another Eurobarometer question that may facilitate the interpretation of the general
of poverty is the one pertaining to the situations which respondents regard as
situations of poverty. The question enables the identifying of the images respondents
might have in mind when choosing between possible causes of poverty; it also permits
exploring the likely differences in images between the adherents of different causal
poverty beliefs.
The frequency distribution of responses (Table 4.4) shows that homelessness.
social exclusion and living in a run-down area constitute the three most salient images of
poverty, followed by long-term unemployment and drug dependence. Least popular as
poverty images are·. living in a home for the elderly, living in a psychiatric institution and
being physically disabled.
causes

Table 4.4: Images of the poor in 12 European nations in 1993, in descending order
Images of the poor

Percent of respondents

N
yes

no

dk

homeIessness

6662

84.0

14.0

2.1

social exclusion
living in a run-down area

6657

63.8

27.9

8.2

6660

50.3

44.5

5.2

long- term unemployment

6662

43.5

52.3

4.2

drug dependence

6660

40.8

55.0

4.1

asylum seekers
modest immigrants
being on the fringe of society

6656

30.8

59.8

9.4

6657

30.5

61.1

8.4

6658

29.6

62.1

8.3

physically disabled
living in a psychiatric institution
living in a home for the elderly

6658

26.5

68.6

5.0

6657

25.7

68.4

5.8

6661

15.2

81.1

3.7

Source Eurobarometer 40.1 (1993)

The salience of homelessness as an image of poverty might be easily explained by its
high visibility and emotive appeal. The misery of the homeless is readily perceptible and
hard to doubt. By the same token, the unpopularity of the disabled and/or the
institutionalized (as a result of illness or old age) as images of the poor may be attributed
to the low visibility of those groups in most western societies. Being removed from the
public view, the groups do not expose their needs to the general public and hence remain
imperceptible. On the other hand, the reluctance to define the sick and the elderly as poor
may also stem from a conviction that these groups are well supported by the operations of
the welfare state and thus excluded from the population of the materially needy. Far more
ambiguous is the popularity of social exclusion as the image of poverty. mainly due to the
vagueness of the category and lack of consensus as to its definition and scope.36 The
36 See
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relatively frequent indication of living in a run down area as a situation of poverty is also
striking, especially in the context of a rather low recognition of living in a poor area as a
cause of poverty. This inconsistency might. however, be explained by the format of the
question pertaining to the causes of poverty. Since the respondents are asked to pick only
the three most common causes of poverty, not seeing living in a poor area as one of them
does not contradict a belief that living in a run-down (i.e. poor) area is a sign of poverty.
More surprising are the results related to unemployment. Even though long-term
unemployment is considered the most important specific reason for poverty, the long-term
unemployed are not necessarily seen as people who live in a situation of poverty. This
contradiction seems to indicate that even though in the eyes of the European public of
1993 poverty is strongly related to lack of work, unemployment per se is not bound to
lead to poverty. That would mean that even though most common, unemployment is not
seen as the sole cause of poverty, but rather believed to trigger poverty only in some
adverse circumstances.

Cross-tabulating the images of poverty with the general explanations of why
people are poor (Table 4.5) reveals an interesting pattern. The most striking here is a split
between respondents who opt for unluckiness. laziness or social injustice as the most
important causes of poverty. and those who pick the all-embracing modern world, choose
none Of these or declare having no opinion (don't know).
Table 4.5: Images of the poor by general poverty explanations
Causes of poverty

Images of the poor

unluckiness laziness

injustice

modern

none of

don't

world

these

know
93.0

homelessness

98.7

91.3

104.9

98.8

98.2

social exclusion

98.4

87.6

108.3

98.3

94.2

86.7

living in a run down area

99.4

92.0

106.2

96.0

99.6

93.2

long-term unemployment

102.7

91.5

110.8

94.2

79.8

81.6

drug dependence

Ill.0

100.0

97.3

100.2

92.7

91.7

asylum seekers
modest immigrants
being on the fringe of society
physically disabled
living in a psychiatric institution
living ina home for the elderly

110.0

111.0

107.5

84.4

82.5

90.3

110.8

97.0

108.5

85.2

97.4

83.9

108.8

114.9

100.7

87.5

85.5

114.9

100.4

111.7

110.2

87.9

73.2

88.3

114.4

117.1

100.0

89.5

74.3

98.8

107.9

111.8

113.8

79.6

61.2

93.4

Source: Eurobarometer 40.1 (1993)

Note: Results are indexed as a percentage of the average response rate (example: 84.0% of all respondents
picked homelessness as a situation poverty; yet of those who attribute poverty to unluckiness 82.9% did so;
hence if 84%=100, 82.9%=98.7); cell frequencies range between 6340 and 6344.

In general, respondents who attribute poverty to unluckiness. laziness or social injustice
are most inclined to identify certain life situations as situations of poverty. Among these
respondents, the incidence of defining given life circumstances as situations of poverty is
higher than average; they also allow a higher number of situations to be actually defined
as situations of poverty. This basic difference in the salience of images is telling.
Respondents with decisive or very decisive outlooks, who are able and/or willing to
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identify the single most important cause of poverty, seem more disposed to seeing
specific life circumstances as situations of poverty. On the other hand. those whose
opinions about the causes of poverty are not that strong and/or unambiguous (i.e.
adherents to modern world as poverty explanation and those who picked none of these or
don't know as answers) also find it more difficult to identify and/or name a given life
situation as a situation of material need. In fact, it might be this very inability or
reluctance to see certain circumstances as indicative of destitution that causes
respondents' indecisiveness about poverty explanations and leads them to select the least
37

unequivocal response options.
Attention should be also drawn to the poverty sensitiveness of those who
attribute living in need to socia/ injustice. This group of respondents is most disposed to
identifying (and/or labelling) the various life situations as situations of poverty. What is
most striking is their strong inclination to identifying homelessness. social exclusion.
living in a run-down area and long-term unemployment as instances of material
deprivation. This is very consistent with the interpretation that this group of respondents
seems to attach to the social injustice explanation of poverty.
Some interesting patterns can be observed as well within other categories of

poverty explanations. For example. it is worth noting the salience of living in a
psycliiatric institution. living in a home for the elderly and being physically disabled
among respondents who attribute poverty to laziness and lack of willpower. i.e. those
who saw poverty as self-inflicted. Particularly surprising is the fact that the popularity of
those images is higher among the adherents to laziness than among those who explain
poverty in terms of unluckiness. It might indicate that people who consider laziness as the
single most important reason for living in need also recognize the existence of poverty
among socially vulnerable groups, such as the elderly or the mentally and/or physically
disabled. These groups of the needy might be regarded by them as 'deserving poor' and
thus will not be blamed for their condition.
Summing up then, images of poverty are more salient among respondents who
hold a decisive, unequivocal belief as to the causes of poverty than among those whose
beliefs are ambiguous or even non-existent. Particularly compelling is the poverty

perceptiveness of respondents who attribute living in need to social injustice. The
consistency of their outlooks is also noteworthy: the images that they hold of the poor
match very neatly with their interpretation of social injustice. The connection between
poverty innages and /aziness or unlucki,tess attributions is less clear. We can observe the
relative reluctance of respondents who explain living in need by reference to laziness and
lack of willpower to associate poverty with situations which might be interpreted as
'social' rather than 'individual' (problems). such as homelessness. social exclusion, living
in a run-down area and long-term unemployment. Also, their inclination to hold
seemingly blame-free images of poverty. such as the infirm and the elderly. is interesting
but, at the same time, confusing.
Additional bivariate analysis shows that explaining poverty in terms of modern world is most common
among respondents to whom poverty is a remote and maybe even abstract phenomenon. i.e. among those
who are least aware of its very existence (esp. on the country level), those who are relatively ignorant as to
the living conditions of the poor and those who lack first-hand knowledge of living in need (i.e. have no
17

experience of material disadvantage)
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4.3. What Matters Most? The Relative Importance of Antecedents of Lay Poverty

Explanations
In this section. we focus on the associations between causal poverty explanations and
their determinants. Eurobarometer 1993 allows us to include into our analyses

antecedents from all five groups of determinants identified in Chapter 2: Soci()demographic characteristics, poverty awareness, poverty experience, values and
nationhood. This permits testing the general applicability of our conceptual model and
answering two of the eight research questions explicated in our research agenda. To
answer one of them (research question 4). we determine - in a series of multivariate
analyses - the relative importance of various groups cd predictors in explaining why
people hold particular viek·s on the ,·auses of povern·. In our analyses, we pay special
attention to two groups of predictors: awareness and experience. As already mentioned,
Eurobarometer is exceptional among the data sets available in its extensive treatment of

variables that can be used to measure the various aspects of poverty

awareness

(encompassing poverty visibi/in· and exposure to poverty) as well as poverty experiene e
(including various measures of objective, and especially subjective, disadvantage).
The comparative nature of the Eurobarometer data permits us, as well. to tackle
the issue of contextual influences in individual poverty attributions and to unpack. at least
partly, the nation 'black box'. In our contextual analysis we focus on socio-economic
influences. juxtaposing some objective indicators with the average national awareness of
the existence of poverty 'out there'. This allows us to address the issue of Apes of context

variables which can contribute to the explanation of variation in individual poverty
beliefs (research question 8).

4.3.1. Hypotheses tested and measures applied

A thorough discussion of the predictors of lay poverty explanations was presented in
Chapter 2, in which general hypotheses as to the effects of specific determinants were
also sketched. The present section is limited to a rather epigrammatic presentation of the
hypotheses that are relevant for our Eurobarometer-based analyses. namely those related
to the associations between poverty attributions and experience of disadvantage, poverty
awareness. and values: political orientation, (post-)materialism and religiosity. It is
important to mention that the language of our general hypotheses does not always match
the formulations applied in Eurobarometer data. Therefore, given the dependent variable
used in this study, please note that what we refer to as external reasons for poverty
encompass the Eurobarometer's social injustice and unluckiness attributions; what we
mean by structural andfor situationa| causes can be equated with Eurobarometer's social
injustice. notions of blaine. self-infliction. disposition and/or responsibility of the poor are
equivalent to Eurobarometer's laziness and lack of willpower. and finally - ourfate and
fatalistic attributions correspond to Eurobarometer' s unhickiness. Potentially, the terms
'external' or 'fatalistic' could apply as well to Eurobarometer's modern world attribution
(van Oorschot and Halman 2000. Albrekt Larsen 2005). However, given the allembracing character of this causal belief, evident from our analysis in previous sections
of this chapter, we tend to treat modern world as 'no belief. Consequently. none of our
h>potheses applies to it.
-
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Below we summarize the relevant hypotheses and provide information on the
operationalization of the measures used. We include in our discussion the sociodemographic variables which are incorporated into our models to control for spurious
relationships.

Causes of poverty - the dependent variable
The only variable which can serve as

a

dependent variable in the current study is the one

that touches on the general causes for living in need: unluckiness. laziness. social
injustice. and modern world. It is the same variable that we explored in our bivariate
analysis (see section 4.2.3). For the wording of the questions see section 4.2.1. Please
note that in the multivariate analysis the don 't knows are coded as system missing values.
Awareness

In Chapter 2, we hypothesized that greater awareness of the existence of poverty is likely
to trigger more sympathy towards the poor, and consequently, provoke more external
poverty attributions. With reference to Eurobarometer data. it can be therefore expected
that the higher the visibility of poverty (understood as general awareness of the existence
of the poor 'out there') (hypothesis 1) or exposure to poverty (construed as personal
contact with the poor). the greater the likelihood of external poverty attributions
(hypothesis 2).
Note,

however,

that

Eurobarometer

40.1

distinguishes

between country

visibility of poverty and area/neighbourhood visibility of poverty, each of which might
be related to a different type of awareness-raising experience. While visibility of poverty
on the country level might be acquired predominantly via official sources of information.
and especially the mass media, area/neighbourhood visibility might be gained via
personal exposure to the poor (direct and indirect) and thus linked to respondents'
personal characteristics.38 It seems therefore justified to expect that the relation of the
39
two types of visibility to poverty attributions might not always be the same.
Eurobarometer questions tapping on visibility of poverty on both country and
neighbourhood levels distinguish between extreme poor, poor. people at risk of poverty
and nobody in these situations, each of which constitutes a separate variable. We
combined the four country visibility variables into a single scale. The same happened to
variables touching on area

visibility. Respondents who picked extreme poverty were

That a distinction between the two types of visibility is valid and meaningful can be seen from a
comparison of frequency distributions.
39
The association between country level visibility of poverty and poverty attributions might be related to
the incidence of poverty. current socio-economic climate as well as dominant ideology. In general, the
visibility of poverty in the country may sensitize people to the circumstances of the poor. especially if
increased awareness coincides with a deteriorating economic climate. As far as poverty in the own area is
concerned. its visibility might be related to the place of residence and/or socio-economic status. First,
residential segregation in some countries may prevent people of average and higher socio-economic status
from noticing poverty around them. Second, people of lower socio-economic status and at greater risk of
poverty might be more perceptive of poverty around them but they may also choose to deny it out of shame
or to boost their self-esteem and create a greater psychological distance between themselves and the poor.
In their case, reported visibility of poverty in their community does not have to be indicative of poverty
attributions (even if they are in reality related) and/or might be related to poverty definitions they endorse
and/or their values.
3H
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assigned the value 3. those who chose poverty but not extreme poverty were assigned the
value 2, those who selected at risk of porerty but not (extreme) poverty. were assigned
the value 1 and those who did not see anybody in those situations or for whom the dmft
know answer is recorded. were assigned the value 0 (cf. Eurobarometer 1989).
People's exposure to the poor is measured in our study by two indicators:
presence of the poor in the immediate circle of friends and family (\=yes. there are poor
individuals in my immediate circle of friends/family; 0=no. there are no poor in my
social circle) and thefrequency of seeing the conditions the poor live in (from O=never to
3=often). Although the association between the two variables is strong (Gamma = .734).
they fail to make a sufficiently reliable scale (Cronbach's Alpha =.419). This might
indicate that both measure slightly different aspects of exposure. Hence. we analyse them
separately.
Experience

With respect to objective experience of disadvantage and its relation to poverty
attributions, we advanced three hypotheses: one emphasizing a positive relation between
the experience of disadvantage and external. and especially structural. attributions
(hypothesis 3a),one allowing fur a negative association between the experience of
disadvantage and external poverty beliefs (hypothesis 3b). and one predicting a positive
correlation between experience of disadvantage and fatalistic explanations for poverty.
The original Eurobarometer question tapping respondents' objective experience of
disadvantage encompasses four variables reflecting the severity of problems a respondent
faces when paying. Ca) rent or mortgage, (b) water, gas, electricity or heating bills, (c)
food, and (d) re-paying loans.For the multivariate analysis we combined the original
variables into a single problem scale (Cronbach's Alpha = .850). The problem scale
scores are the mean values of a person's 'scores' on each of the original variables, with 0
indicating no problems and 3 indicating enormous problems.
An additional measure of objective disadvantage is based on income quartiles:
five dummy variables are constructed on the basis of Eurobarometer's harmonized
household income quartiles (l=the lowest, 4=the highest) and the refusal/don' t know
category. The inclusion of the latter allows retaining in the analysis respondents who did
not want to reveal their income.
The relationship between subjective experience of disadvantage and poverty
attributions should - in the light of existing literature - be much more unequivocal. We
expect that people who perceive their own circumstances as disadvantageous are more
likely to attribute poverty to external causes. and especially structural constrains. than
those who feel (relatively) advantageous (hypothesis 5). In our study. subjective

experience of disadvantage is approximated by six variables: three variables touching
upon economic satisfaction, two related to a feeling of alienation/injustice, and one inbetween variable which captures both economic dissatisfaction and a feeling of being
wronged. Economic dissatisfaction is measured as the easiness of getting by with the

household's income (0=easiness, l=difficulty). having su#icient income (0=sufficient
income; 1=insufficient income) and a scale of economic dissatisfaction (from 1=very
high to 4=very low). Items used in the scale encompass (a) satisfaction witli one's flat or
housing, (b) satisfaction with one's income. (,c) satisfaction with one's work situation. Cd)
satisfaction with one's standard of living and le) satisfaction with social entitle,nents in
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the case Of sickness. ini,alidio'. unemployment, old age (Cronbach' s Alpha = .823). The
scores of the scale are the mean values of a person's scores' on each of the original

variables.4' The two indicators of the feeling of injustice encompass a variable measuring
the feeling of exclusion (from 1 -not excluded to 3=completely excluded) and a variable
measuring the feeling of the society being unfair to the respondent him/herself (from
l=not unfair to 3=unfair: with d(,n't kno,#·s treated as not unfair). Finally, the analysis
encompasses the in-between variable: self-placement oil the rich-poor continuum.
ranging from 1 -rich to 7=poor.
Values

Political orientation. As far as political orientation is concerned, we predict that the more
liberal, i.e. left-wing, the political orientation of the individual is, the more likely they are
to see poverty as a consequence of structural determinants; conversely, the more
conservative. i.e. right-wing, the political attitudes of the individual are, the more likely
they are to blame the poor and their disposition (hypothesis 6). In this study. the
respondent's political orientation is operationalized by their position on the political leftright continuum. from l=left to 10=right. For those who refused to answer or picked
don·t know as their answer. we imputed the averagescore on the left-right scale (5.17),
with a dummy variable for that group included in the multivariate models.
(Post-)materialist value orientation. With respect to post-materialist values, we
expect that the greater the adherence to post-materialism, the stronger the inclination to
attribute poverty to societal/structural reasons, and vice versa: the greater the support for
materialist orientation, the more pronounced the preference for individual blame
explanations (hypothesis 14). Here. we measure (post-),naterialism via a materialist-postmaterialist continuum, where a higher score indicates stronger adherence to postmaterialist values. More specifically, people who opted twice for materialist values are
assigned score 1. those whose first choice was a materialist value and their second choice
a post-materialist value score 2. those who chose post-materialist value as first and
materialist value as second score 3. and those who picked post-materialist values twice
are assigned score 4 (cf. Hagenaars. Halman et al. 2003:55). Our scale is based on the
respondent's first and second choices in the Inglehard's four item materialist/postmaterialist battery (Inglehart and Abramson 1999).
Religion. The role of religion in shaping poverty beliefs is - in the light of
rather ambiguous. We nonetheless expect that Catholics are more
existing literature
inclined than other religious groups (Protestants in particular) to attribute poverty to
reasons external to the poor, and are especially prone to endorse fatalistic beliefs.
Protestants. on the other hand. tend to blame the poor and attribute poverty to their
dispositions more frequently than others (hypothesis 12). We also predict that people who
consider themselves religious are more inclined to attribute poverty to fatalistic causes
than those who consider themselves non-religious (hypothesis 13). In our study, religious
-

All items included in the scale constituted a part of a survey question in which respondents were asked to
evaluate various aspects of their lives. When all 14 items forming the original question were analysed by
the means of principal component analysis (oblique rotationl two components were extracted, one of
which was clearly related to economic sense of security. The other component. encompassing items such as
the time budget. the use of leisure time. the food consumed. travel facilities used. education and knowledge
possessed. as well as social respect enjoyed. could be seen as pertaining to a sense of prestige.

40
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a#iliation is indicated by four dummy variables: Catholicism, Protestantism, Other and
None. whereas religious identity is a dummy variable. where l=religious and 0-non-

religious (the latter category includes those who declared themselves as being agnosti ·s.
atheists or chose don't know as an answer). Unfortunately. Eurobarometer does not allow
the inclusion of the measure of church attendance. as the relevant question was asked
only to the respondents who declared a Judeo-Christian religious affiliation.
Socio-de,nographic characteristics

Since. in the light of previous studies, the role of socio-economic and demographic
characteristics in shaping causal poverty beliefs is neither uniform nor unequivocally
acknowledged. we refrain from formulating any hypotheses. However. to control for
spurious relationships. we include a number of socio-demographic variables in all models
estimated. These include: age, measured in 6 categories (1=<25. 2=25-34. 3=35-44.
4=45-54, 5=55-64 and 6-65+): sex (O=male. l=female): occupati(m. measured by six
dummy variables: employed. self-employed. unemployed. looking after household.

students and retired: and edtic·ation. The latter

is measured as

age when finished

education minus '6' (i.e. the age at which compulsory education starts in most European
countries)41 and then categorised into 4 groups: 1=basic education (up to 8 years).
2=middle level education (9 to 1 3 years of schooling), 3=higher level education (1 4 to 1 9
years of schooling) and 4=mixed education (more than 20 years of schooling).42
Contextual characteristics
In our discussion of the antecedents of causal poverty beliefs. we drew attention to the
role of context. After all. being poor might mean something different in an affluent nation
than in a poor nation irrespective of one's own social background. Socio-economic
structure is likely to determine, for example, the salience of poverty and/or inequality and
influence poverty attributions both directly and indirectly (e.g. via societal values. such
as just world belief and/or work ethic). We therefore predict that members of societies
characterized by a low level of inequality are more favourable towards external poverty
explanations, whereas people living in societies with a high level of inequality are more
inclined to see the poor as agents of their destitution (hypothesis 16)
Since it is sometimes claimed that how people perceive social reality might be
just as important as. or even more important than, the reality itself, we also formulate a
hypothesis concerning the relation between the perceptions of social structure and causal
poverty beliefs. We predict that in societies in which awareness of poverty is high, the
inclination to view poverty as externally caused is higher than in societies in which the
perceived level of inequality and/or poverty is relatively low (hypothesis 18). In our
present study, we first include national dummy variables to account for the fact that our
respondents come from different national contexts. In a subsequent step, we substitute
national dummy variables with context variables. which encompass ( 1) level of income
4I

In the case of respondents still studying - as age in ,·ears minus '6
4- The group is not very big and includes people who - at least in theory - have up to 44 years of schooling.
It seems that here the number of years of schooling may not necessarily imply participation in higher level
education programmes but may actually denote participation in some vocational training and/or schooling
resumed after some discontinuity in formal education. Hence. the group might be very heterogeneouh in
terms of the level ot education actually obtained.
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inequality and (2) average awareness of the existence of poverty in a given society. Of
the many measures of income inequality available. the gini coefficient calculated on the
basis of ECHPS 1995 and LIS 1995 (for Norway) was chosen (source:
http://\4 \ .„idei".u,iu.ed„/5\ i id/w lid.htm. 02/12/06), mainly due to the reliability of the
source and cross-country comparability of data.47 Average awareness of the existence of
poverty is measured as the national mean score on the country visibility scale.

4.3.2. Method
We apply Multinomial Logistic Regression (MLR) to explore all the predictors, and
single out those which play a significant role in shaping lay poverty attributions. The
choice for this method is determined by the measurement level of the dependent variable
unordered categorical which precludes the use of Ordinary Least Square regression.44
-

-

The advantages of MLR include the possibility of a simultaneous prediction of
the probability of belonging to any of the categories under study except for the baseline
(reference) category. In essence. the MLR model provides estimates of effects of
independent variables for each category of the dependent variable in comparison to the
reference category. As such. it can be viewed as an extension of the binary logistic
regression, its generalization to situations where the outcome variable has more than two
categories. At the same time. MLR is believed to be better suited for the analysis of
categorical dependent variables than a series of binary logistic regressions as it provides a
"more complete description of the process" under study (Hosmer and Lemeshow
2000:287) and allows for the estimation of net effects of explanatory variables (Morgan
and Teachman quoted in Peng and Nichols 2003).
In the course of MLR analysis, the parameter estimates are presented to
summarize the effects of each predictor on the categories of the dependent variable.
Parameters with significant negative coefficients indicate a decrease in the probability of
a given response category with respect to the reference category as the values of
independent variables increase. Parameters with significant positive coefficients indicate
an increase in the probability of that response category. The interpretation of parameter
estimates can be rendered using the odds ratios (exp(b)). For the current analysis. we
have chosen moder,1 wor/d as the baseline/reference category, mainly due to its allinclusive character as well as the supposed characteristics of the group that have chosen it
as a single most important cause of poverty (more specifically their apparent ignorance as
to the nature of poverty) (for details see section 4.2.3). The all-encompassing nature of
modern world attribution, which integrates elements of individual blame, structural
constrain, as well as fatalistic reasoning, gives it a tint of neutrality and makes it, in
effect. a 'no opinion' As such it appears a perfect reference point for the more decisive
causal beliefs, such as laziness, social injustice and unluckiness.
The effectiveness of MRL models estimated in this chapter is evaluated by
reference to the difference between -2 times log-likelihood (-2LLdiff) for the interceptonly model and the full model as well as via the Pseudo R-square. Typically. a model fit
43

Since income inequality remains relatively stable over years, using the gini values for 1995 in the current

analysis is acceptable.
4
OrdinarY Least Square (OLS) regression is only allowed if the dependent variable is of an interval/ratio
measurement level. Applying OLS regression to a dichotomous or polynomial dependent variable violates
the assumptions of homoscedasticity and normality of the disturbance.
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is assessed by evaluating chi-square goodness-of-fit statistics: Pearson's Chi-square and
the Deviance. Due to the high number of empty cells. in the current analyses none of
these tests can be seen as reliable (McCullagh and Nelder 1989: Norusis 2006). However,
since the difference of the log-likelihoods (-2LLdiff) continues to have a chi-square
distribution despite the empty cells. it is still possible to evaluate the overall fit of the
models estimated by comparing the full model with the intercept-only model (ibid.). lf
the significance level of the -2LLdiff is less than 0.05, we can reject the null hypothesis
that the full model with all the predictors does not have greater explanatory power than
the intercept-only model without any predictors.
Another way to assess the model fit involves reference to Pseudo R-square
statistics, which indicate how much of a variation in the dependent variable has been
explained by each of the models. Since there is no agreed interpretation of R-square for
binomial and multinomial data. researchers are advised to use the Pseudo R-square
measures with caution (Powers and Xie 2000:71). At the same time, it is claimed that the
Pseudo R-square values might be helpful to evaluate competing models in the modelbuilding stage of an analysis (Hosmer and Lemeshow 2000:167).

In addition, the fit of the estimated models was assessed via a set of separate
binary models, following the procedure advised by Begg and Gray (quoted in Hosmer
and Lemeshow 2000:277-287). Begg and Gray's approach involves estimating
multinomial logistic models by fitting separate binary models for data limited to the
specific outcome and reference category of the dependent variable (thus ignoring the data
for other categories of the outcome variable). In their discussion of the method. Hosmer
and Lemeshow recommend assessing the fit of separate individual regression models,
using all the relevant diagnostics. and then integrating the results descriptively to evaluate
the fit of the MLR model (ibid.). For now, it is sufficient to say that results of separate
binary logistic regression models corroborated the outcomes of the MLR both with
respect to the overall fit of the models tested and the estimates of individual parameters. 45
When estimating the effects of contextual variables. we use Stata's cluster
option to account for the fact that people from the same country may be more similar
with respect to poverty attributions than people from different countries. The Stata' s
procedure corrects the estimated standard errors and related statistical tests: it also
reduces the probability of committing a Type I error, i.e. assessing that there is a
relationship when there is none, when estimating the effects of contextual-level
explanatory variables on individual-level dependent variables.
4.3.3. Findings
As a part of the explanatory analysis, alternative Multinomial Logistic Regression models
have been estimated, with each including a different set of explanatory variables. Tables
4.6-4.8 present the summaries of parameter estimates for three categories of the
dependent variable: social injustice. unluckiness and laziness and for 7 models estimated.
For the sake of clarity of presentation, only the effects significant at the 0.05 level of
45

The logistic regressions yield parameter estimates very similar in size and significance to the results
obtained from the MLR. The differences which do exist between the results are limited to the significance
of two coefficients per level of the dependent variable. which considering the number of independent
variables in the model - is acceptable.
-
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significance are reported. Parameters which do not meet the requirements of the
likelihood-ratio test (i.e. do not show an overall relationship to the dependent variable in
the likelihood ratio test) are reported as not significant (ns).46 To recapitulate. the
statistically significant parameters tell to what degree and in what direction a given
determinant (e.g. political orientation) enhances the probability of choosing a particular
poverty attribution (e.g. la:itiess or social injustice) relative to modern world (our
reference category). Parameters with significant negative coefficients indicate that as the
value of the specific independent variable goes up. the probability of choosing a given
poverty explanation (rather than modern world) goes down. Parameters with significant
positive coefficients indicate an increase in the probability of selecting a particular
attribution (relative to modern world) as the values of the independent variable go up.
Parameter estimates can be interpreted in terms of odds ratios (exp(b)).
The analysis is guided by the conceptual model presented in Chapter 2. It starts
with a baseline model (M l ) which serves as a reference model to facilitate the
comparison of the relative contribution of different groups of variables to the explanation
of variation in the dependent variable. The baseline model includes two groups of control
variables: socio-demographics and national dummy variables. To these. different sets of
predictors are added to test for associations between causal poverty attributions and
specific groups of explanatory variables. While Model 2 (M2) accounts for variables
pertaining to objective and subjective experience of poverty, Model 3 (M3) focuses on
the relationship between causal poverty beliefs and poverty awareness. Model 4 (M4)
tests a set of variables related to values. and a subsequent model
Model 5 (M5) comprises all the explanatory variables tested in previous models. Finally, in Models 6
and 7 ( M6 and M7) country dummy variables are replaced by context variables.
In the next section. associations between the explanatory variables and the
specific categories of the dependent variable are discussed. The discussion is organised
along the groups of antecedents: a,t'a,·eness. experience and values. It encompasses an
interpretation of the results in the full model (M5) and. where applicable. a discussion of
changes in the effects between models estimated (M2 to M5). Changes in the effects that
result from the introduction of contextual variables (M6 and M7) are presented later in
the chapter. where we address the question of whether national context matters.
-

Individual determinants of poverty attributions
Ai,·areness. Our results show that people who are perceptive of the poor on the country
level are more likely to attribute poverty to social injustice rather than modem world
(Table 4.6). They are also less likely to view material destitution as self-inflicted (Table
4.8). Both findings are supportive of hypothesis 1 and corroborate earlier research on the

attributions of homelessness (Lee. Lewis el a/. 1992).
46

Such an approach might be con4idered probleinatic. First. it is riot certain to whitt extent the likelihood
ratio tests generated with respect to the available data can be trusted c sparse data): second, using likelihood
ratio tests as the benchmark for significance considerably reduces the number of variables that could be
treated a.s statistically significant, third. the presence of empty cells enhances the likelihood of Type II
errors. i.e. assessing there is no relationship when there is a relationship. On the other hand, in the current
analysis. the variables that meet the Wald test of significance but not the likelihood ratio test. are not very
numerous and largely limited to %ocio-demographic variables. Hence. to enhance the readability of results
and the clarity of their interpretation a decision was made to focus on the variables which meet the
requirements of both tests.
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Strikingly. being perceptive of the poor on the country level seems to diminish
the probability of explaining poverty by reference to unluckiness (vs. modern woridj
when not controlled for personal experience of disadvantage and values (M3) (Table 4.7)
Yet. once the experience and value variables are introduced into the model (M5). the
association disappears. This indicates that the propensity to explain material disadvantage
in terms of individual fate is more related to personal experience and/or values than

poverty visibility per se.
As far as area visibility is concerned, being aware of the existence of the poor in
one's neighbourhood decreases the probability of attributing poverty to laziness (vs.
inodern world) (Table 4.8). In other words. those who admit that there are poor in their
area of residence are less prone to view material misery as self-inflicted. This is again
supportive of hypothesis I. No direct association exists between area visibility and
attributing poverty to soc·ial injustic·e or unluckiness (vs. modeni world) (Tables 4.6 and
4.7). Clearly then, living in the proximity of the poor has no consequence for the
propensity to view poverty as caused by factors external to the poor: socio-structural
processes or individual fate.
The results of the MLRs confirm some of our expectations with respect to the
effect of exposure. The odds of explaining poverty by reference to unitte·kiness are higher
for those who admit having personal affiliations with the poor than for those who deny it
(Table 4.7). Thus, the hypothesis of exposure being positively related to external
attributions (hypothesis 2) is partly supported (cf. Wilson 1996: Appelbaum 2001).
Interestingly, in the case of social injustice attribution, the effects of exposure are
significant only when not controlled for experience and values (M3 vs. M5) (Table 4.6).
This indicates that having poor in one's social milieu and the frequency of seeing the
conditions in which the poor live do not constitute good predictors of explaining poverty
in terms of social injustice when the (whole) complexity of one's social circumstances is
taken into account.
Experience. The results presented in tables 4.6-4.8 suggest relative unimportance of
variables measuring objective disadvantage as predictors of lay poverty attributions. As
indicated by the non-significance of the relevant coefficients, being underprivileged has
no direct consequences for the propensity to view poverty as caused by individual fate.

laziness or social injustice when subjective disadvantage (M2) and poverty awareness
and values (M5) are controlled. Testing additional partial models (not reported in tabular
form), shows that one of the measures of objective disadvantage (experiencing problems
with managing basic expenses) is positively related to the choice of socia/ injustice (vs.
modern world) when not controlled for the subjective experience of disadvantage. The
effect disappears when variables measuring subjective disadvantage are held constant
(M2). This suggests that the interpretation that people attach to their life circumstances is
a better predictor of poverty attributions than their objective living conditions (cf. Nilson
1981). Indeed. our results with respect to variables measuring the subjective feeling of
disadvantage point to their relative strength as predictors of causal poverty beliefs.
Of the variables pertaining to subjective experience of disadvantage, three show
some significant association with social-injustice as poverty explanation (M2) and two
remain significant in the final model (MS) (Table 4.6). We find that people who are not
very satisfied with various aspects of their lives are more likely to attribute poverty to
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Table 4.6: Parameter estimates for socialiniustice

Variables

lodel 1
BASE

lodel

2

4,hj. & subj.

disadvantage

Model

Model 4

3

+ visibility

&

+ value

Model
FIll-1.

„rientation,+

expc,sure

5

Model 6

Model 7

Full with

Full with

context

entexi
variables (21

variableh (1)
intercept

ns

-1.323***

-2.3!5***

-1.394*

ns

ns

MA

ns

..

ns

i13,

ns

lA

241*

Demographics
female

ns

age < 25 - reference
age: 2.5-34

ns

ns

n.

ns

iii

nh

age: 35-44
age 45-54

ni

Ili

nA

ns

B

nA

11\

ns

rh

ns

ns

r.

ns

11\

age: 55-64

ns

ns

ns

ns

11'

ns

tls

age:>64

ns

11

S

/1\

ns

427*

n\

basic edul·atic),1 - reference
medium education
higher education
mixed edit ·ati in
employed - reference
self-emploved
retired

ils

nA

ns

nh

-.4()8

ns

ns

nh

n,

n.

ns

/ls

ns

11+

11»

IlA

111

ns

ns

S

11%

-.248*
.307*

ns
ns
ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

S

ns

ns

n,

n.

11:4

ns

ns

ns

ns

tls

ns

.473***

1

nv

11

.354*

.487**

nA

11>I

Nation
Netherlands - reference
France

ns

Ils

ns

ns

Belgium

ns

ns

ns

ns

italy

Denmark
Ireland

UK

ns

.616***

.824***

.947***

646**

1.566***
-.742 ***

1.436***
.808 ***

1.431...
-.739 ***

1.560***

1.242***

ns

Greece

.493**

Spain

.820***

P(irtu Kai
Norwai

[1 +

,891***

ns

1.067***
ns

ns

S

ns

r

h<,usewife

Germmy

-.336*

ns

student

unemployed

n\
..

ns

-.391*
11

S

-.617 **

ns

nx

-.4()3*

ns

ns

ns

700**
nA

-.403*
ns

.656**

678"*

.813*"

556*

.981***

919***

1.235***

1.008...

nA

nx

continued M next page

ns

nA

.277*

Ils

.244*

Table 4.6: continued

Model l
Objective disadvantage
priblems with paiments
lowest inc ,me quartile - ref.
low income quartile

Model

2

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

Model 6

Model 7

ns

ns

n.

nA

ns

nA

ns

n.

high inc<,me quartile

ns

tls

ns

ns

highest income quartile
refusal/dm' I kmAN income

ns

ns

n+

ns

ns

ns

11>,

ns

ns

ns

ni

ns

ns

ns

Subjective disadvantage

dilliculrv in getting bp
having instimcient inc·ome
dissat. econi}m. Sit.
rich-pcicir x,·elle
societ unjust k, oneself
feeling excluded

.336***

313**

ns

Poverty awareness
area visibility
rountry visibi/ir,·

ns

.128**

.448 ***
ns

ns

.175**

236**

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

.173**

.220*

ns

.274**

nA

.214***

-.203*

.145**

ns

138**

poor in scit·ial milieu

.272**

n,

nl

[ls

freq. of seeing poperti

.076*

ns

n/

ns

Values

non-affiliated - reference
Cathilic

ns

n£

11

K

ns

Prf)testant

ns

ns

ns

ns

Other religitius demim.
identity as religious
left-right scale
refusal to state polit. prefer.

ns

n<

ns

ns

ns

/1

ns

ns

-,149***
ns

post-materiallsm
Context variables

.127***

S

.132...

142***

154***

ns

ns

ns

134**

.163**

.102.

061**I

gint

uverage country

-

ns

tisibi/io

Pseud„ R-square
-2LL

.047

.061

.058

.062

.083

849.548

1000.642

967.424

1049.526

1217.090

Som·e: Eurobarometer 40.1

Note "* = Mgnificant at 0.001 level; **

=

significant at 0.01 level. * = sig. at 0.05 level: ns = not significant at 0.05 level

.064

.060

Table 4.7: Parameter estimates for unluckiness

Model

BASE

Variables

1

Model

2

Model 4

Model 3

+ obj. & subj.

+ visibility

diAadvantage

exposure

&

+ value

Model

5

FIJI. L

Model 6

Model 7

Full with

Full with

context

onentations

variables (l

conte Al
l

variable:, (2)

ns

ns

n.

ns

n.

nA

114

ns

n.

ns

ni

"/

nA

Ill

ns

n.

1S

Ils

n.

ns

ns

ns

tls

ns

ns

11%

n.

11 S

age: 45-54

ns

11

S

ns

ils

nh

nA

ni

age:55-64

ns

11

S

n.

ns

nA

ns

[ls

49:>64

ns

.545*

ns

ns

S

fl'

ns

ns

intercept

Demographics
female
age.· < 25 - reference
age: 25-34
age: 35-44

liciAR· edlicaticin - reference
medmm education
higher education
mixed edlu·ation

.528:

Il

**

nA

ns

ns

-.558

nA

ns

n.

ns

nj

ns

n,

ni

ns

ns

ns

114

,™

ns

-.450*

emphived - reference
ielf-emploved

ns

ns

n

ns

ns

ns

nA

retired

ns

11

s

ns

11

S

ns

ns

ns

student

ns

ns

ns

ns

nA

n.

ils

h„usewife
unemployed

ns

n.

nA

ns

n\

11

S

ni

ns

ns

ns

ns

11 S

.364*

.396*

Nation
Netherlands - reference
France

Belgium
German\·

/tal,

-1.234***

-1.241***

-.548**
-.927***

.6554
-1.030***

-,843"*

.586**

.541*

613**

-1.164***
ils

ns

-1.451 ***

-1.276 **I

-1.264***

-1.247***

-1.165...

-1.047 ***

UK

-1.300 ***

Greece

ns

ns

nx

Spain

ns

ns

ns

ns

-818...

ns

-.804..

-1.443...

-.780***

-.403*

..885 -I

-1067***

837***

P irtugal

-1.429***

.743***
..993***

Denmark
I rel(ind

Ncin,·a\

-1.470***
-.817 ***

.477*
ns

.522*
.507*

nintinud tin next t)age

-

586**

ns

-.664**
ns
nb

ns

IS

-.548*
110

ns

Table 4.7:
Model

1

Objective disadvantage
problems with paiments
h,west inc,ine quartile _ ref-

Model 2

wnlinited

Model 3

jlodel 4

Model 5

Model 6

Model 7

ns

Ils

nA

n.

low inwme quartile
high inc<,me quartile

ni

110

n.

ns

ns

Il>.

Ins

n.

highext income quartile
refusal/dcm't know income

ns

n.

n.

n.

ns

ns

n'

n.

ns

ns

ns

n,

ns

nt·

ns

n.

ns

.0

ns

nA

ns

".

ns

ns

ns

11K

n.

ns

ns

'10

ni

ns

nh

n.

nh

IlA

11.

n.

Subjective disadvantage
difficuln· in getting br
ha\,ing iniufficient inct,me
dis,al. ecein,)m. sit.
rich-p<*ir x,·ale
societr unjust to <ineselt
feeling excluded
Poverty awareness
area risibilin
,·oun/n· i·isibi/m·
p<„ir in B<icial milieu

ns

..120*
.351 **

freq. of seeing powm

271*

ns

29()*

ns

-.105*

nS

ns

Values

non-afjiliated - reference
Cath<iii<·
Pr<}testant

671***

Other religious dencm.
identirr as religious
left-right st·ate
refusal t„ state p„lit. prefer.

ns

/1+

ns

.828**

ns

ns

ni
./)90

!

**

S

nA

8

n.

ilA

n'

iii

ns

Ils

.364*

nA

nA

nA

..()94*

ni

g in i c<,eflic·ient

Ils

..75541.

average cmnin· i·ixibilit\·
Psettdo R-square
-2LL

1.079***

ns

Il

pcist-materialism
Context variables

.764***

nS

.()47
849.548

061
1000.642

.()58
967.424

.()62
1049.526

.()83
1217.090

Source: Eurobarometer 40.1
NI)/e· *** = <ignificant at 0.001 level: " = significan! at 0.01 level. * = sig. at 0.05 level: n. - not significant at 0.(}5 level

.064

.()6()

Table 4.8: Parameter estimates for laziness
Model

BASE

Variables

Model

1

Model 3

2

+ obj. & subj.

+

disadvantage
mlercept

Demographics
female

-.242*

Model 4

&

exposure

ns

ns

visibility

-.226*

+ value
onentations

Model 5
FULL

Model

6

Model 7

Full with

Full with

context

context

variables (1)

variables (2)

ns

-.948**

ns

-2.825*

ns

n.

-.235*

ns

ns

nx

age: <15 -reference
age: 25-34

ns

ns

n<

ns

ns

ns

IlA

35-44
45-54
55-64

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

age:
age:
age:
age:

ns

592**

>64
basic· education -reference

.615*

medium education

ns
-.594***

higher education
mixed education
employed - reference

ns

ns

ns

.635**

n3

.651**

ns

ns

n.

.598*

ns

.574*

ns

ns

n.

ns
-

ns

648***

-

673***

ns

-.579***

ns

-.680 ***
ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

self-employed

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

retired

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

student

ns

ns

ns

housewife
unemploved

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

.643**

France

Belgium
Germany
lialv

Denmark
Ireland

UK

-1.503***

-.860***
ns

-1317***

-.790**

-1.166***

..550.
ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

n+

-1.549 ***

- 907***
ns

-1.056 **
ns
ns

1.190 ***

.988***

.890***
-1.122***

-1.283 ***

-.636*

-.721**

..818*.

ns

-.538*

-.721**I

-.931***

-.553.

Portugal

ns

Norway

740**

ns

.649**
ns

.662*
-.582*

876**

-,939**

.620**

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

.881**

.828**
-.998 ***

continued on next page

ns

ns

..907***

ns

ns

ns

.745 **

Greece
Spain

ns

.458*

-617**

ns

-1,109***
-.892 ***

400**I

ns

- 547**

-1.015***

ns

Nation

Netherlands - reference

-.489**

-814***

-.954***

ns

-.977**

Table 4.8: continued

Model
Objective disadvantage
problems with payments

1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

Model 6

Model 7

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

Ils

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

dissal. econom. sit.

ns

ns

ns

ns

rich-poor scate

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

lowest income quartile - ref.
low income quartile
high income quartile
highest inc<ime quartile
refusal/don't know income

Subjective disadvantage

dificulty in getting bp
having insu&cient income

society unju:it to oneself
feeling excluded
Poverty awareness
area visibilitv

.191**

-.171**

11

countrv visibility

-.189**

-,159**

ns

poor in social milieu
freq, of seeing poverty

ns

ns

ns

ns

-.349*

ns

6

-.171 **

ns

ns

-,094**

ns

Values

non-affiliated - reference
Catholic'

ns

ns

ns

Protestant

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

.934 **

.809*

ns

.068*

.496 **

.357*

Other religious denom.
identity as religious
left-right scale
refusal to state polit. prefer.

ns

ns

ns

094***

post-materialism

ns

.089**

ns

ns

ns

ns

n+

ns

Context variables

gini coem,·tent
average country visibility
Pseudo R-square

-2LL

.091*
ns

.047

.061

.058

.062

.083

849.548

1000.642

967.424

1049.526

1217.090

Source: Eurobarometer 40.1
Note; *** = significant at 0.001 level: ** = significant at 0.01 level, * = sig. at 0.05 level; ns = not significant at 0.05 level

.064

.060

Chapter 4

social injustice rather than modern world than those whose level of satisfaction is higher.
Similarly, respondents who feel that society is unfair to them are more inclined to view
poverty as related to social injustice (relative to modern world') than those who share no
such feeling. Our findings are in line with hypothesis 5 and previous research (Riffault
and Rabier 1977; Nilson 1981: Eurobarometer 1989). Interestingly, the feeling of
exclusion appears positively related to the choice of social injustice only in the model
focusing on the associations between poverty attributions and the experience of poverty
(M2), yet it proves statistically non-significant when poverty awareness and values are
held constant (M5). This implies that the effect of the feeling of exclusion on social
injustice might be spurious.
Finally, feeling underprivileged has no consequences for the propensity to view
poverty as caused by either laziness or indi„idual fate (vs. modern world) (Tables 4.74.8).
Values. As expected. the more to the right people are in their political orientation. the less
inclined they are to choose social injustice rather than modern world as poverty
attribution (Table 4.6). At the same time, the more right-wing their political identity. the
higher their inclination to pick laziness Cvs. modern worldl (Table 4.8). This confirms our
hypothesis (hypothesis 6) and substantiates other studies (e.g. Lee, Jones et a/. 1990; Lee,
Lewis et a/. 1992; Eurobarometer 1989; Appelbaum 2001). Our results show no
association between political preference and propensity to view poverty in terms of

individual fate (Table 4.7).
As far as post-materialist value orientation is concerned, people who score high
on the (post-)materialism scale, i.e. those whose values are more post-materialistic in
character, are more likely to attribute poverty to social injustice tvs. modern world) than
those whose values are more materialistic (Table 4.6). The association is in line with our
original prediction (hypothesis 14) and consistent with the results of other studies
(Riffault and Rabier 1977: Eurobarometer 1989). Level of post-materialism appears as
unrelated to the choice of either laziness or unluckiness as causal poverty explanations
CTables 4.7 and 4.8).

Finally, of the variables pertaining to religious values. only being Catholic
appears related to poverty attributions. The odds of viewing poverty in terms of
individual fate rather than mode rn progress are higher for Roman Catholics than for those
who do not belong to any religious denomination (Table 4.7). Hence. our prediction
concerning the role of Catholicism in enhancing the inclination for unluckiness type of
attribution (hypothesis 12) is fully supported. There is, however, no direct association
between religious denomination and probability to attribute poverty to either social
injustice or laziness (Tables 4.6 and 4.8). Moreover, religious identity proves unrelated to
any category of causal poverty beliefs in any of the models tested.
Summing up then, the results of the MLRs confirm a number of our original hypotheses.
As expected, adherence to the belief that poverty is caused by social injustice is
positively associated with subjective experience of poverty. heightened awareness of the
existence of poverty on the country level. and being post-materialist in value orientations.
At the same time it is negatively related to conservative (right-wing) political beliefs. The
findings with respect to the choice of laziness are also in line with the original
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hypotheses: belief that poverty is caused by idleness is positively associated with a high
score on the left-right political self-placement scale, and negatively related to the
awareness of the existence of poverty on both neighbourhood and country levels. Finally.
the results related to the choice of unluckiness are consistent with expectations. As
predicted, there is a direct positive association between being Catholic and a conviction
that poverty can be explained by individual fate. The latter belief is also positively related
to being personally acquainted with the poor.
Somewhat unexpected, on the other hand, is the non-significance of experience
(both objective and subjective) as a direct predictor of either laziness or unluckiness. This
finding seems consistent, however, with the observation by Kluegel and Smith that
individual experience (of disadvantage) matters only for the prediction of "challenging
beliefs". i.e. beliefs that view poverty or inequality as a consequence of social injustice
(Kluegel and Smith 1986:101). The non-significance of religious identity, which does not
seem associated with any of the attributions under study, is also contrary to expectations.
Taken together, our results suggest that religious values do not constitute good predictors
of causal poverty beliefs.
The results of our MLR analyses show marked differences in the effects of
explanatory variables within models tested, i.e. across the categories of the dependent
variable. Some variables seem associated with attributing poverty to laziness Cvs. modern
world), yet they appear unrelated to the choice of socia/ injustice or unhickiness. This
discrepancy implies that none of the explanatory variables included in our models can be
seen as equally momentous for each type of poverty attributions.
Furthermore, values of Pseudo R-square for specific models clearly indicate the
uneven contribution of various groups of predictors to the explanation of variation in the
data. In general, the full model (MS) seems to best explain the variation: the Pseudo Rsquare for this model is the largest, and also 1.7 times larger than for the baseline model
(M 1). However, the greatest improvement in Pseudo R-square can be observed in M4,
which - in addition to demographics and nation accounts for value orientations, as well
as in M2, which - in addition to baseline model variables includes the effects of the
experience of disadvantage. These improvements indicate that variables pertaining to
values and experience of disadvantage contribute most to the explanation of variation in
poverty attributions. Estimating additional models (not reported in tabular form) allows
us to modify this conclusion by distinguishing between subjective and objective
experience. While subjective experience indeed contributes considerably to the
explanation of variation in the dependent variable, the effect of objective disadvantage
seems least consequential of all groups of variables; adding variables that control for
objective experience of disadvantage improves the Pseudo R-square only slightly.
Examining additional models (again not reported in tabular form) permits also
distinguishing between the relative contribution of the socio-demographic variables and
the national dummy variables. The values of Pseudo R-square statistics (.013 for a model
restricted to socio-demographic variables and .037 for the one encompassing country
dummy variables only) indicate that the country of residence explains much more of the
variation in poverty attributions than socio-demographic characteristics of the
respondents, and also much more than any other group of predictors. The distinctive role
of nationhood in explaining the variation in the data brings to the fore contextual
influences, whose role in shaping poverty attributions was repeatedly underscored in
-

-

87

Chapter 4
Chapter 2. Hence, the next step in our analysis is the investigation of the possible nature
of national influences.

Does the context matter?

Unfortunately, the limited number of country observations in our study limits our
possibilities to investigate many contextual variables. Hence, in our analysis we estimate
just two alternative models accounting for two aspects of the socio-economic structure.
Our focus on socio-economic structure is driven by the unique opportunity given by
Eurobarometer to examine the relation between poverty attributions and the average
national awareness of the existence of poverty 'out there'. This permits examining
whether the public perception of the extent of poverty, which may or may not translate
into public debates surrounding the issue of poverty, is related in any way to individual
poverty explanations. Estimating an alternative model, in which the actual level of
inequality is accounted for (measured by the gini coefficient), facilitates a comparison
between the effects of the more subjective indicators and the more objective ones. The
parameter estimates of the contextual models (M6 and M7) are presented in tables 4.64.8.

First, substituting national dummy variables with context variables changes the
overall results only slightly. Worth mentioning are the changing effects of poverty
awareness. While in M5 (controlling for nationhood) and M7 (controlling for average
visibility of poverty) visibility of poverty on the country level induces the choice of
social injustice as poverty explanation and discourages attributing poverty to laziness.
these effects disappear in M6, when income inequality is held constant. This implies that
individual awareness of the existence of poverty might be related to the level of actual
income inequalities in the country one lives in; when the level of incorne inequality is
controlled, the effect of country visibility becomes spurious. Noteworthy are also our
findings with respect to exposure. While people who encounter the poor in their
immediate social circle are in general more likely to attribute poverty to unluckiness than
those who do not admit being so close to the poor, this relationship disappears once the
level of income inequality is taken into account (M6). This suggests that the general level
of inequality in a given country determines to a certain extent whether or not people are
in personal contacts with the poor. These contacts might be more frequent in countries
with a higher level of income inequality. Finally, the frequency of seeing the conditions
the poor live in appears negatively related to the choice of unluckiness and laziness when
controlled for income inequality (M6), yet not nationhood (M5) or average awareness of
poverty 'out there' (M7).
Focusing specifically on contextual variables. we can see that the level of
income inequality, measured by the gini coefficient, is positively related to the choice of
both social injustice and laziness Cvs. modern world) (M6) (Tables 4.6 and 4.8). This
implies that the lower the income inequality of a given country, the more difficult it is for
its inhabitants to endorse blame-type explanations and the greater is their propensity to
attribute poverty to the abstract yet all-inclusive modern world. This might be related to
our previous findings concerning a greater popularity of modern world attribution among
respondents who are most reluctant, or simply unable, to identify various life
circumstances as situations of poverty (see section 4.2.3). If such indeed is the case, we
could conclude that the lower the income inequality in a given country, the lower the
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knowledge of its inhabitants about poverty, and the less decisive their outlook about the
of material destitution. A strong correlation between the level of inequality
measured by the gini coefficient and the average awareness of the existence of poverty in
a given country (Pearson's r =.695) substantiate such a supposition. Interestingly. the
average visibility of poverty (M7) has a direct effect only on the choice of unluckiness:
the greater the average awareness of the existence of poverty in a given society. the
weaker the inclination of its members to view poverty in terms of individual fate rather
causes

modern world (Table 4.7).
The values of Pseudo R-square indicate that the gini coefficient. representing an
'objective' indicator of structural conditions contributes more to the explanation in the
variation of the data than the subjective perception of those conditions.
than

4.4. Discussion of the Results and Conclusions

Our main goal in this chapter was to explore the nature of popular poverty attributions
and their determinants in Western Europe. This allowed us to answer five of the research
questions posed in our research agenda. All our analyses were based on Eurobarometer
40.1 (1993), which offered a unique possibility to explore the lay understanding of the
four general poverty attributions included in this and other (cross-national) surveys and
to juxtapose them against the most salient images of the poor. This facilitated verifying
the usefulness of various poverty explanations discussed in Chapter 2; it also allowed us

to attend to the issue of non-generic treatment of poverty in poverty research.
Eurobarometer 40.1 is also the best cross-national data set for the examination of various
groups of predictors included in our conceptual model (see Chapter 2), namely, po\,erty
awareness, experience of disadvantage, and values. Thus, even though the data is
somewhat dated, it provided an excellent opportunity to investigate the relative
importance of specific groups of explanatory variables and to contribute to the bulk of
previous studies, most of which concentrated on a limited number of (types of)
predictors.
To determine the types of poverty attributions that are endorsed by the European
public (research question 1), the chapter started with an exploration of the possible
meanings that people attach to four general causal poverty explanations elicited by
Eurobarometer: social injustice, laziness, unluckiness and modern world. While the four
types of attributions are used in a number of surveys (Eurobarometer, EVS), their actual
meanings have not as yet been established. In a series of bivariate analyses we
ascertained that the unluckiness explanation is most frequently linked with sickness and
family background, yet could be also interpreted as interwoven into some type of social
determinism and/or individual agency. Laziness and lack of willpower. on the other hand,
is most likely to be associated with own choice and self-infliction. Somewhat more
complex is the lay understanding of social injustice. Individuals who choose social
injustice as a single most important poverty attribution seem to associate it with various
social processes including the (mis-)operation of the welfare state, issues of stratification
and social ecology as well as the weakening social bond and dwindling social solidarity.
Nonetheless, the lay interpretation of modern world appears the most ambiguous. The
bivariate analyses showed that modern world constitutes an all-inclusive category that
encompasses very different, contrasting or even conflicting poverty attributions,
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including social background. self-infliction and long-term unemployment. We suggested
that the modern world attribution was indeed interpreted by the respondents as an allencompassing category that allowed them to account for the inconsistencies inherent in
their beliefs. On the basis of the popularity of this all-encompassing belief, we could
tentatively conclude some split-consciousness in European poverty explanations
(research question 2).

Essentially, our findings cast doubt on the adequacy of dichotomizing the four
Eurobarometer (and by extension: EVS) attributions along the lines of factual-ideological
(Gallie and Paugam 2002), individual control vs. external (Albrekt Larsen 2005) or
individual-social and blame-fate (van Oorschot and Halman 2000). What makes all these
dichotomies particularly problematic. is the element of individual agency evident in the
modern world category, which questions the validity of classifying modern world as a
fully "external", "factual" (where factual implies lack of moral judgement) or "social"
attribution.47 Reflecting on the types of poverty attributions discussed in Chapter 2, we
can conclude that the interpretation of the meanings that the European public attach to the

four general causes of living in need gives full empirical confirmation of individual and
social/structural types of poverty explanations. It also highlights the broadness of the
individual fatalistic attribution and suggests its connotations with cultural causal poverty
beliefs. Finally. our analysis does not substantiate the existence of a social fatalistic
attribution that would view individual luck in the context of social/structural milieu.
In our bivariate analyses we also investigated the most salient images of the
poor (research question 3). We found that homelessness, social exclusion and living in a
run-down area constitute the most widely recognised signs of poverty. We also noted that
people whose beliefs about the causes of poverty are least unambiguous, i.e. those who
pick modern world as poverty explanation or opt for none of these or don't know as
answers. are less likely than respondents with more decisive outlooks, i.e. adherents to
social injustice. laziness or unluckiness attributions, to view specific situations as
situations of poverty. This might mean that respondents who pick modern world (but also
none of these or don't know) are least knowledgeable about poverty. It might be in fact
this lack of knowledge that prevents them from identifying specific life circumstances as
situations of material need and also from endorsing strong opinions as to the reasons for
destitution.
In the next sections of the chapter, series of multivariate analyses were
conducted to test the applicability of the conceptual model presented in Chapter 2 and to
establish the relative predictive power of various groups of determinants (research
question 4). The results indicate that of the categories of variables identified as possible
antecedents of causal poverty beliefs - awareness of the existence of poverty, experience
of (material) disadvantage, values and national context - all are related to causal poverty
explanations. At the same time, the MLR analyses demonstrate the uneven contribution
of the specific groups of variables to the explanation of variation in poverty attributions.
On the other hand. individual-social and blame-fate dichotomies were applied by van Oorschot and
Halman to attributions included specifically in the EVS survey. The difference in wording between
Eurobarometer's modem it·orld and EVS' modern progress - even though at first sight minor - might have
a profound influence on the popular interpretation of these response categories. It is possible that modern
progress is actually devoid of the element of individual agency. which makes the modern world the allinclusive category. If such indeed is the case. the individual-social and blame-fate dichotomies as
conceptualized by van Oorschot and Halman might be still be valid.
47
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On the basis of Pseudo R-square values it can be ascertained that. next to the countn' of
residence, ,·alues and subjective experience of disadvantage constitute the two most
powerful groups of predictors. Least consequential for the prediction of causal poverty
explanations seem to be the variables pertaining to objective experience of poverty.
Disregarding the crudeness of the measures used the difference between the
effects of objective and subjective experience of disadvantage is particularly interesting.
The fact that stibjec·tive ewerienc·e of disadvantage improves the fit of the model much
better than objective experience of poverty confirms the supposition that the evaluation of
one's circumstances has a more pronounced influence on poverty attributions than the
objective circumstances (Riffault and Rabier 1977. Nilson 1981: Eurobarometer 1989).
The above claim is further reinforced by the observation that it is the direct effects of
subjective disadvantage and not objective disadvantage that remain significant when all
the other variables are held constant.
It is also noteworthy that the results of MLR analyses exhibit considerable
differences in the effects of explanatory variables betw·een and within the estimated
models. i.e. across categories of the dependent variable. While some variables prove
directly associated with the predilection to explain poverty in terms of laziness. they
appear entirely unrelated to the choice of social i,lit,stice or wiluckiness (vs. modeni

world). For instance. living in the proximity of the poor has a negative effect on
attributing poverty to laci,iess (vs. modern wor/d), yet no effect at all on the choice of
either social injustice or unluckiness. To give other examples, political orientation
appears as related to social injustice and laziness as poverty explanations, yet not
unluckiness. while being Catholic matters for the choice of unluckiness. yet not laziness
or social injustice.

This discrepancy implies that none of the explanatory variables can be
construed as universal. and equally consequential for each type of poverty attribution.
Although some sort of inconsistency between the effects was predicted (see Chapter 2),
the relative imbalance in the importance of various groups of predictors also has to be
interpreted in the light of the limitations of the theoretical model.

While most of the original hypotheses with respect to laziness ·and social
upheld in our multivariate analyses. results which related to fatalistic

injitstice were

poverty attributions proved rather counter-intuitive. This indicates that the predictors
selected for the analysis do not relate to the fatalistic poverty beliefs. Since the theoretical
model was designed with reference to the existing studies. which either neglected the
fatalistic attributions altogether (Hunt 2004) or produced highly ambiguous results
(Furnham 1982b: Furnham 1982d, Payne and Furnham 1985), the ill-suitability of the
model for the prediction of fatalistic attributions was not entirely unanticipated. Still. it
necessitates corrections.

Finally. incorporating into the model socio-structural context variables that
could account for individual differences in poverty attributions led to interesting
conclusions. It suggested that level of income inequality might determine the choice of
abstract vs. more tangible poverty explanations. It showed that people living in countries
with a low level of income inequality are more likely to view poverty as a result of
modern world than those surrounded by relatively high inequality. It also indicated that
an objective indicator of social structure might contribute more to the prediction of
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variation in poverty attributions than a subjective representation of this structure (research
question 8).

Chapter 5

Is There a Consensus? East - West Differences in
Poverty Explanations and Their Antecedents
Findings from the European Values Study, 1999/2000

5.1. Introduction
In this chapter we focus on East-West differences in poverty explanations and their
determinants in Europe. We search, as well, for the contextual sources of cross-national
variation. Our interest in East-West differences in poverty beliefs is driven by the cultural
distinctiveness of the two regions that is frequently evoked by historians and social
scientists alike. The East-West demarcation line - based on religious, economic and/or
ideological considerations - is considered one of the most salient on the European
continent (Arts, Bijsterveld et al. 2003). Since it is exemplified, among others, in regional
differences in value orientations (e.g. Arts, Hermkens et al. 1995; Kluegel and MatejO
1995; Gijsberts 1999; Arts, Gelissen et al. 2003; Hagenaars, Halman et a/. 2003), we
have reasons to believe that it might translate into popular poverty attributions.
As explained in our research agenda (Chapter 3), the analyses reported in this
chapter are based on the 1999/2000 wave of European Values Study (EVS). The EVS
data appears particularly useful for our analytical purposes. It enables analyses on a wide
range of countries, viz. representatives of the post-communist Central and Eastern
European states. This broadens greatly the research context and provides a good
opportunity to examine regional differences in adherence to specific poverty beliefs. It
also makes it possible to test the universality of associations between poverty
explanations and their antecedents, with special focus on the role of values. Finally, it
provides an excellent opportunity to search for the sources of cross-national variation. In
total, the inhabitants of 19 (national) entities have been selected for the current study: the
citizens of Belgium, France, Denmark. Finland, Germany. Greece. Ireland, Italy, the
Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, the UK (the Western European cluster) as well as
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Bulgaria, the Czech Republic. Estonia. Hungary. Poland and Russia (the Eastern
48
European cluster).
In the first part of the chapter. we compare the popularity of four types of

poverty explanations: social injustice. laziness and lack of willpower, unluckiness and
modern progress in the East and West of Europe. We show that behind the cross-regional
consensus about the relative importance of various attributions, with social injustice
followed by modern progress. then la:iness, imitickiness and none of these, some EastWest discrepancies exist in the overall significance that is attached to these explanations.
To give an example. the popularity of socia/ injustice as a poverty attribution is much
more pronounced in the West of Europe than in the East. where - in turn support for
/aziness appears more manifest. Our analysis points as well to a greater splitconsciousness of Eastern Europeans in causal poverty beliefs. However, given the data
set and measurement used, we advise caution in the interpretation of these results: since
the lay interpretation of given categories of attributions is impossible to determine. any
conclusion as to split-consciousness of the public can be tentative only.
In the second part of the chapter. we report on a series of multivariate analyses
of the determinants of poverty explanations. Taking advantage of the EVS data. we focus
on the unique role of values. By testing a series of explanatory models, we determine the
relative importance of (specific) value orientations as predictors of causal poverty beliefs
vis-U-vis socio-economic background and personal experience of disadvantage both in the
East and in the West of Europe. Our findings show that while all groups of determinants
tested are related to causal poverty beliefs, values prove most consequential.
Additionally. we find considerable cross-regional differences in the relative importance
of various antecedents. For example. while justice beliefs contribute most to the
explanation of variation in the dependent variable in the West of Europe. in the East of
the continent. this is subjective experience of disadvantage. Furthermore, we observe that
most of the associations are asymmetrical: various predictors appear as related to one
type of poverty explanations, yet not to others.
Finally, in an attempt to disentangle the nation 'black box'. in the pooled
analysis of Eastern and Western European samples. we substitute national dummy
variables with context variables pertaining to socio-economic structure, welfare tradition
and culture. Our findings show that contextual influences. just like individual-level
-

determinants. are very much attribution-specific. In general. however, we find that
differences in socio-economic structure might constitute a better set of predictors of
poverty attributions than welfare tradition and culture.
In short. the chapter consists of three parts: (a) a descriptive analysis of regional
differences in poverty attributions. (b) an explanatory part reporting the results of
multivariate analyses; and (c) a discussion of results and final conclusions.

4' The UK sample consists d the collapsed samples of' Northern Ireland and Great Britain.
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5.2. Poverty Explanations in Western and Eastern Europe - Are There Any

Differences?
Descriptive analysis of EVS 1999/2000 data conducted on two separate Eastern and
Western European samples permits investigating three out of the eight research questions
articulated in our research agenda (Chapter 3). First. on the basis of the frequency
distribution of responses to two EVS items about the most and second-most important
causes of living in need, we can draw conclusions as to regional differences in poverty

attributions (research question 5). Additionally, via a simultaneous analysis of the two
items. we can assess what evidence of split-consciousness in poi,erty attributions can be
observed among the European public (research question 2) and evaluate whether there
lire

any

regional differences in the level of split-conscic,us,tess (research question 3).

5.2.1. Measures
The survey items measuring respondents' poverty attributions consist of four substantial
categories, plus options to choose none of them or to say 'don't know'. Of these six
response categories. respondents could choose just one. The survey questions and
answers read:
(1 ) Why are there people in this countn· who live in need? Here are four possible
reasons. Which (111£ reason do \,ou consider to be most important ?

- Unluck,
- Li:ziness or lack of willpower
- Injustice in sckiety
- Part of modern progress
- None Of these
C- Don't know)

(2) And which reason do jou cimsider to be second-most important?

For our descriptive analysis. the original categories are retained.

5.2.2. Findings
As evident from Table 5.1, the order of causal explanations regarded by respondents as
most important is the same in Western and Eastern Europe: social injustice is followed by
modern progress, then laziness. unlucki,less and, finally, none of these. It appears that
respondents in both regions exhibit a similar preference for explanations that are
seemingly external to the poor, i.e. explanations which. like social injustice. modern
progress or unluckiness, appear to place the responsibility for destitution outside the
inflicted individuals. In total, 73.3% of Western Europeans and 69.2% of Eastern
Europeans exempt the poor from the unequivocal blame for their destitution.
Western and Eastern Europeans differ. however, in the level of importance
they attach to different causal explanations. As we can see from Table 5.1. Eastern
Europeans are slightly less likely than their Western counterparts to attribute neediness to
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Table 5.1: Popularity of poverty explanations in Western and Eastern European countries

Causes of poverty

Western Europeans
% of respondents
indicating

Eastern Europeans
% of respondents

indicating

most

2dmost

most

2*most

important

important

important

important

unlucky

17.8

21.8

10.8

20.8

laziness or lack of willpower
injustice in society
part of modern progress
none Of these
don't know

20.0
33.6

17.9

25.1

22.7

24.7

31.8

21.6

21.9

24.7

26.6

24. I

3.9

5.3

2.9

4.2

2.9

5.6

2.8

6.6

8508

8508

3
Swn·e: EVS

179()1

17551

1999/2000

societal injustice (3 1.8% and 33.6% respectively) and much less inclined to view poverty
as a consequence of un/uckiness

( 10.8%

and

17.8%

respectively). Furthermore,

they

display a higher propensity to explain destitution by reference to modern progress (26.6%
vs. 21.9%) and especially taziness (25.1% vs. 20.0%).
Differences between the two regions become even more pronounced when the
second-most important cause of poverty is taken into account (Table 5.1). In Western
European countries, social injustice and modern progress are equally popular as the
second-most important explanation for destitution, with each of them attracting support
from nearly one quarter of the population under study. Least appealing to Western
respondents is laziness. which has been chosen by less than one in five respondents.

Eastern Europeans, on the other hand. are most likely to pick ,nodern progress or laziness
as the second-most important cause of destitution, with social injustice coming only third
in line.
When responses to the two questions are analysed simultaneously, discrepancies
between East and West become particularly striking. For example, difference in
popularity of injustice in society and other attributions is much more pronounced in the
West than in the East. In total 58.3% of Western respondents pick injustice as either most
or second-most important poverty explanation, 46.6% of them opt for modern progress,
39.6% for unluckiness and 37.9% for laziness. Among Eastern Europeans, on the other
hand. the joint support for injustice is at the 53.4% level, followed by modern progress
(50.7%). laziness (47.8%) and un/uckiness (31.690). This finding corresponds to
conclusions reached by van Oorschot and Halman (2000) concerning a greater divergence
of opinions between individual and social blame in Eastern than in Western countries.
The simultaneous analysis also shows the greater inclination of Eastern
Europeans compared with Western Europeans to attribute poverty to lazi,iess (consistent
with existing studies (Kluegel. Csepeli et al. 1995, Kreidl 2000: van Oorschot and
Halman 2000) as well as greater simultaneous support for seemingly conflicting beliefs
(social injustice and laziness) in the East than in the West. While concurrent adherence to
contradictory beliefs is observable among Western Europeans as well, it seems slightly
more evident in the East. This might indicate that Eastern Europeans are more polarized
in their causal beliefs about poverty than their Western counterparts or, alternatively.
much more susceptible to split-consciousness. While the latter supposition can be
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tentative only, it is corroborated in the existing literature. Kluegel. Csepeli et al. (1995),
Stephenson ( 2000) and Kreidl (2000) noted that the propensity to cherish apparently
incompatible views about causes of poverty is much stronger in the East of Europe than
in the West. And Gijsberts (1999) and Arts, Gelissen et al. (2003) reached similar
conclusions with respect to adherence to justice norms and beliefs. In general, the high
proneness to split-consciousness on the part of Eastern Europeans has been attributed to
logical and ideological confusion brought about by transformation (Arts. Hermkens et al.
1995; Kluegel and MatejO 1995) or treated as a mental strategy to cope with the
uncertainties of systemic transition (Arts, Gelissen et a/. 2003:188).
Furthermore, the simultaneous analysis shows the greater overall popularity of
the modern progress explanation in the East than in the West. This preference of Eastern
Europeans towards modern progress is noticeable due to the alleged vagueness of this
response category. discussed in detail in Chapter 4. but also due to its strong relation to
the laziness attribution discussed later in this chapter.
Table 5.2: Second-most important poverty attribution by most important poverty attribution in
Western European countries

24-most important
unlucky

laziness

mjustice

modern
progress

none

of

these

don't
know

most

unlucky

0.0

27.4

45.1

22.5

2.8

2.2

important

laziness

30.6

0.0

34.4

28.0

3.9

3.1

injustice

29.6

20.8

0.0

43.4

3.8

2.4

23.5

25.7

42.2

0.0

4.7

4.0

10.9

6.2

9.7

10.4

50.2

12.6

1.7

1.9

1.5

0.8

1.7

92.4

modern
progress

none of these
don'l know
Source: EVS 1999/2000
N = 17533

Table 5.3: Second-most important poverty attribution by most important poverty attribution in
Eastern European countries

2n -most important
unlucky

laziness

injustice

modern

none of

don't

progress

these

know

most

unlucky

0.0

32.8

36.9

24.4

3.0

2.9

important

laziness

27.4
26.8

0.0

29.6

35.8

3.1

4.0

26.7

0.0

38.2

3.8

4.5

19.1

38.0

36.2

0.0

2.4

4.3

5.1

13.8
1.8

14.7

7.8

47.5

11.1

1.3

2.7

0.9

90.1

injustice
modern
progress

none of these
don 't know

3.1

Source: EVS 1999/2000
N = 7758

When we cross-tabulate people's first and second choices. we see further regional
differences. Western Europeans (Table 5.2) appear to favour most the combinations of
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injustice and modern progress as poverty explanations. This might indicate their
consistent preference for explanations that shift the focus away from the individual and
possibly towards the 'social: however vague and abstract this 'social' might be. While a
combination of injustice with modern progress is most popular among Eastern Europeans
(Table 5.3) as well. picking modern progress in combination with laziness is almost as
frequent. This might suggest that Eastern Europeans are indeed more prone to splitconsciousness (under the assumption that modern progress is an inherently social,
external type of explanation). However, it may also indicate dissimilar interpretations of
the modern progress attribution in the West and in the East. It seems plausible that the
inhabitants of Eastern Europe connect modern progress with the systemic transformation
they experienced in the beginning of the 199Os, which
apart from increased
brought a new liberal ideology that
unemployment and decreased standard of living
strengthened the old socialist notion of self-inflicted destitution. associated with a poor
work ethic and drunkenness Ce.g Kreidl 2000: Stephenson 2000). If this indeed is the
case. our earlier claim regarding a greater split-consciousness in the East than in the West
has to be qualified.
Finally. differences between West and East are least pronounced in the case of
unhic·kiness. Similar to their Western counterparts, Eastern Europeans are not particularly
inclined to pick untuckiness as the single main poverty attribution but consider it rather
attractive as the second-most important explanation. Particularly likely to pick
unluckiness as the second-most important reason for neediness are respondents whose
first choice has been /aziness or injustice, which again closely resembles the Western
European pattern. It is intriguing, however, that in the West, unluckiness is relatively
popular among those who at first rejected all the proposed causes and opted for the none
-

-

of these type of answer. It indicates that unhickiness might be viewed by Western

Europeans as a relatively important supplementary reason for destitution, which makes it
easier to slip into neediness or alternatively hinders getting out of it.
Summing up then. the order of importance of specific causal explanations
picked by respondents in response to the question about the single most important cause
of poverty is the same in Western and Eastern Europe. Some discrepancies can, however.
be observed in their choice of the second-most important poverty attribution. The
inhabitants of the two regions differ also in the overall significance they attach to various
-

-

causes of material neediness. Whereas explaining destitution in terms of social injustice
is overall more popular in the West than in the East. in the case of laziness the reverse is
true. Eastern Europeans are also more likely to attribute poverty to modern progress than
their Western counterparts. who - in turn - are more predisposed to see neediness as a
consequence of Itnluckiness. The simultaneous analysis of the most and second-most

important poverty attributions reveals some complexity in popular poverty beliefs both in
Western and Eastern European societies. It gives some tentative evidence to the splitconsciousness thesis, which emphasizes the duality of public beliefs and proneness to
opinions
indeed potentially conflicting
subscribe simultaneously to very different
(Kluegel. Csepeli et iii. 1995, Kluegel and Smith 1986). It also demonstrates that the
East-West differences in poverty attributions are deeper than could be assumed on the
basis of responses to the single question about the single most important reason for living
in need.
-
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5.3. Antecedents of Poverty Explanations - the Special Case of Values?
This section reports on our analyses of the antecedents of popular poverty explanations in
Western and Eastern European countries. As already mentioned, EVS 1999/2000
provides a unique opportunity to investigate the relationship between causal poverty
beliefs and adherence to values. such as work ethic, justice norms. political orientation.
(post-)materialism. and religiosity, while controlling for socio-economic background and
personal experience of disadvantage. Moreover, it permits an analysis in a comparative
European setting. As a consequence. not only does it allow us to test the universality of a
number of hypotheses formulated in Chapter 2. but also to assess the relative predictive
power of various groups of predictors: individual experience, values, socio-demographic
characteristics. and nationhood. Finally, due to the inclusion of a large number of
countries. it makes it possible to disentangle the nation 'black box' and delve into the
nature of cross-national variation in causal poverty beliefs.
In other words. via a multivariate analysis of EVS data. we can address three out
of our eight research questions, namely: research question (4) pertaining to the relative

importance (,f various (groups of) predictors in explaining why people hold particular
1·iews 011 the Causes of destitutio,1, research question (7) related to the possible regional
difference in the effects of antecedents·. and research question (8) concerning the type of
context variables which can contribute to the explanation of variation in individual
poverty beliefs.

5.3.1. Hypotheses tested and measures applied

A thorough discussion of the predictors of causal poverty attributions was carried out in
the theoretical chapter (Chapter 2), in which the general suppositions as to the possible
effects of specific determinants were also outlined. Therefore, the present section is
limited to a brief presentation of the hypotheses about associations between poverty
explanations and experience of disadvantage (both objective and subjective) as well as
values. Since EVS 1999/2000 does not allow the inclusion of variables pertaining to
public awareness of poverty, no hypotheses related to awareness are reported. Similarly.
no hypotheses are formulated with respect to associations between attributions and sociodemographic characteristics of respondents or nationhood. which are included in our
analyses to control for spurious relationships.
Please note that the language of our general hypotheses (Chapter 2) does not
always match the formulations applied in EVS survey. What we refer to as external
reasons for poverty correspond to the EVS' social injustice and unluckiness attributions:
what we mean by structural and/or situational explanations is comparable with EVS'
social injustice·, notions of blame, self-infliction, disposition andVor responsibility c)f the
poor can be equated with EVS' laziness or lack of 1% ill power; and - finally - ourfate and
fatalistic attributions correspond to EVS' unluckiness. Although the terms 'external' or
'fatalistic' could potentially apply to EVS' modern progress (van Oorschot and Halman
2000: Albrekt Larsen 2005). given the all-embracing character of this type of attribution.
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evident from our analysis in Chapter 4 (section 2.3.1), we treat modern progress as 'no
belief.49 Consequently, none of our hypotheses applies to it.
Below we recapitulate the relevant hypotheses and discuss the
operationalization of measures used.
Causes of poverty - the dependent variable
As dependent variable we use the same EVS question about the most important reason
for living in need as in the previous sections. The question is quoted verbatim in section
5.2.1. In our multivariate analysis the don't knows are treated as system missing values.
Experience

With respect to associations between causal poverty beliefs and objective experience of
disadvantage, we have formulated three hypotheses: one emphasizing the positive
association between the experience of disadvantage and external - and especially
structural or individual-fatalistic - beliefs (hypothesis 3a), one allowing for a negative
correlation between the experience of disadvantage and external poverty attributions
(hypothesis 3b). and one pointing to a strong positive relation between experience of
disadvantage and the propensity for individual fatalistic beliefs (hypothesis 4). In our
study, objective experience of disadvantage can be measured by 3 income groups (l=low
2=medium and 3=high) constructed on the basis of national income variables following
the national codes proposed by Inglehart, Basd ez et at. (2004:408-410). In addition, we
included a refusal/don't know category to retain in the analysis those respondents who did
not want to reveal their income.

In Chapter 2, we emphasized the role of subjective experience of disadvantage
and hypothesized that people who view their own circumstances as disadvantaged are
more likely to attribute poverty to external situations, and especially structural causes,
than individuals who feel (relatively) advantaged (hypothesis 5). EVS allows measuring
subjective disadvantage by a self-reported level of autonomy (scale 1 =no control over life
to 10=great deal of control) as well as a level of life satisfaction (scale l=dissatisfied to
10=satisfied).
Values

Political orientation. With respect to political orientation, we hypothesize that a more
liberal (i.e. left-wing) political orientation corresponds to more structural poverty beliefs,
whereas more conservative (i.e. right-wing) political attitudes induce explanations that
blame the poor and their disposition (hypothesis 6). In the present study. respondent's
political orientation is operationalized by their position on the political left-right
continuum, from 1=left to 10=right. Those who refused to answer or picked don't know
as their answer are imputed the average score on the left-right scale (-5.26 for WE: 5.48
We assume that the EVS' modern progress attribution corresponds to the Eurobarometer s modern world
explanation. However. even though at first the difference in wording seems minor, it might have a profound
influence on the popular interpretation of this response category. It is possible that the element of individual
agency detected in the all-inclusive modern world atIibutions is absent from the modern progress.
Unfortunately. our EVS data do not allow a thorough interpretation of the modern progress explanation.
We have decided. therefore, to interpret the modern progress in the light of our Eurobarometer findings and
to treat modern world as an all-encompassing category, and thus as 'no belief.
49
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for CEE and 5.32 for pooled data), with the dummy variable for that group included in
the multivariate models.

Work ethic. As far

as

work ethic is concerned, we predict that a greater

endorsement of the work ethic is related to greater propensity to attribute poverty to
individual idleness and lower inclination to view destitution as caused by factors external
to the poor, and especially social injustice (hypothesis 7). In the current study, work ethic
is measured by a scale constructed of five items: (a) to fully develop your talents you need

to have a job, lb) it is humiliating to receive money without having to work for it, (c)
peop\e who don't work turn lazy, Cd) work is a duty towards society, and (e) work should

always come first even if it means

less spare time, where 1=strongly disagree and
5=strongly agree. The scores on the scale (Cronbach's Alpha=.701 for Western Europe,
.685 for Eastern Europe and .712 for pooled data) are the mean values of a person's

scores on each item.

Adherence to justice principles. On the basis of past research, the nature of the
relationship between poverty attributions and support for normative justice beliefs is not
easy to predict. Nonetheless, in Chapter 2 we tentatively hypothesized that the more
people cherish equity (desert, merit) as a justice norm, the more inclined they are to view
the poor as responsible for their plight and the less predisposed they are to blame poverty
on society (hypothesis 9). Furthermore, we predict that adherents of egalitarianism are
inclined to attribute material need to the malfunctioning of the distributive system (social
injustice) and to free the poor from blame for their predicament (hypothesis 10). Finally.
we expect that adherents to the principle of need are likely to explain poverty by
reference to external/situational reasons rather than internal ones, and are particularly
prone to view material destitution as a consequence of fate (hypothesis 11). In this study
we measure adherence to the three justice principles by the level of agreement with the
following statements about what is important for a society to be considered 'just': (a)
eliminating big inequalities in income between citizens (=equality), (b) guaranteeing that
basic needs are met for all, in terms of food, housing, clothes, education, health t=need),
and (c) recognizing people on their merits (=merit), where 1 =not important at all and
5=very important.
Religion. In the light of existing literature, the role of religion in shaping
poverty beliefs is rather ambiguous. Nonetheless, we predict that Catholics are more
inclined than other religious groups (Protestants in particular) to attribute poverty to
reasons external to the poor, and are especially prone to endorse fatalistic beliefs.
Protestants, on the other hand, are expected to blame the poor and attribute poverty to
their dispositions more frequently than others (hypothesis 12). We also predict that
people who are religious, or consider themselves religious, are more inclined to attribute
poverty to fatalistic causes than those who consider themselves non-religious (hypothesis

13). Here, we measure religious affiliation by dummy variables: Catholicism,
Protestantism, Other (encompassing members of the free church, non-conformist,
evangelical, Jew, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist), None and - in CEE countries - Orthodox
(in the Western European sample, Orthodox are coded as Other). In addition, in our study
frequency of attending religious services is measured on a scale from 0=never to 4=once
a week or more, and self-defined religiosity is operationalized by a dummy variable
(0=non-religious; l=religious).
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(Post-)materialist value orientatic,n. With respect to post-materialist values. we
predict that the stronger the post-materialist orientation, the stronger the predisposition to
explain poverty as an outcome of structural factors: and conversely. the greater the
adherence to materiali st orientation. the more pronounced the inclination to blame the
poor for their miserable condition (hypothesis 14). In this study we measure support for
post-materialist values as a position on a materialist-post-materialist continuum, where a
higher score indicates a stronger adherence to post-materialist values. More specifically,
people who opted twice for materialist values are assigned score 1, those whose first
choice was a materialist value and second choice a post-materialist value score 2, those
who chose post-materialist value as first and materialist value as second score 3. and
those who picked post-materialist values twice are assigned score 4 (cf. Hagenaars.
Halman et a/. 2003:55). Our scale is based on the respondent's first and second choices in
Inglehard's four item materialisUpost-materialist battery (Inglehart and Abramson 1999).

Socio-de,nographic characteristics

The role of socio-economic and demographic characteristics as predictors of poverty
attributions is not clear and their effects (apart from race in the USA) neither uniform nor
unequivocally acknowledged. Hence. rather than advance tentative hypotheses as to their
possible association with lay poverty explanations, we proposed to treat sociodemographics as control variables, whose role in explaining poverty attributions is, by
and large, secondary. EVS allows the inclusion into the analysis of all the sociodemographic determinants discussed in Chapter 2. Note, however, that income commonly regarded as an indicator of socio-economic status - is in this study treated as a
measure of the experience of personal disadvantage.
The variables assessing the effects of socio-demographic characteristics include:
age. measured in categories (l=less than 25, 2=25-34, 3=35-44, 4=45-54. 5=55-64 and

6=65+). sex (0=male, 1-female), occupation measured by seven dummy variables
(employed, self-employed, unemployed. looking after household. students. retired and
other) and level of education. The latter is measured as age when finished education
minus '6' (i.e. the age at which compulsory education starts in most European
countries)" and then categorised into 4 groups: l=basic education (up to 8 years),
2-middle level education (8 to 13 years of schooling). 3=higher level education (14 to 19
5I
years of schooling) and 4=mixed education (more than 20 years of schooling).
Context variables

In Chapter 2 we discussed three sources of cross-national difference in causal poverty
beliefs: socio-economic structure. welfare tradition and national culture. With respect to
associations between the socio-economic influences and individual poverty attributions,
we hypothesized that the higher the unemployment rate in a given country, the stronger
the inclination of its inhabitants to attribute poverty to societal causes (hypothesis 15). At
the same time. the higher the economic growth rate of a country the greater the
of respondents still studying. education ir meaiured aJ age in years minus '6'
This group encompasses 7.8% and 7.7% of respondents in Western and Eastern Europe respectively and
includes people who might have up to 63 (East) or even 68 (West) years of schooling. This may not always
imply participation in higher level education but rather some vocational training/schooling resumed after a
break in formal education. The group might be rather heterogeneous in terms of education actually attained.
,{

In the case
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inclination to view poverty as sel f-inflicted (hypothesis 17). Moreover, we expect that
members of societies characterized by a low level of inequality are more favourable
towards external poverty attributions. whereas people living in societies characterized by
high inequality are more inclined to see the poor as responsible for their plight
Chypothesis 16).

We measure the socic,ecotiomic structure by the level of income inequality.
level of unemployment and average GDP growth rate. Of the many measures of income
inequality. the gini coefficient calculated on the basis of ECHPS 1998 was chosen for the
majority of Western European countries: in the case of Denmark ECHPS 1997 data was
used. and in the case of Sweden 1998 data from Swedish CSO 2004. The gini coefficient
for Eastern European countries was calculated on the basis of LIS for 1996 (the Czech
Republic). 1998 (Hungary). 1999 (Poland) and 2000 (Estonia): the calculation of the gini
coefficient for Russia and Bulgaria was based on 1998 data from Transmonee 2004. All
the coefficients originate from "UNU-WIDER World Income Inequality Database,
Version 2.Oa, June 2005" (source: u ,#a .r, i,Ici'.unit.edu/„iid/witd.htiti. 02/12/06). The
unemployment rate for 1999 originates from the statistical database of the United Nations
Economic Commission for Europe (source: 1, ii u .uiic,c.t,re, 02/12/06). Average GDP
growth rate was used to control for national economic performance: it was calculated on
the basis of national GDP per capita for the years 1994-1999 (current prices. US$): data
from
the
United
Nations
Statistics
Division
originate
(source:
h tip://11115 tab. lin . c,re/utivd/s i iii:im,t/el in l li 11.,ts p, 02/12/06). Average GDP growth rate was
chosen rather than (average) GDP due to the strong correlation between average GDP
and the gini coefficient (Pearson's r =.-722) and between average GDP and public social
expenditure (Pearson's r =.791).
As far as welfare tradition is concerned, we expect that the tendency to blame
the poor for their predicament is the strongest in countries with relatively low social
spending or (highly) selective anti-poverty programmes (hypotheses 19 and 20). Since to
our knowledge no typology of anti-poverty programmes that would cover all countries
under our study exists, we operationalize welfare tradition as welfare effort. This we
measure by (average) total social spending as a percentage of GDP. In order to control
for the co-variation between welfare spending. level of wealth and the religious
composition (Protestant/Catholic majority) that is evident in northern and southern
European countries (cf. van Oorschot and Arts 2005). we include in our analysis two
more contextual level variables: average GDP growth rate and percentage of Catholics.
Data concerning total social spending as a percentage of GDP originate from the OECD
Social Expenditure Data (Western Europe) (source: \, M ..c,ecd.org/elWH,cial/expenditille,
02/12/2006), the GVG (most of Eastern Europe) (source: GVG 2002) and the IMF
(Russia) (source: Social Security Database. H u w .il,).cit·s:. 02/12/2006). Where possible,
the average values for a certain period were used: 1990-1999 in the case of OECD data,
and 1996 and 1998 in the case of GVG data. Data for Russia were available only for
1999.

Finally. in Chapter 2 we proposed some tentative hypotheses as to the possible
association between individual poverty attributions and wider cultural climate. We
expect that people living in a predominantly Catholic country are less likely to blame the
poor and are also more likely to cherish fatalistic poverty attributions (hypothesis 21). On
the other hand. living in a society characterized by a high work ethic might enhance more
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individual blame in poverty attributions (hypothesis 22). Finally, living in an egalitarian
society, in which the common good and solidarity among group members is particularly
valued, might pre-dispose people to view poverty as system-related rather than
individual-related (hypothesis 23). In our study, cultural characteristics are measured by:
religious composition (percentage of Catholics), average national adherence to work
ethic and average national support for equality as a justice principle.
5.3.2. Method
To establish the relative predictive power of all variables included, we apply Multinomial
Logistic Regression (MLR). Our choice for this method is driven by the format of the
dependent variable (unordered categorical). For an elaborate discussion of the technique
please refer to Chapter 4, section 4.3.2. Here, it will suffice to say that for the current
analyses, modern progress has been chosen as a reference category, mainly due to its
allegedly all-inclusive character, demonstrated and discussed in Chapter 4 (section 4.2.3).
In the analyses, 26 alternative MLR models have been estimated, 12 of which
are reported here, with each model testing a different set of predictors. Estimating
different models makes it possible to compare the relative importance of various
determinants in explaining causal poverty beliefs and to account for changes in their
predictive power when different sets of additional variables are controlled.
The effectiveness of MRL models is evaluated by reference to the difference
between -2 times log-likelihood (-2LLdifT) for the intercept-only model and the full
model, as well as via the Pseudo R-square. In addition, the fit of the models was assessed
via a set of separate binary models, following the procedure advised by Begg and Gray
(quoted in Hosmer and Lemeshow 2000:277-287). For a more detailed discussion of each
of these methods see Chapter 4, section 4.3.2.
When estimating the effects of contextual variables, we apply Stata's cluster
option to account for a greater similarity in poverty attributions among people from the
same country than among people from different countries. The Stata's procedure corrects
the estimated standard errors and related statistical tests, and diminishes the risk of
committing a Type I error, i.e. assessing that there is a relationship when none exists,
when estimating the effects of contextual level explanatory variables on individual level
dependent variables.

5.3.3. Findings
Tables 5.4-5.5 present summaries of parameter estimates for three categories of the
dependent variable: social injustice, unluckiness and laziness for separate samples (East
and West) and four of the models evaluated. The significant parameters tell to what
degree and in what direction the respective antecedent (e.g. political orientation or work
ethic) contributes to the probability of choosing a particular attribution (e.g. laziness or
social injustice) relative to modern progress (our reference category). Parameters with
significant negative coefficients indicate that as the value of the given independent
variable increases, the probability of choosing a particular poverty explanation (rather
than modern progress) decreases. Parameters with significant positive coefficients
indicate an increase in the probability of choosing a specific attribution (relative to
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modern progress) as the value of the independent variable goes up. Parameter estimates
can be interpreted in terms of odds ratios (exp(b))
The analysis starts with a baseline model (M I ) which includes two groups of
control variables: socio-demographics and national dummies. Its function is to facilitate
the comparison of the relative contribution of various groups of predictors to the
explanation of variation in our dependent variable. To this baseline model, different sets
of variables are incorporated to examine the effects of specific groups of predictors.
Model 2 (M2) focuses on the effects of the experience of disadvantage. Model 3 (M3)
examines the effects of variables touching upon values and Model 4 (M4) incorporates all
the explanatory variables from previous models. In the next step. the full model is reestimated for the pooled data (M5) and. finally, national dummies are replaced by various
sets of context variables (M6, M7 and M8).
In the following sections we summarize the results of the full' Model 4 and
discuss some of the differences between models estimated. namely the changes in the
significance of effects upon the introduction of various sets of predictors in Model 2.
Model 3 and Model 4. In our discussion we focus exclusively on the effects of variables
pertaining to experience of disadvantage and values. Results for Eastern and Western
samples are reported briefly. then compared and discussed in more detail in a subsequent
section. Results of the pooled data analysis and the changes in the effects that result from
the introduction of context variables are presented later in the chapter.

MLR results for Western European countries
The MLR results for the Western European sample (Table 5.4) are in line with most of
our original hypotheses: all groups of variables appear as related to causal explanations of
poverty, and the direction of their association with the various categories of the
dependent variable is as expected (exception: Catholicism). Our findings show. however.
a certain asymmetry of associations between the determinants and categories of the
dependent variable. with various predictors related to one type of poverty attributions yet
not the others.

Experience. As far as experience of disadvantage is concerned. it is most interesting to
of disadvantage measured by
income level and the propensity to view poverty as a result of both social injustice and
laziness. Our results show that belonging to a high income group rather than a low one
decreases the probability of attributing poverty to either social injustice or laziness
(relative to modern pro ress). As such, our findings give simultaneous support to two
alternative hypotheses. - The negative relation between high income level and social
injustice supports hypothesis 38, which predicts that people who experience disadvantage
are more likely than those who are free from it to view poverty as being caused
externally. The negative association between high income and /aziness, on the other hand.
is in line with hypothesis 3b. which emphasizes that people who are close to the poor by
some objective standards are more likely to blame them for their condition than those of
higher social standing. Note, however. that with respect to social injustice the effect of
note the negative association between objective experience

5'

- This is possible due 10 the nature of the dependent variable: unordered categorical. In our analyses,
support for social injustice is evaluated not in opposition to laziness but in relation to modern progress.
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Table 5.4: Parameter estimates for poverty attributions in Western Europe
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income changes across the models tested. The negative effect of belonging to a medium
income group, evident in partial model (M2), disappears when values are controlled
(M4). At the same time the effect of belonging to a high income group decreases in the
final model (M4) when compared to the partial model (M2). This suggests that in the
West the difference in opinion between low and medium income groups, and low and
high income groups is related to their divergent values rather than to their economic
position. As far as support for unluckiness as poverty explanation is concerned, our
results are as expected (hypothesis 4): people belonging to a medium or high income
group are less likely to attribute poverty to individual misfortune than those with low
income.
Somewhat unexpected, on the other hand, are the results with respect to
subjective disadvantage. There seems to be no direct relation between subjective
experience of disadvantage and the propensity to view poverty as a result of either
laziness or unluckiness in any of the models tested.53 As far as social injustice attribution
is concerned. of the two measures of subjective experience of disadvantage - life
satisfaction and sense of autonomy (fate control) - only the former proves of
consequence to the choice of social injustice Cvs. modern progress). Our results indicate
that the higher the life satisfaction of a respondent, the lower is his/her inclination to view
poverty as a product of social injustice.
Taken together, our findings show that objective experience of disadvantage,
measured by income, might be of more consequence for poverty attributions of Western
Europeans than their subjective feeling of advantage or disadvantage.
Values. With respect to political orientation, MLR parameter estimates (Table 5.4)
suggest that the more right-wing in their political sympathies people are, the less likely
they are to attribute poverty to social injustice (vs. modern world) and the more disposed
to view neediness as self-inflicted (supportive of hypothesis 6). Similar associations are
observable between poverty attributions and work ethic. Thus, the stronger the work ethic
of an individual, the greater his or her leaning towards self-blame as poverty explanation
(relative to modern progress) and the weaker the tendency to attribute poverty to
societal/structural processes (corroborating hypothesis 7). Our findings indicate no direct
relationship between political orientation or work ethic and predilection to attribute
poverty to unluckiness.
As far as principles of distributive justice are concerned, we observe a positive
relationship between adherence to either the norm of equality or the norm of need and
inclination to attribute poverty to social injustice Cvs. modern world), and a negative
association between support for these two justice principles and preference for laziness as
poverty explanation. This means that the more people cherish the norms of equality or
need, the more likely they are to blame material destitution on the (mis-)operations of the
society and the less prone they are to see poverty as self-inflicted (supportive of
hypotheses 10 and 11). Adherence to either of the principles proves directly unrelated to
unluckiness. Strikingly, and rather unpredictably, there is no direct relationship between
support for the principle of merit and any type of causal poverty beliefs.

53

The absence of

a

relationship is true even in

on subjective disadvantage only.
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With respect to post-materialist values. our results point to a negative
relationship between post-materialism and propensity to view poverty in terms of both
laziness and individual fate. People whose values are post-materialist are less likely than
more materialistically-oriented respondents to choose laziness or unhickiness rather than
C

modern progress) as poverty explanations (corroborating hypothesis 14). There is,
however, no direct association between the level of adherence to (post-)materialism and
the choice of social injustice. This is rather unexpected (see hypothesis 14).
Also contrary to expectations are the results with respect to religiosity. While
neither religious self-identity nor frequency of attending religious services shows any
direct relationship to any type of poverty attributions (see hypothesis 13), belonging to
the Catholic denomination decreases the odds of explaining poverty in terms of social
i,ijustice rather than modern worid (contradictory of H 1 2) .

The results of MLR analyses show striking differences in the significance of effects
within models estimated. While some independent variables appear related to one
category of the dependent variable (e.g. attributing poverty to social injustice), they show
no association with other types of poverty attributions (e.g. Laziness or unluckiness). For
example, life satisfaction is related to the choice of social injustice Cvs. modern progressl.
yet is unrelated to either taziness or unluckiness; adherence to equality as a justice
principle, on the other hand, is associated with the choice of social injustice and laziness,
yet not unluckiness; and post-materialism has an effect on the choice of unluckiness and
laziness. yet not social injustice. Such a discrepancy suggests that, with the exception of
income, none of the predictors applied in this study can be seen as 'universal', i.e. equally
important for each type of poverty attributions. Finally, our findings suggest that
objective disadvantage, measured by income. constitutes the best set of predictors for
unluckiness as poverty explanation. Values, on the other hand, and especially work ethic,
justice beliefs and political orientation are superior to experience as predictors of socia/
injustice or laziness.

MLR results for Eastern European countries
The MLR results for the Eastern European sample confirm a number of our original
hypotheses. However, similar to the results obtained for Western Europe. the associations
between predictors and categories of the dependent variable are asymmetrical: while
various determinants prove related to one type of poverty explanations, their effects may
appear as non-significant in the case of other attributions.

Experience. Results presented in Table 5.5 point to the relative unimportance of
experience of objective disadvantage, measured by income level, as a predictor of causal
poverty beliefs in Eastern Europe. A highly significant effect of higher income in the
partial model (M2) disappears once value beliefs are simultaneously controlled (M4)
This implies that, just as in the case of the Western European sample. differences in
poverty attributions between members of various income groups are related to their
dissimilar values rather then financial situation per se.
As far as subjective experience of disadvantage is concerned, we notice that

both life satisfaction and fate control are negatively related to the choice of social
injustice, and positively associated with the preference for laziness as causal poverty
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Table 5.5: Parameter estimates for poverty attributions in Eastern Europe
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beliefs. This means that Eastern Europeans who are satisfied with their lives, as well as
those who have a higher sense of control over their fate are less inclined to attribute
material need to the ( mis-)operations of the society and more likely to see it as a
consequence of laziness (rather than modeni world) than those whose levels of
satisfaction or fate control are lower ( supportive of hypothesis 5). Interestingly, our
a higher sense of autonomy (fate control) might be less
likely to view poverty in terms of unluckiness (rather than modern world'). However,
although true in a partial model (M2). this negative association disappears once the
values of respondents are simultaneously controlled (M4). This change in the significance
of effects might imply that the sense of life control is very much related to values

findings suggest that people with

cherished.54

Values. With regard to political orientations, our findings (Table 5.5) indicate that Eastern
Europeans who are more right-wing in their political sympathies are less predisposed
than those whose political orientation is more left-wing to attributing poverty to social
injustice. They are also more likely to view material neediness as a consequence of
lainess (rather than modern progress) (supportive of hypothesis 6). At the same time.
our results show no direct association between political preference and propensity to view
poverty in terms of individual fate.
As far as post-materialist value orientation is concerned, our results are mixed.
As predicted (hypothesis 14). people who are more post-materialist are less likely to
blame the poor for their predicament and also less likely to attribute poverty to
unluckiness (vs. modern progress) than those whose value orientation is more
materialistic. Contrary to our expectations, however, is the negative association between

post-materialism and the tendency to attribute poverty to social injustice (rather than
modern progress).

With reference to justice beliefs, MLR parameter estimates suggest that the
stronger the adherence of Eastern European respondents to equality or need as principles
of distributive justice. the stronger their preference for social injustice Cvs. modern world')
as poverty explanation (corroborative of hypotheses 10 and 11). Moreover, the stronger
their support for equality as a principle of justice, the more decisive their tendency to
attribute material need to unluckiness. This is slightly surprising. Even more unexpected.
however. is the virtual absence of direct associations between justice beliefs and
propensity to view poverty as a result of laziness (rather than modern progress)
Although there is some negative association between adherence to need and the
propensity to choose laziness (vs. modern progress) in a partial model that focuses on
value orientations (M3). the effect loses its predictive power when controlled for the
experience of disadvantage (M4). This suggests that the belief in need as a justice
principle is unevenly distributed in the population under study, with those experiencing
some sort of disadvantage more likely to share it than other groups. The latter supposition
54

A comparison of additional partial models - one controlling variables tapping objective disadvantage and

shows further differences in
the other accounting fur variables touching on subjective disadvantage only
the effects of specific variables. While the effect of higher income is significant and negative in the model
controlling objective disadvantage only, this negative effect disappears when subjective feeling of
disadvantage is added. This implies that once the difference in the level of life satisfaction and/or sense of
fate control are accounted for. people belonging to high income groups are as likely as anybody else to
-

attribute povert>· to u,iltic·kiness rather than modem world.
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is confirmed by the negative correlation (weak, yet statistically significant) between
adherence to need as a justice principle and life satisfaction or sense of autonomy
(Pearson's r = -.154 and -.106 respectively).
With respect to work ethic, our results imply that the level of adherence to the
work ethic has no direct consequence for the choice of social injustice Cvs. modern world)
as poverty attribution. This indicates that, contrary to our expectations, people with a
weaker work ethic are not necessarily more inclined to explain poverty by reference to
social injustice than those whose work ethic is stronger. On the other hand, we find that
respondents whose work ethic is strong are more likely than those with a weak work ethic
to view poverty as self-inflicted. Moreover, they are less inclined to opt for unluckiness
(vs. modern world) as a causal poverty belief (supportive of hypothesis 7).
Finally, in relation to the effects of religious values, we find that the level of
self-defined religiosity is directly and positively related to the choice of both social
injustice and taziness as poverty attributions. This implies that people who consider
themselves religious tend to choose more tangible and clearly non-fatalistic explanations
of poverty. Finally, we find no significant association between poverty explanations and
any of the religious denominations included in our analyses.

The MLR results for Eastern Europe indicate that not all groups of explanatory variables
are equally important. Our findings point to a weak predictive power of variables
measuring objective disadvantage (income) and variables pertaining to religious values. 55
Moreover, and similar to the results of the investigation conducted on the Western
European sample, the analyses show differences in the effects of explanatory variables
within models examined, i.e. across different categories of the dependent variable. For
example, while adherence to equality as a justice principle has some consequence for
attributing poverty to social injustice and unluckiness, it is unrelated to the choice of
laziness; similarly, while work ethic is associated with untuckiness and laziness as
poverty attributions, it shows no relation to social injustice. As already mentioned, such a
discrepancy might imply that our explanatory variables (post-materialism would be an
exception) cannot be considered equally consequential for each type of poverty
explanation.

Discussion of the MLR results: East-West compared

The results of MLR analyses for both Western and Eastern European samples show all
groups of variables as being directly related to at least one type of causal explanation of
poverty. Moreover, their association with the various categories of the dependent
variable, if present, is as expected (exception: Catholicism in the West). However,
comparison of parameter estimates for the two regions reveals some interesting
differences. When all explanatory variables are controlled (M4), the effects of some of
the predictors pertaining to the experience of disadvantage and values prove statistically
significant in one region, yet not in the other.

"

Taking into consideration the composition of the sample with respect to religious denomination (underrepresentation of Protestants, no differences between Catholics and Orthodox expected) the latter is hardly
surprising.
-
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Experience.

With respect to Western Europe, people with higher incomes are

significantly less likely than those with lower incomes to explain destitution by reference
to either social injustice or laziness (vs. modern world). As already noted, these findings
confirm hypothesis 3a. which states that the higher the income, the lower the support for
structural explanations. and they substantiate the findings of earlier studies (Feagin 1972:
Feagin 1975: Nilson 1981: Kluegel and Smith 1986: Hunt 1996: Bullock 1999).
However, these results also support hypothesis 3b and corroborate studies which deemphasize the linear relationship between income and propensity to blame the poor
(Feagin 1972. Morgol 1997). These studies draw attention to the fact that enjoying higher
income levels does not necessarily correspond to greater support for individualistic
poverty explanations. Our present findings suggest too, that Western Europeans who
enjoy the highest income are more inclined than those with the lowest income to attribute
poverty to the all-inclusive category of modern world. Or. in other words, are less
predisposed to choose more tangible explanations.
As far as the Eastern European sample is concerned, the effect of income is nonsignificant when all other variables are held constant (M4). This suggests that objective
disadvantage measured as income level is a better predictor of poverty attributions in the
West of Europe than in the East. This non-significance of income as an indicator of
poverty beliefs in the East of Europe might be related to the skewness of income
distribution in the Eastern European sample. with a high number of respondents reporting
lower income: since Eastern European respondents do not differ much in their level of
income, belonging to a specific income category has a limited influence on their beliefs.
especially when their value orientations are controlled.
- measured as a sense of
Interestingly, subjective experience of disadvantage
appears to be more consequential for the
autonomy (fate control) and life satisfaction
prediction of lay poverty explanations in Eastern Europe than in Western Europe. In both
Western and Eastern European countries, people with high levels of life satisfaction are
less likely to pick social injustice as a causal poverty explanation. However, in Eastern
Europe, the disinclination to attribute poverty to social injustice is also related to the
stronger sense of autonomy. Moreover, whilst in the East of Europe both variables
measuring subjective feeling of disadvantage (life satisfaction and sense of autonomy)
appear as (positively) related to the choice of /aziness, in the West of Europe, none of
them do. To a certain extent, these differences in the significance of effects might be
related to regional variations in the levels of fate control and life satisfaction. According
to our data, respondents living in the West of Europe have on average a greater sense of
control over their lives and higher levels of life satisfaction than their Eastern
counterparts. Moreover, Eastern Europeans are less uniform in their satisfaction than
Western Europeans.56 Nonetheless. some puzzlement remains as to the limited predictive
power of the subjective disadvantage variables in the Western European sample in
general. Our findings suggest that in Western Europe objective disadvantage measured by
income level might be a better predictor of poverty attributions than subjective
-

56 AS indicated by higher variance in the Eastern European sample rather than in the Western European
sample.
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disadvantage.57 This is contrary to the results of previous studies, whose authors observed
the superiority of subjective vs. objective experience of disadvantage as an antecedent of
causal poverty beliefs (e.g. Nilson 1981). Our unexpected results could perhaps be
explained by the nature and (possible) inadequacy of the measurement used. Life
satisfaction is a broad concept which does not have to be linked by the respondents to
their (perceived) material well-being, especially in the West of Europe, where the average
living standard - also for those considered poor under some official measures - is higher
than in the East of the continent. Similarly. fate control might be more related to the
perceived level of material disadvantage in the East than in the West and, as such,
constitute a better measurement of subjective disadvantage and. consequently, be a better
predictor of lay poverty attributions in the East than in the West.
Values. Interesting regional differences are observable also with respect to predictors
touching upon values. These are most apparent in the case of religion. Being Catholic
decreases the likelihood of attributing poverty to social inji,stice in Western, yet not in
Eastern Europe. In fact, in Eastern Europe there appears to be no association between
belonging to a specific denomination and causal poverty beliefs. There is. however a

positive relation between defining oneself as religious and the choice of either social
injustice or laziness Cvs. modern world'). While this association is evident in the East of
Europe, it fails to appear statistically significant in the West.
Western results with respect to Catholicism are particularly counter-intuitive.
While it was hypothesized that being Catholic might have a positive influence on
structural poverty attributions, our findings indicate that such a relationship, at least in
Western Europe, is negative. This could be explained by the vague character of the
reference category (modern world) or. alternatively, the religious underdog thesis (Hunt
2002). According to the latter, followers of the historically dominant religions have a
stronger predilection for adhering to beliefs which support the status quo than nonaffiliates or people who adhere to minority religions. Considering the religious
composition of Western European societies (dominance of Catholics), it would be
expected that Catholics might indeed be less likely than non-affiliates to attribute poverty
to social injustice. However, such an explanation can be tentative only.

The religious underdog thesis might also be helpful in explaining the positive
association between religious identity and the propensity to attribute poverty to socia/
injustice and laziness evident in Eastern Europe. In the light of the communist history of
religious discrimination, we could regard religious individuals as members of a marginal
'denomination', who - due to their (official) minority status favour explanations that
-

challenge the status quo (denial of poverty) and contest the official poverty discourse (or
rather lack of it). Again, such a supposition must be proposed with some caution. It is
equally plausible that individuals who consider themselves religious in Eastern Europe
people of strong
happen to be partly due to past history of official discrimination
opinions. who reject the vague and all-inclusive category of modern progress and opt for
more tangible explanations (social injustice and laziness).
-

-

higher income group rather than the lower income group decreases the odds of choosing
modern world) as poverty attribution by 13.7%, a one unit increase in life satisfaction
reduces the odds of explaining poverty in terms of social injustice only by 4%.
57
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East-West differences also exist with respect to work ethic. While people with a
stronger work ethic are more likely than those with a weaker work ethic to attribute
destitution to laziness in the West and in the East of Europe alike, it is only in the West of
the continent that a strong work ethic prevents people from explaining poverty through

social injustice. Moreover, people with a stronger work ethic appear more inclined than
those with a weaker work ethic to view poverty in terms of unluckiness in the East, yet
not in the West of Europe. It seems then that in the West adherence to the work ethic
exempts (at least partly) the social system and/or social relations from the blame for
poverty, while not contesting the role of individual fate. In the East, on the other hand,
adherence to the work ethic does not seem to involve a doubt concerning the system's
share of responsibility for the creation and/or maintenance of poverty (relative to modern
world), yet is does involve some suspicion as to the role of individual fate. Put another
way, a high degree of adherence to the work ethic in the East does not lower the
propensity to attribute poverty to the malfunctioning of the society, but does decrease the
likelihood to view material neediness as a consequence of unluckiness alone.
Further regional differences can be observed in the effects of justice principles.
Whereas in the West a belief that poverty is caused by /aziness is negatively associated
with adherence to either equality or need, in the East of Europe, the relationships between
any of the justice beliefs and propensity to view poverty as a result of laziness are nonsignificant. The latter finding is rather unexpected. The non-significant effect of need
might perhaps be explained by its spuriousness that results from the uneven distribution
of adherence to need as a justice principle among Eastern Europeans. Since those who
experience some disadvantage are more likely to support need as a justice principle than
others, the effect of need (evident in a partial model) disappears when subjective
experience of disadvantage is taken into consideration. As far as the effect of equality is
concerned, one possible explanation of its non-significance in the East of Europe touches
on the nature of poverty discourse dominant in the communist era. Eastern Europeans
whose adherence to the principle of equality is the strongest might be most nostalgic
about the socialist/communist order; they could also be most likely to have internalised
the official communist poverty discourse which blamed material neediness on laziness
and moral corruption of those inflicted. Hence, ironically the (strong) adherence of
Eastern Europeans to the norm of equality does not necessarily diminish their preference
for laziness as poverty attribution.
The positive association between adherence to equality and the choice of
unluckiness evident in the East is also interesting. It suggests that equality as a justice
principle might be pursued by Eastern Europeans not only to correct for some social
injustice but also to amend for individual misfortunes.
Finally, the regional differences in the effect of merit (not reported in tabular
form) are striking. In the West of Europe, adherence to the belief that merit should be the
guiding principle of a just society increases the propensity to view poverty as a
consequence of laziness and decreases the likelihood to see it as caused by social

injustice (vs. modern progress) when justice principles are tested in a partial model, with
no other values controlled. When all the values are examined simultaneously, the effects
of merit disappear, which suggests that it might be mediated by other value variables. No
such changes are observable in the Eastern European sample, where the effects of merit
are statistically non-significant in all models estimated. This might testify to the varying
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status of the principle of merit in the East and the West of Europe. Indeed, adherence to
the principle of merit seems more explicit in the Eastern European sample than in the
Western European sample (79% of Western Europeans and 87% of Eastern Europeans
consider merit important or very important).
Most similarities between the two regions exist with respect to the effects of
left-right political identification and post-materialist values. A unit move towards the
right on the left-right political self-placement scale decreases the propensity to view
poverty as a result of social injustice and increases the likelihood to attribute it to
individual idleness (relative to modern world) in the East and West of Europe alike (cf.
Lee, Jones et al. 1990; Lee, Lewis et at. 1992; Eurobarometer 1989; Appelbaum 2001).
Our results also point to a negative relation between post-materialist value orientation and
propensity to explain poverty in terms of individual fate and/or taziness, both in the East
and West (cf. Riffault and Rabier 1977; 1989; Halman and van Oorschot 1999). There is,
however, some surprising regional discrepancy with respect to social injustice. First, in
the West the relationship between adherence to post-materialist values and propensity to
view poverty as caused by the malfunctioning of the society is non-significant. Given the
all-encompassing character of post-materialism allegedly affecting all domains of
individual and social life, as well as the results of the previous studies (Riffault and
Rabier 1977; Eurobarometer 1989), this is rather unexpected. Second, in the East the
association between post-materialism and choice of social injustice is negative. This
again is counter-intuitive, yet might be explained by the fact that post-materialist values
are relatively more popular among the most 'enlightened' (and also materially better off)
segments of the Eastern European population, who also tend to be most in favour of the
systemic transformation and the new liberal ideology. As such our finding might again
testify to the greater split-consciousness on the part of Eastern Europeans.

Contribution to explained variance. When values of Pseudo R-square are inspected and
compared between East and West (see tables 5.4 and 5.5), it becomes evident that the
inclusion of various (groups of) predictors contribute to the explanation of variation, both
in the Eastern European data and in the Western European data. It is also clear that in
general more variance is explained in the Eastern data than in the Western data. If we.
however, focus on the change in the Pseudo R-square upon the introduction of specific
(groups of) variables we can see that the improvement in R-square between the baseline
(Ml) and full (M4) model (R-square change ratio) is exactly the same in the Eastern
sample as in the Western sample. There are, however, some differences with respect to
specific groups of predictors. Values contribute slightly more to the explanation of
variation in the West than in the East, and subjective disadvantage matters much more for
the explanation of variation in the East than in the West. Additional models (not reported
in a tabular form) reveal that the contribution of subjective disadvantage to the
explanation of variation in the Eastern European data is greater than that of any specific
(group of) values (e.g. justice principles). Moreover, while it is the justice principles and
work ethic that contribute most to the explanation of poverty attributions in the West, in
the East it is the justice principles and political orientation. All in all, it seems that even
though values constitute en Woc the strongest group of predictors both in the East and in
the West of Europe, their relative importance as antecedents of poverty attributions
differs across regions. In general, the influence of values on poverty attitudes in Eastern
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undergoing systemic transformation that affects all spheres of
socio-economic life and brings ideological confusion - is less prominent than in socioeconomically and ideologically stable Western Europe.
European countries

-

Summing up then, the results of the MLR analyses conducted separately on the Western
and Eastern European samples indicate marked differences in the effects of explanatory
variables not only across the categories of the dependent variable but also across regions.
This discrepancy implies that none of the explanatory variables tested can be treated as
'universal' Whether or not a particular explanatory variable is associated with poverty
attributions at all depends on the type of attribution tested (category of the dependent
variable) as well as the region (sample). The latter indicates the importance of context
and partly supports the suppositions proposed in Chapter 2. There we claimed. for
example. that the strength of some of the determinants might depend on contextual
factors. such as socio-economic conditions. welfare traditions and cultural characteristics.
Consequently. we asserted that influence of various antecedents on poverty attributions
might be determined by (supra-)national contexts. While the analyses conducted so far do
not enable us to formulate any valid conclusions of this kind (no cross-level interactions
were included in the model). the findings do suggest that socio-economic and cultural
contexts might indeed directly influence the salience of specific predictors. In the
following section we determine the extent to which contextual variables included in this
study might account for individual differences in poverty attributions.

Context variables - pooled data analysis
The limited number of country observations in either of the regional samples would make
separate contextual analyses for Western and Eastern European countries dubious. We
have therefore decided to pool the two data sets and examine various contextual variables
on the joined sample. The contextual variables included in our analyses fall into three
groups: those measuring some aspects of socio-economic structure, those pertaining to
welfare tradition, and those touching upon national culture. We estimate them in three
separate contextual models - M6, M7 and M8. First. however, we re-estimate our full
model for the new joined data (M5).
The results (Table 5.6) indicate only some minor differences between the regional
level analyses (Models 4 in Tables 5.4-5.5) and the analysis conducted when the two
samples are pooled together. Some of the effects that were non-significant for either of
the regional sub-samples appear significant for the pooled sample, and vice versa: some
of the parameter estimates lose their significance in the pooled analyses. Considering the
regional differences in importance of various predictors, this is hardly surprising. Still,
there are no differences in the direction of association between specific poverty
attributions and their antecedents. The results confirm most of the original hypotheses.
Only the results with respect to Catholicism are somewhat unexpected: while being
Catholic has no effect on the choice of either unluckiness or laziness. it is negatively
related to the preference for socia/ injustice.
Substituting country dummies with context variables (M6: socio-economic
structure. M7: welfare tradition and M8: national culture) slightly changes the overall
picture. The most important change occurs with respect to religious affiliation. The
negative association between being Catholic and a belief that poverty is caused by social
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injustice (M5) becomes positive when country dummies are replaced by variables
pertaining to socio-economic structure: the gini coefficient, average GDP growth rate and
level of unemployment (M6). In other words, the general (and hypothesized) positive
association between Catholicism and propensity to attribute poverty to social injustice
changes its direction when nationhood is controlled. This presumably indicates a strong
relation between belonging to a (specific) denomination and nationality.58 It also implies
that the effect of Catholicism is transformed by nationhood. However, the precise
mechanism behind this transformation is difficult to determine.
Further. our results with respect to Model 6 (controlling for social structure)
indicate that Catholics are more likely than non-believers to attribute poverty to laziness
Cvs. modern progress), whereas Protestants are less likely to do so (M6). This is contrary
to our predictions. It seems that European Catholics in general are rather reluctant to
explain poverty by reference to the vague modern world and prefer more tangible poverty
attributions. We can, nonetheless, offer no viable explanation for Protestant disinclination
to view material destitution as a consequence of laziness in the model controlling for
elements for socio-economic structure (M6), yet not in models holding constant
nationhood (M5), welfare tradition (M7) or culture (M8). It might be that, contrary to
widely-held expectations, Protestants are not particularly inclined to view poverty as selfinflicted by virtue of their faith alone but rather due to other (social) values they
collectively adhere to, such as work ethic or meritocratism.
Other interesting changes in parameter estimates between models appear with
respect to justice beliefs. A belief that society should be guided by the principle of merit
is positively related to the choice of laziness as poverty explanation, yet only in models
which control for socio-economic structure (M6) and welfare tradition (M7). The fact that
the effect disappears in M8 suggests that the influence of meritocratism on poverty
attributions might be related to national cultures and mediated, inter alia, by the
collective adherence to work ethic and equality.59 As far as belief in equality is
concerned, its association with unluckiness and taziness as poverty explanations disappears when elements of socio-economic structure (M6), welfare tradition (M7) or
culture (only in the case Of laziness - MS) are held constant. On the other hand, the
positive association between egalitarianism and social injustice remain significant in all
models estimated. This implies that the effect of egalitarianism is the strongest in the case
of the social injustice attribution, yet in the case of other poverty explanations it might be
spurious.

Of most interest are the results with respect to contextual variables introduced in
M6, M7 and M8. In general. of all the contextual models, the one pertaining to socioeconomic structure (M6) contributes most to the explanation of variation in the dependent
variable (as indicated by the Pseudo R-square values). However, when we focus on the
specific categories of the dependent variable, we can see that variables measuring the
socio-economic context seem of most consequence to the prediction of un/uckiness and
58 This is confirmed by the significant effects of belonging to religious denomination (e.g. Protestantism,
Other and Catholicism) that 'pop up' in contextual models (M6 and M7 - not controlling for nationality)
yet are absent in the model that holds nationality constant (M5).
59
Indeed, at least on the aggregate national level. average adherence to merit as justice principle is strongly
correlated with average score on the work ethic scale (Pearson' s r= .559) and average adherence to

equality (Pearson's r = .596),
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appear as unrelated to /aziness. At the same time, variables pertaining to welfare tradition

(M7) show most association with

soc·ici/ injustice. and cultural characteristics (MS)
appear to be most closely related to the choice of unluckiness. On the whole. given the
associations between explanatory variables and the categories of the dependent variable,
our measures of contextual influences seem of most consequence to the unluckiness
attribution and of least significance to laziness.
Concentrating on specific variables. we notice that the national share of
Catholics is the most consequential for the prediction of poverty explanations. It is
positively related to all three attributions in most models (exception M7 for unitickiness),
confirming the earlier supposition concerning the general disinclination of Catholics to
cherish modern world as an explanation for poverty. Other contextual variables
appear

related to one type of attribution only. Thus. the level of income inequality and the level
of unemployment are negatively related to unluc·kiness (vs. modern world). This means
that in countries with a high level of income inequality and (growing) uneniployment.
poverty - if considered inevitable and/or uncontrollable - is attributed to social rather
than individual fate. Average GDP growth rate. on the other hand, is positively associated
with the choice of social injilstice in models 6 and 7. The higher the average GDP growth
rate. the greater the predilection to view poverty as related to social injtistice. controlling
level of inequality and unemployment (M6) or welfare tradition (M7). This is contrary to
our prediction, although considering the fact that average GDP growth rate is usually the
highest in countries experiencing systemic transformation,w it is understandable. Finally.
predilection to attribute poverty to unhic·kiness is positively associated with the level of
public social expenditure (M7). and negatively related to the national level of
egalitarianism and work ethic (M8). In other words, while greater national welfare effort

induces people to see poverty in terms of individual misfortune (rather than mc)dern
worldj. collective adherence to values of the work ethic and egalitarianism discourage
such a belief.

All in all, results of contextual analyses suggest that sources of national
differences in poverty attributions can indeed be related to socio-economic structure,
welfare tradition and culture. Differences in socio-economic structure explain a
considerable share of national variation in poverty attributions and might actually
constitute a better set of predictors than welfare tradition and culture. On the other hand,
we found some differences with respect to specific attributions. While it is true that socioeconomic characteristics are strongly related to the choice of unhickiness as an
explanation of poverty. there is no association between them and propensity to view
poverty as a result of laziness. Similarly, cultural characteristics are strongly related to the
choice of untucki,tess, yet not necessarily laziness or social injustice. In fact, contextual
variables appear as best suited for the prediction of unluckiness, although they are of
hardly any consequence for the prediction of laziness.

6,

With the exception of Ireland, where the average GDP growth rate is actually the highest. and Russia,

where it is negative.
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5.4. Discussion of the Results and Conclusions
In this chapter we delved into East-West differences in poverty attributions and their
determinants and addressed six of the research questions posed in our research agenda.
All our analyses were based on the European Values Study 1999/2000. The comparative
character of the data offered an excellent opportunity to examine East-West differences in
adherence to causal poverty beliefs and permitted examining the universality of
associations between poverty explanations and their antecedents. In fact, due to its focus
on values, EVS data gave us a unique opportunity to investigate the relationship between
poverty attributions and adherence to the work ethic, justice norms, political orientation,
(post-)materialism, and religiosity. It also made it possible to determine the relative
importance of (specific) value orientations as predictors of causal poverty beliefs vis-avis socio-economic background and personal experience of disadvantage both in the East
of Europe and in the West. Finally. due to the inclusion of a large number of countries, it
facilitated our search for the sources of cross-national variation.
The chapter started with an investigation of the popularity of various causal
poverty explanations among the Western- and Eastern-European public (research
question 5). An eye-ball-inspection of frequency distributions showed that the order of
importance of specific causal explanations picked in response to the question about the
single most important cause of poverty is the same in Western and Eastern Europe.
Namely, social injustice is followed by modern progress, then laziness, unluckiness and
finally none of these. However, we observed that the inhabitants of two regions differ in
the significance they attach to various causal explanations. While explaining material
neediness in terms of social injustice is generally more popular in the West than in the
East of Europe, in the case of the laziness attribution the reverse is true. Eastern
Europeans are also more likely to explain neediness by reference to modern progress than
their Western counterparts, who - in turn - are more likely to view poverty as a
consequence of unluckiness.
When the distribution of the second-most important poverty attnbution was
considered, discrepancies between the two regions became more apparent. For example,
the difference in the popularity of injustice in society and other attributions turned out to
be much more pronounced in the West than in the East of Europe. This (a) confirmed the
greater favouritism of Western Europeans towards structural explanations for destitution
and (b) corroborated studies which emphasized East-West differences in opinion
divergence (van Oorschot and Halman 2000).
Further analysis - a cross-tabulation of the most important and the second-most
important poverty attributions - revealed a complexity of popular poverty beliefs both in
Western and Eastern European societies and gave some tentative evidence for the splitconsciousness thesis (research question 2). While we advocate some caution in the
interpretation of these results, they corroborated earlier studies which documented a
higher level of split-consciousness in the East of Europe than in the West (research
question 6) (e.g. Kluegel. Csepeli et al. 1995; Gijsberts 1999; Kreidl 2000; Stephenson
2000, Arts, Gelissen et al. 2003)
In the second part of the chapter, we reported on a series of multivariate
analyses that were conducted to verify the applicability of the theoretical model proposed
in Chapter 2 and also to determine the relative predictive power of different groups of
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determinants (research question 4). Our results show that almost all variables identified as
possible determinants of causal poverty explanations proved to be related to at least one
category of the dependent variable when controlled for all the variables under study (M4)
(exception: merit as justice principle and religiosity measured as frequency of service
attendance). Also, the direction of association between poverty attributions and their
determinants proved to be - in most cases - as expected. An exception in this respect was
the results related to unluckiness. The non-significance of most of the effects on this
category of the dependent variable seems to indicate that the variables included in the
theoretical model do not relate to fatalistic poverty beliefs. Considering the vague
character of fatalistic poverty attributions yielded in previous research (Furnham 1982b;
Furnham 1982d; Payne and Furnham 1985) as well as the general negligence of fatalistic
poverty explanations in research on the antecedents of causal poverty beliefs (Hunt
2004), this is hardly surprising. Lack of research that delved into fatalistic poverty
explanations per se makes it difficult to single out their true determinants and/or
formulate any valid hypothesis.
The MLR analysis conducted separately on the Western and Eastern European
samples revealed striking differences in the effects of explanatory variables both within
models estimated (i.e. across the categories of the dependent variable) and across the
regions investigated. This suggests that none of the determinants tested can be viewed as
genuinely universal, i.e. equally important for all types of attributions. Our analysis
showed that whether or not a particular explanatory variable is associated with poverty
attributions depends greatly on the type of attribution tested Uaziness. social injustice
and/or unluckiness) as well as the regional embedment of the respondents (East vs. West
of Europe). For example, self-defined religiosity is related to the choice of injustice and
laziness (but not fate) as poverty attribution in the East of Europe. However, it has no
consequences on the selection on poverty explanations in the West of the continent. In
other words, whether or not people consider themselves religious influences their chances
of choosing social injustice or laziness as poverty attributions only in the East of Europe.
To give another example, Western Europeans with a strong work ethic are less likely than
those whose work ethic is weak to explain poverty by reference to social injustice. Such a
relationship does not exist, however, in the East of the continent, where people with
strong and weak work ethics are equally likely to attribute poverty to socia/ injustice.
The regional embedment of respondents also seems to determine the relative
predictive power of various (groups of) variables, as measured by Pseudo R-square
values. Although. in general, variables pertaining to values constitute en bloc a more
powerful group of predictors than variables measuring experience of disadvantage. in the
Eastern European sample subjective experience of disadvantage explains more variation
in the data than any specific (group) of values.
The contextual analysis, in which national dummies were replaced with
variables pertaining to socio-economic structure, welfare tradition, and culture showed
that, of these three sets, structural characteristics explain most of the variation in the
dependent variable. At the same time the analyses substantiated the earlier claim of the
non-universality of antecedents tested. It revealed that not only the individual but also the
contextual predictors are attribution-specific, i.e. they appear associated with one
attribution, but show no relation to other types of causal explanations. Particularly
interesting are the strong associations between contextual variables and unluckiness,
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especially when coupled with the non-significance of most of the individual-level effects.
It appears that differences in propensity to view poverty as a consequence of unluckiness
might be predominantly of a national character and could be partly explained by
contextual variables and. in particular, collectively shared values.

Chapter 6
Eastern Europeans on the Causes of Poverty - Popular
Explanations and Their Determinants

A picture emerging from the analysis of ISJP 1996

6.1. Introduction
In Chapter 5 we found considerable East-West differences in the popularity of various
poverty attributions as well as in the significance and relative importance of various
antecedents of causal beliefs. In this chapter we delve explicitly into poverty explanations
in Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries. Our exclusive focus on CEE is driven
by the already mentioned shortage of (comparative) studies on poverty in general. and
popular poverty perceptions in particular, in this part of the world.
All our analyses are based on the International Social Justice Project (1SJP)
1996. As explained in the research agenda (Chapter 3), the ISJP data is particularly useful
for making cross-national comparisons in poverty explanations in CEE and for assessing
national differences in the level of split-consciousness. Moreover, due to the inclusion of
seven specific Likert-type questions on causes of poverty in the ISJP questionnaire. the
data allows an investigation of the underlying dimensions of poverty attributions in
diverse national settings. This, in turn, permits a verification of the various types of
poverty explanations discussed in Chapter 2 and the drawing of conclusions concerning
the (cross-national) universality of some types of causal poverty beliefs. Finally, the ISJP
data offers a unique possibility to examine the relative importance of normative and
existential justice beliefs as antecedents of popular explanations. and to test their
importance vis-h-vis awareness of poverty and experience of disadvantage.
In the first part of the chapter, we compare the popularity of seven specific
causes of destitution across four CEE countries: the Czech Republic, Hungary. Estonia
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and Russia.61 On the general CEE level, we find strong support for structural
explanations accompanied by simultaneous adherence to individual blame attributions
and relative negligence of fatalistic causes. There are, however, considerable national
differences, with Czechs being clearly anti-structural. Cross-national differences exist as
well in the level of split-consciousness, with Russians being most prone to it and Czechs
the least.
In our further analysis, we scrutinize, by means of confirmatory factor analysis,
the underlying dimensions of poverty attributions. Our findings point to the existence of

three types of attributions: indi\,idualistic, structural and fatalistic, with the latter two
constituting in-between categories that mix more structural explanations with fatalistic or
even cultural causes.
In the second part of the chapter. we look at the possible determinants of
poverty attributions and assess their relative predictive power in each country under
study. Such a parallel analysis conducted on separate national samples permits evaluating
the universality of our conceptual model. We find that value orientation. and especially
sentiments about distributive justice. show the strongest association with causal poverty
explanations. We observe. however, interesting country differences and differences per
type of attribution. For example. subjective experience of disadvantage appears of
exceptional importance as a determinant of poverty attributions in Russia and visibility
seems particularly consequential in Estonia.
The chapter is composed of three parts: (a) a section discussing the crosscountry differences in attributions and investigating the dimensions underlying popular
beliefs. (b) an explanatory part. where the results of multivariate analyses for individual
countries are presented: and (c) final conclusions and discussion of results.
6.2. How Much Blame and How Much Is Down to Fate? Types of Poverty
Explanations and Their Connotations in CEE

Exploring causal poverty beliefs in CEE with ISJP data allows us to address three of our
research questions (Chapter 3). First, by comparing the popularity of seven poverty
explanations we can assess national differences in poverty attributions in CEE countries
(research question 5). Second, by examining national variations in the simultaneous

popularity of potentially conflicting attributions we can evaluate the cross-country
differences in the level of split-consciousness (research question 3). Third, by performing
a confirmatory factor analysis and delving into the underlying dimensions of the seven
specific explanations we can draw some conclusions as to the types of poverty

w The ISJP 1996 survey was conducted in eight. mostly Eastern and Central European countries (6 out of
8). four of which have been selected for our analysis. While ISJP also includes data from Bulgaria and East
Germany. East German data was excluded from the analysis a priori on the basis of studies which
suggested that attitudes ok' East Germans in many respects resemble more those of West Germans than
those of any other post-communist society (e.g. Marshall. Swift et al. 1999: Delhey 1999). The Bulgarian
sample was originally included in our analysis. However. since a preliminary analysis showed Bulgarian
poverty beliefs as truly diverging from the overall Eastern European pattern and further inclusion of
Bulgarian data in Confirmatory Factor Analysis led to non-convergence of models estimated. we eventually
excluded the Bulgarian case from our analysis. Note also that the Czech data was gathered in 1995.
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attributions that can be empirically distinguished among the European public (research
question 1).

6.2.1. Measures
The ISJP survey contains seven Likert-scale questions about the causes of destitution.
Respondents were asked: "In your view. how often is each of the following factors a
reason why there are poor people in [country] today?", where 1=never and 5=very often.
The factors mentioned included: lack of ability or talent', just bad luck; loose morals and

drunkenness. lack of effort by the poor themselves: prejudice and discrimination against

certain groups: lack of equal opportunity; and failure of the economic

system. These
seven items are used here to construct dominance scores and to explore the underl ying

dimensions of popular beliefs via Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA).

6.2.2. Method

To illustrate cross-country differences in poverty attributions, we use dominance scores,
understood as a difference between the percentage of respondents who believe that a
given explanation is often or very often true, and the percentage of respondents who
indicate that a given explanation is rarely or never true. A positive dominance score
means that there are more people who adhere to a specific belief than those who reject it.
A negative dominance score indicates the opposite.
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) is applied to explore the nature of
attributions and to delve into the underlying dimensions of specific explanations. Theorygrounded CFA is considered more rigorous and as such superior to data-driven
exploratory factor analysis (EFA) (Long 1983; Byrne 1998; 2005). It is also more
suitable for the analysis of the multi-sample (multi-country) data. Via a simultaneous
analysis of multi-group data, it permits testing whether the items comprising one or more
particular factors operate invariantly across different populations (Byrne 1998; 2005).
This facilitates cross-country comparisons.
In the course of the analysis alternative models (single- and multiple-factor)
have been tested using Lisrel 8.8 by Joreskog and Sorbom (2006). The fit of the models is
evaluated by reference to the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) and the Root Mean Square
Error of Approximation (RMSEA). By convention, GFI > .90 and RMSEA <.08 indicate
acceptable fit (Byrne 1998:109-119). The analyses have been performed on the individual
national samples as well as on the pooled data (multi-group analysis). In multi-group
analysis, restriction regarding the equivalence of factor-loading estimates across countries
was imposed, but the correlations between the factors remained unrestricted. The
country-specific factor weights obtained in multi-group analysis were used to construct
three dependent variables for the subsequent multivariate explanatory analysis (section
3).

6.2.3. Findings
Poverty attributions in Central and Eastern Europe - is there a consensus ?

As already mentioned, the distribution of poverty explanations among the CEE countries
might be best captured by the use of dominance scores (Table 6.1).
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Table 6.1: Dominance scores for causes of poverty for pooled data and individual countries

ALL countries

no

bad

no equal

talent

luck

Opportunity

Czech Republic

4.58
8.69
-6.03
7.93

Estonia

It.78

Hungary
Russia

prejudice

economic

loose

no

system

morals

effort

21.25

-8.34

38.07

-11.52

50.91

60.40

-4.24

42.87

-17.08

68.17

60.13

6.57

-4.08

52.08

24.18

77.98

71.11

17.47

-18.49

12.23

-44.42

-1.30

48.22

26.24

-6.11

43.28

-18.24

57.22

59.18

34.95

Source: ISJP 1996

Note: Dominance scores equal the percentage of respondents who believe that a given explanation is often
or very often true minus the percentage of respondents who indicate that a given explanation is rarely or
never true: cell frequencies vary per country per poverty attribution.

Eye-balling the dominance scores leads to some interesting observations. First, en bloc
Eastern Europeans are most in favour of explanations that place the locus of
responsibility for poverty outside the inflicted individuals, and blame material destitution
on the failure of the economic system and lack of equal opportunity (exception: the

Czechs). Second, strong support for the two systemic explanations coincides with a clear

disinclination to view poverty as a consequence of prejudice and discrimination
(exception: Russians). The seeming contradiction of attributing poverty to lack of equal
opportunity while denying the importance of prejudice and discrimination has been
observed by Kluegel et a/. (1995:191-193) with respect to ISJP 1991 data. According to
the researchers, this discrepancy might be due to an ethnic bias of the concept of
discrimination. on the one hand, and the ethnic homogeneity of post-communist countries
on the other. Since there are relatively few ethnic minorities in most Eastern European
societies, discrimination against them is rarely, or never, seen as a cause of poverty.
Third, a preference for structural explanations coincides with a very strong tendency to
view poverty as caused by loose morals and drunkenness. This observation is consistent
with the results of previous studies and illustrates the split-consciousness of the public
(Kluegel. Csepeli et al. 1995. Stephenson 2000: Kreidl 2000). Fourth, a tendency to
accuse the poor of moral weakness is not accompanied by a particularly strong belief that
poverty is caused by lack of efort of the poor themselves (exception: Estonians).

Although in general the number of those who think that lack of effort is often or very
often the cause of material destitution exceeds the number of those who believe it is
rarely or never the case. Eastern Europeans are not particularly inclined to charge the
poor with the sin of laziness. This is interesting. It suggests that the public might
distinguish between those who are poor because of moral weakness (and/or drunkenness),
from whose part they do not expect any particular effort, and those who are simply lazy.
Fifth, Eastern Europeans are not disposed to attributing poverty to fate. The negative sign
of the dominance scores reveals that there are more respondents who deny the importance
of bad luck than those who think it might be often or very often the cause of destitution.
Respondents are similarly suspicious towards the idea that poverty might be caused by
lack of ability and talent, an attribution that seems to conflate genetic determinism and
fatalistic reasoning.
A closer inspection of dominance scores for individual national samples reveals
interesting country differences. The general lack of consensus with regard to lack of effort
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is particularly striking. Whereas Czechs and Estonians appear quite convinced that lack of
e#ort i s a reason for impoverishment, Hungarians are much less certain about this.

Moreover. the high dominance score for

lack of effort among the Czechs and the

Estonians coincides with a relatively not-so-high score for loose morals and drunkenness.
In contrast, in Russia and Hungary. the rather moderate adherence to /ac·k Of eli'ort as a
cause of poverty concurs with a high or very high dominance score for loose morals and
drunkenness. This again suggests that the Eastern Europeans distinguish between two

types of self-inflicted poverty and implies that the two highly individualistic explanations
might be seen as competing rather than complementary.

Also worth mentioning are country differences with respect to lack of ability or
talent.

While Hungarians. Czechs and Estonians allow the possibility that poverty is

caused by a lack of natural endowments. Russians tend to deny this. The extent to which
these cross-societal differences might be related to dissimilar levels of egalitarianism.
with its aversion to evaluative distinctions between individuals. is difficult to judge.
However. among the societies under study, Russians show the greatest support for
equality as a justice principle and Estonians the lowest.62
The Russian fondness of prejudice and discrimination as a possible cause of
poverty is of some interest. too. This tendency. exceptional among the societies under
study. supports the observation of Kluegel. Csepeli et a/. (1995) concerning the general
irrelevance of prejudice and discrimination as poverty explanation in ethnically
homogenous societies of CEE. Since among the societies under scrutiny, the Russian is
by far most ethnically heterogeneous. their support for prejudice and discrimination as an
explanation for material destitution is hardly surprising.
As far as cross-national differences in the level of split-consciousness are
concerned, on the basis of simultaneous popularity of potentially conflicting attributions,
we can tentatively conclude that split-consciousness is the greatest among Russians and
the weakest among Czechs. In fact. Czech respondents. with their decisive preference for
individual blame type of explanations lloose morals and lack of effort) show virtually no
signs of double-mindedness in causal poverty beliefs.
Reflecting on our initial question. we can conclude that the consensus among
CEE nations as to poverty explanations is only partial. What is common to all societies
analysed is their strong support for loose morals and drunkenness as a cause of material
destitution, coupled with a relative disinclination (or rather less decisive inclination) to
see poverty as related to lack of effort of the poor themse/ves. All four societies also share
the general reluctance to indicate bad luck, and hesitation about the role of lack of talent
and ability in explaining poverty. Finally, with an exception of the Czech Republic. all
agree that altogether structural explanations for material neediness (encompassingfailure
of the economic system and /ack of equal opportunity·) are more important than individual
ones. The societies differ. however. in the importance they attach to specific attributions
as well as in the rank order of explanations. While in Hungary and Russia the failure of
the economic system is most popular as a cause of poverty, in the Czech Republic and
Estonia it is loose morals and drunkenness. Moreover. in the Czech Republic the number

62

31.2% of Russians and only 8.3% of Estonians agree or strongly agree with the statement that "The
fairest way of distributing wealth and income would be to give everyone equal share". The figures for the
Czechs and the Hungarians are 139 and 19.2% respectively.
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of those who reject the failure of economic system as a cause of poverty exceeds those
who think it is often or very often the cause of destitution.
Causes of poverty - what are the underlying dimensions of popular attributions?

In search of the dimensions underlying the specific poverty attributions discussed above,
we follow Kreidl and his analysis of ISJP 1991 and 1996 data (Kreidl 2000) and,
similarly to him, use Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) to test some hypotheses about
the possible factor structure. Kreidl found that a three-factor model, encompassing

individual. fatalistic and structural factors fits best the ISJP data for both: individual
country samples and the multi-group (pooled) data. In his conceptualization (Fig. 6.1),
Fig. 6.1: Attributions for poverty - CFA model after Kreidl (2000)

Loose morals

4-

No effoit

4-

No ability

4-

Bad luck

4-

- INDIV

-*

FATAL

Discrimination 4-

STRUCT
No opportunity

System

failure

-

-

the individual factor includes variables pertaining to loose morals and drunkenness and
lack of effort by the poor themselves, the fatalistic factor includes bad luck, lack of
ability and discrimination, and the structural factor comprises prejudice and
discrimination, lack of equal opportunities, failure of the economic system, and bad luck.
While the composition of the individual factor raises few questions, the
structural factor as defined by Kreidl constitutes a mixture of fatalism and structural
constrain. Although intuitively not very straightforward, combining purely fatalistic and
structural attributions reflects findings of research which questioned the relevance of
separating individual fate from structural determinants (see Chapter 2) and implies the
existence of a type of attribution which places individual misfortune into a wider social
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context. Interesting, however, is the co-existence of this mixed structural factor with a
(tatalistic) factor, which combines individual misfortune (bad luck) with constrains that
might (also) be seen as genetic (lack of ability) or cultural (discrimination). In short,
Kreidl's model identifies an individual factor which accounts for the personality and
behaviour of the poor; a fatalistic factor which touches, among others, on the cultural
sources of individual misfortune; and a structural factor which allows for a fatalistic
element: after all, not everybody becomes poor as a consequence of an economic failure
and not all the members of a group that might be seen as discriminated against are
materially deprived.
Kreidl's conceptualization finds support in our analysis as well. Although our
analysis is conducted on a different sample (data from ISJP 1991 excluded, Estonian data
included). his three-factor model constitutes the best fit of the individual country data and
the multi-sample. As indicated by the values of the Root Mean Square Error of
Approximation (RMSEA). the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) and the changes in Chisquare (Table 6.2), the three-factor model constitutes a better fit for the data than a oneor two-factor model.63 The decreasing values of RMSEA and increasing values for GFI
suggest that the two-factor structure outperforms the one-factor solution. However, it is
only for the three-factor model that the RMSEA falls below the critical value of .08 - a
maximum value for judging the fit of the model to be adequate.
Table 6.2: Goodness of Fit Indices of Confirmatory Factor Analysis - one-, twoand three-factor models

One factor (df=14)

Two factors (df=13)

Three factors (df=9)

Chi-sq

GFI

RMSEA

Chi-sq

GFI

RAISEA

Chi-sq

GFI

RMSEA

284.19
662.42

.91

.16

125.03

.96

.10

45.60

.98

.070

.84

.22

243.36

.94

.13

65.87

.98

.075

395.87

.89

.17

309.74

.92

.15

60.01

.98

.074

707.34

.80

.24

142.69

.96

.10

56.62

.98

.076

Multi-

434.23

.97*

.065

sample

(df=84)

Hungary
Russia
Czech

Republic
Estonia

Source: ISJP 1996
Note: RMSEA = Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; GFI = Goodness of Fit Index
*GFI for the multi-sample = average GFI across groups (countries), where GFI for Hungary = 0.96;
GFI for Russia = 0.97, GFI for Czech Republic = 0.97; and GFI for Estonia = 0.97

On the other hand, the values of GFI and especially RMSEA
acceptable but not
impressive encourage a further search for the underlying dimensions. Also the factor
loadings (Table 6.3) indicate there is some space for improvement: neither the fatalistic
element (bad luck) in the structural factor, nor the cultural element (discrimination) in the
-

-

fatalistic factor appears to be very strong. However, our efforts to fit alternative three-

two-factor model 'lack of ability', 'loose morals'. 'lack of effort' and 'bad luck' represented an
individual factor, whereas 'lack of opportunity' and 'economic failure' were included in the structural

63 In a
factor.
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factor models to the current sample failed to bring satisfactory results.64 It seems
therefore that the three-factor model designed by Kreidl constitutes the most satisfying
attempt to uncover the underlying dimensions of popular poverty attributions as elicited
by the ISJP survey.
Table 6.3: Structure of factor loadings (multi-sample; invariant factor loadings)

individual
loose morals

.59

lack of effort
lack of talent
bad luck
discrimination
lack of equal opportunity

.68

an economic failure

fatalistic

structural

.74
.45

.28

.10

.46
.80
.55

Source: ISJP 1996

The three factors identified by Kreidl and confirmed in our analysis shed new light on the
various types of popular poverty attributions discussed in Chapter 2. The individual factor
identified on the basis of ISJP data clearly relates to personality traits and individual
behaviour of the poor. and is consistent with the common interpretation attached to this
type of attribution (Feagin 1972. Feagin 1975; Feather 1974, Furnham 1982b; Furnham

1982d).The structural factor, as evident from ISJP analysis, matches the conception of
social fatalistic explanations in the way it combines individual misfortune with structural
constrains (Furnham 19828. van Oorschot and Halman 2000). Finally, thefatalistic factor
confirmed in the course of CFA analysis draws attention to cultural (discrimination) and
genetic (lack of ability) sources of material deprivation (cf. Smith and Stone 1989:
Morqol 1997; Bullock 1999; Cozzarelli, Wilkinson et al. 2001). Altogether, the existence
of two factors which touch upon individual misfortune points to the complexity of
fatalistic poverty beliefs.
As mentioned in Chapter 2, apart from noting the mixed character of fatalistic
beliefs
(Furnham 1982b. Furnham 1982d; Payne and Furnham 1985), past
poverty
research draws attention to the relative unpopularity of fatalistic attributions (Stacey and
Singer 1985: Smith and Stone 1989) and the difficulty in identifying a fatalistic set of
beliefs as a distinct category in poverty explanations (Cozzarelli, Wilkinson et al. 2001).
Our results corroborate those earlier findings. However, our results also imply that while
sheer bad luck is insufficient to account for poverty (failure to find a confirmation for a
purely fatalistic factor), some sort of misfortune might be considered necessary to explain
destitution. It seems. therefore, that individual fate might be seen to be an important
supplementary reason for destitution by CEE societies.
All in all. the dimensions underlying the responses of CEE citizens to the seven
ISJP questions about possible reasons for poverty are: individual (encompassing items
64

Two alternative models included 'pure' structural. individualistic and fatalistic factors. with
discrimination either eliminated from the analysis altogether (following Kiuegel, Csepeli et a/. 1995) or
included in the structural factor only. and bad luck treated exclusively as an indicator of fatalism. A third
alternative model included 'pure' individual and fatalistic factors and a cultural factor that constituted a
mixture of individualistic. fatalistic and structural elements. However. none of these models converged in
the individual country samples.
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pertaining to loose morals and drunkenness and lack of effort by the poor themselves).
structural (comprising prejudice and discrimination. lack of equal opportunities. failure
of the economic system and bad luck) and fatalistic (including bad luck, lack of ability
and prejudice and discrimination). These results point to the relevance of distinguishing a
social fatalistic type of poverty attribution as well as the mixed character of ·fata/istic
causal beliefs (discussed in Chapter 2). They also illustrate the compound nature of
popular poverty explanations.

6.3. Is There a Truly Universal Antecedent of Lay Poverty Explanations?
In this section we report the results of multivariate analyses of antecedents of causal
poverty beliefs in CEE countries. A multivariate analysis of ISJP 1996 data makes it
possible to tackle two of our research questions. By including variables pertaining to

poverty awareness, poverty experience (objective and subjective) as well as values, we
can establish the relative importance of various (groups of) predictors in explaining why

people hold particular

1,ieit·s on the causes of poverty (research question 4). By
performing a parallel analysis. i.e. a separate analysis in each of the countries under
study. we address the issue of national variation in the effects of antecedents (research
question 7) and check the universality of our conceptual model (Chapter 2). As already
mentioned. ISJP 1996 data provides a unique possibility to explore the associations
between poverty attributions and both norinative and existential justice beliefs. The
simultaneous inclusion of both types of justice beliefs into a single model enables us to
assess their role as determinants of poverty beliefs. This is important in the light of
studies which disavow the significance of justice norms (vis-h-vis justice evaluations) (cf.
Gijsberts 1999: Marshall, Swift et a/. 1999) and the general lack of attention to justice
norms in research on lay poverty attributions.

6.3.1. Hypotheses tested and measures applied

In the course of the analysis we test a number of hypotheses formulated in Chapter 2.
These pertain to associations between general types of poverty attributions and variables
representing three broad categories of antecedents: awareness, experience and values.
Given our dependent variables in this study, note that what we refer to as external reasons
for poverty encompass ISJP's structural and fatalistic attributions: our fate and fatalistic
explanations correspond to ISJP's fatalistic causes; and structural andlor situational
attributions are equivalent to ISJP's structural reasons; finally, what we mean by blaine,
self-infliction. disposition and/or responsibility of the poor is equivalent to ISJP's
individual type of explanation.
Below we summarize the relevant hypotheses and provide information on the
operationalization of measures used in our analysis. In all the models, we include sociodemographic characteristics of respondents to control for spurious relationships. No
hypotheses as to the association between socio-demographics and poverty explanations
are formulated.
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Causes of poverty - the dependent variable

We use three dependent variables in our analyses: an individual. a structural and a
fatalistic explanation for poverty. These represent the three factors underlying the seven
specific causes of poverty that were confirmed in our Confirmatory Factor Analysis
(section 6.2.3). The structure of factor loadings is presented in Table 6.3. The variables
are constructed using the country-specific factor weights obtained in the multi-group
analysis.65

Experience

As far as associations between causal poverty beliefs and objective experience of
disadvantage are concerned, we have formulated three hypotheses. While hypothesis 3a
emphasizes a positive association between the experience of poverty and external - and
especially structural or fatalistic - beliefs, hypothesis 3b allows for a negative correlation
between the experience of poverty and external poverty attributions. In addition,
hypothesis 4 points to a strong negative relation between income level and propensity for
individual fatalistic beliefs. In this study, objective experience of disadvantage is
measured by income quartile dummy variables constructed on the basis of: completed
continuous household income (the Czech Republic, Hungary and Russia) and continuous
66
To those we added a dummy variable indicating a
household income (Estonia).
refusal/don't know category to retain in the analysis the respondents who did not reveal
their income. A dummy variable based on the past experience of unemployment
(l=unemployed for at least a month over the last 7 to 10 years, 0=no experience of
unemployment in that period)67 constitutes another measure of objective disadvantage.

In Chapter 2, we called attention to the role of subjective experience of
disadvantage. We stressed that the role of subjective disadvantage in shaping poverty
beliefs might be more pronounced than that of the more objective hardship. We also
hypothesized that people who view their own circumstances as disadvantaged are more
inclined to attribute poverty to external situations, and especially structural causes, than
individuals who feel (relatively) advantaged (hypothesis 5). In our ISJP analysis, we
nneasure subjective experience of disadvantage by a mean score of country-specific

of three variables: (a) self-reported social standing (l=low social
social
standing), (b) satisfaction with standard of living (1=completely
standing; 10=high
dissatisfied; 7=completely satisfied); and (c) judgment of the sufficiency of the household
income (l=much less than needed, 5=much more than needed).68 The higher the score on
standardized values

65

Country-specific factor weights are available from the author.
The variable 'completed continuous household income was derived by the ISJP team from two
variables: "continuous household income" and ' household income: categories". Respondents with missing
continuous income data and non-missing category income were given an imputed income value on the new
variable. which was the midpoint of the income range for their particular income category. Since the new
variable was not derived for Estonia (the meaning of income categories for Estonia was unknown) the
original continuous income variable was used to calculate the income quartiles for the Estonian
66

respondents.
67 In the Czech Republic, Russia. Hungary and Bulgaria, respondents were asked about unemployment

"since January 1989".in Estonia -'over the last 10 years".
Indeed. when analysed by means of principal component analysis, the items form a single component,
indicating that they all tap the same dimension of subjective disadvantage in all national sub-samples:
Cronbach's alpha for nationa! scales varied from .585 (Russia) to .709 (Estonia).

6%
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the subjective disadvantage variable is. the greater the satisfaction with material aspects
of life and the weaker the feeling of disadvantage.

Awareness

With regard to associations between poverty explanations and aM,areness of poverty. we
expect that the more aware of the existence and the extent of poverty an individual is. the
stronger his/her inclination to view material destitution as caused by factors external to
the poor, and especially structural factors (hypothesis 1). ISJP permits measuring
awareness as perceived percentage of the poor (0 to 100). In our analysis. those who
refused to answer or selected don't know as their answer are imputed the average country
score on the awareness variable. with the dummy variable for that group of respondents
included in multivariate models.
Values
Justic·e nor,ns. In Chapter 2 we formulated some tentative hypotheses with respect to
three justice principles: merit, equality and need. According to hypothesis 9. the more
people cherish equity (desert, merit) as a justice norm, the more inclined they are to view
the poor as responsible for their plight and the less predisposed they are to blame poverty
on society. According to hypothesis 10, adherents of egalitarianism are inclined to
attribute material need to the malfunctioning of the distributive system (social injustice)

and to free the poor from blame for their predicament. Finally, according to hypothesis
11, adherents to the principle of need are likely to explain poverty by reference to
external/situational reasons rather than internal ones and are especially prone to viewing
material destitution as a consequence of fate. ISJP enables us to measure respondents'
adherence to distributive justice norms by their position on three general questions
(where 1=strongly disagree and 5=strongly agree): (a) "The fairest way of distributing
wealth and income would be to give everyone equal shares" (equality): (b) "People are
entitled to keep what they have earned, even if this means that some people will be
wealthier than others" (merit). and (c) 'The most important thing is that people get what
they need, even if this means allocating money from those who have earned more than
they need"
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(need).

Existential justice beliefs/belief in the just world. in some sociological research
on poverty perceptions, belief in the just world has been interpreted as analogous to the
perceived legitimacy of the current distributive regime (Burgoyne, Routh et al. 1999:83:
cf. Stephenson 2000) and thus treated as equivalent to existential justice beliefs (i.e.
perceptions of justice in fact). This is also our approach. We understand just world belief
to be a belief about social justice in fact (i.e. existential justice belief) and expect that the
stronger the conviction about the justness of the current regime. the stronger the tendency
to view poverty as self-inflicted and the weaker the inclination to attribute material need
to external, and especially structural. causes (hypothesis 8). Consequently, in our present
study just world belief is operationalized as perceived legitimacy of the current
distributive system. This in turn is calculated as a mean score on four ISJP variables: Ca)
69 The same operationalization was used by Aalberg (2()03) in her comparative analysis of public support
for distributive principles. Aalberg drew attention to the need for straightforward and simple questions that
are meaningful in different countries (p.41). We believe that the questions selected here meet those
requirements.
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"In [country], people have equal opportunities to go ahead": (b) "In [country], people get
rewarded for their effort"; (c) "In [country], people get what they need": and (d) -In
[country] people get rewarded for their intelligence and skill" All the variables are
s alpha for national scales >
strongly correlated and from a reliable scale (Cronbach'
70
.700), where 1=strongly disagree and 5=strongly agree.
Political orientation. As far as political orientation is concerned, we expect that
more liberal beliefs correspond to more structural explanations for poverty, and more
conservative political attitudes encourage a more individual blame type of attribution
(hypothesis 6). In the present analysis. respondent's political orientation is
operationalized by their position on the political left-right continuum, from 1=left to
10=right: those who refused to answer or selected don't know as their answer are imputed
the average country score on the left-right scale. with the dummy variable for that group
of respondents included in the multivariate models.
( Post-)materialist value orientation. With regard to (post-)materialist values. we
hypothesize that greater support for post-materialism strengthens the predisposition to
explain poverty as an outcome of structural factors; and conversely, stronger adherence to
the materialist orientation, reinforces the tendency to blame the poor for their miserable
condition (hypothesis 14). In our present study, (post-)materialist value orientation is
measured by the materialist-post-materialist continuum, where a higher score indicates a
stronger adherence to post-materialist values. The continuum is based on the respondent's
first and second choices in the Inglehard's four-item materialist/post-materialist battery
(Inglehart and Abramson 1999). People who opted twice for materialist values are
assigned score 1, those whose first choice was a materialist value and second choice a
post-materialist value score 2. those who chose a post-materialist value as first choice and
a materialist value as second choice score 3, and those who picked post-materialist values
twice are assigned score 4 (cf. Hagenaars, Halman et at. 2003:55).
Socio-demographic characteristics

ISJP allows the inclusion of the following socio-demographic variables: sex, age.
education and occupation. Sex is coded as 1=female and 0=male: age in years; education
is measured in CASMIN levels, i.e. in seven hierarchically ordered categories from less
than general (primary) formal education (=1) to higher tertiary (vocational) training (=7);
finally, occupation is measured by four dummy variables: employed, self-employed,
unemployed, and economically inactive (including housewives, the retired, and students).
Note that income, which is usually regarded as an indicator of socio-economic status, is
treated in this study as a measure of objective disadvantage.

6.3.2. Method
In the explanatory multivariate analysis ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analysis
is applied to establish the relative predictive power of all the explanatory variables
included. The effectiveness of the OLS models is evaluated by reference to the F-test and
the Adjusted R-square.
The four items were used as indicators of the perceived legitimacy of the distributive system by Kluegel
and Mateju ( 1995). Burgoyne et al. ( 1999) as well as Stephenson (2000).
7()
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6.3.3. Findings
In the course of the explanatory analysis, a number of OLS regression models have been
estimated. For each dependent variable, the analysis started with a baseline model (M 1 ),
which included the socio-demographics as control variables. To this relatively simple
model. different sets of variables were added to estimate the direct effects of specific
groups of predictors: experience of disadvantage (M2), both objective (M2a) and
subjective (M2b), awareness of the existence of poverty (M3) and adherence to values
(M4) in general, and to justice beliefs in particular (M4a, M4b and M4c). For space
considerations, only the results with respect to 'full' models are presented in this chapter:
parameter estimates obtained for each of the partial models are available from the author.
Table 6.4 shows the summaries of parameter estimates of the 'full' OLS
regression models for the three underlying dimensions produced by the CFA: i,Id iv id ual.
structural and fatalistic. The results are presented for individual countries. Depending on
data availability, which differed per country, the 'full' models encompass: variables
tapping objective and subjective experience of disadvantage (all countries), visibility of
poverty (Estonia, Hungary, Russia) adherence to justice norms and a belief in the just
world Call countries). political orientation (Estonia. Hungary, the Czech Republic),
adherence to post-materialist values (Estonia, Hungary. Russia) as well as the sociodemographics as control variables (all countries). The values of Adjusted R-square for the
partial models are presented in Table 6.5. Comparison of the Adjusted R-square values
might be helpful in evaluating the relative contribution of various groups of predictors to
the explanation of variation in the data. The discussion that follows covers the
interpretation of results of the country-level analysis and per groups of explanatory

variables: objective disadvantage, subjective disadvantage, poverty awareness, and
vajues.

Objective disadvantage. The results presented in Table 6.4 indicate that objective
disadvantage, measured as income level, is relatively unimportant as a direct predictor of
causal poverty explanations. When all the other explanatory variables are held constant,
the level of income seems to matter only for structural attribution in Russia and Estonia.
In Russia people who enjoy the highest income are less likely than those with the lowest
income to view poverty as a consequence of structural reasons. In Estonia, on the other
hand, people in a low-income group are more inclined to attribute poverty to structural
constrains than those poorer than them - the lowest income group. The Russian results
are clearly supportive of hypothesis 3a, emphasizing that experience of disadvantage is
likely to enhance support for structural poverty explanations (cf. Feagin 1972; Feagin
1975; Nilson 1981; Kluegel and Smith 1986; Hunt 1996; Bullock 1999). In contrast. the
Estonian findings - at least at first sight - could be seen as supportive of hypothesis 3b.
which stated that relatively advantaged social groups might be actually more likely to
blame poverty on the system than those closest to the poor by some objective standards
(cf. Feagin 1972; Morg81 1997). A closer look at the results shows, however, that such an
interpretation has to be treated with caution. Taking the character of the 'relatively
advantaged' social group in the Estonian case
people with a low income level - it
seems very likely that their support for a structural type of attribution results from their
fear of poverty and reflects their self-interest. It might therefore imply their feeling of
-
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Table 6.4: Unstandardized coefficients of OLS regressions on poverty attributions per country. ISJP 1996
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identification with the poorest sections of the Estonian population. If such indeed is the
case, our data show no clear support for hypothesis 3b.
As far as the second measure of objective disadvantage is concerned. the effect
of past unemployment appears of consequence only in Estonia and only for explaining
poverty by reference to structural constrains. Estonians who have experienced
unemployment at least once over the previous 10 years are more likely than those who
have not to blame poverty on structural reasons. This is clearly supportive of hypothesis
3a. The fact that the effect of unemployment is significant in Estonia and not in other
countries under study might be explained by a different measurement of unemployment
in Estonia than in other countries (see footnote 67).
All in all, taken together. our results indicate a relative unimportance of
objective disadvantage, measured by income level and past experience of unemployment,
as a predictor of causal poverty beliefs. This is also reflected in the values of Adjusted Rsquare (Table 6.5). Adding variables measuring objective disadvantage (M2a) to the
baseline model (Ml) either does not improve the values of Adjusted R-square (for
individual and fatalistic explanations) or causes only moderate improvements (structural
attribution). Of all the non-control variable groups, objective disadvantage seems of least
consequence to the prediction of poverty explanations.
Subjective disadvantage. In comparison to the level of income. subjective disadvantage
appears a better predictor of causal poverty beliefs (Table 6.4). As expected, the more
satisfied people are with material aspects of their life, the less likely they are to attribute
poverty to structural constrains (in Hungary and the Czech Republic) and the more
inclined they are to view poverty as a consequence of the moral weakness of those
inflicted (in Hungary and Russia). Those results confirm hypothesis 5 and corroborate the
findings of previous studies (e.g. Riffault and Rabier 1977: Nilson 1981; Eurobarometer
1989). Note that in Russia material satisfaction with life increases the propensity to view
poverty as a consequence of fate. This might mean that Russians who feel relatively
advantaged might perceive their success in terms of luck as well.
A comparison of Adjusted R-square values across models (Table 6.5)
confirms that subjective feeling of disadvantage contributes more to the explanation of
variation in the dependent variables than objective disadvantage. For all dependent
variables in all the countries under study the values of Adjusted R-square are higher for
partial models that estimate the effects of subjective disadvantage (M2b) than for partial
models that account for objective disadvantage only (M2a). This observation supports the
supposition proposed in previous studies (e.g. Nilson 1981): the subjective evaluation of
one's (material) condition appears of more consequence for causal poverty beliefs than
their objective circumstances.

Awareness of poverty. The perceived percentage of the poor does not appear commonly
related to poverty attributions: although the effect is highly significant in Estonia and
Russia. it is statistically non-significant in Hungary. In both Estonia and Russia the effect
has the same (expected) direction: the greater the perceived percentage of the poor, the
stronger the tendency to explain poverty by structural constrains, and the weaker the
inclination to view material destitution as self-inflicted. This confirms our prediction
(hypothesis 1) and corroborates the results of previous studies (Lee. Lewis et at. 1992).
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Table 6.5. Adjusted R-square values for selected partial OLS regression models per country
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Inspection of Adjusted R-square values (M3) shows that the relative importance of
is greatest in Estonia. Here, the perceived extent of poverty explains more
variation in structural and individual poverty attributions than in any other country and
even more than subjective experience of disadvantage.

visibility

Values. Parameter estimates (Table 6.4) and improvements in Adjusted R-square (Table
6.5) suggest that value orientations bear most significance for the prediction of' poverty
attributions. Particularly important as predictors are justice beliefs, which contribute more
to the explanation of variation in the dependent variables than any other group of
variables. Among justice beliefs, distinction has to be made between justice norms and
justice evaluations. The OLS results indicate that justice evaluations. understood as
perceived legitimacy of the current distributive system and equated with just world belief,
are more consequential fur poverty attributions than adherence to specific justice
principles (i.e. distributive norms of merit, equality and need). Just world belief has an
effect on all three types of poverty attributions and in all countries under study: the
effects of specific justice principles are less pronounced and less common. This might
justify the general lack of attention to justice principles in research on lay poverty
attributions. However. the results of present analyses show that adherence to specific
justice norms is of considerable consequence to poverty explanations even when justice
evaluations are controlled.
Thus, respondents who share a belief that "people should get what they need"
exhibit a stronger tendency to attribute poverty to structural reasons (in Estonia, Hungary
and Russia) and are less disposed to explain material destitution by blaming the destitute
(the Czech Republic) or referring to fate (Hungary). At the same time, greater support for
the principle of merit increases the inclination to see poverty as being caused by
individual predispositions (the Czech Republic) and decreases the preference for
structural attributions (Estonia, the Czech Republic). Finally. adherence to the principle
of equality enhances the likelihood of explaining material destitution by reference to
structural constrains in Russia and in the Czech Republic. Those results are consistent

with the original hypotheses 9 and 10 and partly supportive of hypothesis 11. As
anticipated under hypothesis 11, adherents to the need principle are more likely to blame
poverty on the malfunctioning of the system (external causes). yet
contrary to
expectations - not fatalistic causes. This might indicate that for the adherents of need as
justice principle, the actual origin of need is irrelevant: regardless of their cause, needs
should be attended to and met via distribution and/or re-distribution. According to this
interpretation, poverty - understood as material need - is an obvious sign of a failure of
the distributive system and as such attributed to structural constrains (e.g. in Hungary).
As far as a belief in the just world is concerned, we can see that the more
positively people evaluate the existing socio-economic order, the more likely they are to
explain poverty by reference to individual and/or fatalistic causes. Not surprisingly,
strong adherence to the just world belief reduces the probability of attributing material
destitution to structural constrains. This upholds our prediction (hypothesis 8) and
corroborates earlier studies (Stephenson 2000). Please note that the effects of just world
belief are highly significant for all three types of poverty attributions and in all countries
under study. This undoubtedly makes the just world belief the most universal predictor of
popular poverty explanations.
-
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Political orientation expressed by the self-placement on the left-right scale does
not show a strong direct association with poverty explanations. The effect is significant
only in Estonia and the Czech Republic and only in the case of structural attributions:
people who are more to the right in their political preferences, are less likely to view
poverty as structurally caused than those whose political sympathies are more left-wing
(consistent with hypothesis 6) (e.g. Lee. Jones et al. 1990; Lee, Lewis et a/. 1992:
Eurobarometer 1989, Appelbaum 2001). Our findings of the effect of political orientation
being limited to structural type of explanations reflect those of Kreidl (2000)
Finally. according to the OLS results, adherence to materialist and postmaterialist values is not directly related to causal poverty beliefs at all. Additional
analysis shows that the non-significance of post-materialist orientation as a predictor of
poverty beliefs might be related to the high support for materialist values in all CEE
societies (cf. van der Broek and de Moor 1993): however, it may also mean that the effect
of post-materialism is mediated by other variables included in the model. or is spurious.

if present (i.e. statistically significant). the
associations between independent and dependent variables are as expected. However.
they also demonstrate the uneven contribution of the specific groups of variables to the
explanation of variation in causal poverty explanations. An inspection of the Adjusted Rsquare tests (Table 6.5) leads to the conclusion that variables pertaining to justice beliefs
constitute a more powerful group of predictors than variables tapping experience of
disadvantage. Nonetheless, there seem to be some differences between the explanations
tested as well as countries under study. For example, a belief in the legitimacy of the

The results of the OLS regressions show that.

existing system (JWB) seems particularly consequential for the prediction of structural
poverty beliefs yet it appears of less relevance to the prediction of individual and
especially fatalistic explanations. Similarly. subjective experience of disadvantage
performs best with respect to structural attributions and worst in the case of fatalistic
attributions. As far as cross-country differences are concerned. adherence to specific
justice principles constitutes a much better predictor of poverty attitudes in the Czech
Republic than in Hungary, Russia or Estonia. Subjective experience of disadvantage, on
the other hand, seems particularly relevant as a predictor of poverty explanations in
Russia and poverty awareness in Estonia.
In general, the full model encompassing all groups of variables performs best
with respect to strucrural attributions (the highest values of Adjusted R-square for the full
model and also the highest values of the F-test). especially in the Czech Republic and
Estonia. The model performs worst in the case of fatatistic poverty beliefs. particularly in

the Czech Republic and Hungary. As far

as

individual poverty explanations are

concerned, the model fits the Russian data best.
All in all, including variables pertaining to the experience of disadvantage,
visibility and values contributes to the explanation of variation in the data. However. this
contribution varies across dependent variables and countries under study. On the whole.
variation in poverty attributions is best explained by differences in adherence to values.
Of some consequence is also subjective experience of disadvantage (especially in Russia)
and visibility (especially in Estonia). Nonetheless. the best models in terms of their
predictive power are those which focus on justice beliefs. and in particular just world
belief. This suggests that if there is a truly universal antecedent of causal poverty beliefs,
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it is - at least in Central and Eastern Europe - a just world belief, conceptualized in our
study as perceived legitimacy of the current distributive regime.
6.4. Conclusions and Discussion of the Results
In this chapter we used ISJP 1996 data to explore the nature of causal poverty
beliefs and their antecedents in four Central and Eastern European societies and to
answer five of our research questions. The biggest advantage of using the ISJP data is the
possibility to investigate the underlying dimensions of poverty attributions in CEE
settings. This permits an empirical verification of the (cross-national) universality of
some types of poverty explanations identified on the basis of studies conducted in AngloSaxon countries. Another unique benefit of using the ISJP data is the possibility to
examine the relative strength of normative and existential justice beliefs as antecedents of
popular poverty explanations. and to test their importance vis-a-vis awareness of poverty
and personal experience of disadvantage.
Our analysis started with an examination of the relative popularity of poverty
attributions among the CEE public (research question 5). Inspection of dominance scores
in four CEE countries indicated the overall support for systemic causes of destitution that
coincided with a very strong tendency to view poverty as a consequence of loose morals
and drunkenness and a relative disinclination to attribute material want to bad luck or
lack of talent. Despite this general pattern, we observed that the societies differ in the
importance they attach to specific attributions. Whereas Hungarians and Russians favour
the failure of the economic system as a cause of poverty, the Czechs are much more likely
to attribute poverty to loose morals and drunkenness. In fact, the Czech respondents. with
their clear preference for an individual blame type of explanations appear as real outliers:
not only do they differ in their preferred attribution, but also - and contrary to other CEE
societies, and Russian society in particular - they show no signs of split-consciousness in
causal poverty beliefs (research question 6).
However, the most interesting of our results is the strong inclination of CEE
societies to blame the poor for moral weakness, coupled with some hesitation about their
laziness. This appears as a specifically Eastern European characteristic. Results of studies
in which Western countries were included show that, with the exception of Western
Germany, Western respondents more often view poverty as a consequence of laziness
than loose morals (Kluegel, Csepeli et al. 1995; Kreidl 2000). Also, the difference in the
strength of preference for loose morals and laziness seems less pronounced in the West of
Europe than in the East.
The Eastern European predilection for a strongly moralistic attribution might
have originated from the official poverty discourse of the communist era, according to
which poverty was inflicted only on those who were morally corrupt (due to drunkenness,
a poor work ethic, involvement in petty crime). Alternatively, our results might indicate
that the public distinguishes between those who are poor due to moral weakness (and/or
drunkenness) and those who are simply lazy. To a certain extent. this discrepancy might
cast doubt as to the extent to which the 'immoral' poor are actually blamed for their
predicament. If we consider that it is not only the 'immoral' individuals (e.g. alcoholics)
that are poor but also their family members: spouses and (usually numerous) children.
blaming poverty on 'loose morals and drunkenness' is not necessarily equivalent to
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blaming the poor for being poor. Moreover, research conducted among influential
persons (civil servants, journalists, businessmen) in countries surrounding the Baltic Sea
(Hanhinen and Torronen 1998: Simpura. Tigerstedt et al. 1999) revealed that causes of
alcoholism are often perceived as being out of the control of those afllicted. Abuse of
alcohol is usually blamed on historical, institutional and cultural factors (e.g. in Estonia,
Lithuania. Russia), a bad economic situation, unemployment, poverty as well as stress,
feelings of insecurity and hopelessness that result from material instability (e.g. in Latvia,
Lithuania, Russia). Simultaneously. alcoholism is frequently attributed to biological
factors. such as inheritance or psychological predisposition. Hence, the blameworthiness
of the poor whose poverty is caused by drunkenness might be conditional only, and might
depend on the context in which their poverty is viewed (and discussed).
Confirmatory factor analysis (section 2.3.2) used to determine the underlying
dimensions of poverty beliefs showed that a three-tier model, encompassing individual,

structural andfatalistic factors. constitutes the best fit of the individual country and the
multi-sample (group) data. The composition of the factors indicates some ambiguity on
the part of the public and a tendency to apply composite explanations that combine
fatalistic and structural attributions. With respect to a .fatalistic explanation, this seems to
suggest that people are inclined to view individual fate as interwoven into some broader
societal contexts (such as prejudice and discrimination). yet not totally abstracted from

the attributes of the poor (lack of ability and talent). As far as

a structural factor is

concerned. the presence of the fatalistic element may weaken the general claim as to the
blameworthiness of the system (society) and draw attention to the role of fate. After all.
not everybody in similar circumstances becomes poor; some sort of interaction between
structural constrain and fate might be therefore commonly envisaged. In comparison, the

individual is tic factor that focuses on the poor themselves appears rather coherent. Some
doubts arise only in the context of dominance scores and their interpretation. While the
two attributions constituting the factor are certainly linked. the one explicitly blaming the
poor ('no effort') enjoys limited popularity and the other ('loose morals') is wrapped in
causal ambiguities. This might indicate that while the public recognises individual
sources of destitution. this does not automatically entail blaming the afflicted individuals.
This unclear aspect of blame may in turn imply that, at least in CEE, the distinction
between individual and social explanations of poverty might be less related to the locus
of responsibility and more to the perception of poverty as an individual vs. social
problem. People who are keener to attribute poverty to individual factors might see it as a
problem that at'nets individuals only. especially those prone to it. e.g. due to loose
morals and drunkenness. On the other hand. respondents who are fond of structural
explanations are presumably more inclined to see poverty as a social/societal problem. a
misery that falls on certain (unlucky) groups within the society.
The three factors identified in our analysis permit an empirical verification of
the various types of poverty attributions discussed in Chapter 2 (research question 1). The
individual factor identified on the basis of ISJP data, which highlights the importance of
personality traits and individual behaviour in generating (and/or sustaining) poverty, is
consistent with the widespread interpretation of this type of attribution (Feagin 1972;
Feagin 1975: Feather 1974, Furnham 1982b; Furnham 1982d). The structural factor, on
the other hand. gives some corroboration to a social fatalistic type of explanation: it sets
individual misfortune in the context of structural/situational constrains (Furnham 1982a.
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van Oorschot and Halman 2000). Finally. the fatalistic factor calls attention to cultural
and familial/genetic sources of material deprivation (cf. Smith and Stone 1989:
Cozzarelli. Wilkinson et al. 2001 ). As such it highlights an interaction between various
causal mechanisms and can be interpreted as a popularised version of the culture of
poverty thesis (cf. Kreidl 2000). Finally, the coexistence of two factors which blend
elements of fatalism
structural and fatalistic indicates the complexity of fatalistic
reasoning (Furnham 1982b, Furnham 1982d, Payne and Furnham 1985). Our findings
seem to imply that although bad hick is in itself insufficient to explain poverty (iide: no
purely fatalistic factor and low adherence to bad luc·k as poverty explanation), some
-

-

degree

of

misfortune

is

frequently

regarded

necessary

to

account

for

material

disadvantage.

Last of all, the results of OLS analyses reveal an unequal contribution of
different groups of variables to the prediction of poverty attributions (research question 4)
as well as some cross-country variation (research question 7). While value orientations,
and especially sentiments about distributive justice, show the strongest direct association
with causal poverty explanations. disadvantage - and in particular objective disadvantage
- seems of little relevance. Among the values under study. the belief in the just world is
the most consequential as an attitude predictor. Regardless of their nationality, people
whose belief in the just world is strong, i.e. those who evaluate the current distributive
regime as just, are less likely than those who are more critical of the distributive system
to explain poverty by reference to structural processes and are more likely to blame it on
the poor themselves.
Our findings with respect to other predictors are less universal. For example,
people whose adherence to need as a justice principle is strong are more likely than those
whose support for this belief is less decisive to attribute poverty to structural reasons,
especially in Estonia and the Czech Republic. At the same time, the degree of adherence
to need as a justice principle has limited influence on the choice of individual or fatalistic
poverty attributions: in most countries people whose adherence to need as a justice
principle is high are as likely as those whose support for this principle is low to cherish
individual or fatalistic explanations for disadvantage. Of the value orientations included
in our models. only post-materialism fails to show any direct relation to any of the
poverty explanations. We explained this non-significance by a relatively high support for
materialist values in all CEE societies. Alternatively. the effect of post-materialism can
be spurious. Given the number of variables included in our models. the latter possibility
is highly probable.
With respect to experience of disadvantage, we observed an uneven contribution of
subjective and objective disadvantage to the prediction of causal poverty beliefs. with
subjective disadvantage being more clearly related to poverty attributions, especially in
Hungary and Russia. We noted, for example. that Hungarians who are satisfied with
material aspects of their lives are less inclined than those who are dissatisfied to attribute
poverty to structural causes and more likely to blame it on the poor themselves.
Finally. as far as awareness of poverty is concerned, we pointed to its strong
association with individual and structural attributions in Russia and Estonia. We noted in
particular the great importance of awareness as an attitude predictor in Estonia. where it
explains more variation in structural and individual poverty attributions than subjective
experience of disadvantage.
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All in all, despite interesting country differences and differences per type of
attribution, we can conclude that all groups of predictors identified in Chapter 2 as
possible antecedents of causal poverty beliefs - awareness of the existence of poverty,
experience of disadvantage and values - prove related to individual and structural
poverty explanations. At the same time, we have to note the relative redundancy of
objective experience of disadvantage as a determinant of poverty attributions, especially
in comparison to the effect of the just world belief. We also have to point out the limited
usefulness of our theoretical model for the analysis of fatalistic poverty beliefs.

Chapter 7
The Epilogue

7.1. Introduction
The basic assumption of this study is almost identical to the one underlying the research
of elite perceptions of poverty by De Swaan, Manor et at. (2000:51): it is believed that
the images people hold of other people - in this case the poor - may significantly
influence the way people act towards them, including the design of anti-poverty policies.
Although the popular perceptions might be factually inaccurate, logically inconsistent and
morally dubious, they nonetheless shape the attitudes and behaviour of people who hold
them. Studying popular images of the poor and the explanations for poverty helps to
understand the behaviour of the wider society towards the destitute, including the
processes of policy formation and implementation.
Yet, curiously, studies on the popular perception of and attribution for poverty
in Continental Europe are rather infrequent. While there is a fairly extensive literature on
poverty measurement, extent and dynamics as well as its possible causes and
consequences, relatively little is known about the social construction of poverty. Our
study contributes to this limited pool of knowledge in several ways: it delves into the
nature of lay poverty explanations: it explores the antecedents of causal poverty beliefs.
and it addresses the issue of contextual (supra-)national variation in popular poverty
attributions and their determinants.
In our literature review (Chapter 2) we addressed these three research problems
theoretically. We provided an overview of the various typologies of poverty explanations,
discussed their implications and questioned the applicability of a three-tier typology of
attributions that dominated a considerable part of previous studies. We also drew
attention to the complexity and compound nature of public beliefs as well as their
context-specificity and possible relation to the dominant images of the poor. Further, we
examined the possible antecedents of causal poverty beliefs, formulated general
hypotheses as to the nature of associations between the antecedents and various poverty
explanations and, finally, devised a conceptual model for investigating the determinants
of lay poverty attributions. In our discussion we also drew attention to contextual
(national) influences.
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Our theoretical deliberations allowed us to identify a number of knowledge
a formulation of our research agenda (Chapter 3). Here, the three
general research problems evolved into eight more specific research questions that
informed our further analyses.
Chapters 4 to 6 addressed our research problems empirically. All three - as
much as possible dealt with the same set of research questions. Hence, even though the
chapters revolved around different data sets (Chapter 4 Eurobarometer 40.1: Chapter 5
- EVS 1999/2000; and Chapter 6 - ISJP 1996) and differed in methods applied, there was
a considerable overlap in subject matter between them. In the following sections, we will
compile findings from all our empirical studies and draw general conclusions along the
lines of the three major research problems: nature of causal poverty beliefs, antecedents
of poverty explanations and contextual (supra-)national variation.Further, we will reflect
on the limitations of our study and discuss its scientific relevance. Finally, we will
propose a future research agenda.

gaps, which led to

-

7.2. What Have We Learned? Answers to Our Research Questions
To summarize the findings of our study, it is best to reflect back on the research problems
sketched in our introductory chapter (Chapter 1) and elaborated in our research agenda
(Chapter 3).

7.2.1. Nature of popular poverty explanations

Types of lay poverty attributions
Our literature review alerted us to the complexity of popular poverty explanations. We
noticed the inadequacy of the three-tier typology of beliefs that dominated a considerable
part of past research. We argued that the customary classification of lay poverty
attributions into societal/structural. individual and fatalistic, ignores the complexity of
public beliefs and the possibility of some sub-type or composite explanations. We
suggested a distinction between various types of fatalistic beliefs (individual and social)
as well as a possibility of a composite explanation that combines elements of individual.
structural and fatalistic reasoning. Our first research question pertained to a possible
typology of poverty attributions, it read:

CI)

What types of popular poverty attributions can be

empirically distinguished among the European
public?
Unfortunately, our data did not permit constructing a truly comprehensive typology of
poverty explanations: the forced-choice and limited-choice questions about causes of
poverty incorporated into the Eurobarometer and EVS surveys precluded any such
attempts and the seven Likert-scale questions included in the ISJP questionnaire
permitted testing only a much-criticised three-tier typology of explanations. However,
putting together the findings of all our analyses produces a revealing. albeit not
necessarily complete. picture of the various types of poverty attributions that are endorsed
by the European public.
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The most insightful proved to be the bivariate analysis on the basis of
Eurobarometer data. Juxtaposing two questions on poverty attributions included in the
survey - a forced-choice four-item question and a limited-choice 16-item question facilitated the interpretation of the meanings that Western Europeans attach to general
poverty explanations and enabled the empirical verification of the actual types of poverty
attributions that are endorsed by the public.
Our Eurobarometer findings point toward the existence of three types of
explanations: individual, societal/structural and individual fatalistic. In addition. they
imply the existence of an all-embracing attribution which combines elements of all three.

According to the individual explanation (or laziness and lack of willpower in
Eurobarometer's terms), poverty is attributed to the personality of the poor. on the one
hand, and their (immoral) behaviour. on the other. While the flawed personality of the
poor is reflected in their laziness, lack of future planning and preference for becoming or
staying poor (due to their own choice), their corrupt behaviour encompasses alcoholism,
drug addiction and alleged promiscuity (as suggested by the poor having too many
children).
The societaUstructural explanation (in Eurobarometer: social injustice).
attributes poverty to the societal and structural constrains. These encompass a variety of
social processes from those related to (mis-)operations of the welfare state (and
exemplified by welfare cuts and long-term unemployment), to those associated with the
issues

of social ecology and stratification (including coming from a poor social

background), to those touching upon the weakening of the social bond and dwindling
social solidarity (as reflected in the loss of community spirit and lack of neighbours'
concern).

In comparison to the previous two, the interpretation attached to the individual
fatalistic explanation (in Eurobarometer: ) is slightly less obvious. Although, it is most
frequently associated with sickness and broadly understood family history, it might be
also interpreted as linked to social determinism (suggested by having poor parents) and
individual agency (demonstrated in the behaviour of the poor: addiction and having too

many children). This suggest a broadness or complexity of individual fatalistic

explanation, which - despite its clear focus on sickness and family - appears to crisscross between structural and individual attributions.
Finally. the all-embracing explanation embodied by the Eurobarometer' s
modern world category merges beliefs tapping on social background (as evident from

lack of education and living in a poor area), family history

Ce.g

family break-ups),

possible self-infliction (due to own choice, lack of planning and addiction) and structural
constrains (in the form of long-term unemployment). This suggests a fundamental
ambiguity of the modern world belief. Presumably, it is this vagueness and all-inclusive
character which makes modern world so attractive to the Western European public
(chosen by 25.5% of the population under study). Combining elements of indiridual.
structural and individual fatalistic attributions. the modern world explanation may appear
particularly appealing to respondents who find a grain of truth in each of the more
tangible explanations and search for an attribution that would resolve inconsistencies
inherent in their beliefs.
In short. our Eurobarometer analysis confirms the existence of two very distinct
attributions: individual and societal/structural, points to the broadness and/or complexity
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of individual fatalistic explanations for poverty and indicates great public support for an

attribution which blends the various elements of individual, structural and fatalistic
reasoning.

An analysis of the ISJP data, with a series of Likert-scale questions on more
specific poverty explanations offered further insight into types of causal poverty beliefs.
Results of our Confirmatory Factor Analysis suggested three types of lay poverty

attributions which, following Kreidl (2000), we labelled as individual, structural and
fatalistic. Although these labels imply the much-criticised three-tier Feaginian typology
of attributions. the content of the three types of explanations hidden behind them
substantiates our earlier criticism and points to the complexity of popular beliefs.
The individual poverty attribution determined on the basis of ISJP suggests that
poverty is caused by the personality and behaviour of the poor, as implied by their loose
morals and drunkenness as well as lack of effort. While the two beliefs are undoubtedly
related. their uneven popularity (much lower for lack of effort) implies that the CEE
public distinguishes between those who are poor due to their moral weakness (and/or
drunkenness) and those who are simply lazy, with the former group potentially exempt
from part of the blame. Our doubts as to (the degree of) blameworthiness of the poor
whose poverty is caused by drunkenness derive primarily from literature on the
perception of alcoholism. Studies conducted in the Baltic Sea Region (Hanhinen and
Torronen 1998; Simpura, Tigerstedt et al. 1999) showed that alcoholism is often
attributed to causes out of the control of those afflicted, such as historical factors, cultural
influences, bad economy, unemployment, or psychological and genetic predisposition. It
is therefore possible that - in the public eyes - the blameworthiness of the poor whose
disadvantage is caused by drunkenness (alone) might be conditional and depend on the
context in which their poverty is evaluated. This brings our attention to the study of
Mor 01 (1997), who found two types of individual poverty attributions in Turkish society
- one related to the alleged personality of the poor (reflected in their laziness and lack of
entrepreneurial spirit) and the other related to their behaviour (such as having many
children and migrating to cities). According to Mor 01, even though the behaviours of the
poor accounted for by the 'behavioural' individual attribution could be seen as their sole
responsibility, they could be also interpreted as consequences of social or cultural
processes. The results of Mor 61 reveal some duality in public understanding of
individual blame. As such they can be seen as analogous to those of our ISJP analysis.
Our findings seem to suggest that although relatively coherent, the individual type of
poverty attribution is not necessarily homogeneous; most importantly, it leaves the
question of individual responsibility unresolved. This uncertain aspect of blame implies
that the individual vs. social dichotomy in poverty attributions. if present at all, might be
less related to the locus of responsibility - at least in the CEE countries - and more to the
perception of poverty as an individual vs. social problem, or in other words a misery that
affects some individuals only or a problem that inflicts whole social groups.
The structural type of poverty attribution confirmed in the course of ISJP
analysis constitutes a mixture of fatalism and structural constrain. It blends elements of
societal and structural determinism (in the form of inequality of opportunity, economic
failure, prejudice and discrimination) with individual misfortune (bad luck), indicating
the mutual reinforcement of structure and fate. In essence then. it resembles the
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conception of social fatalistic attribution presumed by van Oorschot and Halman (2000:
cf. Furnham 1982a).
The nature of fatalistic explanation as determined by our ISJP analysis is also
confounded. Encompassing elements of genetic determinism (lack of ability and talent)
as well as societal or cultural constrains (prejudice and discrimination). the fatalistic
attribution suggests that the public perceive individual fate as entangled with some
broader social processes yet not abstracted from the attributes of the poor.
In brief. the findings of our ISJP analysis point to the existence of an individual.
structural andfatalistic attribution, all of which exhibit some ambiguity on the part of the

public and tendency to endorse composite explanations. While in the

structural

explanation, the blameworthiness of the system is weakened by the influence of

individual fate. in the fatalistic attribution the actual fate is viewed as interacting with
some societal or cultural processes. on the one hand, and individual genetic
predispositions on the other. Even the relatively coherent individual explanation, which
relates to the personality and behaviour of the poor, shows some fractures and causal
ambiguities related to the (cultural, structural or genetic) origins of loose morals and
drunkenness.

Altogether, the results of our Eurobarometer and ISJP analyses suggest the
complexity of popular poverty explanations and their compound nature. They confirm the
existence of an individual and a societal/structural attribution, indicate the broadness of
Cindividual) fatalistic explanations. point to the existence of a societal-fata/istic belief.
and - finally - call attention to the all-inclusive type of explanation that blends elements
of the individual, structural and fatalistic reasoning and which might be tentatively linked
to the cultural type

American.

of

explanation suggested in a number of studies. predominantly

In line with the individual explanation. causes of poverty can be located in the
personality and behaviour of the poor (as demonstrated by the Eurobarometer and ISJP
analyses alike). In comparison with other explanations, the individual attribution appears
to be rather coherent. However. our results indicate that individual blame might be
understood differently in the West and in the East of Europe. As evident from
Eurobarometer data. in the West. it is associated predominantly with laziness, own choice
and lack of future planning, and combined with heightened awareness of some (immoral)
behaviour on the part of the poor: alcoholism, drug abuse and alleged promiscuity. In the
East. on the other hand, high support for loose morals and drunkenness as a cause of
material destitution is accompanied by some hesitation about the laziness of the poor
(ISJP). Moreover, in the East, the belief that poverty is caused by loose morals and
drunkenness might be wrapped in some causal ambiguities. It seems therefore that
individual attribution is much more coherent in the West than in the East of Europe. In
general, however, the individual explanation detected in our analysis is consistent with
the widespread interpretation of this type of causal belief proposed by other authors
(Feagin 1972; Feagin 1975; Feather 1974: Furnham 1982b; Furnham 1982d).
According to societal/structural attribution. broadly understood societal and
structural constrains constitute the main reason for material need (Eurobarometer). These
encompass a variety of social/structural processes, including (mis-)operations of the
welfare state. problems of social ecology and stratification as well as the weakening of
the social bond and dwindling social solidarity. Such an interpretation of the popular
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societal/structural explanation for poverty, albeit relatively broad. is in basic agreement
with the interpretation of the structural explanation proposed by other authors (Feagin
1972; Feagin 1975: Feather 1974: Furnham 1982b. Furnham 1982d). We have to note,
however, that although the existence of societal/structural explanation is evident in the
West of Europe, no such attribution has been found in the East of the continent, where a

societal/structural explanation appears to be mixed with fate in the form of
fatalistic attribution (ISJP)

As far as the latter is concerned, our ISJP-findings suggest that

a

societal-

a

societal-

fatalistic explanation merges elements of societal/structural determinism with individual
misfortune (cf. van Oorschot and Halman 2000). Although from our analysis we can
draw conclusions only as to its existence in some of the CEE countries, the results of
Kreidl (2000) suggest its presence in Western Europe as well.
In contrast to the previous three attributions, the individual fatalistic explanation
emerges from our analysis as relatively complex. It touches upon bad luck (ISJP).
sickness (Eurobarometer), genetics (ISJP) but also family history (Eurobarometer),
family and social background (Eurobarometer). behaviour of the poor (Eurobarometer)
indicates a
and. finally. some cultural practices (ISJP). This combination of associations
very broad understanding of fate, which reveals itself in a number of life circumstances.
from being born with an inadequate potential, in a wrong family and social setting.
through being inflicted by sickness or addiction, to being a victim of prejudice and
discrimination. However, it also implies that individual fate might be related to individual
agency, on the one hand. and very much interwoven into some type of social/structural
determinism on the other. As such, the fatalistic explanation draws attention to what some

writers refer to as a cultural type explanation (cf. Smith and Stone 1989; Cozzarelli,
Wilkinson et al. 2001) and what Kreidl (2000) called a popularised version of the culture
of poverty thesis.
The fact that despite the social deterministic element, the individual fatalistic
attribution exists apart from the social fatalistic attribution, and next to it (as evident from
ISJP data), indicates its distinctive character. When we look at the constituent elements of
both attributions: social fatalistic and individual fatalistic, we can see that although both
refer to some form of external determinism, they differ in their focus. Explanations that
could be treated as individual fatalistic (Eurobarometer unlucki,tess, ISJPfatatistic) focus
on the influences of family. social background and culture and could be seen as operating
on the level of collectivity; the social fatalistic attribution, on the other hand, (structural
in ISJP) takes into consideration the socio-economic structure and relates to the state's
socio-economic (in)activity. Interestingly. our results suggest that there is nothing that
could be called 'pure fate' in causal poverty beliefs. Fate, although present in causal
poverty beliefs, is always seen in the context of some wider social processes. This
observation corroborates studies which failed to extract a fatalistic set of beliefs as a
distinct category in poverty explanations (Cozzarelli, Wilkinson et at. 2001) and
especially those which report the mixed character of fatalistic beliefs (Furnham 1982b:
Furnham 1982d. Payne and Furnham 1985).
Particularly intriguing, however. is the existence and popularity of an allinclusive type of explanation detected in our Eurobarometer analysis (modern world').
The explanation which blends elements of the individual. structural and fatalistic
reasoning implies some confusion on the part of the public, ambiguity inherent in their

154

The Epilogue
beliefs and/or their reluctance to opt for a single more tangible explanation. While the
attribution is not easy to classify, the interaction between various causal mechanisms

implied by it draws attention to what some writers refer to as a cultural type of
explanation. In its essence, the Cultural explanation blends the elements of individual
agency and structural and situational considerations and points to their mutual
reinforcement (Smith and Stone 1989: cf. Morgol 1997). In some studies. it is also seen
as related to a social background that affects the attitudes of the poor and limits their
chances of escaping material deprivation (Bullock 1999), or combined with family
history, such as the break-down of the nuclear family, and the alleged genetic attributes
of the poor. such as low intelligence (Cozzarelli, Wilkinson et al. 2001).
Similarities between cultural and modern world attributions are striking. What,

however, makes us cautious about giving this all-embracing explanation the cuimi-al
label. or - in fact - any label at all, is precisely its all-inclusive character and difficulty in
discerning the public motivation for choosing it.
On the one hand. the public need for such a compound belief can be interpreted
in the light of the split-consciousness thesis (Kluegel, Csepeli et a/. 1995). which assumes
the co-existence of conflicting beliefs in composite explanations. In line with the theory.
the choice of this type of attribution would be driven by a need to resolve inconsistencies
that are intrinsic to all public beliefs. Alternatively, a preference for this type of
explanation might be interpreted in the context of the generic, i.e. undifferentiated.
conceptualization of poverty that is applied in the Eurobarometer survey. The critics of
such an approach to studying poverty attributions would see the popularity of the allinclusive explanation as a sign of a very mature and realistic view of the poor on the part
of the public, which takes into account the fact that poverty of different groups of the
poor might be related to different causal mechanisms. However, a need for such an
attribution could be seen as related to the general ignorance about poverty on the part of
the (usually more affluent) public and their inability to take a clear stance. Taking into
consideration the fact that the modern world explanation is most popular among people
who are unable to identify certain life situations as situations of poverty as well as those
whose awareness of the very existence of poverty and knowledge of the living conditions
of the poor (Chapter 4) are rather limited, this is not unlikely. It would mean, however.
that it might be more meaningful to treat the all-inclusive modern world as 'no belief
rather than a sign of a particular maturity of beliefs on the part of the general public.
To sum up then, all our analyses conducted on various samples of Western and

Eastern European populations allow us to distinguish

between

i,id ivi dual.

societal/structural, individual fatalistic and social fatalistic explanations of poverty. The
individual explanations hold the poor to be personally responsible. In contrast, the
structural explanations constitute the view that the poor suffer from circumstances
largely beyond their control. Individual fatalistic and social fatalistic explanations are
slightly more complex. Despite its clear focus on fate generally beyond the control of
poor. the individual fatalistic attribution appears to be interlinked with individual agency
and some forms of familial. ecological or cultural determinism. Social fatalistic
attribution, on the other hand, views individual misfortune in the context of structural
constrains. In addition, our analyses point to the existence of an all-inclusive type of
attribution which merges individual. structural, and fatalistic reasoning and could be
treated as a cultural belief or, essentially. a 'no belief'.
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Is there split-consciousness in poverty explanations?
In our review of existing studies we emphasized the compatibility of various
explanations. Following Lane (1962), Parkin (1972), Sennet and Cobb (1972) as well as
Kluegel and Smith (1986), Lee, Jones et at. ( 1990) and Hunt ( 1996), we claimed that
although competing, the various explanations are not necessarily mutually exclusive.
Conversely: people prone to ambiguity and inconsistency tend to employ pluralistic
(rather than mono-causal) explanations (Harper 2003). In our discussion, we referred to
the split-consciousness theory (Kluegel, Csepeli et al. 1995), which emphasizes the
coexistence of competing or even contradictory beliefs in people's consciousness. We set
ourselves the task of investigating the applicability of the split-consciousness theory in a
broad European setting. Our subsequent research question was phrased as follows:
(2)

What evidence

of split-consciousness

in

poverty

attributions, if any, can be observed among the
European public?
Given the data sets available. our possibilities to directly examine split-consciousness of
the Europeans were rather limited. However, as demonstrated in the previous section, we
were able to trace evidence of wide inconsistency in public beliefs. Both our
Eurobarometer and ISJP analyses indicated the existence of composite explanations,
embodied in the individual fatalistic and especially the all-inclusive modern world
attribution. The latter - associated with societal/structural, individual and fatalistic
explanations constitutes the most obvious sign of split-consciousness. We claimed that
it could have been chosen by respondents for its imprecision and potential to account for,
if not resolve, the ambiguities and inconsistencies inherent in their beliefs. The relative
popularity of the modern world attribution (second in terms of popularity, chosen by one
quarter of the population under study) might testify to the scale of split-consciousness in
poverty explanations in Western Europe.
Additional evidence of split-consciousness in poverty explanations can be
inferred from the simultaneous popularity of potentially conflicting beliefs (EVS, ISJP).
The joined analysis of the most important and second-most important cause of living in
need based on EVS data showed that concurrent adherence to contradictory beliefs is
observable both in the East and in the West of Europe (cf. Kluegel, Csepeli et at. 1995;
Kreidl 2000). Our ISJP analysis limited to a few CEE societies further confirmed the
split-consciousness of the Eastern European public. It showed that a high preference for
structural attributions coincides with a very strong tendency to view poverty as being
induced by the moral weakness of those afflicted.
-

-

-

Images of the poor - what is poverty?
In our theoretical deliberations (Chapter 2) we questioned the validity of research which
relies on a generic conceptualization of poverty that fails to distinguish between different
types of poverty and to account for the possibility that public explanations may differ per
group of the poor (Lee. Jones et al. 1990. Lee, Lewis et a/. 1992: Wilson 1996). In our
research agenda (Chapter 3), we also noted a general lack of research interest in public
images of the poor. This empirical void appeared curious, especially considering the
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possible connection between the dominant images of the poor and poverty attributions
endorsed. Our third research question related to this issue. it read as follows:
(3)

What are the most salient images of the poor

among the European public? What popular poverty
explanations correspond to various images of the
poort
The generic conceptualization of poverty in our data sets prevented a direct
investigation of differences in attributions per groups of the poor (cf. Wilson 1996).
Nonetheless, reference to a Eurobarometer question about situations that respondents
considered to be representative of poverty enabled us to reveal the perceived composition
of the poor in Western Europe and explore the associations between the images and
preference for general poverty attributions (unluckiness. laziness and lack of willpower,
social injustice. modern world).
Our findings indicate that homelessness, social exclusion and living in a rundown area constitute the three most salient images of poverty, followed by long-term
unemployment and drug dependence. Least popular as poverty images are: living in a
home for the elderly, living in a psychiatric institution and being physically disabled.
As to associations between poverty images and causal beliefs, we observed that
images of poverty are more salient among respondents who hold decisive, unequivocal
beliefs about causes of poverty - social injustice, laziness and unluckiness - than among
those whose beliefs are ambiguous or even non-existent (as suggested by their adherence
to modern world or their choice of none of these or don't know as a response category).
We found the poverty perceptiveness of respondents who attribute living in need to
societal/structural causes particularly compelling. This group of respondents was most
disposed to identifying and labelling the various life situations as situations of poverty;

their perceptions were also very consistent with their interpretation of social injustice. in
contrast, the connections between poverty images and laziness or unluckiness attributions
were less clear. We could observe the relative reluctance of respondents who attributed
poverty to laziness and lack of willpower to associate living in need with situations which
might be interpreted as 'social' rather than 'individual' (problems), such as homelessness,

social exclusion or long unemployment. We could not, however, discern any clear pattern
of associations with respect to images of poverty and the unluckiness explanation. The
latter might be related to the broad understanding of the unluckiness attribution.

7.2.2. Antecedents of poverty explanations
Which group of antecedents matters most?

Our literature review on antecedents of causal poverty beliefs led us to a formulation of a
conceptual model that accounts for five groups of predictors: awareness of the existence
of poverty, personal experience of disadvantage (both objective and subjective). values,
socio-demographic characteristics and (national) context. In our discussion we
emphasized the unequal status of the various antecedents. We observed that althou gh the
indirect effect of socio-demographic characteristics (e.g. through their influence on
values, poverty awareness, and experience of disadvantage) is impossible to deny, their

157

Chapter 7

direct influence on poverty attributions is neither uniform nor unequivocally
acknowledged. Hence, we proposed that in an analysis of the determinants of lay poverty
attributions, the socio-demographics could be treated as control variables. whose role in
explaining poverty explanations is secondary.
In our theoretical discussion we noted the relative fragmentation of a
considerable part of past research and their narrow focus on a limited number of
antecedents. We observed that the various groups of predictors have rarely been brought
together and little has been done to establish their relative predictive power. We
emphasized that the latter might be interesting also in the light of the theoretical
embedment of the three groups of predictors: awareness in the public arenas theory.
experience in the self-interest/underdog thesis and values in the (dominant) ideology
thesis. Our subsequent research question therefore concerned the relative predictive
power of various (groups) of antecedents. It was phrased as follows:
(4)

What is the relative importance of various (group.s

of) predictors in explaining why people hold
particular views on the causes of destitution?
To assess the relative importance of various groups of determinants as well as the
universality of associations between antecedents and poverty attributions, we estimated a
number of competing explanatory models on different samples of Western European
(Eurobarometer. EVS-West) as well as Eastern European populations (EVS-East. ISJP).
Since our data differ in their treatment of the dependent variables (causes of poverty) as
well as the type, number and measurement of the antecedents of causal beliefs. the
comparability of our results across studies is limited. However, although we cannot
compare our findings on a one-to-one basis. we can put our conclusions alongside each
other across chapters.
In all studies. we see marked differences in the importance of various groups of
antecedents. as indicated by the significance of specific effects and measured by (Pseudo)
R-square. In general. nationality and then values appear to be most consequential for the
prediction of poverty attributions. Nationality outperforms all other groups of variables in
all the analyses in which the national dummy variables are included (Eurobarometer.
EVS-West, EVS-East). This highlights the great importance of national context in
determining individual beliefs about the causes of poverty. This conclusion is further
reinforced by differences in the effects of explanatory variables across regions (EVS-East
EVS-West) and countries investigated (ISJP).

For other groups of variables. our findings indicate that values

en bloc

contribute more to the explanation of variation in the dependent variables than experience
of disadvantage, socio-demographic characteristics (Eurobarometer, EVS-West, EVSEast and ISJP) and poverty awareness (Eurobarometer, ISJP). However, as shown by the
analysis of the ISJP and EVS data. different values may contribute differently to the
explanation of variation in the dependent variables. ISJP results indicate that justice
evaluations (measured by the belief in the legitimacy of the current distributive system)
are more powerful as a predictor than adherence to justice norms of equality, need or
merit, which in turn outperform political left-right orientation. The uneven importance of
different value orientations was documented as well by the EVS-East and EVS-West
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analyses, which

despite some cross-regional differences
showed that adherence to
specific justice norms contributes most to the explanation of variation in the dependent
variable, while broadly understood religious beliefs contribute the least.
As far as experience of disadvantage is concerned. in terms of improvements in
(Pseudo) R-square. subjective disadvantage constitutes a better predictor of causal
poverty beliefs than objective disadvantage (Eurobarometer. EVS-East. ISJP). Moreover.
in Eastern European societies (ISJP. EVS-East) it explains more variation in the
dependent variables than any specific value belief. with the notable exception of justice
evaluations. In other words. even though values as a (total) belief system are most
important as predictors of poverty beliefs, both in the East and West of Europe,
subjective feeling of disadvantage comes to the fore in the East once the value system as
a whole has been 'decomposed' into specific beliefs (EVS-East). Of specific values, only
justice evaluations continue to outperform subjective experience of dihadvantage in the
East of Europe (ISJP).
With respect to objective disadvantage. we observe that the effects of its
indicators - even if present in a partial model - usually disappear when variables
measuring subjective experience of disadvantage and/or values are held constant
(Eurobarometer. EVS-East, ISJP). While this lack of association might be partly related
to the crudeness of the measure of objective disadvantage (income). it implies the relative
(direct) unimportance of objective disadvantage as an attitude predictor. It suggests that
the interpretation that people attach to their lives and their overall belief system has a
more profound influence on their causal beliefs than their objective circumstances.
Indeed. as a predictor of causal poverty beliefs. objective disadvantage is outperformed
also by poverty awareness (Eurobarometer, ISJP). Finally, and as expected. sociodemographic characteristics contribute least to the explanation of variation in our
dependent variables (Eurobarometer, EVS East, EVS West. and ISJP).
Our findings indicate that of the categories of variables identified as possible
antecedents of causal poverty beliefs - awareness of the existence of poverty, experience
of (material) disadvantage, values, socio-demographic characteristics and national
context - all are related to causal poverty explanations. At the same time. they
demonstrate the uneven contribution of the specific groups of variables to the explanation
of variation in poverty attributions. Taken together. the results of our analyses suggest
that, after the country of residence, values and subjective experience of disadvantage
constitute the two most powerful groups of predictors. The variables touching on
objective disadvantage and socio-demographic characteristics prove the least
consequential for the prediction of causal poverty beliefs.
On the other hand, our results show some differences in the effects within the
specific groups of predictors: while general awareness of the existence of poverty 'out
there' is clearly related to poverty attributions (Eurobarometer, ISJP). more immediate
exposure to poverty in one's social circle or neighbourhood is not (Eurobarometer). To
give another example, within values distinction should be made between, e.g. justice
beliefs. which constitute best predictors, and religious affiliation, whose effects tend to be
marginal, if at all present. We also have to emphasize considerable differences in the
importance of various (groups) of predictors across the populations under study. As
already noted. subjective disadvantage appears to be more essential for the prediction of
poverty attributions in the East of Europe than in the West (EVS-East. EVS-West).
-

-
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Similar differences are observable across CEE states with regard to poverty awareness:
while poverty a,#·areness appears of no consequence to poverty explanations in Hungary.
in Estonia it explains more variation in poverty attributions (structural and individital)
than subjectii'e experience of disadvantage.
Reflecting on the theoretical embedment of the three groups of our predictors awareness. experience and values. we can tentatively conclude an almost unparalleled
relevance of the (dominant) ideology thesis for studying lay poverty attributions. The
thesis. which ascribes to values and wider belief systems a truly distinctive role in attitude
formation. finds support in the results of our studies. Considering the role of the broadly
understood socialization and the fact that "individuals do not construct their social worlds
in terms of a wholly personal vision, and without drawing heavily upon the organizing
concepts, which are part of a public meaning-system" (Parkin 1972:82). we can assume
that popular poverty explanations are moulded considerably by an ideology that is
predominant in a given society. This would suggest the deep-rooted and almost inviolate
status of poverty attributions.
However. we have to be cautious with drawing any definite conclusions. As
noted by Parkin. "Ialttitudes tapped by opinion polls or by interviews are likely to reflect
the influence Of the dominant value system, since generally the questions do not specify
precise situational contexts" (Parkin 1972:93-94). The fact that awareness of (the
existence 00 poverty. especially on the country level, as well as personal experience of

disadvantage. play important roles as predictors of poverty beliefs, and do so despite the
rather abstract (generic) conceptualization of the poor, indicates the importance of the
other two theoretical perspectives: public arenas theon' and self-interest/underdog thesis.
According to the self-interest thesis. people adhere to beliefs which allow them
to profit, and reject those by which they lose. With respect to causal poverty beliefs, this
means that people who have experienced some disadvantage are more likely to view
poverty as being externally caused than those who have never gone through (material)
difficulty. Our results do not confirm such a supposition as regards objective
disadvantage. they do suggest. however. a profound importance of subjective individual
experience. especially in the East of Europe. There. the association between subjective
feeling of disadvantage and poverty attributions endorsed is stronger than that between
causal poverty beliefs and any particular value (JWB being an exception). which implies
that the (dominant) ideology thesis might be more relevant for studying poverty
perceptions in the West rather than East of Europe. This might be caused by the systemic
transformation that the CEE societies have been undergoing, also on the level of
(dominant) societal values. and the possible ideological confusion of a large part of the
CEE population (cf. Arts. Hermkens et a/. 1995: Kluegel and Mateju 1995). With respect
to the fe(f-interest thesis itself. our results are in agreement with those of Nilson. who
noted that apparently "people must feel like underdogs before they take the perspective of
an underdog" (Nilson 1981:536).
Finally. our findings give some support to the public arenas theon·. They show
that awareness of poverty. especially on the most general country level, can play a
significant role as an attitude predictor. In fact. it is precisely the significance of this
general. abstract type of awareness that underscores the relevance of the public arenas
theoo' in research on lay poverty attributions. In contrast to the experience-based
exposure to poverty and the poor, the general awareness of the existence of poverty in
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one' s country (Eurobarometer, ISJP) is presumably acquired via mass media and other
institutional 'arenas'. Indirectly. this points to the importance of those 'arenas' in
constructing the issue of 'poverty' as a 'social problem'. The fact that the relative
importance of awareness as an antecedent of causal poverty beliefs differs per country

under study (ISJP) further confirms the applicability of the public arenas theory. Since it
is unlikely that the same issue (in our case, poverty) will receive the same amount of
attention from a number of institutional arenas in a number of different countries, the fact
that the relative importance of awareness as attitude predictor is quite dissimilar in
Russia, Hungary and Estonia. is only logical.
All in all. while our results indicate the particular relevance of the (dominant)
ideology thesis to studying popular explanations for poverty. they do not allow us to
discard the other two theoretical perspectives. according to which popular beliefs are
shaped by individual experience (self-interest/underdog thesis) or awareness of specific
'social problems' (public arenas theory) Presumably then, even though the (dominant)
ideology is influential in shaping beliefs about the causes of poverty, it is not totally
unchallenged. To quote Parkin again, -men impose their will by selecting ( . . . ) from a
range of values which any complex society generates" (Parkin 1972:82). Which values
and beliefs they select is influenced by their interpretation of their personal experience,
and exposure to diverse information 'frames' created by institutional 'arenas'. This
observation is in basic agreement with the findings of Kluegel and Smith ( 1986) as well
as I.£e, Lewis et al. ( 1992) and Wilson (1996). all of whom observed that dominant
ideology beliefs can be contested by personal experience as well as prevailing social and
political discourse. It has to be emphasized, however, that the three theories underlying
values. awareness and experience as antecedents of poverty beliefs are not inherently
opposed. They may in fact depending on the specific dominant ideology as well as the
given public discourse disseminate similar messages. If we see them as competing, it is
due to their role as prevailing sources of public beliefs (cf. Lee, Lewis et at. 1992) and
not necessarily their opposing messages.
-

-

The evaluation of the conceptual model

In all our analyses, we observe that variables from all five groups of antecedents prove to
be directly related to at least one type of poverty attribution. At the same time, in each
study, we notice differences in the importance of determinants across types of causal
beliefs: regardless of the direction of association, some determinants appear to be related
to some poverty explanations, yet not to others. For example, the political preference of
respondents is related to their choice of either societal/structural or individual poverty
attributions, yet there is no statistically significant relation between political preference
and the choice of fatalistic attributions (Eurobarometer, EVS-West, EVS-East, and ISJP).
To give another example, being Catholic appears to be related to societal/structural
attributions (EVS-West) or fatalistic beliefs (Eurobarometer), but not to individual
explanations for destitution. As already mentioned, we also observe some differences in
the significance of effects across regions (EVS-West EVS-East) and countries (ISJP)
under study.
This discrepancy implies that none of the explanatory variables included in our
analyses can be construed as equally consequential for each type of causal poverty belief.
Although some kind of asymmetry in associations between the various predictors and
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poverty explanations was predicted (see Chapter 2), our results imply the possibility of
alternative models or sub-models, especially in relation to fatalistic poverty attributions.
The direction of association between societal/structural and individual
explanations for poverty and their determinants turned out - in most cases - as expected.
This suggests the general applicability of our theoretical framework to the prediction of
those two types of causal beliefs. Minor corrections in the model could be appropriate
only with respect to specific predictors, i.e. within the main categories of antecedents.
Our results indicate. for example. a relative redundancy of variables pertaining
to expost,re. and marginal contribution of the variables measuring objective

disadvantage. religiosity or meritocracy when all other predictors are held constant.
Although the non-significance of those determinants might be related to the great number
of variables controlled in our explanatory models, this possibility seems to be partly ruled
out by our analytical strategy. Testing partial models allowed us to observe the change in
effects upon the introduction of various sets of additional variables. For example. the
effects of exposure (Eurobarometer) were significant in a partial model that did not
control value orientations of respondents, yet disappeared once the effects of values were
estimated simultaneously. We interpreted this change in the light of the superiority of
1,allies as attitude predictors. If our interpretation is correct, it indicates the relative
redundancy of exposure as a predictor of individual and societal/structural causal poverty
beliefs. To give other examples, most of the effects of variables pertaining to religiosity
(Eurobarometer) or meritocracy (EVS-East. EVS-West) also proved non-significant in
our partial models, in which the number of variables controlled was limited. This again
implies the relative irrelevance of religiosity and meritocracy as antecedents of individual
and societal/stnictural explanations for poverty.
In fact. the non-existence of a direct association between religious beliefs - and
especially religious denomination - and causal poverty beliefs was not entirely
unanticipated. In Chapter 2. we acknowledged the possibility that the influence of
religion on public attitudes. including poverty attributions, might be indirect and
mediated. inter alia, by national culture (Brechon 1999: Halman and Riis 1999). Our
findings with regard to contextual models confirmed such a supposition (EVS-pooled).
As far as meritocratism is concerned, its general non-significance as a predictor of causal
poverty beliefs. especially in the West of Europe (EVS-West) might have been caused by
its overwhelming popularity among the population under study: since there is a social
consensus as to the importance of merit as a justice principle, adherence to it cannot
cause major differences in attitudes.

If we focus specifically on the direct effects which prove significant in our
analyses, our findings indicate that societat/structurat explanations are most popular
among people who are aware of the existence of poverty in their country (Eurobarometer,
ISJP), do not belong to the highest income group (EVS-West, ISJP), are not particu larly
satisfied with their life in general (EVS-East, EVS-West) or. at least. with its material
dimension (Eurobarometer. ISJP). who feel society has been unjust to them
(Eurobarometer). or feel their control over life is rather limited (EVS-East). As far as
value orientations are concerned, people who attribute poverty to societal/structural
causes tend to be left-wing in their political sympathies (Eurobarometer. EVS-West,
EVS-East. ISJP), and believe that a society should eliminate large income inequalities
and guarantee that basic needs are met for all (EVS-East. EVS-West. ISJP). In addition. if
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they happen to be Western Europeans. they are rather unlikely to be strongly devoted to
the work ethic (EVS-West): if they happen to live in Eastern Europe. they tend to doubt
the legitimacy of their current distributive regime (ISJP).
In contrast. people most inclined to attribute poverty to
reasons. are
rather unaware of its existence (Eurobarometer, ISJP). If they are Western Europeans.
they do not belong to the highest income group (EVS-West): if they are Eastern
Europeans. they are relatively satisfied with their lives in general (EVS-East) and its
material dimension in particular (ISJP). and are likely to enjoy a sense of autonomy
(EVS-East). As far as their value orientation is concerned, they exhibit right-wing
political sympathies (Eurobarometer. EVS-West. EVS-East), are devoted to the work
ethic (EVS-West. EVS-East) and tend to reject the principle of need as a basis of
redistribution (EVS-West. ISJP). If they are Western Europeans. they are also antiegalitarian (EVS-West); if. however, they are from the East of Europe. they are
distinguished for their faith in the legitimacy of the distributive system they live in (ISJP).
All these associations confirm the general applicability of our theoretical
construct for the prediction of individual and societal/structural poverty attributions, as
they show that antecedents of causal poverty beliefs can indeed be grouped under the
labels of airareness. experience and values.
In comparison to societal/structural and individual poverty explanations, our
results with respect to fatalistic attributions are rather disappointing. The non-significance
of most of the effects on this type of poverty explanation in all our analyses indicates that
most of the variables included in the theoretical model do not relate to fatalistic poverty
beliefs. This was not entirely unanticipated. The general negligence of fatalistic poverty
explanations in studies on the antecedents of causal poverty beliefs (Hunt 2004) resulted
in a peculiar research void that left us without any guidelines in our search for
determinants. The vague character of fatalistic attributions yielded in previous studies
(Furnham 1982b: Furnham 1982d: Payne and Furnham 1985) did not help in formulating
any valid hypothesis, either. Still the ill-suitability of the model for the prediction of
fatalistic attributions is a fact that necessitates corrections.
Our results, albeit not very satisfactory, suggest that exposure to poverty.
i,id i r ici L ici 1

income level, and religious denomination constitute the best predictors of fatalistic
beliefs in the West of Europe. While belonging to a medium- or higher income group
diminishes the probability of attributing poverty to individual fate (EVS-West), being
Catholic or having the poor in one's social circle enhances such an explanation
(Eurobarometer). In the East of Europe, on the other hand, adherence tofittalistic beliefs
appears to be related to subjective disadvantage rather than objective disadvantage (EVSEast, ISJP) and values related to justice rather than religiosity. The latter is particularly

interesting. It shows the popularity of fatalistic attribution among those who believe in
the legitimacy of the distributive regime (ISJP) and those who value equality as a justice
principle (EVS). This suggests that the search for the possible determinants of fatalistic
attributions for poverty should perhaps focus more explicitly on the beliefs about justice
as well as on personal experience of disadvantage. It should also take into consideration
possible regional (or national) differences in the understanding of individualfate.
All in all, the results of our analyses confirm the general usefulness of our
conceptual model in research on popular poverty attributions. yet only with respect to
individual and societal/structural poverty explanations. In the case of societal/:structural
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and individual explanations, all groups of variables included in our theoretical model
proved of relevance. Moreover. the effects of the best predictors beliefs about justice,
political orientation and subjective disadvantage - were surprisingly consistent regardless
of the sample, variables and method used for the analysis. Also, the direction of
association between the specific predictors and the two types of causal poverty beliefs
turned out - in most cases - as expected.
At the same time, our findings demonstrate that an alternative model should be
-

devised to account for the possible determinants of fatalistic attributions. The illsuitability of our theoretical contract for the prediction of fatalistic explanations reflects
our limited understanding of fatalistic beliefs and calls for further research.
7.2.3. The unpacking of the nation 'black box'
In our theoretical deliberations, we observed the relative infrequency of comparative
studies on lay poverty explanations and emphasized the role of nationhood as an attitude
predictor. We also referred to the scarcity of studies that have tried to verify the
universality of associations between specific antecedents and poverty attributions,
especially in a non-Western (European) setting. This commanded our research attention
to cross-national differences, with special consideration being directed at differences
between Western Europe on the one hand and Central and Eastern Europe on the other,
and the variation among Central and Eastern European societies. Our subsequent research
questions focused on regional and national differences in poverty attributions and their
determinants. They were formulated as follows:

(5)

(6)

What regional or national differences in poverty
attributions exist in Europe?
there any· differences in the level of splitconsciousness between regions or nations of

Are

Europe?
(7)

What, if any, regional or national differences exist
in the effects of antecedents of popular poverty

explanations?

Last of all, we drew attention to the scarcity of studies that delved into the nature of
cross-national difference in poverty attributions and single out some macro-level
characteristics which can - at least partly - account for differences in individual poverty
explanations. Our final research question pertained to unpacking the nation 'black box'; it
read:

(8)

Which

context

variables

can

contribute

to

the

explanation of variation in individual poverty
attributions in Europe? What is their relath,e
importance?
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Taken together, our findings demonstrate considerable regional and national differences
in poverty attributions as well as their antecedents in Europe. The importance of
nationhood as a determinant of causal poverty beliefs was revealed in the relatively large
and significant effects of national dummy variables in all our Eurobarometer- and EVSbased multivariate analyses. It was also confirmed in our parallel analyses of popularity
of various attributions in the East and in the West of Europe (EVS) and among CEE
societies (ISJP).
When comparing the prominence of causal poverty beliefs as elicited by the
EVS survey, we observed that behind the cross-regional consensus concerning the
relative importance of the various attributions, considerable East-West divergence exists
in the overall significance that is attached to them. To illustrate this, both Eastern and
Western European respondents consider social injustice the most important single
explanation for poverty. which is followed by modern progress. laziness. unhickiness and
none of these, in this order. At the same time. our analysis showed that explaining

material neediness in terms of social injustice is generally more popular in the West of
Europe than in the East, whereas in the case of laziness the reverse is true. Western
Europeans are also more favourable towards unluckiness as a poverty explanation than
Eastern Europeans, who in turn are more predisposed to seeing living in need as a
consequence of modern progress. Finally, our findings showed that the difference in the

popularity of social injustice and other attributions is much more pronounced in the West
of Europe than in the East, which indicated a greater divergence of opinions in the East
than in the West and gave tentative evidence for the greater split-consciousness of the
Eastern Europeans compared to Western Europeans (cf. Kluegel, Csepeli et at. 1995;
Kreidl 2000; Stephenson 2000).
The investigation of the popularity of various poverty attributions in CEE
societies (ISJP analysis) indicated broad support for structural causes of destitution
(including the failure of the economic system and lack of equal opportunity). coupled
with a strong belief that poverty is a consequence of loose morals and drunkenness and
reluctance to view poverty in terms of individual fate. Yet it also showed that the CEE
societies differ in the relative importance they attach to specific attributions. Although in
Russia and Hungary, poverty is most frequently attributed to the failure of the economic
system, in the Czech Republic and Estonia it is most often seen as a result of loose morals
and drunkenness. Furthermore, in the Czech Republic the number of those who reject the
failure of economic system as a cause of poverty exceeds those who think it is often or
very often the cause of destitution. Societies differ as well in the overall importance of
fatalistic beliefs, with Estonians being most likely to admit that poverty is traceable to
lack of ability and talent and Russians decisively rejecting it. With respect to splitconsciousness, on the basis of simultaneous popularity of potentially conflicting
attributions, we concluded that double-mindedness in causal poverty beliefs is the
greatest among Russians and the weakest among Czechs.
Comparing the results of parallel multivariate analyses (EVS-East. EVS-West,
and ISJP) allowed Us to discern regional and national differences in the relative
importance of various predictors. Our EVS analysis showed that whether or not a
particular explanatory variable is related to poverty attributions depends, inter alia, on the
regional embedment of respondents. To illustrate this, whether or not people consider

themselves religious affects their chances of choosing social injustice or laziness as
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poverty attributions only in the East of Europe, and not in the West. Furthermore. the
region in which people live determines the relative predictive power of various (groups
of) variables. as measured by Pseudo R-square. While variables pertaining to values
constitute en bloc a more powerful group of predictors than variables measuring
experience of disadvantage both in the East of Europe and in the West, in the East
subjective experience of disadvantage explains more variation in the data than any
specific (group) of values. Such a pronounced role of subjective disadvantage is not
perceptible in the West.
The ISJP analyses revealed similar disparities across CEE societies. It showed.
for example, the great importance of poverty awareness as attitude predictor in Estonia
and its relative irrelevance as a determinant of causal beliefs in Hungary. Similar
differences were observed with respect to subjective experience of disadvantage and
adherence to principles of distributive justice: the effects of these predictors varied across
the countries under study both in their significance and in their relative importance.
Finally. substituting national dummy variables with variables measuring
contextual influence (Eurobarometer, EVS-pooled) permitted unpacking the nation 'black
box' and exploring the nature of cross-national variation in popular poverty explanations.
The results of our Eurobarometer analysis, in which we compared the relative influence
of the perceived and actual socio-economic structure. suggested the superiority of the
latter. Our findings showed that the 'objective' level of income inequality measured by
the gini coefficient contributes more to the explanation of variation in poverty attributions
than the subjective perception of (the extent of) poverty. Moreover, they suggested that a
lower level of income inequality determines the choice of more abstract attributions
(exemplified by the all-inclusive modern world explanation) rather than the more tangible
ones (embodied in kiziness and social injustice). We considered it to be related to a
greater popularity of modern world attribution among respondents who are allegedly least
knowledgeable about poverty and hence least disposed to having a decisive outlook about
the causes of material destitution.
Our analysis based on EVS data (EVS-pooled) indicated that differences in
socio-economic structure might constitute a better set of predictors of poverty attributions
than welfare tradition and culture. at least in terms of variance explained. At the same
time. our findings showed that the associations between variables measuring contextual
influences and poverty attributions are asymmetrical and attribution-specific. To
illustrate, variables measuring the socio-economic context or culture seem most
consequential for the prediction of unhickiness. and variables pertaining to welfare
tradition show most association with socia/ injustic·e. In general, given the associations
between explanatory variables and specific types of attributions. our measures of
contextual influences seem of most consequence to the prediction of unluckiness and of
least significance to the prediction of laziness as poverty explanation.
Summing up then. all our findings demonstrated the distinctive role of
nationhood in shaping public preference for specific poverty attributions. It also showed
considerable national and regional differences in the effects of antecedents of causal
poverty beliefs. While the existence of such disparities was envisaged in our theoretical
discussion (Chapter 2). its empirical confirmation in our analyses provided an additional
impetus to examine the source of national variation. The investigation of different
contextual models led to a conclusion that. in general. objective differences in socio-
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economic structure might be more relevant to the prediction of popular poverty
attributions than either the subjective representation of this structure or the welfare
tradition and culture. At the same time. our findings indicated a certain asymmetry in the
effects of contextual variables. which differed across types of attributions. Particularly
interesting is the importance of the more abstract or intangible contextual variables, such
as the societal perception of the extent ot poverty (Eurobarometer) or dominant values
(EVS). for the prediction of .fata/istic explanations. Taking into consideration the
operationalization of these contextual variables (average country scores on individual

level predictors). this implies the exceptional national embedment of fatalistic

explanations for poverty.

7.3. Shortcomings of the Study
Our study aimed at exploring the nature of lay poverty attributions and their antecedents
from a comparative perspective. While we succeeded in answering all of our research
questions. the study is not free of limitations. Here, we will discuss the shortcomings that
we are aware of, most of which are inherent in working with secondary data and related
specifically to the data sets used throughout our study.
To answer our research questions we used three data sets: Eurobarometer 40.1.
EVS 1999/2000 and ISJP 1996. The data originated from different years, covered diverse
- although to a certain extent overlapping societies and diverged in their treatment of
various concepts that were central to our analysis. While the Eurobarometer 40. I data
was gathered in 1993 in Western European societies. the ISJP data was collected in 1996
mostly in Central and Eastern European countries, and the EVS data covered a number of
Western and Eastern European nations between 1999 and 2000. The data also differed in
their conceptualization of poverty explanations. Whilst Eurobarometer and EVS used a
forced-choice four-item question to elicit support for a single most important reason for
living in need, the ISJP survey asked respondents to evaluate the importance of seven
poverty explanations. Finally, the data diverged in their scope and conceptualization of
the possible antecedents of poverty attributions. Whereas Eurobarometer was superior to
other data sets in its treatment of poverty awareness and experience. EVS allowed a
thorough investigation of value-antecedents and ISJP offered a unique opportunity to
examine justice norms vis-A-vis justice evaluations. While EVS and ISJP permitted a
different conceptualization of adherence to justice norms. Eurobarometer did not allow it
at all.
All these differences have their pros and cons. The most obvious advantage is
the non-existence of a data set that would allow all our research questions to be answered
in a satisfactory way. Such a data set should offer a more refined measurement of popular
poverty explanations that (a) would apply a non-generic conceptualization of poverty and
account for the connotations people have when attributing material neediness: and (b)
take into account the ambiguity inherent in the mind of the public and allow composite
explanations. Such a perfect data set should also cover all important antecedents of causal
poverty beliefs that we identified in our theoretical review. Needless to say, it should
facilitate cross-national comparisons.
Another benefit is the complementary character of our data sets. Each of them
permits studying causal poverty beliefs and their antecedents from a slightly different
-
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perspective. A different operationalization of the dependent variable (causes of poverty)
offers diverse insights into its nature and understanding among the general public. This
facilitates the evaluation of the empirical usefulness of various types of poverty
attributions identified in our theoretical overview (Chapter 2). Different sets of
independent variables allow the evaluation of the relative predictive power of all groups
of predictors considered of relevance to popular poverty beliefs.
The most important drawback of using different data sets is the limited

comparability of our results across chapters. Social injustice explanations as elicited by
the forced-choice question in the Eurobarometer and EVS surveys cannot be compared
with the structural attribution constructed via Confirmatory Factor Analysis on the basis
of responses to seven ISJP items. Consequently, the associations between these two types
of sociemt/structural attributions and their determinants cannot be compared on a one-toone-basis. To give an example. when confronted with a highly significant positive
association between attributing poverty to social injustice and post-materialism evident
from Eurobarometer analysis conducted in Western Europe, on the one hand, and lack of
significant association between the two in any of the CEE countries evident from ISJP, on
the other. we cannot simply conclude that post-materialism is related to the choice of
societal/structural type of attribution in the West of Europe and yet not in the East of
Europe. While the difference in effects may indeed result from the composition of the
sample. it might also be related to the varying operationalization of the structural
attribution and/or different composition of the models estimated.
Other shortcomings of this study are related to the quality of each of our data
sets. One of the most important limitations imposed on all our analyses concerns the
generic conceptualization of poverty. Since none of the data distinguished between
various types of material disadvantage or categories of the poor, such as the homeless,
welfare claimants or working poor, respondents could not differentiate between these
groups when attributing poverty. In the light of studies that demonstrated that people
employ different explanations to account for the poverty of different groups (Lee, Jones
et al.

1990:

Lee,

Lewis et at.

1992;

Wilson

1996),

this would appear to

be an important

limitation. Although we made an attempt to draw a link between the most salient images
of the poor held by the public and their preferred attributions for poverty, we could not
address this issue exhaustively and with all the attention it deserves.
Another shortcoming of our analyses is related to the operationalization of our
dependent variable, especially in studies based on the Eurobarometer and EVS data.
Being reliant on the forced-choice questions included in both surveys that precluded the
possibility of composite explanations, we could not do justice to the complexity of public
beliefs. While we tried to uncover the nature of public reasoning about causes of poverty
by incorporating additional questions into our analyses, our attempts could be seen as
cumbersome. Even the results of the ISJP analysis based on seven Likert-scale items although satisfactory implied that a further search for other (or additional) indicators of
popular poverty explanations might be desirable (cf. Burgoyne, Routh et a/. 1999:88). In
general, our results indicate that much remains to be done to reveal the various types of
poverty attributions endorsed by the public.
Furthermore, some improvement is needed with respect to the operationalization
of some of our explanatory variables. In general, especially in comparative studies. the
use of indices is more desirable than reliance on single questions. This was not always
-
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possible and seems particularly problematic in the case of our measures of the experience
of disadvantage, and especially objective disadvantage. In the latter case, in most of our
analyses income level constituted the only (EVS) or the main (ISJP) indicator of material
want. Considering the high number of respondents who failed to reveal their income, this
might have caused some bias in our results. Consequently. caution is necessary when
interpreting the relative redundancy of objective disadvantage as an antecedent of poverty
attributions. The non-significance of the effects of objective disadvantage might be as
much a sign of its non-relevance to the prediction of poverty beliefs as a reflection of the
crudeness of the measures used.
Finally, the unpacking of the nation 'black box' should have a more systematic
character, with a larger number of countries being included, which would enable the use
of more appropriate analytical techniques, such as multi-level analysis. It would also be
desirable to use more refined measures of welfare tradition, and in particular ones that are
based more explicitly on a typology of anti-poverty programmes. It might be valuable as
well to search for other indicators of cultural influences, and - if possible - apply a more
sophisticated operationalization that goes beyond the use of national averages. While the
latter recommendation - the use of more refined measures of contextual influences
could have been followed in our present study, the broad scope of our analyses prevented
a more thorough consideration of these issues. This calls for improvement.

7.4. What Now? The Relevance of the Present Study and Prospects for Future
Research

The main aim of this study was to fill an empirical void in comparative research on lay
poverty attributions in Europe. While there is fairly extensive literature on causal poverty
beliefs in Anglo-Saxon countries, comparatively little is known about the nature of
poverty explanations and their determinants in Continental Europe, and especially the
Central and Eastern European states. This study sought to advance our knowledge in this
respect in several ways. First. rather than accepting the 'face value' of various poverty
explanations included in existing surveys, we examined the connotations people may
have when responding to survey questions about causes of poverty. This gave us an
insight into the complexity and compound nature of popular poverty attributions and
allowed us to address the issue of split-consciousness. We discovered a great predilection
of Europeans towards composite explanations, and especially the all-encompassing
attribution that blends elements of individual, structural and fatalistic reasoning. Second,
we responded to the criticism of the generic. i.e. undifferentiated. conceptualization of
poverty in research on lay poverty attributions. Although moving beyond the generic
treatment of poverty was not possible, we accounted for the most salient images of the
poor in Western Europe and examined the associations between them and four general
poverty explanations. We found a peculiar split between people who are highly
perceptive of poverty and eager to attribute it to a tangible explanation (individual.
structural orfatalistic) and those whose lack of knowledge of poverty and the poor might
have induced them towards choosing the abstract and all-inclusive attribution.
Third. we investigated the various groups of determinants of causal poverty
beliefs. In our analyses. rather than focusing on any specific group of antecedents, we
considered all of them simultaneously. This permitted assessing the relative predictive
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power of each of the five categories of determinants and reflecting on the applicability of
the theoretical perspectives in which the three of them seem to be rooted. We found that
apart from nationhood, values en bloc constitute the most powerful group of predictors of
causal poverty beliefs. followed by subjective experience of disadvantage and poverty
awareness. This allowed us to determine the relevance of the (dominant) ideology thesis
to studying popular explanations for poverty in Europe.
Fourth. we addressed the issue of regional and national variation. In particular.
we accounted for regional or national differences in poverty attributions, ascertained the
unparalleled importance of nationhood as a determinant of causal poverty beliefs, and
indicated the regional- or national-specificity of the effects of some of our antecedents.
such as poverty awareness or the subjective experience of poverty. which seem more of
consequence to the prediction of poverty explanations in (some) Eastern European states
than in Western societies.
Fifth. in response to the critique of the superficiality of most of the comparative
research that limits itself to mere acknowledgment of national difference, we tried to
determine why nations differ. and explored the various sources of cross-national
variation. We discovered that. of the contextual influences that were examined, the most
critical in determining the beliefs and attitudes of the individual is the objective socioeconomic structure. At the same time. we noted that individual predilection for fatalistic
poverty attributions seems best explained by cultural influences (measured by dominant

values) or the salience of poverty in a given society (approximated by societal
perceptiveness of poverty and the poor).

Answering questions usually leads to the posing of new ones. Even though our study
made important advances in revealing how and why Europeans think about the causes of
impoverishment. much remains to be done. First of all, a more systematic and thorough
investigation of the types of poverty beliefs that are actually endorsed by the public is
needed. Special research attention should be focused on fatalistic beliefs. which - albeit
appear appealing to European respondents in
not particularly popular on their own
combination with Structural and individual attributions. It would also be crucial to verify
our interpretation of the modern world explanation and its allegedly all-inclusive
character. If future research confirms the high popularity of such an all-embracing causal
belief. it would be vital to examine the public motivation behind choosing such a type of
attribution. While such a composite explanation might be a sign of high sophistication on
the part of European respondents that results from their awareness of the complexity of
poverty. the multiplicity of its forms and the diversity of the causal mechanisms behind it,
it might be also a reflection of their general ignorance about poverty as a contemporary
social phenomenon. Information as to the state of public knowledge about poverty and
poverty-related phenomena seems crucial to policy makers as well as non-governmental
institutions lobbying on behalf of the various groups of the poor. From their perspective.
knowing to what extent the adherents to the all-inclusive modern-world-type of
attribution can be treated as 'undecided' might be essential to their choice of strategies to
use on the policy-making playing field. Moreover, since policies are usually directed at
specific groups of the poor. the non-generic treatment of poverty in future research on lay
-

poverty attributions seems essential.
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Secondly, much remains to be done in uncovering the antecedents of popular
poverty explanations. For example, some form of verification of the relative importance
of subjective vs. objective experience of disadvantage as a determinant of causal poverty
beliefs is needed. It is possible that the superior role of subjective experience of
disadvantage evident from our studies might be partly attributed to the crudeness of
measurements used. Any decisive conclusions in this respect have to be based on a more
refined operationalization of the experience of disadvantage, and especially objective
experience. More scientific attention is also required for the sources of poverty awareness
and the interrelation between the prevailing poverty discourse about poverty and poverty
attributions. This might, or should, involve temporal studies that would take into
consideration the dynamic nature of public discourse on the one hand. and public
attitudes on the other.
Finally, the further unpacking of the nation 'black box' appears a true research
gold mine. The improved measurement of welfare tradition, with a special focus on antipoverty policies, seems particularly important. Of relevance here might be the
investigation of the path-dependency of poverty perceptions and anti-poverty policies that
assumes their mutual reinforcement and reproduction: while specific anti-poverty policies
reinforce perceptions of poverty that are inherent in them. the perceptions reinforce the
policies. which
albeit evolving and changing over time - tend to 'reproduce'
themselves (cf. Albrekt Larsen 2005). The cultural embedment of public beliefs about
poverty is also worthy of attention. As observed by Bauman "[every] society creates its
own poor in its own image, according to its likeness, painting the portrait of the poor as a
caricature of its own representation" (Bauman 1998:4 translation by D.L.). Uncovering
the layers of any such portrait. and determining the ingredients of the paint used might be
not only fascinating but applicable as well in the budding field of the cultural analysis of
social policies (Pfau-Effinger 2005; van Oorschot 2007)
All in all, we believe that the future of research on lay poverty attributions lies
in cross-national, and possibly longitudinal, studies that would enable the disentangling
of the nation 'black box' and accounting for the influences of culture and welfare
tradition on the one hand, and the prevailing public discourse on the other. However, to
avoid scientific artefacts. research should first focus on developing better tools for
measuring the various types of lay poverty explanations; it should not only account for
the complexity of public beliefs and their compound nature but attend as well to the
possibility that public attributions might differ per groups of the poor. In other words, it
should aim at developing valid and reliable measures of popular poverty explanations.
-

-
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Vergeleken met onderzoek naar de omvang, dynamiek, oorzaken en gevolgen van
armoede zijn er weinig studies verricht naar de publieke opinie over 'de armen'. Ook zijn
de verklaringen die burgers geven voor het feit dat sommige mensen in armoede leven
niet goed onderzocht. Bovendien bestaat de meerderheid van studies naar populaire
verklaringen van armoede tot op heden uit nationale studies, doorgaans in een
Angelsaksische context. Met andere woorden, in continentaal Europa is er
verbazingwekkend weinig empirische kennis aanwezig over de opvattingen van
Europeanen over de oorzaken van armoede en de achtergrondfactoren van die
opvattingen. Er is zelfs nog minder bekend over de nationale verschillen in populaire
verklaringen van armoede en over mogelijke verschillen in achtergrondfactoren. Deze
studie draagt op verschillende manieren bij aan uitbreiding van de bestaande kennis: er

wordt ingegaan op de aard van populaire verklaringen voor armoede·, op de
sociologische verklaringen poor verschillen in opvattingen over de oorzaken van
armoede; en op de contextgebonden (supra)nationale variatie in verklaringen voor
armoede en
In
theoretisch
opvattingen

achterliggende factoren.
het literatuuroverzicht in hoofdstuk 2 worden deze drie vraagstukken
behandeld. We vestigen de aandacht op de complexiteit van publieke
ten aanzien van armoede: we herzien een bestaande typologie van
verklaringen voor armoede en bespreken de diverse groepen van sociologische
achtergrondvariabelen die verantwoordelijk kunnen zijn voor verschillen in opvattingen
over de oorzaken voor armoede. Op basis van de verkregen inzichten formuleren we
hypothesen die in het vervolg van de studie systematisch empirisch worden onderzocht.
Ten slotte wordt in dit hoofdstuk een conceptueel model geschetst dat als leidraad dient
voor de empirische analyses. In hoofdstuk 3 worden de leemtes in de bestaande kennis
nader in kaart gebracht en wordt de onderzoeksagenda opgesteld. Hierbij worden uit de
drie algemene vraagstukken acht specifieke onderzoeksvragen afgeleid, die in
hoofdstukken 4,5 en 6 empirisch worden onderzocht. In hoofdstuk 4 wordt gebruik
gemaakt van gegevens uit het Eurobarometer survey 40.1 om de verschillende
verklaringen voor armoede te interpreteren, zoals deze door het West-Europese publiek
worden onderschreven. Tevens worden de verbanden onderzocht tussen populaire
opvattingen over de oorzaken voor armoede en een aantal sociologische
achtergrondvariabelen van individueel en contextueel niveau. In hoofdstuk 5 worden deze
analyses op een andere gegevensreeks (EVS 1999/2000) herhaald om de variatie in
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populaire verklaringen voor armoede tussen Oost- en West-Europa te onderzoeken. In
hoofdstuk 6 wordt de aandacht specifiek gericht op opvattingen over de verklaring voor
armoede zoals die leven in Centraal- en Oost-Europa, gebruikmakend van de gegevens
uit het ISJP-survey 1996. In hoofdstuk 7 worden tot slot alle empirische bevindingen
samengebracht, algemene conclusies getrokken en aanbevelingen gedaan voor verder
onderzoek.

Typologie voor populaire verklaringen zoor armoede

dit onderzoek is verricht. blijkt de
armoede.
Een aanzienlijk deel van het
voor
van
populaire verklaringen
complexiteit
bestaande onderzoek wordt gedomineerd door een drieledige typologie van opvattingen.
die naar onze mening ontoereikend is. Als argument hiervoor voeren we aan dat de
gebruikelijke classificatie voor de populaire verklaring voor armoede in
maatschappelijk/structureel, individueel en fatalistisch, de mogelijkheden van subtypes
of combinaties uitsluit. In deze studie onderscheiden we verschillende typen fatalistische
opvattingen (individueel en sociaal). evenals een mogelijke verklaring die elementen van
een individuele, structurele en fatalistische redenering combineert. De eerste
onderzoeksvraag stelt een mogelijke typologie voor verklaringen voor armoede aan de
orde en wordt als volgt geformuleerd:

Uit

de uitgebreide literatuurstudie, die in het kader van

(1)

Welke typen populaire verklaringen voor armoede

kunnen empirisch worden onderscheiden bij het
Europese publiek?

In de analyses. uitgevoerd op gegevens van de Eurobarometer- en ISJP-surveys voor
verschillende Oost- en West -Europese bevolkingen, onderscheiden we individuele,
maaischappelijke/structurele, individueel fatatistische en sociaal fatalistische populaire
verklaringen voor armoede. Terwijl de individuele verklaring de armen persoonlijk
verantwoordelijk houdt voor hun armoede, omvat de structurele verklaring het standpunt
dat de armen het slachtoffer zijn van omstandigheden die voor het grootste deel buiten
hun macht liggen. De individueel fatalistische en sociaal fatalistische verklaringen zijn
iets complexer. Ondanks de duidelijke focus op het lot dat niet door de arme beheerst kan
worden, lijkt de individuele fatalistische verklaring gerelateerd te zijn aan individueel
toedoen en enkele familiale. ecologische en culturele determinanten. De sociaal
fatalistische verklaring verklaart individueel ongeluk als het gevolg van structurele
beperkingen. Daarbij wijzen de analyses van het Eurobarometer-survey op het bestaan
van een allesomvattende soort verklaring (moderne werelch waarin individuele,
structurele en fatalistische redenen samenkomen. Dit kan enerzijds worden beschouwd
als een culturele opvatting, of, anderzijds, als 'geen opvatting'
Bestaat er een split-consciousness in populaire verklaringen zoor armoede?
In het theoretisch overzicht benadrukken we de mogelijkheid tot het combineren van
verschillende verklaringen voor armoede door individuen. Hoewel soms in strijd met
elkaar sluiten de meeste verklaringen elkaar niet noodzakelijkerwijs onderling uit. We
gebruiken hier de split-consciousness theorie (Kluegel. Csepeli et at. 1995), waarbinnen
het bestaan van rivaliserende of zelfs tegenstrijdige opvattingen in het bewustzijn van
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mensen centraal staat, als uitgangspunt. De volgende onderzoeksvraag wordt aldus
geformuleerd:

(2)

In hoeverre is er bij het Europese publiek sprake
vati split-Lonsciolisness war betreft populaire
verklaringe,1 voor armoede?

Vanwege de beperkte beschikbaarheid van gegevens waren de mogelijkheden om splitconsciousness bij Europeanen te onderzoeken, aanzienlijk beperkt. Desondanks konden
er aanwijzingen worden gevonden voor grote overlap in typen van publieke opvattingen
over armoede. De analyses wezen op het bestaan van samengestelde verklaringen. tot
uitdrukking komend in een indii,iditee/ fatal istisclte (Eurobarometer, ISJP) en in het
bijzonder in de alles omvattende moderne were/d-verklaring (Eurobarometer). Deze
laatste - de combinatie maatschappelijke/structurele. individuele en fatalistische
verklaringen - maakt het bestaan van split-consciousness het meest duidelijk. We
beargumenteren dat de moderne wereld-verklaring door mensen gekozen zou kunnen zijn
vanwege de onnauwkeurigheid van de formulering en de mogelijkheid om de ambiguiteit
en inconsistentie in hun opvattingen weer te geven. Verder bewijs voor de aanwezigheid
van split-consciousness in populaire verklaringen voor armoede wordt afgeleid uit de
gelijktijdige populariteit van potentieel conflicterende opvattingen (EVS, ISJP). De
analyse van EVS-gegevens toont aan dat mensen tegelijkertijd tegengestelde opvattingen
erop na houden, zowel in Oost- als West-Europa. De ISJP-analyse bevestigt ten slotte de
aanwezigheid van split-consciousness bij het Oost-Europese publiek.
"

Wat is

annoede?" Of: beeldvorming over de armen

In de theoretische afwegingen wordt de geldigheid van onderzoek onderzocht dat uitgaat
van een algemene. dat wil zeggen ongedifferentieerde, beeldvorming van armoede. In dat
soort onderzoek wordt geen onderscheid gemaakt tussen verschillende soorten armoede
en wordt bovendien geen rekening gehouden met de mogelijkheid dat publieke
verklaringen van armoede afhangen van de specifieke groep van armen die men op het
oog heeft. Er wordt ook geconstateerd dat er een algemeen gebrek aan interesse is voor
onderzoek naar publieke beeldvorming over de armen. De derde onderzoeksvraag houdt
verband met dit probleem en wordt als volgt geformuleerd:
(3)

Wat

is

de

meest

in

het

oog

springe,ide

beeldvorming over armen bij het Europese
publiek? Welke populaire verklaringen voor

annoede komen overeen met de verschillende
beelden die men heeft van armen?

Tot de meest in het oog springende kenmerken van armoede behoren volgens de WestEuropese respondenten van de Eurobarometer: dakloos :ijn, sociaal uitgesloten zijn en

leven in een achtergestelde wijk, gevolgd door langdurige werkeloosheid en
drugsverslaving. Zaken die het minst met leven in armoede worden geassocieerd zijn:
leven in een bejaardentehuis, leven in een psychiatrische instelling enfysiek gehandicapt
:·(in. Uit de resultaten blijkt dat de beeldvorming over armoede duidelijker is bij diegenen
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die een uitgesproken en ondubbelzinnig idee hebben over de oorzaken van armoede dan
bij diegenen die geen enkele of een onduidelijke mening hebben. De bevindingen wijzen
er ook op dat degenen die een leven in armoede toeschrijven aan
maaischappelijke/structurele oorzaken. in staat zijn verschillende levenssituaties te
identificeren en aan te merken als armoedesituaties; hun opvattingen zijn
dienovereenkomstig zeer consistent met hun interpretatie van sociale onrecht\,aardigheid.
De relatie tussen de andere soorten verklaring en de beeldvorming over armoede is echter
minder duidelijk.

Sociologische verklaringen roor oprattingen over de oor:aken \,oor armoede
Het literatuuronderzoek naar verklaringen voor verschillen in de opvattingen over de
oorzaken voor armoede leidde tot een formulering van een conceptueel model waarin vijf
soorten voorspellende factoren een rol spelen: het zich be,t'ust z(in van het bestaan van
armoede. persoonlijke en,a ring met benadeling (zowel objectief als subjectief), waarden,
sociaal-demografische kenmerken en nationale context. In de bespreking wordt
opgemerkt dat een aanzienlijk deel van het bestaande onderzoek relatief versnipperd is en
zich vooral op een beperkt aantal verklarende variabelen richt. De verschillende groepen
voorspellende factoren zijn zelden in 66n studie bij elkaar gebracht en er is weinig
onderzoek gedaan naar hun relatieve voorspellende kracht. Dit probleem wordt in de
volgende onderzoeksvraag centraal gesteld:

(4)

Wat is het relatieve belang van verschillende
(groepen) voorspellende factoren bij de verklaring
\·an verschillen in populaire opvattingen over de
oorzaken van annoede?

Om het relatieve belang van de verschillende groepen factoren te beoordelen en om de
algemeenheid van verbanden tussen deze factoren en populaire verklaringen voor
armoede te beoordelen, hebben we een aantal verklarende modellen geschat op basis van
verschillende steekproefgegevens van West-Europese (Eurobarometer, EVS-West) en
Oost-Europese bevolkingsgroepen (EVS-Oost. ISJP). Uit de bevindingen blijkt dat de
groepen variabelen die geidentificeerd zijn als mogelijke verklaringen voor verschillen in
opvattingen over de oorzaken voor armoede inderdaad allemaal gerelateerd zijn aan
armoedeverklaringen. Echter, niet alle groepen van factoren zijn even sterk van invloed.
Alles bij elkaar genomen laten de resultaten zien dat, na het land waar men verblijft.
waarden en subjectieve ervaring van benadeling de twee meest krachtige voorspellende
factoren zijn. De variabelen die te maken hebben met objectief nadeel en sociaaldemografische karakteristieken hebben de minste consequenties voor de voorspelling van
opvattingen over de oorzaken van armoede. Bovendien tonen alle analyses verschillen in
soorten
verschillende
factoren
van
de
populaire
bij
verklaringskracht
armoedeverklaringen: sommige factoren lijken gerelateerd te zijn aan bepaalde
armoedeverklaringen, maar niet aan andere. Er worden ook enkele verschillen opgemerkt
van effecten in verschillende regio's (EVS-West EVS-Oost) en landen (ISSP).
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Het openen ran de 'zwarte doos' van een natie
In het theoretische hoofdstuk constateren we dat er relatief weinig vergelijkende studies
zijn naar populaire verklaringen voor armoede en benadrukken we de rol van het land
waarin mensen wonen als een voorspellende factor voor deze opvattingen. Ook wijzen
we op de zeldzaamheid van studies waarin de algemeenheid van verbanden tussen
specifieke sociologische variabelen en armoedeverklaringen wordt onderzocht, in het
bijzonder in een niet-West-Europese context. Daarom zijn de volgende onderzoeksvragen

opgesteld:

(5)

Welke regionale en nationale rerschillen in
populaire armoedeverklaringen bestaait er in
Ezi! opa?

(6)

Zijn er verschillen in het niveau ran splitconsciousness titssen Europese regio' s en ncities
met betrekking rcit de:r armoedeverklaringen?

(7)

Welke regionale en nationale verschillen bestaan

er in de effecten l'an verklarende variabelen voor
verschillen in populaire verklaringen voor
armoede ?

Ook constateren we dat er weinig studies zijn naar de aard van de nationale verschillen in
populaire armoedeverklaringen en waarin kenmerken op het niveau van landen
geselecteerd worden die, ten minste gedeeltelijk, verantwoordelijk zijn voor verschillen
in individuele armoedeverklaringen. De laatste onderzoeksvraag omvat het
openen van de
'zwarte doos' van de land-variabele en wordt als volgt geformuleerd:

(8)

Welke contextgerelateerde variabelen op land
niveati kunnen bijdragen aan de rerklaring \,an
verschillen in individuele annoedeverklaringen in
Europa? Wat is hun relatiere belang?

Alles bij elkaar genomen tonen de bevindingen aanzienlijke Europese regionale en
nationale verschillen in populaire armoedeverklaringen en effecten van verklarende
variabelen. Het leven in een bepaald land is een sterke determinant voor verschillen in de
opvattingen over de oorzaken voor armoede.
Bij een vergelijking van de verschillende opvattingen over de oorzaken voor
armoede zoals in de EVS enqutte. zien we dat achter de supra-regionale consensus over
het relatieve belang van verschillende verklaringen, aanzienlijke verschillen bestaan
tussen Oost en West Europese landen. Een onderzoek naar de populariteit van
verschillende armoedeverklaringen in landen in Centraal- en Oost-Europa (analyse van
de ISJP-surveygegevens) toont eveneens aanzienlijke verschillen aan binnen de groep
van die landen.

Ten slotte kan een variabele die dient als indicator voor landenverschillen
worden vervangen door variabelen die specifieker contextgebonden invloed meten
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(Eurobarometer, EVS samengevat). waardoor de 'zwarte doos' de landvariabele wordt
geopend. Op deze wijze kan de achtergrond van supranationale verschillen in populaire
armoedeverklaringen worden onderzocht.
Het onderzoek van verschillende modellen met context variabelen leidt tot de
conclusie dat objectieve verschillen in sociaaleconomische structuur meer relevant zijn
voor de voorspelling van populaire armoedeverklaringen dan de cultuur of de
verzorgingistaat traditie van landen. Tegelijkertijd wordt duidelijk dat de effecten van
contextgebonden variabelen verschillen per type armoede verklaring.

Conclusie

Het belangrijkste doel van deze studie is om de lacunes in het vergelijkend onderzoek
naar de populaire verklaringen voor armoede in Europa op te vullen. Hoewel er
uitgebreide literatuur bestaat over populaire opvattingen over en verklaringen voor
armoede in Angelsaksische landen, is hierover relatief weinig bekend in continentaal
Europa, en in Centraal- en 00 t-Europa in het bijzonder. In dit onderzoek is getracht de
kennis hierover op verschillende manieren te vergroten.
Ten eerste is de gevoelswaarde onderzocht die mensen kunnen hebben wanneer
ze antwoord geven in een enquhe met vragen over oorzaken van armoede. Dit geeft
inzicht in de complexe en veelomvattende aard van populaire verklaringen betreffende
armoede en maakt het mogelijk het probleem van de split-consciousness te behandelen.
Europeanen blijken een grote voorkeur te hebben voor gecombineerde verklaringen en in
het bijzonder de allesomvattende verklaring die elementen van de individuele. structurele

eniatalistische verklaring combineert.

Ten tweede reageren we op kritiek op de generieke, ofwel ongedifferentieerde
beeldvorming van armoede in onderzoek naar populaire verklaringen voor armoede. De
meest in het oog springende beeldvorming over de armen in West-Europa is verklaard en
de associaties tussen de beeldvorming en de vier algemene verklaringen voor armoede
zijn onderzocht. Er bestaat een opvallende scheiding tussen mensen die zich zeer bewust

zijn van armoede en dit concreet verklaren (door middel van een individuele, structurele.
of fatalistische verklaring) en mensen die. door gebrek aan kennis van armoede en armen.
er mogelijk toe worden verleid te kiezen voor de meer abstracte en allesomvattende
verklaring (i.e. de 'modeme wereld')
Ten derde zijn de effecten van verschillende groepen van achtergrondfactoren
op populaire opvattingen over de oorzaken van armoede onderzocht. In de analyses is de
aandacht niet op een specifieke groep van verklarende variabelen gericht, maar zijn deze
gelijktijdig in de analyse opgenomen. De bevindingen zijn dat samen met het land waarin
men woont, de meer algemene waarden die men heeft de meest krachtige groep van
voorspellende factoren van armoedeopvattingen vormt, gevolgd door de subjectieve
ervaring van benadeling en het zich bewust zijn van het bestaan van armoede.
Ten vierde is het probleem van regionale en nationale variatie onderzocht. Met
name de regionale en nationale verschillen in populaire armoedeverklaringen zijn
verklaard. en is het belang van het land waarin men woont als een bepalende factor voor
opvattingen over causale armoede vastgesteld. Ook is het specifiek regionale en nationale
karakter van de gevolgen van sommige van de verklarende variabelen weergegeven.
zoals het zich bewust zijn van het bestaan van armoede of de subjectieve ervaring van
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armoede. Deze zijn in

Oost-Europese landen van groter belang voor
voorspelling van armoedeverklaringen dan in Westerse maatschappijen.
Ten slotte is, - in antwoord op kritiek betreffende de oppervlakkigheid van de
meeste vergelijkende onderzoeken waarin men zich beperkt tot erkenning van nationale
verschillen -, in dit onderzoek getracht te bepalen ivaarom landen verschillen. We stellen
vast dat bij de bepaling van de opvattingen over armoedeoorzaken de objectieve
sociaaleconomische
structuur de
meest
van
de
onderzochte
belangrijke
contextgerelateerde invloeden is.
(so,11111 ige)

Aanbevelingen roor verder <,nderic,ek

Met betrekking tot toekomstig onderzoek wordt gewezen op de noodzaak om over een
langere periode en in een groter aantal landen onderzoek te doen. waardoor het beter
mogelijk is de nationale 'zwarte doos' te ontrafelen. Toekomstig onderzoek zou verder
gericht moeten worden op de ontwikkeling van meer geldige en betrouwbare metingen
van populaire verklaringen voor armoede. teneinde de complexiteit van publieke
opvattingen te onderzoeken en de mogelijke verschillen in populaire opvattingen per
groep van armen te kunnen verklaren.
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