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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
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Katelyn Finley 
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While under the communist regime, states in Eastern Europe and Central Asia shared 

similarly low levels of income inequality. When the regime collapsed, levels began to rise and 

vary substantially across countries. While many of the Central and Eastern European countries 

managed to maintain low levels of inequality, many of the former Soviet Union countries in 

Eurasia became fairly unequal. In this dissertation, I ask: What explains the variation in levels of 

inequality across former communist countries since communism’s collapse?  

In answering this question, I pay particular attention to the varying levels of redistribution 

across former communist countries. While states in Central and Eastern Europe typically have 

lower levels of net (post-tax, post-transfer) inequality than former Soviet Union countries, they 

do not have lower levels of market (pre-tax, pre-transfer) inequality. The variation in 

redistributive policies across states is consequently a key factor explaining the variation in levels 

of income inequality that citizens experience. I argue that Central and Eastern European states 

maintained fairly low levels of inequality throughout the market transition because their 
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democratic governance structure motivated higher levels of income redistribution. Democracy 

shapes both the demand for and supply of redistribution. 

In using large-N cross-national survey data, I find that democratic institutions 

significantly shape people’s perceptions of distributional fairness. In particular, a free media 

makes people more critical of the notion that the path to economic success as fair. People’s 

perceptions of whether success is fair in turn significantly shape their demand for income 

redistribution. I therefore argue that democracy indirectly shapes the demand for distribution by 

affecting the way people perceive some aspects of distributional fairness. 

Using a time series, cross-sectional analysis, I also find that democracy significantly 

shapes the supply of redistributive policies. Several features of the democratic political system 

are necessary for high levels of redistribution. However, although democracy is associated with 

higher levels of redistribution, I also argue democratization is just one part of the complex story 

explaining inequality dynamics in the post-communist context.  It combines with other factors in 

facilitating lower levels of inequality.  
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CHAPTER I: INEQUALITY ACROSS TRANSITION COUNTRIES  
 

I. Introduction 

While under communism, the Soviet Union and its surrounding satellite states maintained 

some of the world’s lowest levels of inequality (Solt 2016). They managed maintained similarly 

low levels of income inequality in part because of the communist regimes’ redistributive 

policies, which secured full employment and provided for people’s health care, education, and 

housing (Flakierski 1992). Even though inequalities persisted under communism, these policies 

limited social cleavages by protecting vulnerable people from poverty (Kornai 1992). When the 

communist regimes collapsed and market institutions took root, levels of inequality began to rise 

across countries. However, there was considerable cross-country variation in the degree to which 

inequality rose. Many of the Central and Eastern European (CEE) former satellite states managed 

to maintain relatively low levels of inequality even despite some small increase in inequality 

after the regime’s collapse. For example, levels of inequality in Slovakia and Slovenia have 

generally been on par with those of Scandinavian countries, which are known for their low levels 

of inequality (Bandelj and Mahutga 2010). By contrast, levels rose considerably among many of 

the former Soviet Union (FSU) states. Rather than being among the world’s most equal societies, 

as they were under communism, several of them have maintained above-average levels of 

inequality worldwide. In this dissertation, I ask: What explains the variation in levels of 

inequality across former communist countries since communism’s collapse?  

 The variation in levels of inequality across former communist countries implies that a 

stark increase and fairly high levels of inequality were not a necessary consequence of the 

market transition. Rather, I argue that the level of inequality that countries have experienced has 

been strongly influenced by the types of policies that governments implemented and the political 
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structures they developed since communism’s collapse. States play a key role in structuring 

social stratification by implementing policies that produce and reproduce social cleavages 

(Beckfield 2006; Simpson 1990; Hicks & Swank 1992; Korpi & Palme 1998). For example, 

inflation limitations may benefit wealthy creditors, while other regulatory policies, such as full 

employment policies, may benefit poorer wage earners (Boix 1998; Hibbs 1987; Beckfield 

2006). Governments may also implement other rights policies to help protect ethnic minorities 

and other vulnerable populations and offer judicial redress to workers (Rodrik 1999). These 

types of regulatory and rights policies have an important role in shaping the level of income 

inequality that citizens experience because they shape the initial inequalities generated by the 

marketplace.  

While states can use rights and regulatory policies to shape the inequalities generated by 

the marketplace, they can also use taxes and social transfers to shape the overall level of 

inequality that citizens experience. Citizens living in a country with high marketplace 

inequalities may consequently experience very low levels of inequality if their state implements 

high levels of redistribution. For example, marketplace inequalities in Sweden are higher than 

they are in over two-thirds of countries worldwide, yet Swedish citizens nevertheless experience 

some of the world’s lowest levels of inequality because of extensive redistribution (Solt 2016). 

Thus, both marketplace inequalities and redistribution are important factors to consider when 

examining the overall level of inequality that citizens experience. 
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Table 1.1 Average pre-tax, pre-transfer Gini coefficient for CEE and FSU countries,  

1990-2013 

CEE Countries FSU Countries 

Country Market Gini 

Coefficient 

Country Market Gini 

Coefficient 

Albania 42.199 Armenia 44.351 

Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 

40.808 Azerbaijan 38.204 

Bulgaria 37.525 Belarus 31.406 

Croatia 42.634 Georgia 47.657 

Czech Republic 43.413 Kazakhstan 39.230 

Estonia 44.605 Kyrgyzstan 47.257 

Hungary 50.728 Moldova 45.031 

Latvia 48.732 Mongolia 38.021 

Lithuania 50.736 Russia 43.038 

Macedonia, FYR 35.488 Tajikistan 44.835 

Poland 47.711 Turkmenistan 46.518 

Romania 38.132 Ukraine 38.993 

Serbia and 

Montenegro 

34.876 Uzbekistan 43.263 

Slovakia 42.518   

Slovenia 38.397   

Average 42.567 Average 42.139 
Source: Standardized World Income Inequality Database (Solt 2016) 

If variations in rights and regulatory policies themselves could explain why citizens of 

CEE countries have typically experienced lower levels of inequality, then CEE countries should 

have lower levels of inequality than FSU countries because their markets are more equitable. 

However, Table 1.1 above shows that the average level of market inequality, as measured by the 

pre-tax, pre-transfer Gini coefficient, has been similar between FSU and CEE countries over the 

1990-2013 time period. This suggests that markets in CEE countries have not been more 

equitable than they have been in FSU countries. Rights and regulatory policies aimed at creating 

more equitable markets are therefore unlikely to explain why citizens of CEE countries have 

experienced lower levels of inequality than citizens of FSU countries. 
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Table 1.2 Average post-tax, post-transfer Gini coefficient for CEE and FSU countries, 

1990-2013 

CEE Countries FSU Countries 

Country Net Gini Coefficient Country Net Gini Coefficient 

Albania 31.128 Armenia 35.798 

Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 

31.118 Azerbaijan 30.626 

Bulgaria 28.141 Belarus 24.087 

Croatia 28.783 Georgia 38.910 

Czech Republic 24.476 Kazakhstan 30.011 

Estonia 33.591 Kyrgyzstan 38.972 

Hungary 28.730 Moldova 35.061 

Latvia 32.614 Mongolia 33.982 

Lithuania 32.586 Russia 36.662 

Macedonia, FYR 29.172 Tajikistan 33.656 

Poland 29.695 Turkmenistan 35.199 

Romania 28.902 Ukraine 29.251 

Serbia and 

Montenegro 

29.750 Uzbekistan 32.124 

Slovakia 24.085   

Slovenia 23.245   

Average 29.068 Average 33.411 
Source: Standardized World Income Inequality Database (Solt 2016) 

Instead, I argue that variations in levels of inequality are more a function of variations in 

levels of redistribution. While CEE and FSU countries have maintained similar levels of market 

inequality, Table 1.2 shows that levels of net inequality, as measured by the post-tax, post-

transfer Gini coefficient, have been considerably lower in CEE countries over the 1990-2013 

time period. Their similar levels of market inequality and substantially lower levels of net 

inequality suggest that CEE countries have maintained lower income inequality because they 

redistribute more than FSU countries. But why do they redistribute more? What accounts for 

variations in levels of income redistribution across former communist countries? 
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Figure 1.1 Average level of inequality by level of democracy, 1990-2013 

In this dissertation, I argue that democracy is a key factor explaining why CEE countries 

redistribute more and have lower levels of inequality than FSU countries. While most FSU 

countries have struggled to develop democratic institutions and structures since communism’s 

collapse, many CEE countries have become consolidated democracies.  As shown above in 

Figure 1.1, the more democratic former communist countries, as measured by the Freedom 

House Freedom in the World Survey (Freedom House 2017)
1
, have typically experienced lower 

levels of inequality than the illiberal and authoritarian ones.  I argue that democratization has led 

                                                        
1
 Freedom House scores countries on their political rights and civil liberties on a scale from 1 to 7, with low scores 

indicating strong rights and liberties and high scores indicating weak rights and liberties. I invert the scores so that 

high scores indicate high levels of democracy and low scores indicate low levels of democracy. The scores shown 

are the average of the political rights and civil liberties indicators for each country over the 1990-2013 time period. 
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to lower levels of inequality by shaping both citizens’ demand for redistributive policies as well 

as the supply of redistributive policies.  

Democratic institutions, particularly the free media, may influence the demand for 

redistribution by shaping the way that citizens perceive the fairness of inequality. In particular, 

the media can make citizens more aware of instances in which elites benefit from corruption or 

breaking the law, which can make them more critical of the path to economic success. Indeed, I 

find that the freedom of the media has a significant effect on people’s beliefs about whether the 

path to economic success is fair. People’s beliefs about the fairness of economic opportunity in 

turn significantly shape their demand for redistributive policies. Thus, I argue that democratic 

institutions have an indirect effect on the demand for redistribution because they shape citizens’ 

perceptions of whether economic opportunities are fair.   

 In addition to affecting the demand for redistribution, I find that democracy likewise 

affects the supply of redistributive policies. Key features of the democratic political system, such 

as voice and accountability, control over corruption, and an effective policy implementation 

process, have significantly shaped levels of redistribution since the communist regime’s collapse. 

Moreover, I find that voice and accountability as well as governmental effectiveness are 

necessary conditions for maintaining relatively high levels of redistribution. These findings 

suggest that democratic governments implement higher levels of redistribution in part because 

they face incentives to respond to citizens’ demands for redistribution and because they have the 

state capacity to implement redistributive policies.  

 This dissertation aims to fill an important gap in the literature by examining how political 

institutions affect both the demand for and supply of income redistribution. Thus far, scholars 

have developed a rich literature examining how institutions affect the supply of income 
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redistribution across developed Western democracies (see Iversen & Soskice 2006; Korpi 2006; 

Iversen & Soskice 2009; Kenworthy & Pontussen 2005; Epsing-Andersen 1990; Meltzer & 

Richard 1981). A separate literature has likewise emerged examining how micro-level factors 

shape citizens’ attitudes toward inequality and the welfare state more generally (Blekesaune 

2007; Blekesaune & Quadagno 2003; Fong 2001; Papadakis 1993; Jaeger 2006; Dallinger 2010; 

Svalfors 1997; Linos & West 2003; Luo 1998). However, these two literatures have largely 

remained separate, ignoring the ways that political institutions affect redistribution and inequality 

through both supply and demand-side effects. This dissertation aims to fill this gap and provide 

more knowledge about the mechanisms through which democracy may affect inequality.    

I focus my analyses on the post-communist context because transition countries offer an 

ideal context for studying how institutions affect levels of inequality. The countries were 

historically similar in both institutions and levels of inequality and varied in both only after the 

communist regime’s collapse. Cross-country variations in people’s perceptions of inequality and 

demand for redistribution are therefore more likely to be associated with the different institutions 

that citizens experienced after communism’s collapse than historical factors linked to the 

communist regime. Similarly, cross-country variations in policymakers’ decisions to implement 

redistributive policies are more likely tied to institutional variation since the communist regime’s 

collapse than any communist institutional legacies. The historic similarities and recent variations 

across countries make the post-communist context a near natural experiment for studying how 

institutions shape the demand for and supply of redistributive policies.  

I also exclude other countries from the analysis because of the powerful impact that the 

Marxist legacy may have had in shaping both citizens’ demand for redistribution and 

policymakers’ decisions to supply redistribution. For example, several scholars have argued that 
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Eastern Europeans hold different attitudes toward the government’s role in providing social 

protection than Western Europeans because of the communist legacy (Corneo & Gruner 2002; 

Mason 1995; Arts et al. 1995). In comparing welfare regimes around the world, Svalfors (1997) 

also argues that former communist countries have a distinct type of welfare regime and that the 

distinction is due to the communist legacy. The communist legacy may in fact explain why 

former communist countries typically have lower levels of inequality than many other countries 

of comparable levels of economic development. The most unequal of the former communist 

countries are not among the most unequal countries worldwide and instead have fairly average 

levels of inequality compared to other countries worldwide (Solt 2016). Thus, focusing 

exclusively on the post-communist context allows me to isolate the effect that the communist 

legacy may have had in shaping inequality and redistribution.    

In what follows, I first critically assess past theories explaining the causes of inequality 

and factors shaping redistributive policies. I then describe the different chapters of my research 

project and explain how they contribute to an overarching theory of the relationship between 

democracy and inequality in the post-communist context.     

 

II. Previous Research 

Much of the previous research on inequality has pointed to three key factors that may 

account for variations in levels of inequality across countries: economic development, 

globalization, and democratization. I briefly review the literature on each of these factors and 

explain why democratization is likely to be the strongest factor driving variations in inequality 

across transition countries. The literature review then proceeds with an assessment of the current 
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literature on income redistribution, pointing to gaps in our understanding of factors that may 

affect redistribution in Eastern Europe.   

In his seminal work on inequality, Kuznets (1955) argued that economic growth exhibits 

an inverted-U relationship with income inequality. He claimed that income inequality levels are 

typically higher for countries undergoing economic development and lower for either 

underdeveloped or developed countries. More recently, scholars have aimed to specify the 

mechanisms that lead to the inverted-U relationship (Nielson 1994; Alderson and Nielson 1995; 

Barro 2000). For example, Alderson and Nielson (1995) suggest that the Kuznets curve results 

from the shift from an agriculture-based economy to an industrial economy, changes in the 

spread of education, and age demographic transitions. They argue that industrialization often 

offers economic benefits to an elite class of highly educated individuals. The benefits of 

industrialization and technological development become spread among a larger class of people 

only after countries develop stronger education systems that are capable of meeting the demands 

of a modern economy. Galor and Tsidon (1997) confirm their findings, arguing that countries 

that experience rapid technological development often experience higher levels of income 

inequality because the demand for technological skills drives higher wages for skilled elites. 

However, economic development does not appear to account for much of the variation in 

inequality across transition countries during the early years after communism’s collapse. CEE 

countries were among the most rapidly developing in the region throughout the 1990s, yet they 

also maintained some of the region’s lowest levels of income inequality. 

 In addition to economic development, scholars have argued that economic globalization 

is associated with high and increasing inequality levels. Higher levels of FDI inflows may 

increase inequality by privileging the few highly skilled individuals who work in the foreign 
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sector of the economy (Kentor 2001; Bandelj and Mahutga 2010; Bandelj 2009). Others have 

argued that globalization increases inequality by decreasing union bargaining power and making 

domestic workers more vulnerable to foreign competition (Beckfield 2006; Alderson and 

Nielson 2002; Western 1997). However, while globalization appears to account for some of the 

variation in inequality across CEE countries (Bandelj & Mahutga 2010), it may not explain why 

inequality has been much higher in FSU countries than CEE countries. The CEE countries 

experienced a much greater increase in FDI and trade than FSU countries throughout the 1990s, 

but they did not experience as stark an increase in inequality as FSU countries.  

Finally, a third theory is that democracy accounts for variations in levels of inequality. 

Democracy may reduce inequality by empowering the median voter to vote for redistribution 

when inequality is high (Meltzer & Richard 1981), by securing rights for workers and other 

vulnerable populations (Rodrik 1999), or by limiting elites’ abilities to use public resources for 

private economic gain (You & Khagram 2005). However, although there are strong theoretical 

reasons to suspect that democracy limits or reduces inequality, there is considerable debate in the 

literature about the actual relationship (Lee 2005, p. 158). Some scholars find that democracy 

reduces inequality (Cutright 1967; Hewitt 1977; Muller 1985, 1988; Reuveny & Li 2003; Lee 

2005) or that there is a curvilinear relationship between democracy and inequality (Simpson 

1990; Nell 2008). Other scholars find that there is no meaningful relationship between inequality 

and democracy (Bollen & Jackman 1985, 1989; Weede 1989). The debate in the literature points 

to a need for more research clarifying the conditions under which democratization may affect 

inequality and the mechanisms behind democratization’s possible effect.   

In the post-communist context, it is likely that democratization primarily affects levels of 

inequality through its effects on income redistribution, rather than its effects on rights or 
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regulations. Indeed, data from the Standardized World Income Inequality Database (Solt 2016) 

show that levels of redistribution are, on average, considerably higher in the more democratic 

CEE countries than FSU countries. Market inequality, by contrast, is not considerably different 

across the two country groups, which suggests that regulatory and rights-based policies aimed at 

building more equitable markets may not explain FSU countries’ higher levels of inequality 

relative to CEE countries. Thus, democracy is likely to affect inequality through its effect on 

redistribution. But how does democracy affect income redistribution?  

Much of the literature examining variations in levels of income redistribution across 

countries has focused on supply-side factors, identifying the factors that make governments more 

likely to implement redistribution policies (see Iversen & Soskice 2006; Korpi 2006; Iversen & 

Soskice 2009; Kenworthy & Pontussen 2005; Esping-Andersen 1990; Meltzer & Richard 1981). 

This research has largely emerged in response to Meltzer & Richards’ (1981) early work, which 

implies that inequality is lower in democratic countries because democratic governments tailor 

their policies to meet the median voter’s demands for redistribution. As inequality increases and 

the difference between the mean and median voter’s income increases, the median voter will 

demand more redistribution. Governments will then face political incentives to implement 

redistributive policies, and inequality will decrease.  

Yet while the Meltzer-Richards model has some intuitive appeal, scholars have criticized 

it for failing to account for empirical variations in levels of redistribution across democracies 

(Iversen & Soskice 2006; Beramendi & Anderson 2008; Korpi 2006; Kenworthy & McCall 

2008; Iversen & Soskice 2009). The literature has since moved on to account for other factors 

that might affect redistribution across countries, specifically pointing to factors that increase 

power of left-leaning governments (Iversen & Soskice 2006; Bradley et al. 2003; Beramendi & 
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Cusack 2008; Beramendi & Anderson 2008) and worker-oriented civil society organizations 

(Kenworthy & Pontussen 2005). For example, Iversen & Soskice (2006) find that countries with 

PR electoral systems tend to redistribute more than countries with majoritarian electoral systems 

because they are more likely to have center-left governments. Kenworthy & Pontussen (2005) 

argue that levels of redistribution fluctuate depending on the extent to which unions, left parties, 

and other civil society groups mobilize low-income voters to participate in the electoral process.  

Although this literature may adequately explain some of the variation in levels of 

inequality and redistribution across developed democracies, it is unclear whether the theories 

proposed thus far apply to developing democracies, where political parties and their ideologies 

are less rooted. In the post-communist context, Tavits and Letki (2009) find that typical 

assumptions of left and right party behavior do not always hold. Right-leaning governments have 

often been compelled to spend more on social assistance to alleviate economic hardships, and 

left-leaning governments have been compelled to tighten budgets to distance themselves from 

the communist ideology. The absence of a clear left-right political ideology in former communist 

countries makes it difficult to conclude that the power of left-leaning governments is the key 

variable in explaining why inequality and redistribution vary across transition countries. It is 

similarly unclear whether civil society organizations that mobilize workers in Western countries 

have the same efficacy in mobilizing people to support redistribution in post-communist 

countries. Howard (2003) demonstrates that Eastern Europeans are often distrustful of civil 

society organizations and that they do not participate in organizations to the same extent as 

Western Europeans. Because civil society organizations are fairly weak across most post-

communist countries, their efficacy in mobilizing low-income voters may not explain why some 
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countries experience high levels of redistribution. Thus, typical explanations accounting for 

variations in redistribution across developed democracies may not apply to transition countries.   

Much of the political economy literature on income redistribution has also ignored the 

variety of factors shaping people’s attitudes toward inequality and their demand for 

redistribution. By and large, it has been separated from the public opinion literature examining 

people’s attitudes toward redistribution and has assumed that people will demand redistribution 

when they believe it will benefit it economically. Although public opinion research confirms that 

economic self-interest is a key factor motivating the demand for redistribution (Cusack, Iversen, 

& Rehm 2008; Moene & Wallerstein 2001; Blekesaune 2007; Blekesaune & Quadagno 2003; 

Hasenfeld & Raferty 1989), several studies also suggest that self-interest may be only one of 

several factors affecting the demand for redistribution (see Jaeger 2006; Papadakis 1993; 

Papadakis & Bean 1993; Fong 2001). For example, Fong (2001) shows that even wealthy people 

have considerable support for certain redistributive benefits and concludes that that financial 

self-interest is an insufficient explanation of variations in redistribution attitudes.  

In addition to economic self-interest, the literature has identified several ideological 

factors that strongly affect people’s support for redistribution. For example, people’s beliefs 

about social mobility (Linos & West 2003; Guillaud 2013; Groskind 1994; Luo 1998) and 

perceptions about how people become wealthy or poor (Alesina and Angeletos 2005; Loveless & 

Whitefield 2011; Kaltenthaler et al. 2008) are found to be key predictors of support for income 

redistribution. Several researchers have also argued that socialization into the communist 

ideology has differentiated Eastern Europeans’ attitudes toward inequality and the welfare state 

from attitudes in other regions (Corneo & Gruner 2002; Mason 1995; Svalfors 1997; Arts et al. 
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1995). Socialization experiences and ideological beliefs may therefore be other key predictors of 

attitudes toward inequality and redistribution. 

Given the importance of these ideological factors in shaping attitudes toward income 

redistribution and the welfare state more generally, the political economy literature should not 

assume that the demand for redistribution is uniformly shaped by economic self-interest across 

countries. Rather, it should pay more attention to the ways that redistributive policies stem from 

variations in ideological beliefs about inequality and the government’s responsibility to reduce it 

through redistribution. But how do people perceive inequality and form opinions about it? What 

shapes their beliefs about whether inequality is too high?     

Although the public opinion literature has identified several micro-level variables 

affecting people’s attitudes toward the welfare state and demand for redistribution, the research 

offers little knowledge about how people form perceptions about the level of inequality and how 

they evaluate its fairness in the first place. Indeed, researchers have often been puzzled by the 

frequent incongruence between the level of inequality that people perceive and the actual level of 

inequality in their country (Kenworthy & McCall 2008; Dallinger 2010; Loveless & Whitefield 

2011; Osenberg & Smeeding 2006; Jackman 1974, p. 4). Loveless & Whitefield (2011) offer 

perhaps the only explanation of why Eastern Europeans’ perceptions of inequality differ from the 

actual level of inequality in their countries. Among the country-level variables that they examine, 

they find that only declines in national-level corruption indicators are associated with perceptions 

of low inequality. When corruption decreases, people in former communist countries perceive 

inequality as decreasing. On the individual-level, elderly people, those who have critical 

assessments about the performance of democracy and the market, and those who believe that 

social advancement depends on knowing the right people are significantly more likely to have 
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heightened perceptions of inequality. Yet although their study contributes knowledge about the 

factors that affect people’s perceptions of inequality, it largely concludes that attitudes predict 

attitudes; it does not examine what exogenous sources of information contribute to people’s 

perceptions of inequality or what shapes people’s beliefs about whether inequality is fair. 

Furthermore, their study does not examine perceptions of inequality across a broad sample of 

transition countries. Because it only includes three FSU countries (Russia, Moldova, and 

Ukraine) and focuses largely on CEE democracies, it does not offer a clear indication of how 

perceptions of inequality vary across a wider spectrum of political contexts in Eastern Europe 

and Eurasia. 

The lack of knowledge about how people perceive the level of inequality and evaluate its 

fairness is a key gap in the literature because research suggests that these perceptions affect 

people’s demands for redistribution. Alesina and Angeletos (2005) argue that people are more 

likely to support redistribution if they believe that the wealthy accumulate their income through 

unjust means. Developing an understanding of how people evaluate the fairness of wealth and 

poverty is therefore critical for understanding why the demand for redistribution varies. It may in 

turn shed light on why redistributive policies, and ultimately levels of inequality, vary across 

transition countries.  This dissertation aims to fill this gap in the literature by examining what 

factors shape people’s demands for redistribution and then examining what shapes policymakers’ 

decisions to supply redistribution.  

The overarching theory that I propose is that democracy accounts for variations in levels 

of net inequality across transition countries because democracy indirectly affects the demand for 

redistribution and directly affects the supply of redistribution. Information about the unfair 

sources of economic success, such as corruption or law breaking, is more readily available in 
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countries with a free and independent media. The freedom of the media consequently affects 

people’s beliefs about whether economic opportunity is fair. People’s beliefs about the fairness 

of economic opportunity in turn significantly shape their demand for redistribution. Thus, a free 

media has an indirect effect on people’s demand for redistribution by shaping the way they 

perceive economic success. Democratic governments have both the incentive to respond to 

citizens’ demands as well as the state capacity to implement effective redistributive policies. 

They also limit opportunities for corruption, which helps ensure that public tax revenue is not 

diverted away from public projects and into private economic interests. Democracy is thereby 

necessary for governments to supply relatively high levels of redistribution.  

In undemocratic countries, by contrast, governments may attempt to downplay or hide 

instances of social injustice, which may make people less likely to connect economic success 

with unfairness. People may therefore be less critical of success and less likely to demand 

redistribution. Where the demand for redistribution is present in undemocratic countries, 

governments may also be less inclined to respond to it because redistributing income may require 

them to tax elites who offer valuable political support. Undemocratic governments may also lack 

the state capacity to effectively implement redistributive policies. I therefore argue that net 

inequality is higher among the less democratic transition countries because their citizens are less 

critical of the path to economic success and because their policymakers lack the incentives and 

the state capacity to implement redistributive policies.  

The first three empirical chapters of the dissertation contribute to my overarching theory 

for how democracy may affect redistribution in transition countries. The final empirical chapter 

offers a holistic picture of the ways that democracy has combined with other factors to generate 

varying levels of net inequality during the early years after the communist regime’s collapse. It 
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aims to elucidate democratization’s effect on inequality dynamics during the early years after 

communism collapsed, when levels of inequality changed most. 

 

III. Chapter 1: Media Effects on Citizens’ Perceptions of Wealth, Poverty, and Inequality 

 Several scholars have pointed to inconsistencies between people’s perceptions of the 

level of inequality in their country and the actual level of inequality. Kenworthy and McCall 

(2008), for example, show that survey respondents can rarely identify correctly whether 

inequality is increasing or decreasing. Dallinger (2010) similarly finds that there is little 

correlation between people’s perceptions of how high inequality is in their country and the actual 

level of inequality. Although she posits that people may perceive identical levels of inequality 

differently because of differing social justice values, she does not explain how people form 

social justice values. Loveless and Whitefield (2011) find that beliefs about the fairness of social 

advancement are a key factor in predicting whether people perceive inequality as being too high, 

but they similarly do not offer any analysis of how people form opinions about the fairness of 

inequality in the first place.  

The lack of knowledge about how people perceive the fairness of inequality is a key gap 

in scholars’ understandings of the support for redistribution. Scholars have found that ideas about 

fairness affect the demand for redistribution (Alesina & Angeletos 2005), but there has not yet 

been a well-developed literature examining what shapes people’s perceptions of fairness in the 

post-communist context. To better understand people’s demands for redistribution, I begin my 

dissertation by asking what factors shape people’s opinions about the fairness of inequality, and 

how do people’s opinions about the fairness of inequality affect their perceptions of whether 

inequality is too high. 
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It can be difficult to understand how people perceive inequality because inequality takes 

into account both wealth and poverty, and scholars have found that people may perceive the 

fairness of wealth and poverty differently (Dean & Melrose 1999, p. 35; Kluegel & Smith 1986; 

Mann 1973; Parkin 1979; Stephenson 2000; Stoyanov et al. 2000). For example, people may 

believe that wealth is fair because economic success is primarily due to effort and hard work, 

while poverty is unfair because social injustice causes poverty. It is unclear how these people 

would perceive inequality and its fairness. Would they draw more heavily on their belief that 

poverty is unfair or their belief that wealth is fair? Similarly, people may form opinions about the 

fairness of wealth and poverty differently. Some factors may affect people’s perceptions of 

whether wealth is fair, but these same factors may not significantly shape their perceptions of 

whether poverty is fair.  

In this chapter, I pay particular attention to the way that media freedoms shape people’s 

perceptions of wealth, poverty, and inequality. The freedom of the media may be one particularly 

important contextual factor shaping people’s attitudes because people may acquire information 

about wealth, poverty, and inequality from the media. News sources can influence whether 

people believe that an individual’s economic status stems from merited individual traits, such as 

hard work or laziness, or from unmerited structural factors, such as poor government policies or 

corruption (Lee et al. 1990, Kluegel & Smith 1986, p. 26). Beliefs about the fairness of wealth 

and poverty may have important political implications. People may become critical of the 

government if they believe that economic opportunities are not fair, and as a result, governments 

with control over the media may attempt to influence the way the media portrays wealth, 

poverty, and inequality. The freedom of the media may therefore be an important macro-level 

factor shaping people’s perceptions.   
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I find that the media has some significant effect on people’s beliefs about distributional 

fairness. As the literature suggests, people often have different opinions about the fairness of 

wealth and poverty and different factors shape people’s perceptions of wealth and poverty. In 

particular, I find that the media significantly shapes attitudes about whether wealth is fair, but it 

does not significantly shape attitudes about whether poverty is fair. Thus, people in countries 

with a free media are significantly more likely to believe that wealth is unfair, but they are not 

significantly more likely to believe that poverty is unfair. In addition to examining the media’s 

effect on perceptions of wealth and poverty’s fairness, I also examine what shapes people’s 

beliefs about whether inequality is too high. Here, I find that although both wealth and poverty 

both contribute to inequality, people’s opinions about the fairness of wealth and poverty have 

different effects on perceptions of whether inequality is too high. Beliefs about poverty’s fairness 

significantly shape beliefs about the level of inequality, but beliefs about wealth’s fairness do not 

significantly shape their beliefs about whether inequality is too high. Thus, people more strongly 

draw on their perceptions of poverty when forming attitudes about inequality than their 

perceptions of wealth. I further find that the media does not significantly shape people’s attitudes 

about whether inequality is too high. The findings from this chapter suggest that the media’s 

effect on people’s attitudes toward inequality and distributional fairness is limited to shaping 

their perceptions about the path to economic success.   

 

IV. Chapter 2: Shifts in Eastern Europeans’ Support for Income Redistribution 

After examining factors that shape people’s perceptions of wealth, poverty, and 

inequality, I move on to examine what shapes the demand for redistribution in former communist 

countries. Alesina and Angeletos (2005) find that political support for redistribution depends on 
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social perceptions regarding the fairness of economic opportunity. Specifically, they find that 

Americans are less supportive of redistribution than Western Europeans because Americans are 

more likely to believe that people “make it” on their own. Europeans, by contrast, have been 

more likely to view economic opportunity as a function of historical class differences rather than 

individuals’ abilities and hard work. At the time that the franchise was opened in Europe, wealth 

was generated largely by birth and nobility, and thus Europeans have been more likely to view 

inequality as unfair and support redistribution. Their findings imply that people’s beliefs about 

whether success is endogenous (meaning that it comes from individual effort and hard work) 

shape their demand for redistribution. 

Yet while Alesina and Angeletos’ analysis offers important knowledge about the 

relationship between the perceived fairness of economic opportunity and the support for 

redistribution, their study is limited insofar as they only examine attitude formation processes in 

Western Europe and America. This is an important limitation in our understanding of how ideas 

about the fairness of inequality affect the support for redistribution because of the purported 

stickiness of ideas about fairness in America and Western Europe. Alesina and Anegeletos argue 

that understandings of fairness have been deeply rooted in historical class structures and have 

affected political support for redistribution since the franchise was opened. However, it is 

unclear whether the relationship between ideas about fairness and support for redistribution is as 

strong in the post-communist context, where ideas about fairness may have been shaped under 

communism and may not have such deep historical roots.  

In former communist countries, scholars have argued that people’s support for 

redistribution would likely decrease as market structures and institutions became consolidated 

(Gijsberts 2002; Kelley and Zagorski 2005). However, in this chapter, I find that people’s 
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support for redistribution has increased significantly since the communist regime’s collapse. 

Using survey data from the International Social Survey Project’s Social Inequality survey, I find 

that support for redistribution rose considerably from 1992 to 1999. Although support decreased 

slightly from 1999 to 2009, support for redistribution in 2009 was still significantly higher than 

in 1992. I test four hypotheses that may explain the rise in support for redistribution: 1) Changes 

in support are due to nostalgia for state socialism. People were particularly nostalgic for 

socialism during the 1990s when economies collapsed and they were left without the social 

protections they had under communism, yet nostalgia waned as economies recovered. 2) A 

stronger association between support for left-leaning political parties and leftist economic 

policies developed as countries developed politically throughout the 1990s. Support for 

redistribution increased because left-leaning parties became more effective in mobilizing their 

supporters to back their ideology. 3) Support for redistribution has changed based on people’s 

self-interest in redistribution. People believed more strongly that they would benefit from 

redistribution during the 1990s amidst economic hardship and believed less strongly that they 

would benefit from it as economies recovered during the early and mid-2000s. 4) The increased 

support for redistribution in the 1990s reflects people’s disillusionment with markets as they 

faced economic challenges during the early transition period. People began to doubt the fairness 

of the market system and to believe that the state should redistribute to guarantee social 

protection. The small decrease in support from 1999 to 2009 reflects some returned faith in the 

market’s fairness as economies recovered. 

I find most support for the third and the fourth hypotheses. In particular, the rise in 

support for redistribution between 1992 and 1999 is linked to a prevailing disillusionment that 

the path to economic success is fair. During the mid-1990s, people expressed stronger doubt that 
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individuals can succeed through their own hard work and believed more strongly that external 

factors, such as coming from a wealthy family or political connections, are important for success. 

They consequently demanded more redistribution because they believed more strongly that the 

path to economic success is not fair. Between 1999 and 2009, people’s attitudes began to shift as 

they regained some faith that people can get ahead through hard work. Their beliefs about social 

mobility became more weakly associated with support for redistribution, and self-interest took 

on a stronger role in shaping support for redistribution. Higher class status became more strongly 

associated with lower support for redistribution by 2009. Thus, people showed less support for 

redistribution in 2009 than in 1999 because they did not believe as strongly that they would 

benefit from it.  

 This chapter contributes to my overarching theory about the relationship between 

democracy and the demand for redistribution by showing what shapes post-communist citizens’ 

demand for redistribution. The first chapter demonstrates that democratic institutions, 

specifically a free media, significantly shape people’s beliefs about whether the path to success is 

fair. This chapter shows that people’s beliefs about whether the path to economic success is fair 

significantly shape their demand for redistribution. Although the strength of the relationship 

between beliefs about the fairness of economic opportunity and the demand for redistribution 

varies over time, it has remained significant since the communist regime’s collapse. Thus, 

together with findings from the first chapter, the findings from this chapter imply that democracy 

has some indirect effect on the demand for redistribution. 
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V. Chapter 3: Democracy and Levels of Income Redistribution 

 After examining whether democracy indirectly affects the demand for redistribution 

across former communist countries, I move on to analyze whether democracy affects the supply 

of redistribution. In theory, democratic governments would be likely to supply redistributive 

policies in response to citizens’ demands because they would want to secure public support and 

reelection (Meltzer & Richard 1981). Yet it is possible that undemocratic governments would 

likewise face incentives to redistribute income to maintain a level of popular support (see 

Magaloni 2006). Some scholars have found that some social components of government 

spending are not correlated with democracy (Gil et al. 2004) or that there is no correlation 

between democracy and tax progressivity (Scheve and Stasavage 2010, 2012).  

 In this chapter, I draw on both qualitative and quantitative methods to test the relationship 

between democracy and levels of redistribution. I find that different features of the democratic 

political system, including voice and accountability, effectiveness of policy implementation, and 

control over corruption, have important implications for levels of redistribution across former 

communist countries and over time. For example, using fuzzy set qualitative comparison analysis 

(fsQCA), I find that strong institutions of voice and accountability and an effective policy 

implementation process are necessary conditions for high levels of redistribution. I argue that 

voice and accountability affects levels of redistribution by incentivizing policymakers to respond 

to popular demands for redistribution. Effective policy implementation affects redistribution by 

ensuring that the state has the capacity to implement effective tax and transfer policies.   

 Although the qualitative analysis reveals that control over corruption is not a necessary 

condition for high levels of redistribution, a quantitative analysis reveals that it is nevertheless 

significantly associated with higher levels of redistribution. Incidentally, the quantitative analysis 
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shows that control over corruption has a stronger net effect on levels of redistribution than voice 

and accountability and an effective policy implementation process. This helps point to the 

importance of using mixed method research to highlight different mechanisms behind variables’ 

effects. The qualitative analysis demonstrates that control over corruption is not necessary for 

countries to exceed a threshold level of high redistribution. However, the quantitative analysis 

demonstrates that control over corruption has an important role in generating incremental 

increases in support for redistribution. This suggests that democracy has an important effect on 

levels of redistribution and that different features of the democratic political system have 

different effects.        

 The results from this chapter consequently highlight the important role that democracy 

has on the supply of income redistribution. It shows that states that gave citizens opportunities to 

voice their demands and hold elected officials accountable, effectively implemented the policies 

that citizens demanded, and limited state capture by elites were better able to protect their 

citizens from high inequality than those that lacked these key features of democracy.   

 

VI. Chapter 4: Inequality Dynamics across Post-communist Countries 

 Each of the previous empirical chapters helps build my theory for how democracy affects 

income redistribution. However, my dissertation ultimately aims to examine what accounts for 

variations in levels of inequality across transition countries. My final empirical chapter 

consequently examines what has shaped inequality dynamics across former communist 

countries. I focus specifically on the early transition period, from the communist regime’s 

collapse through 1996, because levels of inequality changed most during this period. Countries 

that weathered the initial years of the post-communist transition with relatively low levels of 
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inequality typically maintained relatively low levels of inequality throughout later years. It is 

therefore likely that the levels of inequality that countries experienced after the early transition 

period were tied to the social, economic, and political changes that occurred during the early 

transition period.  

 The literature points to several explanations for why some countries may have 

experienced rising inequality during the early transition period while others maintained relatively 

low inequality. In this chapter, I focus specifically on the role of economic development, global 

economic integration, ethnic minority exclusion, hydrocarbon abundance, democratization, and 

EU socialization. I use fuzzy set qualitative comparison analysis (fsQCA) to examine how these 

six factors are related to changes in the level of inequality. FsQCA is a particularly useful 

method for shedding light on why inequality dynamics varied because it can highlight 

complexity in causal processes that traditional quantitative methods typically ignore. 

Quantitative approaches are important for demonstrating how particular variables affect an 

outcome independent of other factors. However, they frequently pay insufficient attention to the 

ways that factors combine to generate varying outcomes. They therefore frequently fail to 

explain the experiences of particular countries because countries experience the combined effect 

of several factors, not the isolated effect of a particular variable. By showing how different 

configurations of causal conditions lead to a particular outcome, fsQCA can illuminate how 

countries became unequal when individual theories presented in the literature might predict that 

they would not become unequal.  

Findings from this chapter demonstrate that the causal processes generating inequality 

dynamics are indeed complex. No single condition was ever sufficient in causing countries to 

become unequal or allowing countries to maintain low inequality. Instead, there were several 
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complex combinations of conditions that consistently led countries to become unequal or 

maintain low levels of inequality. For example, the absence of 1) global economic integration, 2) 

a large excluded ethnic minority population, and 3) hydrocarbon resources, along with the 

presence of 4) strong institutions of voice and accountability and 5) EU socialization consistently 

led to countries maintain low levels of inequality during the early transition period.  

I consequently conclude that inequality dynamics in the post-communist context can be 

better explained through combinations of conditions, rather than through the effects of individual 

variables. Thus, while the previous three chapters of this dissertation demonstrate that democracy 

is an important factor shaping redistributive policies in the post-communist context, this chapter 

shows that democratization itself cannot explain the varying inequality dynamics during the early 

years after the communist regime’s collapse. Rather, democratization acts in combination with 

other factors including EU socialization, ethnic minority participation in government, natural 

resource abundance, economic development, and integration into the global economy to help 

explain why some countries managed to maintain low levels of inequality while others became 

unequal. Democracy’s effect on redistribution is therefore a critical piece of the story explaining 

why levels of inequality have varied across post-communist countries, yet it cannot explain the 

whole story by itself.   
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CHAPTER II: MEDIA EFFECTS ON CITIZENS’ PERCEPTIONS OF 

WEALTH, POVERTY, AND INEQUALITY 
 

I. Introduction 

Public opinion toward inequality has become a key area of research in political science as 

scholars attempt to better understand the causes and effects of rising inequality. Mass beliefs 

about why inequality exists and whether it is excessive have important implications for both the 

welfare policies that governments implement and the degree to which inequality may be 

politically problematic. For example, if people believe that inequality is fair because individuals 

are themselves responsible for their own economic fate, then they are less likely to support anti-

poverty policies that may lead to lower levels of inequality (Habibov 2011; Stephenson 2000; 

Lepianka et al. 2009; Bénabou & Tirole 2005). Additionally, if people perceive inequality to be 

excessive and if these perceptions are connected to beliefs about the market or governing 

institutions, then inequality may become a source of political instability (Loveless & Whitefield 

2011). Identifying how people perceive inequality and what shapes their perceptions can offer 

important insights to inequality’s consequences.  

However, it can be difficult to understand how people perceive inequality because their 

perceptions take into account both wealth and poverty, and scholars have found that people may 

perceive wealth and poverty differently (Dean & Melrose 1999, p. 35; Kluegel & Smith 1986; 

Mann 1973; Parkin 1979; Stephenson 2000; Stoyanov et al. 2000). For example, people may 

believe that wealth is fair because economic success is primarily due to effort and hard work, 

while poverty is unfair because social injustice causes poverty. It is unclear how these people 

would perceive inequality and whether it is excessive. Are these people’s attitudes toward 

inequality shaped more by their opinions about wealth or their opinions about poverty? What 
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shapes opinions about wealth, poverty, and inequality? 

Much of the recent public opinion research investigating attitudes toward wealth, 

poverty, and inequality has focused on individual-level factors that shape attitudes, such as an 

individual’s class status or ideology. For example, people who come from lower social classes 

tend to believe that inequality is unfair, while people who come from higher social classes tend 

to believe that it is fair (Kluegel 1987; Kluegel & Smith 1986; Kreidl 2000; Lepianka et al. 2010; 

Bullock 1999; Orkeny & Szelenyi 2000). Yet while there has emerged a wealth of research on 

the individual-level factors that shape opinions, much less is known about what macro-level 

institutions shape attitudes and how institutions interact with micro-level variables. The literature 

consequently offers a more limited understanding of how and why opinions about wealth, 

poverty, and inequality vary across different political contexts. How do people living under 

different political regimes form their opinions? What effect does political context have on 

people’s opinions?  

The freedom of the media may be one particularly important contextual factor shaping 

individuals’ attitudes because the media is a key source of information. For example, news 

sources can influence whether people believe that an individual’s economic status stems from 

merited individual traits, such as hard work or laziness, or from unmerited structural factors, 

such as poor government policies or corruption (Lee et al. 1990, Kluegel & Smith 1986, p. 26). 

In addition to influencing people’s perceptions of wealth and poverty, media freedoms can 

influence whether people believe that there is a large or a small difference in income between the 

rich and the poor. Because these perceptions may have important political implications, 

governments with control over the media may attempt to influence the way the media portrays 

wealth, poverty, and inequality. The freedom of the media may therefore be an important macro-
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level factor shaping people’s perceptions.  

This chapter aims to contribute knowledge about the relationship between media 

freedoms and perceptions of wealth, poverty, and inequality by examining the relationship in 29 

former communist countries. These countries offer an ideal context for studying whether 

political context explains variations in people’s attitudes. They historically shared similar 

communist institutions and exhibited similar levels of income inequality, yet they began to vary 

considerably in both levels of inequality and governing institutions after the communist regime’s 

collapse (Bandelj and Mahutga 2010). Cross-country variations in people’s attitudes toward 

wealth, poverty, and inequality are therefore more likely to be associated with the different 

institutions that citizens experienced after communism’s collapse than historical factors linked to 

the communist regime. The historic institutional similarities and recent variations across 

countries make the post-communist context a near natural experiment for studying how 

institutions shape public opinion. 

 This chapter offers some important insights to how citizens in former communist 

countries perceive wealth, poverty, and inequality. First, my findings complement the literature 

in showing that people perceive the fairness of wealth and poverty differently. People are 

considerably more likely to perceive poverty as coming from unfair structural factors than they 

are to perceive wealth as coming from unfair structural factors. Many people therefore have 

different opinions about the fairness of wealth and poverty; they believe that poverty is unfair, 

but wealth is fair.  I also find that while perceptions of wealth and poverty’s fairness should 

theoretically influence beliefs about whether inequality is too high, only perceptions of poverty’s 

fairness have a significant effect on beliefs about the level of inequality. It therefore seems that 

when evaluating whether inequality is excessive, people are more strongly drawing on an 
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understanding that poverty is unfair than an understanding that wealth is unfair.   

My findings also show that the media has a different effect on people’s opinions about 

wealth and poverty. People in countries with a free media are significantly more likely to believe 

that wealth is unfair, but they are not significantly more likely to believe that poverty is unfair.  

Although it is unclear why a free media impacts attitudes toward wealth more strongly than 

attitudes toward poverty, one possible explanation for the different impact is that people may 

rely more on media coverage for information about wealth than information about poverty. 

People in former communist countries have a fairly low subjective evaluation of their class 

status, and they may consequently perceive themselves as poor. As a result, they may not draw 

on media coverage to explain why some are poor, but may instead draw on their own 

experiences with perceived injustice to explain why some are poor. Because few people perceive 

themselves as wealthy and few people have personal interactions with the wealthy, opinions 

about wealth may be more strongly tied to the ways that the media portrays the wealthy. The 

results imply that in countries with a free media, there is more information about unfair sources 

of wealth.  

 The analysis proceeds in five sections. The next section discusses the relevant literature 

on attitudes toward wealth, poverty, and inequality. In this section, I present hypotheses for why 

citizens may perceive wealth or poverty as fair and why they may perceive inequality as 

excessive. I then describe the research design, data, and variables, and present the empirical 

results. The final section concludes with a summary of findings and their implications.  

 

II. Beliefs about the Fairness of Wealth and Poverty 

 Scholars have found that people typically characterize the reasons for wealth and poverty 
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along two dimensions. On the one hand, people may adopt an individual view, whereby 

individuals’ economic situation stems from their own personal traits (such as being hard working 

or lazy). On the other hand, people may assume a structural view, whereby individuals’ 

economic situation stems from structural factors (such as lack of jobs or poor government 

policies) that operate at the societal level (Lepianka et. al 2010; Von Oorschot & Halman 2000; 

Gallie & Paugam 2002)
2
. In post-communist countries specifically, people who attribute poverty 

to structural explanations often believe that poverty is caused by factors such as dishonest 

privatization, corruption, discrimination toward ethnic minorities, and unequal access to social 

services (Falkingham 2005; Alexeev 1999; Orkeny & Szekelyi 2000; Habibov 2011).  

 Psychologists have characterized those who attribute poverty to individual characteristics 

as adherents to the just world hypothesis (Lerner 1965; Furnham & Gunter 1984). According to 

the just world hypothesis, people want to believe that they live in a world where people generally 

get what they deserve so that they can confront the world as if it were stable, orderly, and just. 

Those who believe in a just world typically blame those who suffer for their own fate. They 

typically attribute poverty to individual factors such as laziness or poor work ethic. Lepianka 

(2007, p. 27) also notes that “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.” In contrast to 

those who see the world as just because poverty stems from individual factors, those who see the 

world as unjust or unfair typically attribute poverty to structural factors. Structural factors are 

beyond an individual’s control and unfairly target some to suffer. Throughout this chapter, I 

consequently treat structural explanations for people’s economic status as unfair and individual 

                                                        
2
 Although researchers have pointed to other possible dimensions-- including a cultural and fatalistic dimension-- 

these dimensions tend to be associated with the structural-individual dimension (see Lepianka et al. 2009). Fairness 

of other possible dimensions may depend on the extent to which people believe that either internal (individual) or 

external (structural) reasons are responsible for wealth or poverty.  
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explanations as fair. 

 Although people may adopt individual or structural explanations for both wealth and 

poverty, research suggests that people’s opinions about the fairness of wealth and poverty can 

differ. For example, people may attribute wealth to fair individual explanations and poverty to 

unfair structural explanations. Scholars have referred to this coexistence of contradicting 

perspectives as “split consciousness” (Kluegel & Smith 1986; Mann 1973; Parkin 1979; 

Stephenson 2000). According to split consciousness theory, people may hold contradicting views 

on the economic system’s fairness depending on whether they are primarily considering 

economic possibilities for the wealthy or poor.  

Yet even though people may hold different views on the fairness of wealth and poverty, 

the factors shaping opinions about these views are similar and linked to individuals’ socio-

economic status and socialization experiences. According to deprivation hypothesis, people who 

come from lower social classes tend to favor structural explanations for wealth and poverty, 

while people from higher social classes tend to favor individual explanations. For example, 

women, the long-term unemployed, and low income earners are more likely to choose structural 

explanations over individual explanations (Kluegel 1987; Kluegel & Smith 1986; Kreidl 2000; 

Lepianka et al. 2010; Bullock 1999; Orkeny & Szekelyi 2000). Similarly, people who have 

experienced wealth and upward social mobility tend to attribute their success to individual effort 

and abilities (Kluegel & Smith 1986; Wegener & Liebig 1995). Beliefs about the fairness of 

wealth and poverty are therefore somewhat stratified according to social position (Smith & 

Mateju 2012).  

Hypothesis 1: Social class shapes people’s perceptions of wealth and poverty, whereby people of 

higher social classes believe that wealth and poverty are fair and people of lower social classes 

believe that wealth and poverty are unfair.  
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In addition to social class position, values and socialization experiences may also explain 

why people’s beliefs about wealth and poverty vary. Kaltenthater et al. (2008) argue that the way 

people think about wealth and poverty is more linked to their ideas about politics and society 

than economic self-interest. In former communist countries specifically, people who are 

supportive of market economic structures may be more likely to hold individual explanations for 

wealth and poverty because a key feature of market justice is that opportunity is equally open to 

all individuals and the market is responsive to hard work (Lane 1986). Factors associated with 

people’s socialization into Marxist norms and values may also be important in shaping whether 

people hold structural or individual explanations for wealth and poverty. Older people who 

experienced Marxist socialization for a longer period of time may be more likely to hold 

structural explanations than younger people. Those who had personal experience in the 

Communist party may have also been more deeply socialized into Marxist values that espouse 

structural explanations for wealth and poverty. 

Hypothesis 2a: Support for market economic structures is associated with the belief that wealth 

and poverty are fair. 

 

Hypothesis 2b: Marxist socialization experiences are associated with beliefs about the fairness 

of wealth and poverty, whereby people who experienced a deeper socialization into Marxist 

norms and values are more likely to believe that wealth and poverty are unfair.      

  

Finally, scholars find that access to information about the causes of wealth and poverty 

significantly shapes whether people adopt structural or individual explanations for wealth and 

poverty.  Lee et al. (1990) find that people who were exposed to public presentations on 

homelessness are less likely to believe that the homeless are responsible for their own situation 

and more likely to believe that structural measures should be taken to improve homelessness. 

Kluegel and Smith (1986, p. 26) argue that people who make use of the media are similarly more 
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likely to be informed of unequal opportunities available to the poor and are more likely to be 

exposed to ways in which discrimination affects poverty. Media exposure therefore likely 

contributes to the perception that wealth and poverty are unfair. 

Yet while researchers have found an association between media exposure and people’s 

inclination to adopt structural explanations for wealth and poverty, much of the research has 

been conducted on citizens in the United States or other developed democracies with relatively 

free media. It is possible that media content may differ between countries with free media and 

countries without free media. In countries without a free media, governments may influence the 

ways that wealth and poverty are presented so that people become more likely to believe that 

both are fair. If people believe that wealth and poverty are fair, then they are unlikely to criticize 

the government for building or perpetuating an unfair economic system. The freedom of the 

media may consequently be an important contextual factor affecting people’s perceptions of 

wealth and poverty’s fairness. 

Hypothesis 3: Media freedom is associated with people’s perceptions of whether wealth and 

poverty are fair, whereby people in countries without a free media are more likely than people in 

countries with a free media to believe that wealth and poverty are fair. 

  

Identifying how people form opinions about the fairness of wealth and poverty is a key 

step in understanding what shapes people’s perceptions of the level of inequality that they 

experience. Fairness perceptions may be a key factor explaining why people’s perceptions of 

inequality vary. The next section explores the relevant literature on how people form opinions 

about the level of inequality. 

 

III. Factors Shaping Perceptions of Whether Inequality Is Excessive 

In recent years, a rich literature has developed to explore people’s tolerance of inequality 
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and perceptions of an ideal income distribution (see Rehm 2009; Anderson & Pontusson 2007; 

Mughan 2007). Similar to the literature examining perceptions of whether wealth and poverty are 

fair, this literature has found that the way people perceive the level of inequality they experience 

is based on social class position and values and belief systems.  For example, people who come 

from higher social classes are typically more tolerant of inequality because they benefit from the 

opportunities that inequality affords. They are consequently reluctant to support redistributive 

policies that would force them to forego income in order to allow for more equality (Cusack et 

al. 2008; Moene & Wallerstein 2001; Blekesaune 2007; Blekesaune & Quadagno 2003; 

Hasenfeld & Raferty 1989).  

Hypothesis 4: Social class status is associated with people’s beliefs about whether inequality is 

too high, whereby people of lower social classes are more likely than people of higher social 

classes to believe that inequality is too high. 

 

Some of the values and belief systems that affect perceptions of wealth and poverty’s 

fairness may also shape the way people perceive inequality. People who support market 

principles may be more tolerant of higher inequality because they may believe that some level of 

inequality is important for incentivizing individual effort (Kaltenthaler et al. 2008; Loveless & 

Whitefield 2011; Fong 2001; Linos & West 2003; Guillaud 2013; Groskind 1994; Luo 1998). 

People who experienced deeper socialization into Marxist values may be less tolerant of 

inequality because of Marxism’s criticism of inequality (Murthi and Tiongson 2008). It is also 

possible that people’s beliefs about whether wealth and poverty are fair shape their perceptions 

of inequality. Those who believe that wealth and poverty are fair may be more tolerant of 

inequality than those who believe that wealth and poverty are unfair. 

Hypothesis 5a: People’s beliefs about markets is associated with their perceptions of whether 

inequality is too high, whereby people who support markets are less likely than those skeptical of 

markets to believe that inequality is too high. 
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Hypothesis 5b: Marxist socialization experiences are associated with perceptions of whether 

inequality is too high, whereby people who experienced deeper socialization are more likely to 

believe that inequality is too high. 

 

Hypothesis 5c: Perceptions about the fairness of wealth and poverty shape the way people 

perceive inequality, whereby those who believe that wealth and poverty are fair are more likely 

to believe that inequality is too high. 

 

Finally, people’s perceptions about whether inequality is fair may vary across countries 

because of the varying levels of media freedoms. The media may directly affect perceptions of 

inequality by giving people knowledge about the level of inequality. For example, a free media 

might be able to present the public with information about instances of extreme wealth or 

poverty, whereas an unfree media may not be able to spread information because of government 

censorship. The media may also indirectly shape perceptions of inequality through its effect on 

perceptions of whether wealth and poverty are fair. It may affect people’s perceptions of the 

fairness of wealth and poverty, and these perceptions may shape the way people perceive 

inequality. Thus, in countries with free media, people may be more likely to perceive inequality 

as unfair and more likely to perceive it as excessive. 

Hypothesis 6: Media freedoms shape the way people perceive inequality, whereby people in 

countries with free media are more likely to believe that inequality is too high. 

 

IV. Data and Variables 

Data 

I test my hypotheses using data from the Life in Transition Survey (LiTS). The survey was 

jointly conducted by the World Bank and European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 

(EBRD) in 2010. It aims to assess a variety of public attitudes about well-being and political and 

economic change. The EBRD and World Bank employed a two-stage clustered stratified 
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sampling procedure to select households so that the survey would be nationally representative. In 

most countries, the survey was conducted face-to-face in 1,000 randomly selected households. In 

Poland, Russia, Serbia, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan, 1,500 households were randomly selected to 

offer a sufficient sample for a follow-up telephone survey that the EBRD and World Bank 

administered at a later date. This analysis only incorporates data from the original 2010 survey 

and does not use data from the follow-up survey.  

The survey is ideal for this analysis because it is the only representative cross-national 

survey to be administered in all post-communist countries in Eastern Europe and Eurasia at a 

similar time point. Other large-n representative cross-national surveys either focus largely on the 

more democratic and developed post-communist countries in Central and Eastern Europe (for 

example, the International Social Survey Project surveys, European Values Surveys, or European 

Social Survey) or they include only a limited number of countries at any given time period (for 

example, the World Values Survey). In this analysis, I include data from all former communist 

countries except Turkmenistan, which was omitted due to lack of data availability for key 

variables. 

 

Dependent Variables 

The first dependent variables are perceptions of the fairness of wealth and poverty, and the 

second dependent variable is the belief that inequality is excessive. Below I describe the survey 

items used to operationalize the dependent variables. Respondents who did not answer a 

particular survey item were dropped from the analysis for that item. 

 Wealth is unfair: To tap beliefs about why some people are wealthy, I use a survey item 

that asks respondents why they think some people in their country are successful:  1) 

Effort and hard work; 2) Intelligence and skills; 3) By political connections; 4) By 

breaking the law. Respondents were asked to indicate only one response, and I measure 
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the belief that wealth is unfair through a binary variable that indicates whether the 

respondent reported that people succeed because of “political connections” or “breaking 

the law.” These response options tap respondents’ belief that unfair political and social 

structures are the primary factors explaining why some succeed in their country. 

Although the item does not specifically ask respondents why some are economically 

successful, the response options collectively target economic success and prompt the 

respondent to think about economic success rather than other forms of success. The 

response options would not apply to other forms of success, such as a success in marriage 

and family life or success in a hobby. The item also does not directly ask respondents 

why some people are wealthy, but I argue that it may more accurately capture 

respondents’ attitudes toward wealth than a more direct question because terms like 

“rich” or “wealthy” could be value-laden.  They may also conjure images of specific 

individuals or even a small group of the extreme elite, rather than a broader class of 

individuals who have more economic resources than the middle class.  

 

 Poverty is unfair: To measure opinions that poverty is unfair, I use a question about why 

some people are in need in their country: 1) Because they have been unlucky; 2) Because 

of laziness and lack of willpower; 3) Because of injustice in our society; 4) It is an 

inevitable part of modern life. Respondents were also asked to indicate only one 

response, and I measure the belief that poverty is unfair through a binary variable that 

indicates whether the respondent reported that people are in need because of “injustice in 

our society.”
3
 This response option taps respondents’ belief that unfair social structures 

explain why some people are poor and therefore indicates whether the respondent 

believes that poverty is unfair. 

 

 

 Inequality is excessive: I measure the belief that inequality is too high with the following 

question: To what extent do you agree with the following statement--- The gap between 

the rich and the poor should be reduced. Respondents report their level of agreement on a 

5-point Likert scale ranging from “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree.” By asking 

whether respondents believe that inequality should be reduced, the question effectively 

taps their belief about whether inequality is too high. 

 
 

Independent Variables 

Below, I describe the survey items I use to operationalize the key independent variables. 

Respondents who did not respond to the survey items were dropped from the analysis. 

                                                        
3
 The response options “Because they have been unlucky” and “It is an inevitable part of modern life” are not 

included in the measurement of beliefs that poverty is unfair because it is not clear that the respondent perceives 
these factors as unfair. These two response options could be categorized as “fatalistic” explanations for poverty 

(Lepianka et al. 2009) and do not directly place blame on either social structures or individuals. Because they do not 

blame social structures for poverty (according to these responses, poverty is fatalistic), it is unclear that the 

respondent perceives them as being unfair. Fatalistic explanations may also be considered fair because everyone is 

subject to negative consequences of fate.  
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Individual social class status. I use three indicators to tap both objective and subjective measures 

of social class status. 

 Education: Educated individuals typically have greater opportunities for earning high 

incomes that can place them in higher social classes. Education is measured on a 7-point 

scale, ranging from 1) having no formal education to 7) having completed a graduate 

degree. 

 

 Employment status: Employed individuals typically have greater access to income than 

unemployed individuals. Employment status is measured as a binary variable indicating 

whether respondent is unemployed (has not worked for pay in the past year and is 

looking for work). 

 

 Perceived class status: Respondents who believe they come from higher social classes are 

likely to have higher incomes than those who believe that they come from lower social 

classes. Perceived class status is measured as respondents’ reported class position on a 

scale from 1 to 10, with high values indicating that respondents believe they belong to a 

high social class
4
.  

 

Individual values and socialization experiences. Three indicators are used to tap Marxist values 

and socialization experiences: 

 Age: Older people were socialized into Marxist values for a longer period of time than 

younger people, and consequently the respondent’s age is an indicator of Marxist 

socialization. I measure age as a continuous variable indicating the respondent’s age and 

include a variable for the square of the respondent’s age to account for any non-linearity 

in age’s effect. 

 

 Personal history with the communist party: People who were party members or whose 

parents were party members likely experienced deeper socialization into Marxist values 

than those who had no personal history with the communist party. I measure personal 

history with the communist party using a 4-point scale variable, indicating whether 1) the 

respondent had no personal history with the communist party, 2) the respondent had 

another family member who was a member, 3) the respondent’s parent was a member, or 

4) the respondent was a member. 

 

 Supportive of markets: Individuals who support market economic systems are likely to 

tolerate higher levels of inequality and to perceive inequality as fair. The LiTS taps 

people’s support for a market economy through an item asking them with which single 
                                                        
4
 The mean response on the 10-point scale is 4.324, with approximately 13.89% of respondents across all countries 

reporting a value of 1 or 2 and 9.40% reporting a value from 7 through 10. 
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statement they agree most—1) “A market economy is preferable to any other form of 

economic system,” 2) “Under some circumstances, a planned economy may be preferable 

to a market economy,” or 3) “For people like me, it does not matter whether the 

economic system is organized as a market economy or as a planned economy.” Market 

support is measured as a binary variable indicating whether the respondent reported 1) “A 

market economy is preferable to any other form of economic system.” 

 

Individual media exposure. When capturing the media’s effect on people’s perceptions of the 

level of inequality and its fairness, it is important to consider the frequency of people’s exposure 

to the media. Individuals who have little exposure to the media are unlikely to be affected by it.  

Level of media exposure is measured by respondents’ reported frequency of following either 

newspapers, news broadcast on radio or TV, printed magazines, or in-depth reports on radio or 

TV. Respondents indicate their frequency of media exposure for each type of media on a 7-point 

scale ranging from daily to never. Each respondent then receives a value for media exposure 

based on the maximum frequency across each category. For example, respondents would receive 

a “daily” score for media exposure if they indicated that they followed any of the media sources 

daily
5
. 

 

Country freedom of the media. Countries’ level of media freedom is measured by the Freedom 

House Freedom of the Press index. Freedom House rates countries on their level of print and 

broadcast media freedom on a scale from 1 -100, where high values indicate “not free” and low 

values indicate “free”. I invert the scale so that high scores indicate high levels of media freedom 

and low scores indicate low levels of media freedom. I also lag the level of media freedom one 

year behind the LiTs so that levels are for 2009. It is important to lag the level of media freedom 

because the survey was conducted at different time points in the course of the 2010 calendar 

                                                        
5 Frequency of following internet sources was not considered because Freedom House’s Freedom of the Press index 

did not report on the freedom of internet media in 2009.  
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year. It would be unreasonable for the level of media freedom, which draws on events happening 

throughout 2010, to affect survey respondents earlier in the year. 

 

Country media freedom and individual media exposure. The effect of media freedoms likely 

varies depending on an individual’s exposure to the media. Media freedoms are likely to have 

their greatest effect on individuals who are highly exposed to the media and a minimal effect on 

those who are not exposed to the media. Therefore, it is important to include a cross-level 

interaction between the individual-level media exposure and the country-level media freedom.  

 

Control Variables 

Several variables are included to control for effects that have not been specified in the model’s 

theoretical framework.  

 

Individual-level controls. The following are other individual-level factors that may shape fairness 

perceptions and beliefs about inequality’s excess: 

 Sex: I measure the respondent’s sex as a binary variable indicating whether the 

respondent is female. 

 

 Ethnic minority status: I measure whether the respondent is an ethnic minority by using a 

binary variable indicating whether the respondent’s mother tongue is the language of the 

titular nationality. 

 

 Perceived impact of the 2008 crisis: Respondents indicate the extent to which the 

economic crisis has impacted their household over the past two years on a 4-point scale 

ranging from 1) Not at all to 4) A great deal. 

 
Country-level controls. It is possible for several country-level variables to affect people’s 

perceptions of wealth, poverty, and inequality. However, it would be methodologically 

inappropriate to include several country-level control variables because of the relatively small 
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number of former communist countries in the sample. As a result, I include only the country’s 

2009 GDP per capita PPP (2011 dollars) and proportional change in GDP PPP from 2008 to 

2009, as reported by the World Bank’s Development Indicators (World Bank 2016)
6
.  

 

V. Analyses 

 The analyses proceed in three sections. First, I describe the variation in my dependent 

variables: perceptions of wealth’s fairness, poverty’s fairness, and inequality’s excess. Next, I 

discuss the individual-level and country-level factors shaping perceptions of wealth and 

poverty’s fairness. Finally, I discuss the individual and country-level factors shaping beliefs 

about whether inequality is too high.  

 For each analysis, the sample size is weighted so that countries each contribute 1,000 

observations to the total sample. Because data are not weighted by population size, the results are 

not representative of the entire post-communist region. However, for this analysis, it would not 

be appropriate to use a regionally-representative sample because the analysis does not aim to 

make conclusions about post-communist citizens as a whole. Rather, it aims to build knowledge 

about the ways that people form opinions about wealth, poverty, and inequality across different 

levels of media freedom. Rather than reduce the variation in media freedom by placing most of 

the weight on larger countries, I maximize the variation by placing equal weight on all countries.  

 

 

 
                                                        
6 The country Gini coefficient was not included as a control variable because reliable data are  not available for 

several countries (Albania, Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and Uzbekistan ) in 2009. Because 

including the Gini coefficient reduces the sample size, it would be inappropriate to compare results from models 

with the Gini coefficient to models without the Gini coefficient. I consequently report results from models that 

include the net Gini coefficient in the Appendix B along with a brief discussion. 

 



43 
 

Perceptions of Wealth, Poverty, and Inequality 

Table 2.1 Perceptions of wealth, poverty, and inequality 

  Inequality is Unfair Inequality is 

Excessive 

Country Unweighted 

N 

Wealth is Unfair  

(%) 

Poverty is Unfair  

(%) 

Mean StDv 

Albania 1,055 31.0 48.4   3.767 1.055 

Armenia 1,000 33.9 55.3 3.990 1.237 

Azerbaijan 1,002 12.8 51.6 3.422 1.211 

Belarus 1,000 19.2 30.9 3.579 .988 

Bosnia & 

Herzegovina 

1,087 

 

39.3  68.3 3.863 1.013 

Bulgaria 1,014 40.2 39.6 3.969 .933 

Croatia 1,006 53.3 71.5 4.192   1.054 

Czech 

Republic 

1,007 30.6 35.0 3.648 1.041 

Estonia 1,002 21.0 40.6 4.063 .974 

Georgia 1,000 16.5 38.5 4.155 .695 

Hungary 1,054 33.3 59.8 4.148 1.181 

Kazakhstan 1,000 21.1 40.4 3.838 .911 

Kosovo 1,091 40.5   75.4 4.111 .959 

Kyrgyzstan 1,016 12.0 44.0 3.813 1.016 

Latvia 1,007 24.4 60.9 4.210 .949 

Lithuania 1,013 31.6 60.0 4.158 .878 

Macedonia 1,072 56.0 64.2 4.146 .870 

Moldova 1,043 12.5 50.8 3.692 1.117 

Mongolia 1,000 12.4 44.5   4.037 .883 

Montenegro 1,013 33.6 48.9 4.154 .832 

Poland 1,616 20.9   35.6 3.750 .928 

Romania 1,078 28.8 48.0   3.884 1.321 

Russia 1,584 26.4 58.1 3.940 1.015 

Serbia 1,519 53.4   70.2 4.210 .924 

Slovakia 1,011 37.6 41.3 4.074 .839 

Slovenia 1,000 38.7 58.0 4.272 .962 

Tajikistan 1,007 7.7 29.5 3.906 .869 

Ukraine 1,559 30.3 65.7   3.888 1.196 

Uzbekistan 1,500 8.2 15.5   4.027 .787 

 

Table 2.1 presents the percent of respondents reporting that wealth or poverty is unfair 
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along with the mean level of agreement that inequality is too high for each country (on a 5-point 

scale). Several of the region’s most authoritarian countries have very few people reporting that 

wealth and poverty are unfair. For example, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Belarus each have very 

few people reporting that both wealth and poverty are unfair.  However, there is more variation 

in perceptions across the more democratic countries. The Czech Republic and Estonia have 

relatively few people reporting that wealth and poverty are unfair compared to Slovenia and 

Croatia. Below, Figures 2.1a and 2.1b display how perceptions of wealth and poverty’s fairness 

vary across levels of media freedom. The relationship between fairness perceptions and media 

freedoms is positive for both wealth and poverty, but the relationship appears slightly stronger 

for wealth than poverty.   

 

Figure 2.1a Percent reporting wealth is unfair by level of media freedom 



45 
 

 

Figure 2.1b Percent reporting poverty is unfair by level of media freedom 

Split consciousness also appears to be at play in several countries that have a low 

percentage of people reporting that wealth is unfair and high percentage reporting that poverty is 

unfair. Below, Figure 2.2 displays the percent of respondents reporting that poverty is unfair by 

the percent reporting that wealth is unfair. Relatively few individuals from Azerbaijan and 

Moldova report that wealth is unfair, but over half perceive poverty as unfair. On the whole, 

there is a higher percentage of people who report that poverty is unfair than who report that 

wealth is unfair
7
. The difference suggests that people’s opinions about inequality are complex 

and take into account the ways that both individual and structural factors contribute to wealth 

and poverty. 

  

                                                        
7
 The pairwise correlation between the two fairness variables is also fairly low at 0.218.  
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Figure 2.2 Percent of respondents reporting poverty is unfair by percent reporting that 

wealth is unfair 

 

People’s opinions about whether inequality is too high follow a similar pattern as 

opinions about whether wealth and poverty are fair. Some of the region’s least democratic 

countries exhibit relatively low agreement that inequality is excessive. For example, Moldova, 

Azerbaijan, and Belarus have very low levels of agreement that inequality is too high, while 

more democratic countries like Slovenia, Latvia, and Croatia have high levels of agreement. 

However, there are also some democratic countries—the Czech Republic and Poland, for 

example—that exhibit low levels of agreement.  Below, Figure 2.3 displays the variation in 

beliefs about the level of inequality by levels of media freedom. As with the fairness perceptions, 

there is a positive relationship between media freedoms and the belief that inequality is too high.  
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Figure 2.3 Belief that inequality is too high by level of media freedom 

 

Factors shaping perceptions of wealth and poverty 

Table 2.2 shows results from testing the individual-level variables’ effect on fairness perceptions. 

I test the models using a logistic regression model that includes country fixed effects. Data are 

pooled across all countries, and binary country variables are included to control for all cross-

country variation (using Slovenia as the reference category). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



48 
 

Table 2.2 Individual factors shaping fairness perceptions 

Independent Variable 

Dependent Variable: 

Wealth is Unfair 

Dependent Variable: 

Poverty is Unfair 

 Odds Ratio T-Value Odds Ratio T-Value 

Social Class      

Education 1.054* 2.25 .980 -1.29 

Unemployed .993 -0.08 1.074 1.34 

Class status .905** -4.58 .881** -7.19 

Values and Socialization     

Age 1.027** 3.81 1.015* 2.32 

Age-squared .999** -4.81 .999** -2.73 

Party member 1.063** 2.93 1.012 0.45 

Supports markets .701** -7.30 .787** -4.39 

Media     

Media exposure .993 -0.16 1.010 0.22 

Controls     

Female .814** -7.80 .966 -1.08 

Ethnic minority 1.215 1.68 1.197* 2.10 

Crisis effect 1.131** 4.91 1.196** 6.96 

Constant .542 -2.13 1.299 0.80 

* p≤.05; ** p≤.01     

 

 There are some similarities and differences in the ways people form opinions about the 

fairness of wealth and poverty. People from higher social classes are less likely to report that 

both wealth and poverty are fair, and employment status has an insignificant effect on both 

perceptions. However, education has a different effect on people’s perceptions of wealth and 

poverty. Contrary to my hypothesis, educated people are significantly more likely to report that 

wealth is unfair, and education has no significant effect on people’s perceptions of poverty’s 

fairness. One possible explanation for education’s unexpected effect is that it may tap 

socialization experiences more than self-interest factors. Van de Werfhorst and de Graaf (2004) 

argue that in post-industrial societies, a “new” middle class has been developing that is trained in 

fields that address social and communication skills. In these fields, people typically develop 

more left-wing orientations. They may be more critical of wealth, poverty, and inequality as a 

result of their education socialization. Although several of the countries in the sample are still 
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industrial economies, most of them have become primarily service-sector economies (UNCTAD 

2016). The critical attitudes toward wealth that I observe among the more educated may 

consequently point to socialization into more left-wing orientations that occurs as a result of 

education in post-industrial economies. 

 Among socialization indicators, both age and support for markets have similar effects on 

perceptions of wealth and poverty, while personal experience with the communist party has a 

different effect. Older people are significantly more likely to report that both wealth and poverty 

are unfair, which suggests that people who experienced Marxist socialization for a longer period 

of time are more critical of both wealth and poverty. However, the quadratic term for age also 

shows that age has a significant non-linear effect, whereby the effect of age begins to decrease 

among older respondents. In line with my hypothesis, people who support markets are 

significantly more likely to report that wealth and poverty are unfair. Support for markets 

decreases the odds of believing that wealth and poverty are unfair by 30% and 21%, respectively. 

Personal experience with the communist party has a different effect on people’s perceptions of 

wealth and poverty. It increases the odds of believing that wealth is unfair, but it does not have a 

significant effect on the belief that poverty is unfair. One possible explanation for the different 

effect is that the Communist Party often attributed rare cases of poverty to negative personal 

characteristics of the poor, rather than structural injustice (Kreidl 2000). Thus, even though 

Marxist ideology is critical of poverty’s fairness, people who had personal experiences with the 

Communist party may not have been as critical of poverty as the ideology would suggest.  

 The media has an insignificant effect on perceptions of wealth and poverty’s fairness. 

People who were frequently exposed to the media did not have different perceptions of wealth 

and poverty’s fairness than people who were not frequently exposed to the media. One possible 
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reason for the insignificant effect is that there are several factors that can shape the content of 

media that the model does not take into account. In particular, the degree of media freedoms can 

shape media content, and the model does not show how the effect of media exposure varies 

across levels of media freedom.   

A multi-level regression framework is necessary to estimate the effects of specific 

country-level attributes on perceptions of wealth and poverty’s fairness. This is because 

respondents who are nested within countries are not completely independent observations, but 

rather share some common influence. Ignoring the multi-level character of the data can lead to 

incorrect standard errors and inflated Type I error rates because the errors are not truly 

independent (Steenbergen & Jones 2002, p. 219). The multi-level framework used to analyze 

specific country-level variables’ effects takes into account the clustered nature of the data and 

assumes that the variance is not constant. Below, Table 2.3 presents results from multi-level 

logistic regression models examining factors shaping perceptions of poverty and wealth’s 

fairness. Rather than control for all country-level variation (as in the fixed effects models), the 

multi-level models control for specific country-level attributes, including freedom of the media, 

GDP per capita PPP, and change in GDP PPP. The multi-level models also include a cross-level 

interaction between the freedom of the media and media exposure to indicate how media 

exposure’s effect varies across different levels of media freedom. Each model includes a random 

intercept for the country and a random slope for exposure to media freedoms. The random effects 

account for significant variation due to country and media freedoms that is not explained by the 

model. 
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Table 2.3 Multi-level analysis of fairness perceptions 

Independent Variables 

Dependent variable: 

Wealth is unfair 

Dependent variable: 

Poverty is unfair 

 Odds Ratio T-Value Odds Ratio T-Value 

Social Class     

Education 1.054* 2.22 .979 -1.33 

Unemployed .994 -0.07 1.077 1.35 

Class status .904** -4.62 .881** -7.25 

Values and 

Socialization 

    

Age 1.027** 3.77 1.014* 2.20 

Age-squared .999** -4.78 .999* -2.64 

Party member 1.064** 2.98 1.014 0.53 

Supports markets .698** -7.33 .783** -4.42 

Media     

Media exposure .846** -2.72 .976 -0.12 

Media freedom 

(country) 

.993 -0.71 1.002 0.18 

Media freedom  

* Media exposure 

1.002** 2.84 1.000 0.30 

Individual Controls     

Female .814** -7.88 .969 -1.03 

Ethnic minority 1.222 1.74 1.209* 2.22 

Crisis effect 1.127** 4.84 1.191** 6.95 

Country Controls     

GDP p/c PPP 1.000 1.61 1.000 0.09 

GDP PPP change 4.768 0.59 4.183 0.16 

Constant .280** -3.05 .700 -0.26 

     

Random Variation***     

Constant .420 .191 .306 .327 

Media exposure .006 .004 .008 .007 

Inter-class Correlation .092 .060 

* p <.05; ** p<.01 

*** Linearized SE reported instead of T-value 

  

 

Each of the individual-level variables has a similar effect in the multi-level and fixed 

effects models, but the media has a different effect on perceptions of wealth’s fairness when 

including the cross-level interaction term between individual media exposure and country-level 

media freedom. When the level of media freedoms is 0 (meaning extremely unfree), then each 

degree of higher media exposure reduces the odds that a respondent will perceive wealth as 
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unfair by 15.4%. This is in accord with my hypothesis, that those who pay attention to the media 

in an unfree country are unlikely to perceive wealth as unfair because information from the 

media likely suggests that wealth is fair. However, as the level of media freedoms increase, the 

negative effect of media exposure weakens. In other words, as media freedoms increase, people 

who are exposed to the media become significantly more likely to perceive wealth as unfair. The 

effect does not hold for people’s perceptions of poverty’s fairness, where the effect of media 

exposure does not vary significantly depending on the level of media freedoms. This suggests 

that media freedoms shape people’s perceptions of wealth and poverty’s fairness differently. The 

difference in the effects of media freedoms on perceptions of wealth and poverty’s fairness is 

displayed below in Figure 2.4.  

 

Figure 2.4 The effect of media exposure on fairness perceptions by level of media freedom 
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On the whole, macro-level factors do not explain considerable variation in people’s 

opinions about wealth and poverty. However, they are more important in predicting perceptions 

of wealth’s fairness than poverty’s fairness. The inter-class correlation, which measures the 

variance due to country-level factors, is lower for the model predicting beliefs about poverty’s 

fairness than the model predicting wealth’s fairness. When predicting perceptions of poverty’s 

fairness, country-level factors account for approximately 6.12% of the variation, whereas they 

account for 9.23% of the variation in perceptions of wealth’s fairness.  

 

Factors shaping beliefs about whether inequality is too high 

Table 2.4 shows results from testing the individual-level variables’ effect on beliefs that 

inequality is too high. I test the variables’ effects using a multiple regression model that includes 

country fixed effects. Data are pooled across all countries, and binary country variables are 

included to control for all cross-country variation (using Slovenia as the reference category). The 

first model shows results from a model without fairness perceptions, while the second model 

includes fairness perceptions. Both models are necessary to determine whether fairness 

perceptions might serve as a pathway through which social class, values and belief systems, or 

the media affect beliefs about whether inequality is too high. If the coefficients change 

considerably when adding fairness perceptions into the model, then fairness perceptions may act 

as a pathway through which other variables affect perceptions of inequality’s excess.  
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Table 2.4 Individual-level factors shaping beliefs about whether inequality is too high 

Independent Variable Model 1 Model 2 

 Coefficient T-Value Coefficient T-Value 

Fairness Perceptions     

Wealth is fair -- -- .072 1.70 

Poverty is fair -- -- .090** 2.83 

Social Class      

Education -.009 -1.22 -.009 -1.26 

Unemployed -.0312 -0.73 -.040 -0.92 

Class status -.022 -1.91 -.016 -1.31 

Values and Socialization     

Age .006* 2.53 .005* 2.18 

Age-squared .000* -2.16 .000 -1.64 

Party member .034** 3.19 .037** 3.18 

Supports markets -.077* -2.42 -.064* -2.03 

Media     

Media exposure .063** 4.09 .065** 4.24 

Controls     

Female .053** 3.58 .065** 3.94 

Ethnic minority -.024 -0.58 -.013 -0.33 

Crisis effect .016 0.98 .006 0.36 

Constant 3.773** 27.56 3.680** 27.71 

* p≤.05; ** p≤.01     

 

 Compared to self-interest factors, values and socialization experiences and media 

exposure more significantly shape opinions about whether inequality is too high. None of the 

self-interest factors significantly shapes beliefs about whether inequality is too high; education, 

employment status, and class status are each insignificantly associated with people’s beliefs 

about whether the gap between the rich and the poor should be reduced. Although these findings 

contradict some of the literature pointing to social class’ effect on distributional preferences, they 

largely support Lipsmeyer’s (2003) findings on support for social policies in Eastern Europe. 

Lipsmeyer argues that some indicators of social class are weak predictors of support for social 

policy in Eastern Europe because people of all social classes have felt vulnerable to market 

forces during the economic transition. Feelings of vulnerability may similarly affect people’s 

perceptions of the level of inequality. People of higher social classes may perceive inequality 
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similarly to those of lower social classes because they may feel insecure in their social status. 

Thus, there may not be many differences in the ways that people of higher and lower social 

classes perceive inequality because both feel that they could be victims of high inequality.  

In contrast to the social class factors, the values and socialization indicators and the 

media are significantly associated with beliefs about inequality. Older people who experienced 

Marxist socialization for a longer period of time are more likely to believe that the gap between 

the rich and the poor should be reduced. However, age’s effect is not linear and diminishes as 

age increases. People with a personal history with the communist party are also more likely to 

believe that the gap between the rich and the poor should be reduced. People who support 

markets are significantly more likely to believe that the gap between the rich and poor should be 

reduced. Finally, media exposure also significantly shapes beliefs about whether inequality is too 

high. People who are frequently exposed to the media more strongly believe that the gap between 

the rich and the poor should be reduced.  

 Most of the individual-level variables have a direct effect on beliefs about inequality’s 

excess, rather than an indirect effect through their effect on fairness perceptions. However, in 

comparing Models 1 and 2, I find that class, age, and support for markets affect beliefs about 

inequality somewhat indirectly by affecting fairness perceptions. When adding fairness 

perceptions into the model, the significance of these variables changes considerably. Without 

fairness perceptions, the effect of class is just below the threshold of statistical significance. 

However, with the fairness perceptions, the effect is well below the threshold. Both support for 

markets and age remain statistically significant when adding fairness perceptions into the model, 

but their significance weakens.  

Perceptions of poverty’s fairness affect beliefs about whether inequality is too high more 
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significantly than perceptions of wealth’s fairness. Compared to those who attribute poverty to 

fair factors, those who attribute poverty to unfair structural factors believe more strongly that 

inequality is too high. However, there is not a significant difference between those who attribute 

wealth to fair factors and those who attribute it to unfair factors. The difference in the two 

fairness perceptions’ effects shows that it is important to consider the belief that poverty and 

wealth are fair separately when measuring beliefs that inequality is too high. People draw more 

heavily on their beliefs that poverty is unfair than their beliefs that wealth is unfair when forming 

opinions about the level of inequality.  

Finally, Table 2.5 shows results from a multi-level regression analysis of factors shaping 

beliefs about whether inequality is too high. Similar to the multi-level models of fairness 

perceptions, the model includes a random intercept for the country and a random slope for 

exposure to media freedoms.  
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Table 2.5 Multi-level analysis of factors shaping beliefs about whether inequality is too high 

Independent Variables Model 1 Model 2 

 Coefficient T-Value Coefficient T-Value 

Fairness Perceptions     

Wealth is fair -- -- .072 1.35 

Poverty is fair -- -- .090* 2.03 

Social Class     

Education -.008 -0.59 -.009 -0.65 

Unemployed -.028 -0.55 -.038 -0.73 

Class status -.022 -1.48 -.016 -1.03 

Values and 

Socialization 

    

Age .006 1.84 .005 1.58 

Age-squared .000 -1.54 .000 -1.17 

Party member .034** 2.87 .038** 2.74   

Supports markets -.079* -2.35 -.065 -1.90 

Media     

Media exposure .013 0.01 .007 0.01 

Media freedom 

(country) 

-.002 -0.02 -.004 -0.03 

Media freedom  

* Media exposure 

.001 0.06 .001 0.09 

Individual Controls     

Female .053** 3.37 .065** 3.69 

Ethnic minority -.024 -0.36 -.014 -0.20 

Crisis effect .016 0.67 .005 0.23 

Country Controls     

GDP p/c PPP .000 0.00 .000 0.00 

GDP PPP change .062 0.00 -.065 0.00 

Constant 3.613 0.37 3.613 0.39 

     

Random Variation***     

Constant .084 .682 .077 .013 

Media exposure .001 .015 .001 .672 

Inter-class Correlation .037 .033 

* p <.05; ** p<.01 

*** Linearized SE reported instead of T-value 

  

 

For the most part, the individual-level variables have similar effects in the multi-level and 

fixed effects model. However, the effects of age and support for markets weaken slightly and no 

longer reach the threshold necessary for statistical significance. The slight weakening may be a 

function of the different modelling techniques. Because the fixed effects model controls for all 



58 
 

variation at the country-level, there is less unexplained variation in the fixed effects model than 

in the multi-level model. Age and support for markets may be significant predictors in the fixed 

effects models because they explain more of the remaining variation.  

In contrast to the small change in the effects of age and support for markets, the effect of 

the media exposure changes considerably when using the multi-level framework that includes 

media freedoms. When controlling for the degree of media freedoms, media exposure does not 

significantly shape beliefs about whether inequality is too high. Furthermore, there is no 

significant interaction between media freedoms and media exposure. The media’s effect on 

beliefs about whether inequality is too high does not vary significantly across different levels of 

media freedoms.  

In addition to showing that media freedoms do not significantly shape beliefs about 

whether inequality is too high, the results show that very little variation in people’s beliefs about 

inequality is due to country-level factors. Only 3.36% of the variation in people’s beliefs about 

inequality is explained by country-level factors. Thus, beliefs about whether inequality is too 

high are much more strongly shaped by individual-level factors than perceptions about whether 

wealth and poverty are fair. 

 

VI. Conclusion 

Much of the empirical literature examining people’s perceptions of wealth, poverty, and 

inequality has focused on how individual-level factors shape people’s perceptions. This chapter 

aims to contribute to the literature by considering how country-level factors shape people’s 

perceptions. In particular, I focus on whether and how the freedom of the media may affect 

people’s perceptions. Because people’s perceptions of wealth, poverty, and inequality have 
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important consequences for political stability (Loveless and Whitefield 2011), governments with 

control over the media face incentives to use the media to shape people’s perceptions. People 

may be less critical of the government if they perceive wealth and poverty as fair outcomes and 

if they believe that inequality is not excessive. 

The empirical results from this chapter show that media freedoms have an important 

effect on the way people perceive the fairness of wealth. Those who are frequently exposed to 

the media in free countries are significantly more likely to believe that wealth is unfair than those 

in unfree countries. Yet while the findings demonstrate that media freedoms matter in shaping 

people’s perceptions of wealth’s fairness, they also show that media freedoms do not 

significantly shape perceptions of poverty’s fairness. People who are frequently exposed to the 

media in unfree countries are just as likely as people who are frequently exposed to the media in 

free countries to believe that poverty is unfair. Although it is unclear why a free media impacts 

attitudes toward wealth more strongly than attitudes toward poverty, one possible explanation is 

that people rely more on media coverage for information about wealth than information about 

poverty. People in former communist countries have a fairly low subjective evaluation of their 

class status. On a 10-point scale, with 10 indicating high class and 1 indicating low class, the 

average respondent reported a class status of 4.32. Because most perceive their class as either 

middle class or poor, people may base their explanations for poverty more heavily on their own 

experiences with perceived injustice than on media presentations. By contrast, because relatively 

few people perceive themselves as wealthy, opinions about wealth may be more strongly tied to 

the ways that the media portrays wealth. The results imply that in countries with a free media, 

there is more media coverage about unfair sources of wealth.  

One key limitation in the analysis of the media’s effect is that it is impossible to 
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disentangle the effect of a free media from the effect of a broader democratic political context 

because of the near-perfect correlation between democracy and media freedoms. Media freedoms 

are a key component of democratic governance, and it is impossible for a democratic country to 

lack a free media. Measures of democracy are consequently reflected in measures of media 

freedom. Thus, even though the data used specifically reflect media freedoms, the analysis 

ultimately cannot show whether it is the freedom of the media that shapes perceptions of 

wealth’s fairness or whether it is democracy more broadly that shapes perceptions of wealth’s 

fairness.  

Furthermore, while the sample of countries is useful for examining the ways that political 

institutions affect attitudes toward inequality because it controls for the ways that historical 

factors that may shape attitudes, it is unclear whether the results generalize beyond the post-

communist context. The sample of post-communist countries does not offer opportunities to 

examine how variations in historical factors are associated with variations in attitudes toward 

inequality. It is possible that other macro-level factors relevant for other sets of countries, such as 

colonial history, have important effects on people’s perceptions of inequality. Additional 

research using a more diverse sample of countries would be necessary to examine whether and 

how these and other macro-level factors shape individual attitudes. 

Some findings in this chapter are therefore likely to be specific to the context of post-

communist countries. For example, results show that social status factors are much less 

associated with perceptions of whether inequality is too high than values and belief systems. It is 

possible that the relative weakness of social status factors may be due to the vulnerability that 

people of all social classes have felt since the market transition. Indeed, Lipsmeyer (2003) argues 

that some social status factors do not significantly predict Eastern Europeans’ attitudes toward 



61 
 

various social policies because even people of higher social statuses feel that they may someday 

benefit from social programs. Many social status factors may have been weak predictors of the 

belief that inequality is too high for a similar reason. Even people of higher social classes may 

have expressed critical attitudes toward inequality because they may have felt insecure in their 

social position.  The context of the transition to markets may therefore explain why several social 

status factors were not significant drivers of people’s beliefs that inequality is too high. 

 The post-communist context may also explain why people’s perceptions of poverty’s 

fairness more strongly affect beliefs that inequality is too high than perceptions of wealth’s 

fairness. Stoyanov et al. (2000) find that in the midst of the market transition, people 

sympathized with the poor as victims of harsh circumstances. However, as market ideals began 

to set in, people became more tolerant of the rich reproducing their wealth. They became 

strongly in favor of guaranteed “floors” to protect the poor, but not nearly as supportive of 

“ceilings” that could limit opportunities for personal gain. It is possible that this criticism of 

poverty and tolerance of wealth helps explain why perceptions of poverty’s fairness are a much 

stronger driver of attitudes toward inequality than perceptions of wealth’s fairness. As markets 

were established, people may have begun to think of inequality as a problem driven more by 

unfair opportunities for the poor than too many privileges for the rich. However, it would be 

necessary to identify the relative effects of poverty and wealth fairness perceptions on the belief 

that inequality is too high in a larger sample of countries to determine whether these findings 

hold on a more general scale.  
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APPENDIX A: LIFE IN TRANSITION SURVEY ITEMS 

 

Table 2.6 Survey question and answer wording 

Survey Item Question and Response Wording 

Wealth is unfair In your opinion, which of the following factors is the most 

important to succeed in life in our country now? 

- Effort and hard work 

- Intelligence and skills 

- By political connections 

- By breaking the law 

- Other (specify) 

Poverty is unfair In your opinion, what is the main reason why there are some 

people in need in our country today? 

- Because they have been unlucky 

- Because of laziness and lack of willpower 

- Because of injustice in our society 

- It is an inevitable part of modern life 

- Other (specify) 

Inequality is too high To what extent do you agree with the following statement—“The 

gap between the rich and the poor in our country should be 

reduced”? 

- Strongly disagree 

- Disagree 

- Neither agree nor disagree 

- Agree 

- Strongly agree 

Education What is the highest level of education you already completed? 

- No degree/ no education 

- Primary education 

- Lower secondary education 

- Upper secondary education 

- Post-secondary, non-tertiary education 

- Bachelor’s degree or more 

- Master’s degree or PhD 

Ethnic minority What is your mother tongue? 

Class status Please imagine a ten-step ladder where on the bottom, the first 

step, stand the poorest 10% and on the highest step, the tenth, 

stand the richest 10%. On which step of the ten is your household 

today? 

- [Respondent marks 1-10] 

Party member Were you or any member of your family a member of the 

Communist Party prior to (1989/1991)? 

- Respondent 

- Father  

- Mother 

- Other member of the family 
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- Nobody 

Market skepticism With which one of the following statements do you agree most? 

- A market economy is preferable to any other form of 

economic system 

- Under some circumstances, a planned economy may be 

preferable to a market economy 

- For people like me, it does not matter whether the 

economic system is organized as a market economy or as 

a planned economy 

Media exposure People use different sources to learn what is going on in their 

country and the world. For each of the following sources, please 

indicate how often you use it: 

- Sources: newspaper, news broadcasts on radio or TV, 

printed magazines, in-depth reports on radio or TV 

- Frequency: never, about once a year, several times a year, 

about once a month, about once a week, several times a 

week, daily 

Crisis effect As you know, an economic crisis is affecting the whole world and 

our country. How much, if at all, has the crisis affected your 

household in the past two years? 

- A great deal 

- A fair amount 

- Just a little 

- Not at all 
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APPENDIX B: ANALYSES INCLUDING THE NET GINI COEFFICIENT 
 

In addition to the level of economic development and media freedoms, it is also possible that the 

actual level of inequality in a society shapes people’s opinions about the fairness of wealth and 

poverty and whether the gap between the rich and poor should be reduced. If inequality is high, 

then people may be more critical of wealth and poverty and they may believe that it should be 

reduced. However, researchers have shown that the level of inequality is very weakly tied to 

people’s perceptions of inequality (Dallinger 2010; Kenworthy & McCall 2002; Loveless & 

Whitefield 2011). Two people from the same country may experience the same level of 

inequality, but may have very different opinions about it depending on individual-level factors. 

 In these analyses, I use the 2009 net (post-tax, post-transfer) Gini coefficient to measure 

the level of inequality in a country. Data are reported by Solt’s (2016) Standardized World 

Income Inequality Database (SWIID). Below, Figure 2.4a shows the percent of respondents in a 

country reporting that wealth is unfair by the net Gini coefficient, and Figure 2.4b shows the 

percent of respondents in a country reporting that poverty is unfair by the net Gini coefficient. 

The figures show that there is some relationship between the level of inequality and people’s 

perceptions about wealth, but there is almost no relationship between the level of inequality and 

people’s perceptions about poverty. However, while I expected that people in countries with high 

inequality would be more critical of wealth, in fact, people in countries with high levels of 

inequality are less critical of wealth.  
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Figure 2.5a Percent of respondents reporting that wealth is unfair by the net Gini 

coefficient 

 

 

Figure 2.5b Percent of respondents reporting that poverty is unfair by the net Gini 

coefficient 
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One possible explanation for the negative association displayed in Figure 2.4a is that 

countries with higher levels of inequality tend to be less democratic countries, and results have 

pointed to a significant association between media freedoms and perceptions of wealth’s 

fairness. The negative relationship may therefore stem more from the political context in unequal 

countries than the level of inequality itself. I use a multi-level logistic regression analysis to test 

whether the level of inequality has an independent effect on people’s perceptions. Because 

including the net Gini coefficient in the model reduces the sample size, it is not appropriate to 

include any other country-level variables aside from the net Gini coefficient and the level of 

media freedoms.  

Results from Table 2.7 below show that the level of inequality itself is not significantly 

associated with people’s perceptions of wealth’s fairness. As Figure 2.4b suggests, the level of 

inequality is also insignificantly associated with people’s perceptions of poverty’s fairness. 

Although the models reported in Table 2.7 are not directly comparable to the models discussed 

earlier, the coefficients for the key independent variables do not change substantially. Age 

becomes an insignificant predictor of people’s beliefs about whether poverty is fair. Only the 

effect of age weakens to the point where the variable is no longer significant. 
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Table 2.7 Multi-level analysis of fairness perceptions including the net Gini coefficient 

Independent Variables 

Dependent variable: 

Wealth is unfair 

Dependent variable: 

Poverty is unfair 

 Odds Ratio T-Value Odds Ratio T-Value 

Social Class     

Education 1.064* 2.42 .974 -1.59 

Unemployed 1.023 0.35 1.063 0.92 

Class status .878** -6.02 .871** -7.62 

Values and 

Socialization 

    

Age 1.030** 3.58 1.013 1.83 

Age-squared .999** -4.42 .999* -2.26 

Party member 1.047* 2.16 .999 -0.03 

Supports markets .710** -6.00 .790** -4.02 

Media     

Media exposure .836* -2.48 .935 -0.61 

Media freedom 

(country) 

.992 -0.89 .995 -0.53 

Media freedom  

* Media exposure 

1.003** 2.58 1.001 0.80 

Individual Controls     

Female .810** -7.26 .985 -0.41 

Ethnic minority 1.075 0.76 1.211 2.00 

Crisis effect 1.138** 4.47 1.195** 7.70 

Country Controls     

Net Gini Coefficient .947 -1.86 .963 -1.20 

Constant 2.527** 0.99 4.242 1.19 

     

Random Variation***     

Constant .271 .119 .127 .097 

Media exposure .004 .002 .006 .004 

Inter-class Correlation .069 .017 

* p <.05; ** p<.01 

*** Linearized SE reported instead of T-value 

  

 

 Below, Figure 2.5 shows the relationship between people’s perceptions of whether 

inequality is too high and the level of inequality. The graph points to some positive relationship, 

whereby people in unequal countries are more likely to agree that the gap between the rich and 

the poor should be reduced. This suggests that the contextual factor of coming from an unequal 

society may shape people’s perceptions of the level of inequality, even if it does not shape their 

perceptions of whether wealth and poverty are fair. 
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Figure 2.6 Average belief that inequality is too high by the net Gini coefficient 

However, in testing the relationship in a multi-level regression framework, I find that the 

level of inequality is insignificantly associated with people’s beliefs about whether inequality is 

too high. Results from Table 2.8 resemble those reported previously. One noteworthy difference 

is that age becomes a significant predictor of attitudes toward inequality in Model 1. However, 

given that age did not have a significant effect when controlling for other contextual factors, it is 

likely that the relationship between age and opinions about inequality is not robust. 
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Table 2.8 Multi-level analysis of factors shaping beliefs about whether inequality is too high 

including the Gini coefficient 

Independent Variables Model 1 Model 2 

 Coefficient T-Value Coefficient T-Value 

Fairness Perceptions     

Wealth is fair -- -- .049 0.99 

Poverty is fair -- -- .124** 3.73 

Social Class     

Education -.014 -1.47 -.015 -1.41 

Unemployed .011 0.22 .001 0.03 

Class status -.025 -1.88 -.019 -1.37 

Values and 

Socialization 

    

Age .006* 2.15 .005 1.91 

Age-squared .000 -1.77 .000 -1.43 

Party member .030* 2.60 .035** -4.56 

Supports markets -.130** -4.94 -.116 -1.90 

Media     

Media exposure -.002 -0.02 -.003 -0.03 

Media freedom 

(country) 

-.003 -0.14 -.004 -0.17 

Media freedom  

* Media exposure 

.001 0.33 .001 0.45 

Individual Controls     

Female .053** 3.16 .063** 3.47 

Ethnic minority -.073 -0.94 -.056 -0.71 

Crisis effect .015 0.66 .002 0.11 

Country Controls     

Net Gini coefficient .017 0.07 .018 0.08 

Constant 3.227 0.41 3.131 0.42 

     

Random Variation***     

Constant .017 .004 .018 .002 

Media exposure .000 .001 .000 .001 

Inter-class Correlation .015 .016 

* p <.05; ** p<.01 

*** Linearized SE reported instead of T-value 
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CHAPTER III: SHIFTS IN EASTERN EUROPEANS’ SUPPORT FOR 

INCOME REDISTRIBUTION FROM 1992-2009 
 

 

I. Introduction 

Scholars have recently devoted considerable attention to investigating why attitudes 

toward redistributive policies vary across states. Yet with much of the comparative public 

opinion research on support for redistribution focusing on why the demand for redistribution 

varies across countries, there is relatively little knowledge about whether and how the demand 

for redistribution varies over time. Much of the research seems to assume that attitudes are sticky 

and rooted in countries’ distant historical experiences (Feldman and Zaller 1992; Arts, 

Hermkens, and Wijck 1995; Alesina and Glaeser 2004; Alesina and Angeletos 2005; Alesina et 

al. 2012). This lack of attention to shifts in attitudes over time may, in part, be due to scholars’ 

focus on developed democracies, where economic attitudes may have staying power because 

economic growth and political institutions have been relatively stable over time. However, the 

focus on developed democracies leaves little understanding of whether and how attitudes toward 

redistribution have changed in many countries that have experienced considerable economic 

turmoil and restructuring in recent decades.  

This chapter  responds to the need for more research on how and why support for 

redistribution changes over time by asking how support for redistribution has changed in Eastern 

Europe since communism’s collapse. Investigating attitudes toward redistribution in former 

communist countries can shed light on whether people’s social justice norms are in fact sticky 

despite considerable changes in economic structures and institutions or whether they change to 

reflect the new economic order. Using data from the International Social Survey Programme’s 

(ISSP) Social Inequality surveys, I find that attitudes toward redistribution have indeed changed 
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substantially in Eastern Europe since the market transition. Yet contrary to expectations that 

people would become more tolerant of inequality and less supportive of redistribution as market 

institutions took root (Gijsberts 2002; Kelley and Zagorski 2005), attitudes have not changed to 

reflect the market-oriented values that underpin the new economic structures. Instead, people’s 

support for redistribution has increased considerably from 1992 to 1999, and although support 

decreased from 1999 to 2009, the decrease was relatively small and support was higher in 2009 

than in 1992. This suggests that attitudes may change considerably during periods of economic 

turmoil, but remain fairly sticky during periods of relative economic stability. Support is 

therefore likely to rise substantially in bad times. Yet it is unlikely to fall much in relatively good 

times. 

I test four hypotheses that might explain the shifts in Eastern Europeans’ attitudes: 1) 

Changes in support are due to nostalgia for state socialism. People were particularly nostalgic for 

socialism during the 1990s when they were left without social safety nets in the midst of 

economic collapse, yet nostalgia waned as economies recovered. 2) A stronger association 

between support for left-leaning political parties and leftist economic policies developed as 

countries developed politically throughout the 1990s. Support for redistribution increased 

because left-leaning parties became more effective in mobilizing their supporters to back their 

ideology. 3) Support for redistribution has changed based on people’s perceptions of whether 

they would benefit from it. People had more self-interested support for redistribution during the 

1990s amidst economic hardship and less as economies recovered during the early and mid-

2000s. 4) The increased support for redistribution in the 1990s reflects people’s disillusionment 

with markets as they faced economic challenges during the early transition period. People began 

to doubt the fairness of the market system and to believe that the state should redistribute income 
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to protect people from economic vulnerabilities. The small decrease in support from 1999 to 

2009 reflects some returned faith in the market’s fairness as economies recovered. 

To test these hypotheses, I examine whether and how factors that shape people’s support 

for redistribution have changed over time in a sample of seven Eastern European countries—

Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Russia, Slovakia, and Slovenia. I find most 

support for the third and the fourth hypotheses. In particular, the rise in support for redistribution 

between 1992 and 1999 is linked to a prevailing feeling of disillusionment with the new market 

structures. During the mid-1990s, people expressed stronger doubt that individuals can succeed 

through their own hard work and believed more strongly that external factors, such as coming 

from a wealthy family or connections, are important for success. Between 1999 and 2009, 

people’s attitudes began to shift as they regained some faith that people can get ahead through 

hard work. Their beliefs about social mobility became more weakly associated with support for 

redistribution, and self-interest took on a stronger role in shaping support for redistribution. 

Higher class status became more strongly associated with lower support for redistribution by 

2009. Thus, people showed less support for redistribution in 2009 than in 1999 because they did 

not believe as strongly that they would benefit from it.  

The analysis proceeds in five sections. The next section describes changes in support for 

redistribution across former communist countries and over time, and the following section draws 

on the literature in presenting the four hypotheses to explain the shifts in support. I then describe 

the research design and variables used to test the hypotheses and a present the empirical results. 

The final section concludes with a summary of findings and their implications. 
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II. Support for Income Redistribution 

 As Eastern European states transitioned from socialist to market economic structures, 

some scholars suspected that Eastern Europeans would become more tolerant of income 

inequality. Gijsberts (2002) and Kelley and Zagorski (2005), for example, argue that as income 

inequality rises, tolerance for inequality should also rise. Their research suggests that perceptions 

of growing inequality should cause people to legitimize higher levels of inequality than were 

accepted under communism. As people become more accustomed to higher levels of inequality, 

they should also become less supportive of redistributive policies that aim to reduce them.  

 I use data from the ISSP’s Social Inequality surveys to examine how support for income 

redistribution has changed over time in former communist countries. The ISSP Social Inequality 

survey is a large-N cross-national survey that has been administered in 1987, 1992, 1999, and 

2009. Although it has been administered four times, it has only been administered in select 

countries during each wave. I focus this analysis on responses from Bulgaria, the Czech 

Republic, Hungary, Poland, Russia, Slovakia
8
, and Slovenia because these countries were 

included in each of the past three survey waves. I also present support for redistribution in 

Hungary and Poland from the 1987 wave. These were the only former communist countries 

where the 1987 survey was administered and can offer some insight to how support for 

redistribution changed in the early years of the transition.  

I operationalize support for redistribution by summing respondents’ level of agreement to 

two questions on the ISSP survey: whether 1) differences in income are too large and 2) it is the 

government’s responsibility to reduce differences in income. Respondents report their level of 

agreement on a 5-point Likert scale, which makes the values on the index range from 2-10. I use 

                                                        
8
 The 1992 survey was administered in Czechoslovakia, and demographic information for the respondent’s region 

was used to separate respondents living in Czech and Slovak territories. 
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this index to measure support for redistribution, rather than respondents’ perceptions of the 

government’s responsibility to reduce inequality alone, because past research suggests that the 

index better captures people’s normative and cognitive attitudes toward redistribution. Dallinger 

(2010) argues that it is inappropriate to measure attitudes toward redistribution by only taking 

into account respondents’ views on whether the government should reduce income differences. 

She explains that the survey question “mixes cognitive and normative aspects when asking 

people whether the state should intervene in income inequality” (2010, p. 339). By contrast, the 

index assesses respondents’ preferences for income redistribution, relative to the degree of 

inequality they perceive in their country. It thereby avoids the “ambivalence of whether the ideal 

or the realistic attitude towards state redistribution is being measured” (Dallinger 2010, p. 339).  

  Below, Tables 2.1 and 2.2 show average levels of agreement to the two items that 

comprise the support for redistribution index. Levels of agreement are shown on the 5-point 

scales both across countries and for a pooled sample that is weighted so that each country 

contributes 1,000 observations
9
. On the whole, there is greater agreement that differences in 

incomes are too large than that it is the government’s responsibility to reduce differences in 

income. However, agreement is fairly high on both items across countries and over time. Both 

items also exhibit similar patterns of change over time. Between 1992 and 1999, people began to 

express a stronger belief that differences in income are too large and that it is the responsibility 

of the government to reduce differences in income. Agreement with each item also decreased 

slightly between 1999 and 2009, with a slightly larger decrease in agreement that differences in 

income are too large. Although pre-revolution data are only available for Hungary and Poland, 

results from these countries suggest that attitudes toward inequality and the government’s 

                                                        
9
 When calculating weighted averages, I treat countries as separate strata. It is appropriate to treat countries as strata, 

rather than clusters, because it is reasonable to expect that more homogeneity would occur within countries than 

between countries.  
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responsibility to reduce it did not change substantially during the early years of the transition. 

Between 1987 and 1992, both Hungarians and Poles expressed slightly stronger agreement that 

differences in income are too large, yet only Poles expressed slightly stronger agreement that the 

government should reduce differences in income; Hungarians expressed less agreement that the 

government should reduce differences in income. 
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Table 3.1 Belief that differences in income are too large 

 

1987 1992 1999 2009 

Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N 

Bulgaria -- -- -- 4.78 .62 1127 4.78 .60 1078 4.50     .66 952 

Czech 

Republic 
-- -- -- 3.90 1.06 665 4.39 .92 1822 4.27 .92 1199 

Hungary 4.04 1.04 2498 4.19 .94 1227 4.57 .72 1199 4.73 .53 1008 

Poland 4.14 1.03 1858 4.17 .91 1539 4.31 .81 1063 4.35 .84 1252 

Russia -- -- -- 4.37 .94 1784 4.71 .67 1671 4.54 .67 1572 

Slovakia -- -- -- 4.29 .77 418 4.65 .67 1075 4.52 .69 1153     

Slovenia -- -- -- 4.25 .91 1031 4.35 .78 988 4.51 .66 1051 

Weighted 

Sample 
-- -- -- 4.28 .01 7000 4.54 .00 7000 4.49 .00 7000 

Note: The standard deviation reported for the weighted sample is the linearized standard error. The linearized standard error is necessary to take into account the 

survey structure of the data. 
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Table 3.2 Belief that the government should reduce differences in income 

 

1987 1992 1999 2009 

Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N 

Bulgaria -- -- -- 4.23 1.19 1073 4.31 1.04 1055 4.19 .95 912 

Czech 

Republic 
-- -- -- 3.47 1.21 657 3.92 1.25 1771 3.69 1.17 1183 

Hungary 4.00 0.94 2484 3.92 1.02 1233 4.18 .99 1183 4.34 .84 1006 

Poland 3.83 1.20 1777 3.92 1.02 1531 4.14 .86 1061 4.05 1.01 1233 

Russia -- -- -- 3.65 1.34 1715 4.39 .95 1628 4.39 .78 1549 

Slovakia -- -- -- 3.91 .96 413 4.02 1.08 1041 4.01 .99 1128 

Slovenia -- -- -- 3.98 .96 1009 4.18 .88 988 4.34 .75 1045 

Weighted 

Sample 
-- -- -- 3.87 .01 7000 4.16 .01 7000 4.15 .01 7000 

Note: The standard deviation reported for the weighted sample is the linearized standard error. 
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It is interesting to note that changes in beliefs about whether differences in income are 

too large do not always reflect changes in actual levels of inequality. Below, Figure 3.1 shows 

the relationship between levels of inequality, as measured by the post-tax, post-transfer Gini 

coefficient
10

, and the average belief that differences in income are too large. Although the 

relationship is positive when looking across countries and over time, it varies considerably 

within countries over time. For example, between 1987 and 1992, Hungarians became only 

slightly more likely to agree that differences in income are too large. However, inequality rose 

by 28% between 1987 and 1992 (Solt 2016). Between 1999 and 2009, Hungarians expressed a 

stronger belief that differences in income are too large, yet inequality decreased slightly. 

Similarly, between 1999 and 2009, Bulgarians expressed less agreement that differences in 

income are too large. However, during this time period, inequality in Bulgaria rose by 23% (Solt 

2016). Thus, it appears that citizens may consider factors other than the actual level of inequality 

when evaluating whether inequality is too high.  

 

                                                        
10 Data for the Gini coefficient are reported in Frederick Solt’s (2016) Standardized World Income Inequality 

Database.  
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Figure 3.1 Belief that differences in income are too large by level of inequality 
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Table 3.3 Support for redistribution across countries 

 1987 1992 1999 2009 

 Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N 

Bulgaria -- -- -- 8.02 1.46 1056 8.10 1.36 1048 7.72 1.35 900 

Czech 

Republic 
-- -- -- 6.37 1.94 648 7.33 1.86 1766 6.97 1.82 1180 

Hungary 7.05 1.63 2462 7.13 1.64 1217 7.77 1.41 1180 8.09 1.10 1005 

Poland 6.98 1.92 1739 7.13 1.70 1484 7.47 1.46   1045 7.41 1.61 1228 

Russia -- -- -- 7.05 1.91 1622 8.11 1.36   1613 7.94 1.24 1542 

Slovakia -- -- -- 7.20 1.44 411 7.68 1.42 1041 7.54 1.44 1125 

Slovenia -- -- -- 7.25 1.65 995 7.55 1.42 975 7.86 1.23 1042 

Weighted 

Sample 
-- -- -- 7.16 .02 7000 7.72 .01 7000 7.65 .01 7000 

Note: The standard deviation reported for the weighted sample is the linearized standard error. 
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Table 3.3 shows the average support for redistribution across countries and over time. On 

the whole, the results suggest that support for redistribution increased considerably during the 

economic turmoil of the 1990s and then decreased only slightly after the economic recovery of 

the early and mid-2000s.  Support levels rose across all countries, with the greatest rise in 

support occurring in Russia and the smallest rise occurring in Bulgaria. It is possible that 

Bulgaria experienced only a small increase because support for redistribution was already very 

high in 1992. On average, support for redistribution declined slightly from 7.720 in 1999 to 

7.651 in 2009. However, there is variation in the direction and degree of change across countries 

between 1999 and 2009. Support decreased in Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, and Russia, and 

Slovakia, increased in Slovenia and Hungary, and remained fairly similar in Poland.  

Because data are not available between 1999 and 2009, it is impossible to determine to 

what extent the 2008 global financial crisis affected citizens’ attitudes. However, I argue that it is 

unlikely that the crisis had a profound effect on citizens’ attitudes by 2009. It is possible to gain 

some insight to support for redistribution before the crisis by examining attitudes in Poland 

because Poland was the only country to maintain positive growth rates throughout the crisis. 

Changes in support for redistribution in Poland between the 1999 and 2009 survey waves might 

therefore resemble changes between 1999 and immediately before the crisis in other countries. 

While it is possible that support for redistribution decreased slightly in Poland between the 1999 

and 2009 waves, it is unlikely that support changed much beyond small year-to-year fluctuations. 

Support levels in 2009 were very similar to levels in 1999, and because Poland did not 

experience macroeconomic shock during the global crisis, there is no reason to believe that 

support would have increased considerably right after the crisis hit. The case of Poland therefore 

suggests that countries likely experienced only minor fluctuations in support from 1999 to 2008, 
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when they also experienced economic growth. Levels of support immediately before the crisis 

should have therefore been somewhat similar to the 1999 levels.   

Because levels of support should have been fairly similar to the 1999 levels in the years 

leading up to the crisis, if the crisis had impacted attitudes by 2009, then the 2009 levels of 

support should have been considerably higher than the 1999 levels in states acutely affected by 

the crisis. Although nearly all countries experienced negative growth rates in 2009, the negative 

rates were particularly great in Russia (-7.82%) and Slovenia (-7.80%) (UNCTAD 2016).  Yet 

while support for redistribution increased in Slovenia between 1999 and 2009, it decreased in 

Russia. Next to Russia and Slovenia, Hungary and Slovakia were most affected by the crisis with 

negative growth rates of -6.56% and -5.49%, respectively (UNCTAT 2016). Similarly, support 

for redistribution increased between 1999 and 2009 in Hungary, yet it decreased in Slovakia. 

While it is possible that the crisis is responsible for some of the increased in support for 

redistribution in Slovenia and Hungary, it is unlikely that the crisis had a considerable impact on 

attitudes in most countries by 2009. It is more likely that changes in support for redistribution 

lagged behind the macroeconomic shock, but more recent data would be necessary to examine 

whether and to what extent the crisis had a lagged effect on attitudes
11

.  

 On the whole, there appears to be a fairly weak association between a country’s level of 

economic growth
12

 and average support for redistribution. Below, Figure 3.2 shows that when 

countries are experiencing relatively high growth rates, they are typically experiencing relatively 

                                                        
11

 While data on support for redistribution index are not available between 1999 and 2009, data for the item tapping 

beliefs about whether the government should reduce differences in income are available through the European 

Social Survey (ESS) between 2002 and 2014. These data also suggest that the crisis had a lagged effect on attitudes. 

Please see Appendix D for a more detailed discussion and data tables.    
 
12 Growth rates are reported by UNCTAD STAT (2016). The level of economic growth for Slovenia and Russia in 

1992 is the reported level for each country in 1993. I use the 1993 data because UNCTAD STAT does not report 

data for these countries in 1992. The growth rate for the Czech Republic and Slovakia in 1992 is the growth rate for 

Czechoslovakia in 1992. 
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low support for redistribution. Yet despite the overall negative association, there is considerable 

variation within countries and over time. For example, the growth rate in Poland was higher in 

1999 than in 2009, and support for redistribution was higher in 1999 than 2009. Similarly, the 

growth rate in the Czech Republic was higher in 1999 than in 1992, and support for 

redistribution was higher in 1999 than in 1992. This further suggests that attitudes reflect factors 

other than the immediate economic conditions that people experience. 

  

Figure 3.2 Average support for redistribution by growth rate 

Although it is not possible to pinpoint exactly when key shifts in support for 

redistribution occurred, the data suggest that Eastern Europeans became particularly supportive 

of redistribution in the mid-1990s. Data from Hungary and Poland in 1987 show that support for 

redistribution was generally high even before the revolution and increased only slightly in the 

early years of the transition when economies collapsed. The most notable shift occurred between 
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1992 and 1999, which suggests that Eastern Europeans reevaluated their support for income 

redistribution during the mid-1990s. Given that support for redistribution rose when prior 

research would predict a decline in support, it is important to examine what accounts for the rise 

in support. The next section draws on relevant research to develop explanations for why support 

may have changed over time. 

 

III. Explaining Increased Support for Redistribution 

The public opinion literature offers several explanations for why support for 

redistribution might have changed in Eastern Europe. I develop these explanations into 

hypotheses that include communist nostalgia, alignment between left-leaning political parties 

and support for left-leaning economic policies, strengthening in self-interest’s role in shaping 

attitudes, and changes in attitudes about market fairness.  

 

Communist Nostalgia 

Much of the recent public opinion research comparing attitudes toward the welfare state in 

Eastern and Western Europe has argued that Eastern Europeans exhibit higher support for 

welfare state programs and policies because of their socialization into Marxist values under 

communism (Svalfors 1997; Roller 1999; Andreß and Heien 2001; Lipsmeyer and Nordstrom 

2003). For example, in comparing East and West German attitudes, Roller (1999) argues that 

East Germans’ relatively low support for social spending cutbacks cannot be entirely explained 

by their relative economic deprivation; rather, East Germans’ lower support is partly due to the 

different values that they inherited through their socialization under communism. 
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 Although scholars often attribute differences between Eastern and Western Europeans’ 

attitudes to their different socialization experiences, socialization may also explain some of the 

changes in Eastern Europeans’ attitudes over time. Mason and Kluegel (2000, p. 5) argue that 

after the economic difficulties of the early transition years, “many people began to yearn for the 

welfare states of the communist era, without, of course, the authoritarianism and repression of 

that time.” People may have been willing to support markets in the midst of the revolution, but 

the economic challenges that ensued may have caused many to revert to the values instilled in 

them under communism. Mason and Kluegel (2000, p. 13-14) consequently argue that Marxist 

socialization experiences helped engender:  

a substantial amount of nostalgia for the ‘good old days’ of the communist era. […] 

There was a pervasive nostalgia for the old system of stability and security across the 

whole region in the mid-1990s.  

It is also possible that as economies recovered, people may have felt less nostalgia for the 

security under the communist regime. As people needed social safety nets less, they may have 

felt less nostalgia toward the safety nets they had under communism. Waning nostalgia for 

communism may therefore explain the decrease in support for redistribution between 1999 and 

2009.  

 

Alignment between Left-wing Parties and Left-leaning Economic Policies 

Scholars have identified support for left-wing parties as a key factor shaping people’s support for 

redistributive policies, particularly in Western democracies. Jaeger (2006), for example, finds 

that those who support left-leaning parties have a higher probability of supporting redistribution 

compared to people who support right-leaning parties. Yet while left-leaning party identification 
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may explain some of the variation in levels of redistribution across Western democracies, it is 

unclear whether left-leaning parties have the same effect in Eastern Europe. Tavits and Letki 

(2009) find that typical assumptions of left and right party behavior do not always hold in post-

communist countries. Lipsmeyer (2002) also finds that the percentage of right parties in 

government does not significantly affect the level of total government spending. In fact, right-

leaning governments have been more likely to increase spending for some social programs such 

as old-age pensions. This absence of a clear left-right political ideology in former communist 

countries has made it difficult for public opinion scholars to conclude that left-leaning party 

identification is a key variable affecting support for redistribution in Eastern Europe.  

However, the association between support for left-leaning parties and support for left-

leaning economic policies may vary over time in Eastern Europe depending on the relative 

salience of economic and social issues. Aspelund et al. (2013) find that the relationship between 

people’s left-right orientation, resistance to change, and acceptance of inequality changed in 

several former communist countries between 2006 and 2008. Although the authors do not 

explain why the relationship changed at this time, they speculate that the meaning of the political 

right and left may continue to change in Eastern Europe, while it remains fairly constant in 

Western Europe. While economic class conflict is an important distinguisher between the left 

and right in both the West and former communist countries (Huber and Inglehart 1995; 

Rohrschneider and Whitefield 2009), other factors such as ethnicity and religion have been 

identified as equally important distinguishers in former communist countries (Jou 2010; 

McAllister and White 2007). People who support redistribution may identify with left-leaning 

parties when economic issues are particularly salient to them and with right-leaning parties when 

social issues are particularly salient. Thus, the increased support for redistribution between 1992 
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and 1999 might be associated with a growing support for left-leaning parties as economic issues 

gained salience in the midst of the economic collapse.  

 

Importance of Self-interest Factors 

In examining what shapes people’s support for income redistribution across countries, much of 

the public opinion literature has pointed to the importance of self-interest factors. Scholars find 

that socio-demographic groups that are likely to benefit from income redistribution are 

significantly more likely to support it (Hasenfeld and Raferty 1989; Moene and Wallerstein 

2001; Blekesaune and Quadagno 2003; Romoren and Blekesaune 2003; Alesina and Giuliano 

2009; Guillaud 2013). For example, women are typically more supportive of expansive welfare 

state arrangements than men because they are likely to live longer and are therefore more likely 

to need long term care from the state in their old age (Romoren and Blekesaune 2003). Yet while 

the research demonstrates that self-interest factors matter, there remains considerable debate 

about how important self-interest factors are in shaping attitudes. For example, Fong (2001) 

shows that even wealthy people have considerable support for certain redistributive benefits and 

concludes that that financial self-interest insufficiently explains many variations in redistribution 

attitudes.  

 The importance of self-interest factors in explaining attitudes may vary over time 

depending on the extent to which people feel vulnerable to economic conditions. Lipsmeyer and 

Nordstrom (2003) find that some factors tapping economic self-interest were not strong 

predictors of attitudes toward redistribution in the early years of the transition because even those 

with more stable economic situations felt vulnerable to market forces. However, as people 

adjusted to market realities and some began to feel more secure in their economic position, self-
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interest may have taken on a more important role in shaping support for redistribution. It is 

therefore possible that self-interest may not explain the increase in support between 1992 and 

1999, but it may explain the slight decrease in support between 1999 and 2009.  

 

Market Fairness Attitudes 

People’s support for redistribution may also be tied to their perceptions of the market’s fairness. 

Robert Lane (1986) argues that for the market to be evaluated as fair, people must believe that 1) 

opportunity is equally open to all individuals, and 2) the market is responsive to hard work. 

Thus, the market is fair if individuals can influence their economic fate through hard work. If 

people perceive the market as fair, then they may tolerate inequality because they believe that it 

incentivizes individual effort.  

In their edited volume examining support for income redistribution and other welfare 

state policies across former communist countries, Mason and Kluegel (2000) find that that 

support for redistributive policies was relatively low in 1991 because many people believed that 

markets were fair and had high expectations for the market transition. People were tolerant of the 

initial economic problems of the early 1990s, often blaming them on the mistakes that the 

communist regime had made. However, rising unemployment and inequality prompted more 

critical attitudes toward markets. Thus, according to Mason and Kluegel, the rise in support for 

redistributive policies between 1991 and 1995 reflects an emerging skepticism of markets after a 

brief period of revolutionary enthusiasm for them.  

Vogt (2005) observes a similar disillusionment among young Eastern Europeans while 

interviewing university students in Prague (spring 1993), East Berlin (spring 1996), and 

university-educated young people in Tartu and Tallinn, Estonia (fall 1997). He finds that many 
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young people had hopes and dreams that the revolutions failed to fulfill. Rather than becoming 

economically successful after the communist regime collapsed, some of his young Eastern 

European respondents became poor and unemployed. Vogt argues that the disillusionment that 

he observes is a function of both the high expectations that people set for the revolution as well 

as the disappointments that they experienced in the following years.  

While the increase in support for redistribution between 1992 and 1999 may be due to 

disillusionment with markets, it is also possible that the slight decrease in support between 1999 

and 2009 may be linked to a regained faith in market fairness. As economies began to recover 

during the 2000s, people may have begun to feel that individuals have more control over their 

economic fate and that opportunities in the marketplace are fair.  

  

IV. Method and Variables 

I test each of the four hypotheses using a fixed effect multiple regression model. Data are 

pooled across all countries for a given survey wave, and binary country variables are included to 

control for cross-country variation (using Slovenia as the reference category). To examine how 

factors shaping support for redistribution have changed over time, I pool data for two time points 

and include interaction terms between the independent variables and a binary variable for the 

year. The interaction terms show whether a particular factor’s effect differs between the two time 

points being compared. The samples are weighted so that each of the seven countries contributes 

1,000 observations in each year. Countries are treated a separate strata while weighting the data. 

Missing data are omitted from the analysis.  

The independent variables that I select are based on implications that stem from each 

hypothesis described in the previous section: 
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Communist nostalgia: If communist nostalgia explains the changes in support for redistribution, 

then socialization under communism should have different effects on support over time. Because 

older people had deeper socialization experiences than younger people, I measure the extent of 

communist socialization using a variable that indicates the respondent’s age cohort. The cohort 

variable includes five scores based on the respondent’s birth year: 0) those born after 1977, 1) 

those born between 1963 and 1977, 2) those born between 1947 and 1962, 3) those born between 

1932 and 1946, and 4) those born before 1932.    

 

Alignment between left-wing parties and left-leaning economic policies: If a stronger association 

between left-leaning party identification and support for left-wing economic policies explains the 

change in support for redistribution, then left-wing party identification should have a different 

effect on attitudes over time. I operationalize left-wing party identification as a binary variable 

measuring whether the respondent identifies with a left-wing party. The ISSP survey codes 

respondents’ political party affiliation on 5-point scale ranging from left to right
13

. Respondents 

who have affiliations scored as 1 (far left) or 2 (left) are coded as identifying with left-wing 

political parties. Those who have scores for centrist or rightist parties or for no political party are 

the reference category.  

 

Importance of self-interest: If changes in support for redistribution are due to changes in self-

interest’s effect on attitudes, then socio-demographic variables tapping self-interest should have 

different effects on support for redistribution over time. I use individuals’ self-reported sex, 

                                                        
13

 On the 1992 survey wave for some countries, the ISSP does not code respondents’ party affiliation. Instead, the 

ISSP asks respondents for their political views on a left-right scale. I use this item to tap political party affiliation on 

the left-right spectrum. Please see the Appendix for a description of coding in cases where the coding is not based on 

the ISSP’s left-right party affiliation variable. 
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subjective class status, employment status, and education as socio-demographic variables tapping 

self-interested support for redistribution. Sex is measured as a binary variable indicating whether 

the respondent is female. Education is measured on a five-point scale ranging from 0) No formal 

qualification to 5) University degree completed
14

. Employment status is measured as a binary 

variable indicating whether the respondent reported being unemployed at the time of the survey. 

Class status is measured on a 10-point scale, where high values indicate that the respondent 

reported belonging to a higher class. 

 

Market fairness attitudes:  If changes in beliefs about market fairness explain the changes in 

support for redistribution, then beliefs about market fairness should have different effects on 

support for redistribution over time. Those who believe that effort and hard work are most 

important for success are likely to evaluate the market as fair and are less likely to support 

redistribution.  

To tap respondents’ beliefs about whether hard work is important for success, I use an 

item that asks respondents whether they believe that hard work is important for getting ahead. 

Respondents answer on a 5-point scale ranging from 1) Not important at all to 5) Essential. 

Because the 1999 survey wave did not include this item, I use a different item asking 

respondents to indicate whether they agree that people are rewarded for their effort. Respondents 

answer on a 5-point scale ranging from 1) Strongly disagree to 5) Strongly agree. Although 

identical questions are not available across the three survey waves, I argue that it is appropriate 

to compare responses to the two differently worded items because the questions appear in similar 

sections asking respondents to think about what is important for getting ahead and the response 

                                                        
14

 Please see the Appendix for a description of how the data were coded across response options for each year. 
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scales are similar. The items also tap the same construct, measuring beliefs about whether hard 

work is important for success.  

To tap respondents’ beliefs about whether external factors are important for success, I use 

two survey items asking respondents to indicate how important 1) Coming from a wealthy family 

and 2) Knowing the right people are for getting ahead. In each survey wave, respondents answer 

on a 5-point scale ranging from 1) Not important at all to 5) Essential. Responses to these items 

are averaged into a single item.  

To measure the relative importance of hard work and external factors for getting ahead, I 

subtract respondents’ score on the hard work item from their score on the external factors item. 

Positive values therefore indicate that the respondent believes that external factors are more 

important for success, while negative scores indicate that the respondent believes that hard work 

is more important. 
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V. Results 

Table 3.4 Factors explaining support for income redistribution, 1992 and 1999 

 Model 1:                       

1992 

Model 2:                     

1999 

Model 3:  

Pooled Sample 

 Coef Lin SE Coef Lin SE Coef Lin SE 

Communist nostalgia       

Cohort .104** .025 .099** .018 .104** .025 

1999* Cohort  -- -- -- -- -.004 .031 

       

Left-wing party 

mobilisation 
      

Left-leaning party ID .179** .064 .227** .041 .179** .064 

1999* Left-leaning 

party ID 
-- -- -- -- .048 .076 

       

Self-interest       

Unemployed .228* .099 .007 .067 .228* .099 

1999* Unemployed -- -- -- -- -.220 .119 

Class status -.095** .015 -.092** .011 -.095** .015 

1999* Class status -- -- -- -- .002 .019 

Female .327** .048 .165** .037 .327** .048 

1999* Female -- -- -- -- -.162** .061 

Education -.257** .021 -.154** .015 -.257** .021 

1999* Education -- -- -- -- .102** .026 

       

Market fairness       

External factors more 

important for success 
.090** .018 .191** .014 .090** .018 

1999* External factors 

more important for 

success 

-- -- -- -- .100** .023 

Year 1999 -- -- -- -- .022 .172 

       

Constant 7.903** .137 7.925 .104 7.903** .137 

Weighted sample size 5222 6029 11251 

Number of observations 7000 7000 1400 

R
2
 0.138 0.134 0.162 

** p≤.01; * p≤.05    
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The results from Table 3.4 suggest that the first, second, and third hypotheses do not 

explain the rise in support for redistribution between 1992 and 1999. In both 1992 and 1999, 

older cohorts were significantly more likely to support income redistribution than younger 

cohorts. However, the difference between older and younger cohorts’ opinions did not change 

significantly between 1992 and 1999. In fact, the difference between cohorts decreased slightly. 

Furthermore, while older cohorts typically show stronger support for redistribution, support for 

redistribution was higher in 1999 than in 1992 even though the survey sample included fewer 

people from the older cohorts. Below, Table 3.5 shows that the proportion of respondents from 

the oldest cohort decreased slightly as they were replaced by members from the youngest cohort. 

Given that age is associated with stronger support for redistribution, this should have put 

downward pressure on the support for redistribution and resulted in lower support for 

redistribution in 1999. Instead, however, support for redistribution increased.  Thus, it is unlikely 

that communist nostalgia explains the rise in support.  

Table 3.5 Cohort size as a proportion of the 1992 and 1999 survey samples 

Age Cohort Percent of the 1992 Sample (%) Percent of the 1999 Sample (%) 

Born after 1976 0.0 8.4 

1963-1976 22.3 23.0 

1947-1962 35.0 30.5 

1932-1946 23.4 23.2 

Born before 1932 19.3 14.9 

 

Left-wing party mobilization may explain some of the rise in support for redistribution, 

but it is unlikely to be a key factor. As shown below in Table 3.6
15

, substantially more people 

identified with left-wing parties in 1999 compared to 1992. Given that left-wing party 

identification is significantly associated with higher support for redistribution in both years, the 

rise in left-wing party identification may explain some rise in support for redistribution between 

                                                        
15 Data are weighted so that countries contribute 1,000 observations to the sample of respondents answering 

questions about support for redistribution and party affiliation. 
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1992 and 1999. However, it is unlikely to explain much of the rise in support. Support for 

redistribution also increased considerably among people who do not identify with left-wing 

parties. In fact, 1999 levels of support were much higher among those who do not support left-

wing parties than 1992 levels among those who support left-wing parties.  Thus, even though 

left-wing party identification increased over time and left-wing party identification is 

significantly associated with stronger support or redistribution, the rise in support for 

redistribution among those who do not identify with left-wing parties is a key component in the 

story explaining why support increased between 1992 and 1999.  

Table 3.6 Support for redistribution by party affiliation 

 1992 Wave 1999 Wave 

Party Support 
Percent of 

Sample (%) 

Average Support 

for 

Redistribution 

Percent of 

Sample (%) 

Average 

Support for 

Redistribution 

Left 16.3 7.32 30.8 7.88 

Not left 83.7 7.06 69.2 7.59 

 

Finally, the results suggest that the increase in support for redistribution is not linked to 

self-interest. Sex and education each had significant effects on support for redistribution in 1992 

and 1999, but their effects weakened significantly. Employment status significantly affected 

attitudes in 1992, but its effect was no longer significant in 1999. Finally, class status had a 

similar effect on attitudes in both 1992 and 1999. Thus, self-interest did not become more 

strongly associated with support for redistribution over time. 

 Results lend most support to the fourth hypothesis, which argues that the change in 

attitudes reflects people’s disillusionment with markets after the economic hardships of the 

1990s. In both 1992 and 1999, the belief that external factors are more important for success than 

hard work is significantly associated with higher support for redistribution. That is, people who 

believe that family upbringing and connections are more important than effort and hard work 
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showed higher support for redistribution in both 1992 and 1999. However, the effect of believing 

that external factors are more important strengthened significantly over time. In 1999, the 

variable had twice the effect that it had in 1992. Thus, the stronger association between the belief 

that external factors are more important for success and support for redistribution explains 

significant variation between the 1992 and 1999 samples.  

Below, Table 2.5 shows that beliefs about market fairness indeed changed considerably 

during the mid-1990s. Between 1992 and 1999, people believed more strongly that coming from 

a wealthy family and knowing the right people are important for success, and they became more 

skeptical that hard work is important for success. On average, the belief that external factors are 

important strengthened by 0.2 on the 5-point scale, while the belief that hard work is important 

weakened by 1.742. It is possible that some of the increased skepticism that hard work is 

important for success may be due to differences in the survey items’ wording. However, because 

the items measure the same construct, the difference is more likely due to changes in people’s 

beliefs about whether hard work is important for success. As people experienced economic 

hardships throughout the early transition period, they became skeptical that success is largely 

rooted in hard work and became more likely to believe that people lack control over their 

economic fate. 
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Table 3.7 Beliefs that hard work and external factors are important for success, 1992 and 1999 

 Hard Work Is Important for Getting Ahead (1992)/ People 

Are Rewarded for Their Effort (1999) 

Coming from a Wealthy Family and Knowing the Right 

People are Important for Getting Ahead 

 1992 1999 1992 1999 

 Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N 

Bulgaria 4.03 .99 1105 1.38 .86 1066 3.36 .99 1032 3.72 1.01 1068 

Czech 

Republic 
4.03 .89 673 2.30 1.09 1776 2.97 .79 648 3.05 .82 1764 

Hungary 3.59 .98 1228 2.10 .97 1192 3.14 .85 1207 3.19 .89 1167 

Poland 4.02 .80 1611 2.76 1.00 1014 3.55 .83 1487 3.81 .78 1052 

Russia 3.61 1.16 1874 1.74 1.03 1652 3.47 .97 1736 3.51 .97 1596 

Slovakia 3.90 .93 421 1.77 .91 1071 3.27 .78 412 3.68 .88 1068 

Slovenia 3.44 1.09 1036 2.36 .95 976 3.04 .82 1002   3.25 .82 975 

Weighted 

Sample 
3.80 .01 7000 2.06 .01 7000 3.26 .01 7000 3.46 .00 7000 

Note: The standard deviation reported for the weighted sample is the linearized standard error. 
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Table 3.8 Factors explaining support for income redistribution, 1999 and 2009 

 Model 4:                       

1999 

Model 5:                     

2009 

Model 6:  

Pooled Sample 

 Coef Lin SE Coef Lin SE Coef LinSE 

Communist nostalgia       

Cohort .099** .018 .053** .015 .099** .018 

2009* Cohort  -- -- -- -- -.045 .023 

       

Left-wing party 

mobilisation 
      

Left-leaning party ID .227** .041 .172** .040 .227** .041 

2009* Left-leaning 

party ID 
-- -- -- -- -.054 .058 

       

Self-interest       

Unemployed .007 .067 .083 .063 .007 .067 

2009* Unemployed -- -- -- -- .075 .092 

Class status -.092** .011 -.149** .011 -.092** .011 

2009* Class status -- -- -- -- -.056** .016 

Female .165** .037 .086** .033 .165** .037 

2009* Female -- -- -- -- -.078 .050 

Education -.154** .015 -.132** .015 -.154** .015 

2009* Education -- -- -- -- .021 .021 

       

Market fairness       

External factors more 

important for success 
.191** .014 .045** .013 .191** .014 

2009* External factors 

more important for 

success 

-- -- -- -- -.145** .020 

Year 2009 -- -- -- -- .892** .132 

       

Constant 7.925 .104 8.818 .081 7.925 .104 

Weighted sample size 6029 7000 14000 

Number of observations 7000 7274 13303 

R
2
 0.134 0.125 0.130 

** p≤.01; * p≤.05    

 

Above, Table 3.8 presents regression results from models estimating attitudes in 1999 

and 2009. It is unlikely that communist nostalgia or a greater alignment between left-wing 

parties and left-leaning economic policies explains the difference in support between 1999 and 
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2009. Although both cohort and left-leaning party identification are significantly associated with 

higher support for redistribution in 1999 and 2009, their effects do not change significantly over 

time. Instead, both variables have slightly weaker effects over time.  

There is some support for the third hypothesis, which argues that the change in support 

for redistribution is linked to a strengthening of self-interest factors’ effect on attitudes. Most of 

the variables tapping self-interested support for redistribution have similar effects in 1999 and 

2009. However, class status has a significantly stronger effect on support in 2009. Thus, people 

who report belonging to a higher class showed even less support for redistribution in 2009 than 

they did in 1999. As shown in Table 2.7, people also generally felt that their class status 

improved between 1999 and 2009. On average, respondents in 1999 reported a class status of 

4.219, while respondents in 2009 reported a class status of 4.656. It therefore appears that some 

of the lower support for redistribution in 2009 is linked to people’s perception that their status 

has improved and they may not benefit as much from redistribution.   

Table 3.9 Average class status 

 1999 2009 

 Mean  Std. Dev. N Mean  Std. Dev. N 

Bulgaria 3.41 1.88 1101 3.97 1.64 964 

Czech 

Republic 
4.63 1.72 1825 4.86 1.55 1204 

Hungary 3.89 1.56 1195 4.04 1.51 1008 

Poland 4.43 1.97 1088 5.26 1.69 1257 

Russia 3.58 1.93 1587 4.65 1.89 1602 

Slovakia 4.47 1.92 1082 4.86 1.57 1125 

Slovenia 5.08 1.67 912 4.92 1.53 995 

Weighted 

Sample 
4.21 .01 7000 4.65 .01 7000 

Note: The standard deviation reported for the weighted sample is the linearized standard error. 
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Finally, the results suggest that some of the lower support for redistribution in 1999 may 

be linked to a change in beliefs about market fairness. The belief that external factors are more 

important for success than hard work is significantly associated with higher support for 

redistribution in both 1999 and 2009. However, the variable’s effect weakens significantly over 

time. Thus, as self-interest became a stronger factor shaping support, ideological beliefs about 

the market became a weaker factor. As shown in Table 3.10, on average, the belief that external 

factors are important for success remained fairly similar between 1999 and 2009; however, there 

emerged a much stronger belief that hard work is important for getting ahead. In fact, the 

perception that hard work is important for success became even stronger than the 1992 level in 

each country. It is possible that the shift in people’s beliefs emerged out of the relative economic 

prosperity that countries experienced during the early and mid-2000s. As economic conditions 

improved, people may have regained some faith in the market’s fairness.  
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Table 3.10 Beliefs that hard work and external factors are important for success, 1999 and 2009 

 Hard Work Is Important for Getting Ahead (1992)/ 

People Are Rewarded for Their Effort (1999) 

Coming from a Wealthy Family and Knowing the Right 

People Are Important for Getting Ahead 

 1999 2009 1999 2009 

 Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N Mean  Std. 

Dev. 

N 

Bulgaria 1.38 .86 1066 4.28 .85 964 3.72 1.01 1068 3.58 .86 926 

Czech 

Republic 
2.30 1.09 1776 4.07 .89 1194 3.05 .82 1764 3.15 .87 1186 

Hungary 2.10 .97 1192 3.98 .94 1003 3.19 .89 1167 3.45 .92 1005 

Poland 2.76 1.00 1014 4.08 .72 1255 3.81 .78 1052 3.60 .80 1222 

Russia 1.74 1.03 1652 3.86 .99 1583 3.51 .97 1596 3.41 .93 1524 

Slovakia 1.77 .91 1071 4.03 .89 1152 3.68 .88 1068 3.47 .82 1144 

Slovenia 2.36 .95 976 3.92 .92 1056 3.25 .82 975 3.41 .83 1049 

Weighted 

Sample 
2.06 .01 7000 4.03 .00 7000 3.46 .00 7000 3.44 .00 7000 

Note: The standard deviation reported for the weighted sample is the linearized standard error. 
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VI. Conclusion 

 The empirical results from this chapter have shed light on how attitudes toward income 

redistribution have changed over time in Eastern Europe. Contrary to some scholars’ predictions 

that tolerance of inequality would increase and support for redistribution would decrease as 

market structures took root (Gijsberts 2002; Kelley and Zagorski 2005), attitudes have not 

changed to reflect the market-oriented principles that underpin the new economic structures. 

Instead, Eastern Europeans have become more supportive of income redistribution as their 

countries have transitioned to markets. However, support for redistribution did not increase 

gradually over time. Rather, support increased considerably during the economic turmoil of the 

1990s and then decreased slightly during a period of relative economic growth during the 2000s. 

The pattern of change suggests that attitudes toward social welfare policies are likely to change 

most in the midst of economic turmoil and then fluctuate slightly during periods of relative 

prosperity. Thus, while much of the comparative public opinion literature has found that social 

welfare attitudes are sticky, it is likely that attitudes are sticky primarily in places that have 

experienced economic stability. Because developing countries frequently experience periods of 

economic instability, it is likely that social welfare attitudes are more subject to change in 

developing countries than developed countries.  

Drawing on the literature, I test whether the changes in support for redistribution are due 

to changes in: 1) people’s nostalgia for state socialism; 2) the alignment between support for left-

leaning political parties and leftist economic policies; 3) self-interest’s role in shaping attitudes, 

and 4) people’s beliefs about the fairness of markets. Results lend most support to the third and 

fourth hypotheses. The increase in support for redistribution between 1992 and 1999 is linked to 

a change in people’s evaluation of the market’s fairness. At the outset of the market transition, 
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people generally judged the market to be fair and expressed relatively low support for 

redistribution. However, as economic hardships set in throughout the 1990s, people re-evaluated 

the market’s fairness and began to perceive opportunity to be tied more closely to external 

factors than hard work. Their negative evaluation of the market’s fairness became more strongly 

associated with support for redistribution in 1999 than 1992. However, as economies recovered 

during the 2000s, people began to re-evaluate the market’s fairness again and became more 

likely to report that hard work is important for success. Some of the decrease in support for 

redistribution between 1999 and 2009 is consequently due to a weaker association between 

beliefs about market fairness and support for redistribution. The decrease in support is also 

linked to a stronger association between self-interest and support for redistribution. Between 

1999 and 2009, class status became more negatively associated with support for redistribution, 

and thus people of higher classes showed less support for redistribution in 2009 than 1999.  

In addition to demonstrating how support for redistribution has changed over time in 

Eastern European countries, this chapter has shown that the factors shaping people’s support for 

redistribution may also change over time. As support for redistribution rose amidst the economic 

troubles of the 1990s, ideological factors became particularly important in shaping attitudes. By 

contrast, as support began to fall during the economic recovery of the 2000s, self-interest became 

more important in shaping attitudes. As Lipsmeyer and Nordstron (2003) argue, self-interest may 

have played a weaker role in shaping attitudes during the early years of the transition because 

even those with more stable economic situations felt vulnerable to market forces. During this 

time, people’s ideological beliefs may have taken on a more important role in shaping attitudes. 

As economic situations improved, people may have felt more secure in their economic position 

and may not have felt that they would benefit from redistribution. Self-interest consequently took 
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on a more important role over time as economic conditions improved. Thus, it appears that both 

ideological and self-interest factors are important for shaping attitudes, yet their effects on 

attitudes may depend on changing macroeconomic conditions. 

Although data are not available to examine how the 2008 global financial crisis has 

shaped attitudes, the results from this analysis imply that the crisis should have had a lagged 

effect on attitudes and that support for redistribution should have increased in most countries 

after the crisis hit. The Eastern European economies collapsed in the early years of the transition, 

yet data from the earliest ISSP Social Inequality surveys show that support for redistribution in 

Poland and Hungary did not change considerably between 1987 and 1992. Support levels 

changed considerably after the economic collapse of the early 1990s, as economies were 

beginning to rebuild. The change in support that occurred in the mid-1990s consequently 

suggests that attitudes may lag behind changes in macroeconomic conditions. There may have 

similarly been a lagged shift in support for redistribution after the 2008 crisis. Support for 

redistribution would have likely increased in the early 2010s in response to the economic 

difficulties of the recession. However, it is necessary to await additional data to determine 

whether and how support has changed in light of the most recent economic crisis.   
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APPENDIX C: SOCIAL INEQUALITY SURVEY ITEMS 

 

Table 3.11 Survey question and answer wording 

Support for redistribution. Items are summed and reversed coded so that high values 

indicate strongly agree): 

 

Q1. Differences in income in <R’s country> are too large. 

Q2. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements: It is the 

responsibility of the government to reduce the differences in income between people with 

high incomes and those with low incomes. 

 

Possible answers include: 

1. Strongly agree 

2. Agree 

3. Neither agree nor disagree 

4. Disagree 

5. Strongly disagree 

 

2. Left-leaning party affiliation. The ISSP’s party affiliation variable (v121 in the 1992 

wave and party_lr in the 1999 and 2009 waves) is used to measure party affiliation on the 

left-right spectrum except in the following cases where data are not available. Party affiliation 

is then coded based on respondents’ answers to other items directly gauging their party 

affiliation or political views: 

 

[For Hungary in 1992, respondents are asked to indicate their left-right party affiliation 

based on their current voting intention]  

 

Possible answers include a scale ranging from: 

1. Left--- 

8. Right 

 

[Scores of 1, 2, or 3 are coded as affiliating with a left-wing party.] 

 

[For Hungary in 2009, respondents are asked for their political party affiliation]: 

 

Possible answers include: 

 

1. Hungarian Democratic Forum (HDF) 

2. Free Democrats (FFD) 

3. Politics Can be Different (PCD) 

4. Hungarian Socialist Party (HSP) 

5. Federation of Young Democrats (FYD) 

6. Christian Democratic Peoples Party (CDPP) 

7. Socialist Workers (HSWP) 

8. Hungarian Truth (HTJP) 

9. Jobbik Movement for Hungary (JMH) 
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[Respondents who report affiliating with Politics Can be Different (PCD), Hungarian 

Socialist Party (HSP), Federation of Young Democrats (FYD), or Christian Democratic 

Peoples’ Party (CDPP) are coded as affiliating with left-leaning parties.] 

 

[For Poland in 1992]: Many people they think about “left” or “right” political standing. Here 

is a scale which takes from “left” to “right” political standing. What do you think about your 

own political standing? Where would you classify yourself on that scale? 

 

Possible answers include a scale ranging from: 

1. Left--- 

10. Right 

 

[Scores of 1, 2, 3, or 4 are coded as affiliating with a left-wing political party.] 

 

[For Russia in 1992]: Speaking about your political attitudes, would you call yourself left-

wing or right-wing: 

 

Possible answers include a scale ranging from: 

1. Left--- 

5. Right 

 

[Scores of 1 or 2 are coded as affiliating with a left-wing political party.] 

 

[For the 1999 survey wave, there were several respondents with missing political party 

affiliations. Some of these respondents reported the political party that they voted for in the 

last election, and the ISSP coded these parties along a left-right spectrum into a separate 

variable (vote_lr). If data were not available for the respondent’s political party affiliation 

(party_lr), then I used the vote_lr variable to tap the respondent’s political party preference.] 

 

Respondent’s vote last election. Possible answers include a scale ranging from 

1. Far left--- 

5. Far right 

 

[Scores of 1 and 2 are coded as affiliating with a left-wing political party.] 

3. Education  

 

[2009 categories and their coding for all countries]: 

0. No formal qualification 

1. Lowest formal qualification 

2. Above lowest 

3. Higher secondary completed 

4. Above higher secondary, other qualification 

5. University 

 

[1999 categories and their coding for all countries]: 



 

107 

 

0. No formal qualification 

0. Incomplete primary 

1. Primary Completed 

2. Incomplete secondary 

3. Secondary completed 

4. Incomplete university 

5. University completed 

 

[1992 categories and their coding for Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Poland, and Slovakia]: 

0. None 

0. Incomplete primary 

1. Primary completed 

2. Incomplete secondary 

3. Secondary completed 

4. Incomplete semi-higher education 

4. Complete semi-higher education 

4. Incomplete university 

5. University completed 

6.  

[1992 categories and their coding for Hungary]: 

0. None 

0. Incomplete primary 

1. Primary completed 

2. Vocational training 

3. Vocational training high 

3. Secondary completed 

4. Incomplete university 

5. University, technical academy completed 

 

[1992 categories and their coding for Russia]: 

0. Less than 8 to 9 classes 

2. Secondary uncompleted 

2. Secondary uncompleted and short term of professional training 

3. Secondary 

4. Secondary + vocational training 

4. Secondary completed + vocational training 

4. University  incomplete 

5. University completed 

 

[1992 categories and their coding for Slovenia]: 

1. 4-8 years elementary 

2. Incomplete 2-3 years vocational school 

3. Completed 2 or 3 years vocational school 

2. Incomplete 4 years middle school 

3. Completed 4 years middle school 

4. Incomplete university or higher degree 
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4. Higher degree 

5. University completed 

Belief that external factors are important for success. Respondents’ answers to the two 

items are averaged and reversed coded so that high values indicate essential: 

 

To begin we have some questions about opportunities for getting ahead. Please tick one box 

for each of these to show how important you think it is for getting ahead in life. 

Q1. How important is coming from a wealthy family? 

Q2. How important is knowing the right people? 

 

Possible answers include: 

1. Essential 

2. Very important 

3. Fairly important 

4. Not very important 

5. Not important at all 

 

Belief that hard work is important for success. Respondents’ answers are reverse coded so 

that high values indicate essential/ strong agreement: 

 

[1992 and 2009 surveys]: 

To begin we have some questions about opportunities for getting ahead. Please tick one box 

for each of these to show how important you think it is for getting ahead in life. 

 

Q3. How important is hard work? 

 

Possible answers include: 

1. Essential 

2. Very important 

3. Fairly important 

4. Not very important 

5. Not important at all 

 

[1999 survey]: 

Do you agree or disagree… 

In [COUNTRY] people get rewarded for their effort 

1. Strongly agree 

2. Agree 

3. Neither agree nor disagree 

4. Disagree 

5. Strongly disagree 
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APPENDIX D: EUROPEAN SOCIAL SURVEY ITEM DISCUSSION 

 

It is not possible to determine to what extent the 2008 global financial crisis affected support for 

redistribution in 2009 because data for support for redistribution are not available between 1999 

and 2009. However, data for one of the items of the support for redistribution index—belief that 

the government should reduce differences in income—are available between 2002 and 2014 

through the European Social Survey (ESS). By using the ESS data, it is possible to gain some 

insights to how support for redistribution may have changed during the 2000s and to determine 

whether the 2009 data from the ISSP survey reflect the effect of the crisis. 

 Below, Table 3.12 shows the average belief that the government should reduce 

differences in income, as reported by the ISSP and ESS data. Data for 1999 and 2009 are from 

the ISSP Social Inequality surveys, while data from other years are from the ESS. Respondents 

report their level of agreement on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1(Strongly disagree) to 

5(Strongly agree). It is important to note that the survey wave year reflects the year in which the 

survey field work began. Oftentimes, the fieldwork continued into the following year so that the 

2002 survey wave reflects data from surveys collected during 2002 and/or 2003. The averages 

reported for each country are weighted using the survey’s post-stratification weights to adjust for 

sampling error and non-response bias.  

Table 3.12 Average belief that the government should reduce differences in income 

Country 1999 2002 2004 2006 2008 2009 2010 2012 

Bulgaria 4.31 -- -- 4.46 4.07 4.19 4.39 4.30 

Czech  3.92 3.36 3.63 -- 3.48 3.69 3.71 3.70 

Hungary 4.18 4.17 4.33 4.29 4.29 4.34 4.40 4.27 

Poland 4.14 3.95 4.09 4.01 3.85 4.05 3.86 4.02 

Russia 4.39 -- -- 4.11 3.90 4.39 4.21 4.11 

Slovakia 4.02 -- 3.89 3.92 3.81 4.01 4.08 4.01 

Slovenia 4.18 4.12 4.20 4.04 4.16 4.34 4.29 4.27 
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 There is some evidence to suggest that the 2009 data may reflect a change in people’s 

attitudes due to the crisis. As shown in the table, citizens from every country expressed stronger 

belief that the government should reduce differences in income in 2009 compared to 2008. In 

each of the countries except for Bulgaria and Poland, people more strongly agreed that the 

government should reduce differences income in the 2009 survey wave than in each of the four 

previous survey waves. However, it is not possible to conclude that the early 2000s was 

generally a period of lower agreement that the government should reduce differences in income 

and that people’s agreement increased only after the economic crisis. In many countries, the 

2009 average belief resembled people’s beliefs in 2006. Attitudes were similar in 2009 and 2006 

in Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia. In Bulgaria, people’s agreement that the government should 

reduce differences in income was higher in 2006 than in 2009. Although data are not available 

for the Czech Republic for the 2006 wave, agreement levels from the 2004 wave resembled those 

from the 2009 wave. In fact, in Hungary and Poland, the 2004 agreement levels were nearly 

identical to the 2009 agreement levels. Thus, the data seem to capture a sudden rise in agreement 

after the crisis only in Russia and Slovenia.  

 The data generally show small fluctuations in opinions from year-to-year across 

countries. Average agreement that the government should reduce differences in income was 

lower in 2002 compared to 1999, but the change in agreement varied across countries. The 

Czech Republic, for example, witnessed a large change in attitudes from 1999 to 2002, while 

Hungary experienced almost no change. Between 2002 and 2004, agreement levels generally 

rose, and between 2004 and 2006 they remained fairly constant. Between the 2006 and 2008 

waves, agreement generally declined and then rose again between the 2008 and 2009 waves. 

Given that agreement increased in every country between 2008 and 2009, it is likely that the 
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crisis had some effect on attitudes. However, it is unlikely that the crisis produced a sudden 

change in attitudes from a general trend of low agreement that the government should reduce 

differences in income. 

 Although data are not available for the second item in the support for redistribution 

index—belief that differences in income are too large—it is likely that people’s attitudes 

followed a somewhat similar pattern because the items are correlated. Thus, it is likely that there 

was a rise in support for redistribution immediately after the global financial crisis. However, it 

is unlikely that this rise came from a general pattern of low support for redistribution throughout 

the early 2000s. The rise was likely a small rise, and not a large shift in opinions due to the crisis.       
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CHAPTER IV: DEMOCRACY AND LEVELS OF INCOME 

REDISTRIUTION IN THE POST-COMMUNIST CONTEXT 
 

I. Introduction 

 A key focus of the emerging scholarship on income redistribution in developing countries 

has been the relationship between democracy and redistribution. In their seminal work, Meltzer 

& Richard (1981) theorized that democracy reduces inequality by empowering the median voter 

to demand redistributive policies and by incentivizing governments to respond to the median 

voter’s demands. Levels income redistribution should consequently be higher and levels of 

inequality should be lower in more democratic countries. Yet while there are strong theoretical 

reasons to suspect that democracy increases levels of redistribution, there is considerable debate 

in the empirical literature about the actual relationship (Lee 2005, p. 158). Some scholars have 

indeed found that democracy is positively associated with various forms of social spending, 

including education, health, social security, or welfare spending (Brown & Hunter 1999; 

Kaufman & Segura-Ubiergo 2001; Ansell 2010; Huber & Stephens 2012). However, others have 

found that some social components of government spending are not correlated with democracy 

(Gil et al. 2004) or that there is no correlation between democracy and tax progressivity (Scheve 

& Stasavage 2010, 2012).  

Despite the recent growth of scholarship examining whether and how democracy may be 

associated with redistribution, the relationship has not yet been rigorously tested in the context of 

post-communist countries. The post-communist context may offer important insights to the 

relationship between democracy and redistribution. Under communism, states in Europe and 

Eurasia shared similar welfare state structures that centered on the state’s role in guaranteeing 

employment, providing social services, and subsidizing prices for goods and services (Cook 
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2007). When the communist regime collapsed, states gained political sovereignty from the Soviet 

Union and were free to structure their economies independently. Although there is a tendency in 

the literature to group countries in Europe and Eurasia into a single category of “post-

communist” or “post-Soviet”, the countries have responded to the challenges of building new 

welfare states differently. The variations in welfare state developments have led several Eastern 

Europe and Eurasia scholars to argue that unlike many developed Western countries, post-

communist states cannot be classified into a distinct type of welfare state regime (Hacker 2009; 

Haggard & Kaufman 2008; Vanhuysse 2009; Cerami 2006; Inglot 2009; Szikra & Tomka 2009). 

Instead, it is important to investigate why states that share a similar history of socialism have 

diverged considerably in their social policies since the communist regime’s collapse.  

 In this chapter, I argue that post-communist patterns of political development offer 

critical insights into the levels of income redistribution that states implemented after 

communism’s downfall. I draw on both qualitative and quantitative methods to test whether 

different features of the democratic political system, including voice and accountability, 

effectiveness of policy implementation, and control over corruption, had important implications 

for levels of redistribution. First, using fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA), I find 

that while strong institutions of voice and accountability and an effective policy implementation 

process are necessary conditions for very high levels of redistribution, control over corruption is 

not a necessary condition. Some features of the democratic political system are consequently 

more important than others for implementing very high levels of redistribution. Second, using a 

time-series cross-sectional (TSCS) analysis of 29 countries from 1996-2010, I show that each 

feature of the democratic political system is significantly associated with higher levels of 

redistribution. I also show that control over corruption has the greatest net effect, followed by 
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effectiveness of policy implementation and voice and accountability. Thus, even though control 

over corruption is not necessary for countries to implement very high levels of redistribution, it 

still shapes the level that countries implement.  

The results of this analysis point to some important conclusions. First, strong institutions 

of voice and accountability and an effective policy implementation process are necessary, but not 

sufficient, conditions for high levels of redistribution. All of the former communist countries that 

implemented very high levels of redistribution had strong institutions of voice and accountability 

and an effective policy implementation process, but not all countries with these characteristics 

implemented very high levels of redistribution. For example, Estonia had strong institutions of 

voice and accountability and an effective policy implementation process, but it did not 

implement very high levels of redistribution. Thus, strong institutions of voice and accountability 

and an effective policy implementation process are not enough to guarantee high levels of 

redistribution. Second, the results point to a strong empirical connection between the different 

features of the democratic political system and levels of redistribution. The empirical connection 

remains robust even after controlling for other factors, including economic development, market 

(pre-tax, pre-transfer) inequality, ethnic minority participation in central power, EU integration, 

and time. Finally, while much of the literature on the relationship between democracy and 

redistribution has focused on voice and accountability as a key mechanism through which 

democracy affects redistribution, the results suggest that control over corruption and an effective 

policy implementation process are also important mechanisms. This suggests that democracy’s 

effect on redistribution is multifaceted and goes beyond empowering the median voter to demand 

redistributive policies. Together, these findings echo some of the core arguments in the political 

science literature on the welfare state, showing that social policy cannot be reduced to economic 
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determinism or the modernization process, but instead depends on political factors (Bradley et al. 

2003; Haggard & Kaufman 2008).  

 

II. Variations in Levels of Redistribution across Post-communist Countries 

   I use data from Frederic Solt’s (2016) Standardized World Income Inequality database 

(SWIID) to measure levels of redistribution across countries. Solt standardizes levels of 

inequality across countries and over time using several major cross-national inequality databases, 

the national statistical offices of countries around the world, and dozens of scholarly articles to 

ensure that data are comparable both across countries and over time. The coverage and 

comparability of the SWIID far exceeds those of other databases (see Solt 2016), making it ideal 

for this analysis. The SWIID reports countries’ net (post-tax, post-transfer) and market (pre-tax, 

pre-transfer) Gini coefficients. I measure the level of redistribution as the percent difference 

between the market and net Gini coefficients. This measurement consequently reflects the 

percent reduction in inequality due to taxes and transfers. I focus the analysis on the time period 

between 1996 and 2010 because of issues with data availability.  

I argue that the percent reduction in inequality is a better measurement of redistribution 

than other measures, such as government social spending or tax revenues as a percent of GDP, 

because it takes into account both reductions in income for the rich (taxes) and increases in 

income for the poor (transfers). It consequently taps how income is redistributed from the rich to 

the other classes. While indicators of social spending could tap the degree to which the rich are 

taxed to provide benefits for the poor, social spending by itself does not capture whether income 

is redistributed to the other classes. A key part of social spending may, in fact, be salaries for 

civil service employees who administer the programs. In this case, social spending may not 
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reflect income being redistributed to the lower classes who are supposed to benefit from social 

programs.   

On the whole, post-communist countries have relatively high levels of redistribution 

compared to other countries worldwide. The average reduction in inequality during the time 

period was approximately 16% worldwide, but it was approximately 26% across former 

communist countries (Solt 2016). The relatively high level of redistribution could be an artifact 

of the countries’ experiences with a large welfare state under communism.  

Below, Figure 4.1 shows the varying levels of redistribution across post-communist 

countries. For many countries, levels of redistribution remained fairly stable throughout the 

period of analysis, with only small fluctuations from year to year. Notable exceptions include 

Estonia and Russia, which both began the period with negative levels of redistribution 

(indicating that taxes and transfers worsened marketplace inequalities) and experienced 

substantial increases in redistribution over time. Other countries, including Armenia, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Macedonia (FYR), and Ukraine, experienced some decline in 

redistribution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, but levels generally rebounded by 2005. 
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Figure 4.1 Redistribution across post-communist countries, 1996-2010 

The graph also shows that levels of redistribution varied considerably across countries. 

The Czech Republic, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia maintained very high 

levels of redistribution throughout the time period, with each country reducing levels of market 

inequality by 35% on average. Levels of redistribution in these countries were higher than over 

85% of countries worldwide, making them among the world’s most redistributive states. In fact, 

levels of redistribution in Hungary averaged the fourth highest in the world during the time 

period. In contrast to the high redistributors in Central and Eastern Europe, levels of 

redistribution were considerably lower in many of the Soviet and Yugoslav successor states. 

Armenia, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Macedonia (FYR), Georgia, and Mongolia, each reduced market 

inequality by less than 20% through taxes and transfers. Although these levels are not very low 
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compared to other countries around the world, they are half the level of several Central and 

Eastern European countries. In what follows, I discuss what effect democratic development may 

have had on the levels of redistribution across the former communist countries.   

 

III. How Democracy Influences Redistributive Policies 

According to the Meltzer & Richard (1981) model of redistribution, democracies should 

have higher levels of redistribution than non-democracies because democracy empowers the 

median voter to demand redistributive policies when there is a large gap in income between the 

median voter and the rich. In reviewing the literature on the relationship between democracy and 

redistribution, Acemoglu et al. (2013) show that with a few notable exceptions, much of the 

empirical literature that has tested the Meltzer & Richard model has pointed to a positive 

relationship between democracy and redistribution. They find that historical studies in particular 

point to a robust relationship between democracy and redistribution. For example, Aidt and 

Jensen (2009) examine how suffrage rights in Western countries between 1860 and 1938 affect 

redistribution and find a robust positive association between the percent of adults who could vote 

and government expenditures as a percentage of GDP as well as tax revenues as a percentage of 

GDP. In studying social spending from 1880-1930, Lindert (1994) concludes that restrictions on 

political voice explain why there was so little social spending before the twentieth century. Lott 

and Kenny (1999) further show that the expansion of women’s suffrage in the United States 

coincided with increases in per-capita state revenues and expenditures. Much of this empirical 

work has consequently argued that democracy affects redistribution by empowering citizens to 

voice their demands and holding governments accountable for their policies.  
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Although there is relatively little research on democracy’s effect on income redistribution 

across former communist countries specifically, the empirical literature to-date has found that 

voice and accountability have important consequences for the welfare state. For example, Cook 

(2007) compares welfare states in Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Poland, and Hungary and finds 

that democratic representation and bargaining in Poland and Hungary has played an important 

role in maintaining welfare expenditures and moderating liberalization. She also finds that the 

unity and concentration of executive power are key factors in welfare state restructuring (see also 

Haggard & Kaufman 1995). Because democratic states have more veto players who can express 

demands for redistributive policies, they are less likely to implement welfare retrenchment than 

states with highly concentrated executive power (Pierson 2001). Thus, voice and accountability 

may be one key mechanism through which democracy affects redistributive policies in the post-

communist context. 

While much of the literature has focused on the way that strong institutions of voice and 

accountability affect redistribution, other features of the democratic state may likewise impact 

redistributive policies. Several scholars have described a strong state as a necessary feature of 

democracy (Fortin 2011; Bunce 2000; Linz & Stepan 1996). State capacity can influence levels 

of redistribution in part by bolstering the effectiveness of policy implementation. This 

mechanism is distinct from the mechanism of voice and accountability because even a highly 

mobilized citizenry will struggle to influence social policy if the state does not have the capacity 

to effectively implement policies (Huber et al. 1999). The capacity to implement fiscal policy 

may be particularly important for redistribution. Haggard & Kaufman (2008, p. 356) note that 

redistributive policies ultimately require a strong state to raise the tax revenue necessary to fund 

welfare programs.  
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The state’s capacity to implement fiscal policy effectively may be a key factor explaining 

the difference in levels of redistribution between Central and Eastern European countries and the 

Soviet successor states. Many of the former Soviet republics have lacked the capacity to collect 

tax revenue effectively because they began the transition as weak states and have struggled to 

build state capacity in the years after the communist regime’s downfall. Lopez-Claros and 

Alexashenko (1998, p. 8) remark that “the complex institutional set-up underlying the operations 

of the modern tax system, including modern accounting practices, computer facilities, and 

management expertise, simply did not exist when Russia embarked on reform.” Gerry and 

Mickiewicz (2008) also find that democratic post-communist states are more likely than 

authoritarian ones to have lower levels of inequality because their stronger fiscal capacity makes 

them better equipped to offset inequality through targeted redistribution.  

In addition to facilitating effective policy implementation, state capacity may influence 

levels of redistribution by bolstering control over corruption. You and Khagram (2005) find that 

levels of inequality are typically higher in states with higher levels of corruption because in these 

states, elites can use public resources for private economic gain. Thus, tax revenue spent on 

projects aiming to benefit the public may primarily benefit elites. The use of public resources for 

private gain may be particularly problematic in former communist countries, where politicians 

have used their political standing to acquire state assets during the privatization process (see 

Staniszkis 1991; Markus 2015). In corrupt states, elites can also use bribery or political 

connections to influence both the way that laws are implemented and the way courts interpret the 

laws. For example, powerful business elites may use their political connections to evade taxes or 

prevent fiscal policies from being implemented. States with high levels of corruption may 

consequently struggle to acquire the tax revenue to fund social programs.   
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Thus, while much of the literature has presupposed that democracy primarily affects 

redistribution by empowering citizens to demand redistributive policies and hold elected officials 

accountable for their actions, democracy may also affect redistribution by bolstering the 

effectiveness of policy implementation and control over corruption. However, in measuring 

democracy through indices (such as the Freedom House and Polity IV indices) that place heavy 

weight on the voice and accountability features of democracy, much of the research has 

neglected the other mechanisms through which democracy may affect redistribution. Although 

democracy indices can offer a holistic understanding of the relationship between democracy and 

inequality, the heavy weight that they often place on voice and accountability may obscure the 

relationship between democracy and redistribution if voice and accountability is not the most 

important mechanism through which democracy affects redistribution. It is consequently 

important to investigate the different mechanisms through which democracy may affect 

redistribution to better characterize the relationship between democracy and redistribution. 

 

IV. Other Factors Affecting Redistribution 

Ethnic Minority Exclusion 

Excluding ethnic minorities from political decision making may have important consequences 

for the level of redistribution. Bandelj and Mahutga (2010) speculate that the denial of automatic 

citizenship in Estonia and Latvia is one reason why levels of inequality are higher in these 

countries than others in Central and Eastern Europe. Poor minorities often need a variety of 

social programs, particularly education, to help them escape poverty (Wilson 1996). Due to 

ethnic conflict, majority ethnic groups may be unwilling to fund programs that are targeted to 

minority populations. If a large ethnic minority population is excluded from political decision 
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making, then there may be a large portion of the population that cannot benefit from public 

goods. Levels of redistribution will then be relatively low and levels of inequality will be 

relatively high.  

Although ethnic minority exclusion is related to democracy, the relationship between 

ethnic minority inclusion and democracy can be murky in the post-communist context. Some of 

the most ethnically inclusive post-communist states have also been considered among the least 

democratic, with weak or non-existent institutions of voice and accountability. For example, 

Belarus has a large Russian minority population that has partnered with the titular ethnic group 

in the central government (Wimmer et al. 2009). However, Belarus is often described as the last 

remaining dictatorship in Europe. By contrast, Estonia and Latvia were considered democratic 

forerunners among post-communist countries at a time when they excluded their large Russian 

minority population from automatic citizenship. This suggests that ethnic minority exclusion 

may not be captured by many indicators of democratization, particularly indicators of voice and 

accountability, in the post-communist context.   

  

Economic Factors 

Some scholars argue that tax and transfer policies are primarily driven by domestic economic 

factors (Kittel & Winner 2005; Kittel & Obhinger 2003; Castles 2001).  The level of economic 

development, often measured as GDP per capita, has been an explanatory variable in almost all 

studies of income distribution (Bradley et al. 2003, p. 203). Many of the most redistributive 

states worldwide are, in fact, the economically developed states in Western Europe, and many of 

the least redistributive states are developing countries in Asia and Latin America (Solt 2016). It 
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is therefore possible that levels of redistribution are largely a reflection of levels of economic 

development.  

The level of market inequality may be another important economic factor that impacts the 

level of redistribution in a country. Indeed, Melzer and Richard (1981) argue that greater market 

inequality increases the demand for redistribution. There may be little demand for redistributive 

policies to reduce inequalities in the marketplace if market inequality is already very low.  

 

European Union Integration 

Former communist countries have experienced varying degrees of integration into the European 

Union (EU) since the communist regime’s collapse. Several in Central and Eastern Europe 

became full EU members over a decade ago, while others in the former Yugoslavia just recently 

began the accession process. Although several scholars have argued that the EU does not directly 

affect candidate countries’ social policies (Ferge 2001; Micklewright & Stewart 2000; Vaughan-

Whitehead 2003; Lendvai 2004), the EU may have affected their social policy indirectly through 

socialization processes. Lendvai (2004) argues that with respect to social policy, the European 

accession process is a “meaning-making process” by which there has been a cognitive shift in the 

way that policymakers construct, speak, discuss, and act on social issues. Teague (2000) 

similarly uses the term “socialization undercarriage” to characterise part of EU social policy as 

evolving through various policy tools, and building on commonly developed vocabulary, 

agendas, policy instruments, and new institutions. Their research suggests that EU integration 

may be one factor explaining why levels of redistribution are different in the Central and Eastern 

European countries than the former Yugoslav and Soviet Union countries.  
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V. Data and Variables 

I draw on both qualitative and quantitative methods to test democracy’s effect on 

redistribution in 29 former communist countries: Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Georgia, Hungary, Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Macedonia (FYR), Moldova, Mongolia, Montenegro, Poland, 

Romania, Russian Federation, Slovakia, Slovenia, Serbia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, 

and Uzbekistan. Using a multi-method research design allows me to harness the strengths of both 

qualitative and quantitative methods in addressing issues of complex causality. In what follows, I 

describe how I operationalize the independent variables in the analysis. 

 

Democracy 

I propose that democracy affects redistribution through three distinct mechanisms: ensuring 

voice and accountability, bolstering the effectiveness of policy implementation, and limiting 

corruption. To measure these constructs, I use data from the World Bank’s (Kaufman & Kray 

2016) World Governing Index (WGI). The WGI compiles data from a variety of sources to 

evaluate countries on different criteria, including voice and accountability, government 

effectiveness, and control over corruption. The different source data include surveys of 

households and firms (e.g., Gallup World Poll), commercial business information providers (e.g., 

the Economist Intelligence Unit), non-governmental organizations (e.g., Freedom House), and 

public sector organizations (e.g., the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 

Transition Report).  The WGI voice and accountability indicator captures perceptions of the 

extent to which citizens can participate in selecting their government, as well as freedom of 

expression, freedom of association, and freedom of the media. The policy implementation 
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effectiveness indicator captures perceptions of the quality of public services, the quality and 

independence of the civil service, the quality of policy implementation, and the credibility of 

governments’ commitment to policies. Finally, the control over corruption indicator captures 

perception of whether public power is exercised for private gain and “capture” of the state by 

elites and private interests.   

 

Ethnic Minority Exclusion 

Excluding ethnic minorities from political decision making will likely decrease levels of 

redistribution. I use data from the Ethnic Power Relations (Wimmer et al. 2009) to measure 

ethnic minority exclusion. It is measured as the size of the ethnic minority group (proportion of 

the total population) that is excluded from participation in the central government. Minority 

groups are considered excluded if their elite representatives hold no political power at the 

national or regional levels, even if there is not explicit discrimination against them. 

 

Economic Factors 

Economically under-developed countries and countries with lower levels of market inequality 

should have lower levels of redistribution. Economic development is measured as GDP per 

capita PPP in constant 2011 dollars, and data come from the World Bank’s (2016) World 

Development Indicators. Market inequality is measured as the market (pre-tax, pre-transfer) Gini 

coefficient, and data come from the SWIID (Solt 2016). 
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EU Integration 

Countries that have experienced deeper integration into EU institutions should have higher levels 

of redistribution. I construct a 6-point index of EU integration that measures countries’ progress 

in completing the EU accession process. A score of 6 means the country is a full EU member, 5 

means that a country has concluded membership negotiations with the EU, 4 means that 

membership negotiations have begun, 3 means that the country has submitted an application for 

membership, 2 means that the country has a Europe Agreement or Stabilization and Association 

Agreement in force, 1 means that the country has signed a Europe Agreement or Stabilization 

and Association Agreement with the EU, and 0 means that the country has not begun the process 

of becoming an EU member. Countries’ scores vary by year. Data come from the European 

Union Commission (2017). 

 

VI. Fuzzy-Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis 

I first use fuzzy set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsQCA), developed by Ragin 

(2008), to investigate the relationship between democracy and redistribution. One key advantage 

of fsQCA is that it can capture the different ways that causal conditions combine to generate an 

outcome. It can consequently shed light on why some countries had relatively low levels of 

redistribution when the presence of any single condition would imply that they would have high 

levels of redistribution. The fsQCA approach also assumes that causality may not be symmetrical 

and can highlight asymmetrical relationships between causal conditions and the outcome. In 

contrast to the net effects approach, which assumes that high values of X are both necessary and 

sufficient for high values of Y, fsQCA can highlight where high values of X are necessary for 

high values of Y, but not sufficient (Woodside 2013, p. 464).  
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The focus of fsQCA is in identifying the combination of necessary and sufficient 

conditions that lead to an outcome. A condition is a necessary condition if it is consistently 

present in countries that exhibit the outcome. The set of countries that have the causal condition 

is then a superset of the set of countries with the outcome. A condition is sufficient if the 

outcome is consistently present whenever the condition is present. The set of countries that have 

the condition is then a subset of the countries with the outcome. 

To evaluate whether a particular combination of causal conditions is necessary or 

sufficient for an outcome, fsQCA relies on measurements of consistency and coverage. 

Consistency assesses the degree to which the causal combination is a subset of the outcome, and 

coverage assesses how common the causal combination is among the cases with the outcome. I 

use the software fsQCA 2.5 to calculate consistency and coverage in this analysis. 

When using fsQCA, “raw data” for each case are calibrated into degrees of membership 

in the causal conditions and the outcome. Membership scores range from 0 to 1, where 1 

indicates complete membership and 0 indicates complete non-membership. A score of 0.5 

reflects maximum ambiguity, where the case is neither a member nor a non-member. I use the 

“direct method” of calibration, which requires the researcher to specify three anchors: one for 

full membership, one for full non-membership, and one for the point of maximum ambiguity. 

Fuzzy-set membership scores are then calculated using the three anchor points through 

logarithmic functions (see Ragin 2008). I use STATA Version 13 to calculate the calibrated 

membership scores.  

In what follows, I describe how I calibrate cases’ membership scores for the outcome and 

causal conditions. For both the outcome and the causal conditions, I average data for each 

country from 1996-2010. Thus, the raw data reflect country averages over the time period.  
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Outcome: Very High Levels of Redistribution 

Although scholars and practitioners frequently refer to countries as having “very high” or “very 

low” levels of redistribution, there is not a particular objective point at which redistribution 

becomes “high” or “low.” Instead, levels are frequently described as “high” or “low” depending 

on how they compare to levels in other countries. Former communist countries have relatively 

high levels of redistribution compared to other countries around the world, but some countries 

stand out as having very high levels of redistribution. In particular, the Czech Republic, Hungary, 

Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia each reduced inequality by over 38% (on average) through taxes 

and transfers, which places them in the top 15 most redistributive countries worldwide. I focus 

this analysis on explaining why these countries implemented such high levels of redistribution.  

 Below, Table 1 shows average levels of redistribution among former communist 

countries from 1996-2010 and their calibrated membership scores in the set of countries with 

very high levels of redistribution. I use a reduction in inequality of 38% as the anchor point for 

full membership in the set of countries with very high levels of redistribution because this point 

is a natural break-point in the data for former communist countries. As shown in the table, there 

are fairly small gaps between levels of redistribution among very high redistributors, including 

Hungary (44.963%), the Czech Republic (43.171%), Slovakia (41.562%), Slovenia (40.024%), 

and Poland (38.580%). There is a larger gap between Poland and Lithuania (35.828%), and 

consequently it is appropriate to set the threshold for full membership at 38%. The next break in 

the data among former communist countries occurs between Croatia (32.851%) and Serbia 

(29.509%). I consequently use 32% as the cross-over point between membership in the set of 

very high redistributing and not very high redistributing countries. While it may not be 

appropriate to describe Serbia and other countries with levels of redistribution just below the 
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cross- over point as having “low” levels of redistribution, their levels are not high enough to be 

described as “very high.” Finally, I use the 6 percentage point gap between the threshold for full 

membership and the cross-over point as the gap between the threshold for full non-membership 

and the cross-over point. I consequently set the threshold for full non-membership at 26%. 

Countries that reduced inequality by less than 26% consequently cannot be described as having 

“very high” levels of redistribution.  

Table 4.1 Calibrated redistribution scores 

Country Reduction in Inequality (%) Calibrated Membership 

Score 

Hungary 44.9 0.998 

Czech Republic 43.1 0.996 

Slovakia 41.5 0.992 

Slovenia 40.0 0.982 

Poland 38.5 0.964 

Lithuania 35.8 0.871 

Croatia 32.8 0.605 

Latvia 32.0 0.505 

Serbia 29.5 0.223 

Montenegro 27.2 0.085 

Ukraine 26.4 0.058 

Albania 26.3 0.057 

Uzbekistan 26.3 0.056 

Tajikistan 25.4 0.037 

Turkmenistan 25.2 0.033 

Estonia 24.9 0.028 

Bulgaria 24.7 0.026 

Bosnia & Herzegovina 24.6 0.024 

Belarus 24.2 0.020 

Romania 24.1 0.019 

Kazakhstan 23.3 0.013 

Moldova 22.7 0.010 

Azerbaijan 20.0 0.003 

Armenia 19.9 0.002 

Kyrgyzstan 18.3 0.001 

Russia 16.9 0.001 

Macedonia (FYR) 15.1 0.000 

Georgia 12.2 0.000 

Mongolia 10.6 0.000 
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Causal Conditions: Features of the Democratic Political System 

Each of the WGI indicators is measured on a scale from -2.5 to 2.5, where low values indicate 

weakness and high values indicate strength. Although values could theoretically span from -2.5 

to 2.5, they typically range between -2.0 and 2.0 for countries worldwide and between -1.5 and 

1.5 for former communist countries. In calibrating the degree of membership in the set of 

countries with strong voice and accountability, policy implementation effectiveness, and control 

of corruption, I use the point 1.0 as the anchor point for full membership. This point is about 

half-way through the positive values on the scale and allows only a small number of the most 

politically developed former communist countries to be described as having “strong” voice and 

accountability (Voice), policy implementation effectiveness (Effect), or control over corruption 

(Corrupt). I use 0.0 as the cross-over point because this is the middle-point in the scale. 

Countries with scores above 0 can be better described as “strong” than “not strong” for the 

particular feature of democracy, and countries with scores below 0 can be better described as 

“not strong.” Finally, I use -1.0 as the anchor point for full non-membership because this is 

approximately the middle-point for countries that can be described as “not strong” for each of the 

three features.
16

 

Below, Table 4.2 shows countries’ level of voice and accountability, policy 

implementation effectiveness, and control over corruption as well as their calibrated membership 

scores. There is some important variation across each of the three features of democracy. 

Countries typically score highest on voice and accountability, followed by policy implementation 

effectiveness, and control over corruption. There are some cases, like Albania, Bulgaria, 

Mongolia, and Romania where there is a striking difference across the three features. These 

                                                        
16

 Scores are linearly transposed so that all values are positive when calibrating membership scores. The 

corresponding thresholds are consequently 3.5 for the upper threshold, 2.5 for the cross-over, and 1.5 for the lower 

threshold. 
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countries score considerably better on voice and accountability than the other two. The variation 

across the different features aids in analysing how each is tied to levels of redistribution.  

Table 4.2 Calibrated democracy scores 

Country Voice Voice 

Calibrated 

Effect Effect 

Calibrated 

Corrupt Corrupt 

Calibrated 

Slovenia 1.103 0.965 0.964 0.947 0.972 0.949 

Hungary 1.055 0.959 0.840 0.926 0.538 0.834 

Estonia 1.034 0.957 0.910 0.939 0.749 0.904 

Poland 0.969 0.948 0.543 0.836 0.358 0.745 

Czech Republic 0.940 0.944 0.866 0.931 0.359 0.746 

Lithuania 0.872 0.932 0.584 0.852 0.128 0.595 

Slovakia 0.867 0.931 0.750 0.905 0.277 0.696 

Latvia 0.755 0.906 0.511 0.822 0.026 0.519 

Bulgaria 0.510 0.822 0.027 0.520 -0.203 0.353 

Romania 0.409 0.773 -0.330 0.271 -0.292 0.294 

Croatia 0.362 0.747 0.413 0.775 -0.083 0.438 

Mongolia 0.248 0.678 -0.414 0.224 -0.437 0.212 

Montenegro 0.103 0.577 0.022 0.516 -0.349 0.260 

Serbia 0.004 0.503 -0.168 0.376 -0.358 0.255 

Bosnia & 

Herzegovina 
-0.007 0.495 -0.849 0.073 -0.328 0.272 

Macedonia (FYR) -0.078 0.442 -0.318 0.278 -0.484 0.190 

Albania -0.115 0.415 -0.576 0.151 -0.799 0.083 

Georgia -0.276 0.304 -0.294 0.293 -0.555 0.159 

Ukraine -0.277 0.304 -0.684 0.114 -0.909 0.061 

Moldova -0.322 0.276 -0.659 0.122 -0.628 0.132 

Armenia -0.648 0.125 -0.261 0.314 -0.616 0.136 

Russia -0.666 0.119 -0.471 0.196 -0.919 0.060 

Kyrgyzstan -0.948 0.055 -0.652 0.124 -0.967 0.052 

Kazakhstan -1.044 0.042 -0.633 0.130 -0.985 0.050 

Azerbaijan -1.078 0.038 -0.828 0.077 -1.061 0.040 

Tajikistan -1.314 0.019 -1.164 0.030 -1.093 0.036 

Belarus -1.475 0.012 -0.965 0.052 -0.721 0.103 

Uzbekistan -1.761 0.005 -1.123 0.033 -1.039 0.042 

Turkmenistan -1.797 0.005 -1.456 0.013 -1.06 0.040 

 

Other Causal Conditions 

Table 4.3 below shows calibrated membership scores for each of the other causal conditions that 

I consider: ethnic minority exclusion (Minex), economic development (GDP), market inequality 

(Mkt Ineq), and EU integration (EU). 
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Table 4.3 Other factors’ calibrated scores 
Country Minex Minex 

Calibrated 
GDP p/c 

($) 
GDP p/c 

Calibrated 
Mkt Ineq Mkt Ineq 

Calibrated 
EU EU 

Calibrated 

Albania 0.040 0.016 5987.762 0.083 42.200 0.157 0.231 0.091 

ArmeZnia 0.018 0.007 4480.489 0.035 47.521 0.819 0.000 0.047 
Azerbaijan 0.055 0.028 6770.962 0.126 36.196 0.005 0.000 0.047 

Belarus 0.041 0.017 9834.545 0.475 30.948 0.000 0.000 0.047 

Bosnia & 

Herzegovina 0.010 0.005 6595.258 0.115 41.668 0.119 0.000 0.047 
Bulgaria 0.050 0.023 11510.730 0.656 38.365 0.018 4.400 0.968 

Croatia 0.053 0.025 17770.210 0.965 41.304 0.098 2.067 0.745 

Czech Republic 0.057 0.030 23845.060 0.997 44.817 0.473 4.867 0.979 
Estonia 0.290 0.943 18976.680 0.979 46.178 0.670 4.867 0.979 

Georgia 0.304 0.956 4446.164 0.034 46.507 0.712 0.000 0.047 

Hungary 0.050 0.023 19822.570 0.985 51.405 0.979 4.867 0.979 

Kazakhstan 0.417 0.995 14430.140 0.870 40.489 0.063 0.000 0.047 
Kyrgyzstan 0.273 0.921 2301.999 0.010 46.173 0.669 0.000 0.047 

Latvia 0.353 0.983 14583.870 0.877 51.336 0.978 4.733 0.977 

Lithuania 0.130 0.321 15945.670 0.927 52.862 0.991 4.733 0.977 
Macedonia (FYR) 0.060 0.033 9267.684 0.392 35.819 0.004 1.600 0.647 

Moldova 0.235 0.846 2994.305 0.015 48.604 0.897 0.000 0.047 

Mongolia 0.070 0.047 4617.756 0.038 38.027 0.015 0.000 0.047 
Montenegro 0.054 0.027 11762.840 0.680 41.280 0.097 0.636 0.253 

Poland 0.012 0.006 16257.450 0.936 49.144 0.923 4.867 0.979 

Romania 0.027 0.010 13330.210 0.806 39.893 0.045 4.467 0.970 

Russia 0.165 0.572 17420.250 0.960 45.430 0.564 0.000 0.047 
Serbia 0.098 0.125 10387.420 0.541 48.259 0.876 0.455 0.164 

Slovakia 0.140 0.409 18575.150 0.975 44.567 0.435 4.733 0.977 

Slovenia 0.053 0.026 24868.140 0.998 38.610 0.021 4.867 0.979 
Tajikistan 0.202 0.739 1484.531 0.006 47.662 0.832 0.000 0.047 

Turkmenistan 0.100 0.133 5292.162 0.056 53.129 0.992 0.000 0.047 

Ukraine 0.016 0.007 6304.000 0.098 40.540 0.064 0.000 0.047 
Uzbekistan 0.160 0.550 2578.494 0.012 46.382 0.696 0.000 0.047 
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Large Excluded Ethnic Minority Population  

I use an excluded population size of 0.30 as the anchor point for full membership in the set of 

countries with a large excluded ethnic minority population, 0.15 as the cross-over, and 0.07 as 

the threshold for non-membership. Using these thresholds, Estonia, Georgia, and Latvia can be 

considered full members in the set of countries with a large excluded ethnic minority population, 

and Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Russia, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan can be described as 

mostly members. All other countries have some degree of non-membership.  

 

Economic Development 

I use a GDP per capita PPP of $17,000 as the anchor point for full membership in the set of 

economically developed countries, $10,000 as the cross-over point, and $5,000 as the threshold 

for full non-membership. Using these thresholds, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, 

Russia, Slovakia, and Slovenia are considered full members in the set of economically developed 

countries, and Bulgaria, Kazakhstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Montenegro, Poland, Romania, and 

Serbia are considered mostly members. 

 

Market Inequality 

I use a market Gini coefficient of 50 as the anchor point for full membership in the set of 

countries with high market inequality, 45 as the cross-over point, and 40 as the anchor point for 

full non-membership. Using these thresholds, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, and Turkmenistan can 

be described as full members in the set of countries with high market inequality, and Armenia, 

Estonia, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Poland, Russia, Serbia, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan can 

be considered as mostly members. 



 

134 

 

EU Integration 

I use a score of 4 on the EU integration scale index to indicate full membership in the set of 

countries integrated into the EU, 1 as the cross-over point, and 0 as the threshold for full non-

membership. Because countries’ scores are averages across the time period, a score of 4 indicates 

that on average throughout the time period, countries were in membership negotiations with the 

EU. Using these anchor points, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 

Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia are considered full members in the set of 

countries integrated into the EU, and Croatia and Macedonia (FYR) are considered mostly 

members. All other countries have some degree of non-membership. 

 

Results 

Table 4.4 shows the results from assessing whether any of the conditions can be considered 

necessary for the outcome “very high” level of redistribution. I use a consistency threshold of 

0.90 in determining whether a condition should be considered to be necessary. Both voice and 

accountability and effectiveness of the policy implementation process exceed the consistency 

threshold, indicating that each of these factors is a necessary condition for very high levels of 

redistribution. Thus, all of the countries with very high levels of redistribution (Hungary, Czech 

Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Poland, Lithuania, Croatia, and Latvia) had strong institutions of 

voice and accountability and governmental effectiveness. Although the consistency score for 

control over corruption is high, it is not high enough to reach the threshold for necessity. Croatia, 

which has considerable membership in the set of countries with very high redistribution, lacked 

strong control over corruption. This suggests that countries can have very high levels of 

redistribution even without strong control over corruption.  
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Table 4.4 Necessity analysis 

 Consistency Coverage 

Voice 0.961 0.512 

Effect 0.939 0.604 

Corrupt 0.813 0.668 

Minex (absence) 0.849 0.320 

GDP  0.982 0.510 

Mkt Ineq 0.653 0.376 

EU  0.982 0.606 

 

Among the other factors that I consider, both EU integration and economic development 

are also necessary conditions for very high levels of redistribution. Each of the countries with 

very high levels of redistribution experienced EU integration, and all of them except Croatia 

were full members by the end of the time period. Each of them also had a GDP per capita (PPP) 

above $10,000. It is interesting to note that a high level of market inequality is not a necessary 

condition for very high levels of redistribution. Croatia, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and 

Slovenia, implemented very high levels of redistribution, but they did not have high levels of 

market inequality. This casts some doubt on the Melzer & Richard model explaining the 

relationship between democracy and redistribution because it appears that democratic countries 

maintain high levels of redistribution regardless of whether there are high levels of market 

inequality. Indeed, a large gap between the median voter and the rich does not appear to be a 

necessary condition for very high levels of redistribution. 

 Table 4.5 shows the results from the truth table analysis, which indicates the combination 

of conditions that is sufficient for having very high levels of redistribution. The solution has a 

very high consistency (.933), but a fairly low coverage (.486). The truth table is shown in the 

Appendix, and the results are shown graphically below in Figure 4.2. The only combination of 

conditions that is sufficient for countries to have very high levels of redistribution is the 

combination of all causal conditions considered: 
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1) Voice and accountability, governmental effectiveness, control over corruption, absence of 

ethnic minority exclusion, economic development, high levels of market inequality, and 

EU integration 

Table 4.5 Analysis of sufficient conditions for the outcome “very high redistribution” 

  Coverage  

Recipe Cases Raw Unique Consistency 

Voice, Effect, Corrupt, ~Minex, GDP, 

Mkt Ineq, EU  

HUNG, POL, LITH 0.486 0.486 0.933 

Solution Consistency    0.933 

Solution Coverage  0.486   

 

 

Figure 4.2 Sufficient conditions for very high redistribution 

Although the recipe does not cover many cases, it demonstrates some important findings. 

First, it shows that while voice and accountability and governmental effectiveness are necessary 

conditions for high levels of redistribution, they are not sufficient conditions. Several countries, 

including Bulgaria, Estonia, and Montenegro, were mostly members in the set of countries with 

strong institutions of voice and accountability and effective policy implementation processes, yet 
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these countries did not have very high levels of redistribution. Second, the results demonstrate 

that the combination of voice and accountability, policy implementation effectiveness, and 

control over corruption is also insufficient for very high levels of redistribution. This suggests 

that other factors beyond democracy are important for very high levels of redistribution. Indeed, 

Estonia had very strong voice and accountability, policy implementation effectiveness, and 

control over corruption, but it did not average very high levels of redistribution. One reason why 

Estonia may have lacked very high levels of redistribution was because of its large excluded 

ethnic minority population. However, it is difficult to say that this is the only factor limiting 

redistribution in Estonia. Latvia also had a large excluded ethnic minority population, yet its 

level of redistribution was much higher. Estonia likely stands as an outlier among the Central and 

Eastern European countries because of its very low levels of redistribution early in the time 

period, when its levels were among the lowest for post-communist countries. Its levels of 

redistribution had crossed the threshold for very high levels of redistribution by the end of the 

time period, but data for the analysis are averaged across the time period.  

  

VI. Pooled Time Series Cross-sectional Analysis 

I use a pooled time series cross-sectional analysis to estimate the net effects of each 

variable. Although pooling the data offers some clear sample size advantages, it leads to 

coefficient standard errors that are smaller than those that would be obtained with independent 

data. To reduce the risks associated with overconfidence in the estimators, I use panel corrected 

standard errors (PCSE) when running the analyses (see Beck and Katz 1995). A Woolridge test 

(Woolridge 2002) demonstrates that the data is subject to serially correlated errors, and I account 

for the serial correlation by modelling the data with an AR(1) correlation. I also include a time 
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trend to curb the problem of spurious correlations arising when values of the dependent variable 

vary independently over time in a consistent direction. Because data are not available for all 

countries across all time points in the analysis, the panel structure of the data is unbalanced. I 

include all country-year observations where data are available. 

 Including all of the variables in a single model would introduce problems with multi-

collinearity. In particular, voice and accountability, governmental effectiveness, control over 

corruption, and EU integration are all correlated with a Pearson correlation of above 0.80, with 

particularly high correlations among the three features of democracy (> 0.85). As a result, I do 

not include each of the democracy features in the same model and instead include them in 

separate models. To reduce the correlation between the democracy features and EU integration, I 

orthogonalize each democracy feature with EU integration using a modified Gram-Schmidt 

procedure (Draper and Smith 1981). This is equivalent to regressing each of the democracy 

features on EU integration, and using the unstandardized residuals in place of the original 

democracy variables.  

 

Findings 

The findings from the pooled cross-sectional time series analysis are reported in Table 4.6. The 

results demonstrate that each of the hypothesized independent variables significantly shapes 

levels of redistribution across countries and over time. In particular, voice and accountability, 

policy implementation effectiveness, and control over corruption are each associated with 

significantly higher levels of redistribution. Given that several other factors, including ethnic 

minority exclusion, economic development, market inequality, EU integration, and time, are also 
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controlled for in the models, this suggests that the empirical relationship between democracy and 

redistribution is robust.  

Table 4.6 Factors shaping levels of redistribution 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Voice & 

Accountability 

2.126** 

(.066) 
-- -- 

Effectiveness -- 
3.185** 

(.517) -- 

Control over 

Corruption 
-- -- 

3.279** 

(.532) 

Ethnic Minority 

Exclusion 

-24.666** 

(3.692) 

-24.977** 

(3.543) 

-23.093** 

(3.525) 

GDP p/c PPP 
.001** 

(.0001) 

.000** 

(.0001) 

.000** 

(.0001) 

Market Inequality 
.502** 

(.066) 

.478** 

(.066) 

.465** 

(.067) 

EU Integration 
1.542** 

(.506) 

1.018** 

(.376) 

.930* 

(.382) 

Time 
-.179* 

(.075) 

-.127 

(.068) 

-.091 

(.067) 

Constant 
360.069* 

(150.245) 

258.050 

(136.723) 

187.654 

(134.951) 

N 315 315 315 

R
2
 0.769 0.774 0.778 

*p<.05, **p<.01    
 

It is interesting to note that exclusion of ethnic minority populations remains a significant 

predictor of higher levels of redistribution, even when taking into account each of the features of 

democracy. This suggests that while democracy may ensure that ethnic minorities have political 

rights and the same rights to receive social welfare benefits as members of the dominant ethnic 

group, it may not eliminate ethnic minorities’ vulnerabilities. For example, if members of the 

dominant ethnic group do not demand redistributive policies from the government because they 

believe that much of the redistribution would benefit ethnic minorities, then it is unlikely that 

governments will implement redistributive policies. Thus, it appears that while democracy can 
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ensure political equality and legal protections for ethnic minorities, it is not sufficient in 

guaranteeing protection from economic inequality. 

In comparing the different models, I also find that the strength of democracy’s 

association with redistribution depends on the feature of democracy being considered. Control 

over corruption has the largest coefficient, followed by policy implementation effectiveness and 

voice and accountability. Thus, even though control over corruption is not a necessary condition 

for very high levels of redistribution, its net effect on levels of redistribution is stronger than the 

other two features that are necessary conditions. This finding points to the importance of using 

different methods to analyze the relationship between democracy and redistribution. While the 

qualitative analysis highlights the importance of both policy implementation effectiveness and 

the voice and accountability in exceeding a threshold level of redistribution, the quantitative 

analysis points to the import net effect of control over corruption on redistribution. Although 

control over corruption may not be necessary for countries to reach the 32% threshold set for 

“very high” levels of redistribution, it has a stronger net effect on redistribution than the other 

two features that are necessary conditions.  

 

VII. Conclusion 

 This chapter aims to contribute knowledge on the relationship between democracy and 

redistribution by testing the association in the post-communist context. The post-communist 

context can offer valuable insights into the relationship because the countries shared a similar 

history of an expansive welfare state. Although the countries have maintained relatively high 

levels of redistribution since the communist regime’s collapse, there is nevertheless considerable 

variation across countries. Since the regime’s collapse, there has also been considerable variation 
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in levels of democratic development. The post-communist context consequently offers a near 

natural experiment for examining how political development may be associated with varying 

levels of income redistribution. 

 I find that patterns of political development are a key variable shaping redistributive 

policies. Using fsQCA, I find that two features of the democratic political system-- voice and 

accountability and an effective policy implementation process-- are necessary conditions for very 

high levels of redistribution. That is, each country that implemented very high levels of 

redistribution (Hungary, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Poland, Lithuania, Croatia, and 

Latvia) had strong institutions of voice and accountability and an effective policy 

implementation process. However, a third feature of the democratic political system—control 

over corruption—is not a necessary condition for very high levels of redistribution. While 

countries with very high levels of redistribution had high scores for voice and accountability and 

policy implementation effectiveness, they had comparatively lower scores for control over 

corruption. Croatia’s score did not exceed the threshold used to describe a country as having 

strong control over corruption. Thus, the analysis reveals that countries can still have very high 

levels of redistribution without strong control over corruption.  

The necessity analysis also reveals that high levels of market inequality are not a 

necessary condition for very high levels of redistribution. This casts some doubt on the Metzer & 

Richard model explaining the relationship between democracy and redistribution. The model 

suggests that democratic countries will have relatively high levels of redistribution because 

democracy empowers the median voter to demand redistributive policies when the gap between 

the rich and the median voter is large. However, the results suggest that a large income gap 

between the median voter and the rich is not a necessary condition for very high levels of 
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redistribution. Indeed, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Slovenia implemented very 

high levels of redistribution, but they did not have high levels of market inequality.  

While both voice and accountability and an effective policy implementation process are 

necessary conditions for very high levels of redistribution, they are not sufficient. Estonia, for 

example, had very strong voice and accountability and an effective policy implementation 

process, but it did not implement very high levels of redistribution. The sufficiency analysis 

reveals that the combination of voice and accountability, an effective policy implementation 

process, control over corruption, lack of ethnic minority exclusion, economic development, high 

market inequality, and EU integration are sufficient for very high levels of redistribution. This 

shows that democracy is not a sufficient condition for very high levels of redistribution. 

 The quantitative analysis complements the qualitative analysis in highlighting the 

importance of democracy in shaping levels of redistribution. Each feature of the democratic 

political system is significantly associated with higher levels of redistribution, even after 

controlling for ethnic minority exclusion, economic development, market inequality, EU 

integration, and time. This suggests that the empirical connection between democracy and 

redistribution is robust. The quantitative analysis also reveals that among the three features of the 

democratic political system considered, control over corruption has the strongest net effect on 

levels of redistribution. Thus, even though it is not a necessary condition for very high levels of 

redistribution, control over corruption plays a strong role in raising levels of redistribution. 

Finally, the quantitative analysis shows that even after controlling for different features of the 

democratic political system, ethnic minority exclusion has an independent effect on levels of 

redistribution. There are significantly lower levels of redistribution in countries where large 

ethnic minority populations have little representation in government. It consequently appears that 
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even though political rights for minorities is a key feature of democracy, indicators of democracy 

do not always capture the vulnerabilities that ethnic minorities experience. 

 In sum, the results from the analysis highlight political development’s consequences on 

economic inequality in the post-communist context. Income redistribution is a key mechanism 

through which states reduce inequalities in the marketplace. In the midst of the post-communist 

transition to markets, states that did not implement high levels of redistribution left many of their 

citizens vulnerable to market forces. This chapter shows that democratization played an 

important role in shielding citizens from economic vulnerabilities during the transition. States 

that gave citizens opportunities to voice their demands and hold elected officials accountable, 

effectively implemented the policies that citizens demanded, and limited state capture by elites 

were better able to protect their citizens from market forces than those that lacked these key 

features of democracy.   
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APPENDIX E: TRUTH TABLE ANALYSIS 

 

Table 4.7 Truth table analysis 

Voice Effective Corrupt Min 

Excl 

GDP Market 

Gini 

EU Int No. of 

Cases 

Very High 

Redistribution 

Raw 

Consistency 

PRI 

Consistency 

1 1 1 0 1 1 1 3 1 0.933 0.917 

1 1 1 0 1 0 1 3 0 0.716 0.635 

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 0 0.668 0.448 

1 0 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 0.549 0.077 

1 1 0 0 1 0 1 2 0 0.544 0.354 

1 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0.433 0.046 

0 0 0 1 1 1 0 1 0 0.399 0.070 

1 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 0.341 0.111 

0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0.324 0.030 

0 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 0.238 0.036 

0 0 0 0 0 1 0 2 0 0.213 0.010 

1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0.179 0.010 

0 0 0 1 0 1 0 5 0 0.126 0.008 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 0 0.125 0.006 
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CHAPTER V: INEQUALITY DYNAMICS ACROSS POST-COMMUNIST 

COUNTRIES DURING THE EARLY TRANSITION PERIOD: A FUZZY 

SET ANALYSIS 
 

I. Introduction 

Under the communist regime, the Soviet Union and its satellite states shared similarly 

low levels of income inequality. The regime managed to maintain low levels of inequality 

through policies that aimed to achieve an egalitarian distribution of income, such as cradle-to-

grave health care and full employment (Flakierski 1992). Although some inequalities persisted 

under the communist regime, these policies limited social cleavages by protecting vulnerable 

people from poverty (Kornai 1992). After the regime collapsed and countries began the transition 

to market economies, inequality began to rise. However, while most countries experienced some 

rise in inequality (Milanovic 1998), there was considerable variation in the extent to which 

countries became unequal. In fact, Slovenia and Belarus managed to maintain levels of 

inequality that were on par with Scandinavian countries, which are known for their low levels of 

inequality. The variation in inequality dynamics across former communist countries suggests that 

an unequal society was not a necessary consequence of the market transition. Why did some 

countries become unequal during the early years of the market transition, while others managed 

to maintain low levels of inequality? 

The literature points to several possible explanations for why inequality dynamics may 

have varied across countries during the early transition period. First, scholars have argued that 

economic growth and development are associated with rising inequality (Kuznets 1955; 

Robinson 1976; Nielson 1994; Alderson & Nielson 1995; Barro 2000; Galor & Tsidon 1997). 

Some countries may have become unequal because they developed economically during the 

early transition period. Second, scholars have argued that integration into the global economy 
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causes rising inequality (Western 1997; Kentor 2001; Tanzi 2002; Alderson & Nielson 2002; 

Gaston & Nelson 2004; Beckfield 2006; Bandelj & Mahutga 2010). Countries may have become 

unequal because they opened their economies to global markets when the communist regime 

collapsed. Third, the variation in inequality dynamics may be due to variations in ethnic minority 

exclusion. Countries that excluded minorities from political and economic opportunities may 

have become unequal as ethnic minorities became particularly vulnerable to market forces 

(Magyari et al. 2001; Smooha 2001; Bandelj & Mahutga 2010). Fourth, some of the variation 

may have stemmed from varying natural resource abundance across countries. Although most 

countries did not have abundant natural resources, some economies became increasingly reliant 

on rents from hydrocarbons, which are frequently associated with higher levels of inequality 

(Gylfason & Zoega 2003). Fifth, variations in inequality may reflect varying levels of political 

development, which has been associated with lower levels of inequality (Simpson 1990; Muller 

1995; Reuveny & Li 2003; Lee 2005). Finally, the variation may have arisen because of 

differences in countries’ exposure to the values underpinning the European welfare state 

(Wagener 2002; Lendvai 2004). Some countries may have avoided becoming unequal because 

they were socialized into European institutions and the egalitarian social welfare ideologies that 

underpin them as they fulfilled the criteria for European Union (EU) membership.  

Although the literature offers several possible explanations for the variation in inequality 

dynamics, none of the theories alone offers a satisfying explanation of countries’ experiences 

with inequality during the early transition period. For example, during the early transition period, 

Poland’s economy grew and developed into a primarily service sector economy. However, 

contrary to what the literature would predict, Poland maintained relatively low levels of 

inequality. By contrast, Tajikistan’s economy collapsed and became less developed as the service 
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sector shrank during the early years of the transition. However, Tajik society became fairly 

unequal during the early years of the transition. Similarly, both the Czech Republic and Hungary 

opened their economies to foreign investors; yet contrary to what the literature would predict, 

they managed to maintain fairly low levels of inequality during the early transition years. By 

contrast, neither Armenia nor Ukraine globalized their economies, yet both became fairly 

unequal. Why do many of the theories about factors driving inequality dynamics fail to explain 

the actual experiences of former communist countries during the early transition period?   

I argue that the literature has insufficiently explained variations in inequality dynamics 

among former communist countries because much of it has relied on a “net effects” approach. 

While the net effects approach might highlight how particular variables affect inequality 

independent of other factors, it frequently pays insufficient attention to the ways that factors 

combine to generate variations in inequality dynamics. Furthermore, the approach assumes that 

causal processes are symmetrical; if an increase in X causes Y to increase, then a decrease in X 

should likewise cause Y to decrease. However, the factors that cause countries to become 

unequal may not be the exact opposite of the factors that allow countries to maintain low levels 

of inequality. While a particular factor may be necessary for countries to maintain low levels of 

inequality, the factor may be insufficient by itself. 

In order to overcome some of the shortcomings in the dominant methodological 

approaches to studying inequality dynamics, I examine variations in inequality dynamics during 

the early transition years using fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA). FsQCA is a 

method of analysis that draws on Boolean algebra to identify the independent variables (causal 

conditions) that consistently generate an outcome across a specified population of cases (see 

Ragin 2008). It is particularly well-suited for studying inequality dynamics because its approach 
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to causality assumes that there are often different combinations of causal conditions that explain 

an outcome. Several different combinations may produce the same outcome, and a particular 

condition may have different effects depending on the presence or absence of other conditions. 

By showing how different configurations of causal conditions lead to a particular outcome, 

fsQCA can illuminate how countries became unequal when theories presented in the literature 

might predict that they would not become unequal. It may similarly explain why some countries 

avoided becoming unequal when the literature would predict that they would become unequal. 

In the first section, I describe how I measure inequality and describe the variation in 

inequality dynamics during the initial years after the communist regime’s collapse. Then, I 

present key theoretical arguments that may shed light on why some countries became unequal, 

while others maintained low levels of inequality. Next, I describe my research design using the 

fsQCA approach. I conclude by analysing the results and summarizing my findings.  

 

II. Inequality Dynamics during the Early Transition Period 

In measuring the level of inequality across former communist countries, I use data from 

Frederick Solt’s (2016) Standardised World Income Inequality Dataset (SWIID). Solt 

standardises levels of inequality across countries and over time using several major cross-

national inequality databases, the national statistical offices of countries around the world, and 

dozens of scholarly articles to ensure that data are comparable both across countries and over 

time. The coverage and comparability of the SWIID far exceeds those of other databases (see 

Solt 2016), making it ideal for this analysis.  

I use Solt’s estimate of the net (post-tax, post-transfer) Gini coefficient, rather than the 

market (pre-tax, pre-transfer) Gini coefficient, to measure the level of inequality across 
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countries. The net Gini coefficient reflects redistributive policies that states implement to reduce 

inequality, whereas the market level reflects inequalities in the marketplace. I use the net 

measure because redistributive policies can have a considerable impact on the level of inequality 

that a society experiences, and consequently, the net Gini coefficient is a better indicator of the 

overall inequality that a society experiences than the market Gini coefficient. 

Although levels of inequality have fluctuated in former communist countries since the 

communist regime’s collapse, I focus this analysis on the initial years of post-communism. 

Transformations that occurred during the early years of post-communism set countries on 

trajectories that would continue to shape their socio-economic and political development for 

years to come (see Grzymała-Busse 2007). Studying the consequences of the early years of post-

communism is therefore a critical first-step in understanding the trajectories of countries’ future 

development. I focus specifically on examining levels of inequality between the communist 

regime’s collapse (countries’ first year of autonomy/independence) and 1996 because the 

average level of inequality in the region increased annually throughout this time period. After 

1996, levels of inequality began to stabilize with small increases and decreases from year to year. 

The time period from countries’ autonomy/independence through 1996 therefore represents a 

period of continuous change across the region. Because communism collapsed at different times 

across countries, the starting year of the analysis differs across countries. I use the period from 

1991 through 1996 for former Yugoslav and Soviet states, and the period from 1989 through 

1996 for Central and Eastern European states.  

 



 

 

150 

 

 

Figure 5.1 Inequality dynamics across former communist countries 

Figure 5.1 shows changes in inequality across the 25 countries used in this analysis. For 

the most part, countries did not begin the transition to market economies with unequal societies. 

From 1990 through 1996, the 25
th
 percentile of Gini coefficients worldwide was 33.22,

17
 and 

each of the countries began the market transition with a level of inequality below this point. By 

1996, levels of inequality in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Estonia, Georgia, Moldova, Russia, 

Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan had exceeded the 25
th

 percentile and 

approached medium levels of inequality worldwide for the time period. Other countries, such as 

Belarus, the Czech Republic, Macedonia (FYR), Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia, managed to 

maintain levels of inequality well below the 25
th
 percentile mark. In the section that follows, I 

summarize key theoretical considerations for why some countries became unequal while others 

managed to maintain low inequality.   

                                                        
17

 The percentile calculation excludes former communist countries in order to show how former communist 

countries compare to other countries worldwide. 
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III. Theoretical Framework 

Economic Development 

In his seminal address to the American Economic Association, Kuznets (1955) argued that 

economic growth exhibits an inverted-U relationship with income inequality. Inequality levels 

are typically low for agricultural economies and rise as economies industrialise and economic 

benefits go to an elite class of highly educated individuals. As countries develop stronger 

education systems to meet the demands of an industrial economy, the benefits of industrialization 

and technological development become spread among a larger class of people and inequality 

begins to decline. Since Kuznets’s famous address, there has been a wealth of research 

examining whether there is in fact an inverted-U relationship between economic development 

and inequality. Several researchers are sceptical that the relationship holds outside of Western 

Europe (Acemoglu & Robinson 2002) or that the relationship can explain variations in inequality 

over time within countries (Li et al. 1998). In reviewing the literature on the relationship between 

growth and inequality, Heyns (2005, p. 173) notes that inequality within countries is typically 

stable, while there is enormous inequality across countries. Because income distributions 

typically change slowly across countries, periods of growth may be compatible with increasing, 

decreasing, or stable inequality.  

Observing increasing inequality among developed Western countries, some scholars have 

argued that there may instead be an N-curve linking growth and inequality (Harrison & 

Bluestone 1998; Tribble 1996; Glomm 1997). Rather than experiencing perpetually low levels of 

inequality, economically developed societies may experience rising inequality as they transition 

from an industrial economy to a service sector economy. For example, Blum (2008) argues that 

the sectoral change from manufacturing to services has been largely responsible for driving wage 
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inequality in the United States from 1970-1996. Wage inequality increased as capital was 

reallocated from manufacturing sectors, where it was relatively complementary to unskilled 

workers, to services, retail and wholesale trade, where it is complementary to skilled workers.  

With respect to the former communist countries, the early years of the transition were 

marked by steep economic decline and few countries experienced any economic growth. By 

1996, the overall GDP of Eastern European countries was 80% of its 1987 level and the overall 

GDP of former USSR countries was approximately 60% of its 1987 level (Milanovic 1998, p. 

23). Although average wages plummeted throughout the early transition period, the economic 

collapse had varying effects on different segments of the population. Farmers, for example, were 

particularly hit hard by the post-communist depression because of decreased agricultural 

production, removal of state input subsidies, liberalization of food imports, and chaos associated 

with land privatisation and uncertainty of ownership (Milanovic 1998, p. 58). Those who worked 

in state owned enterprises during communism also faced particular misfortune. Konings et al. 

(1996, p. 305) estimate that state sector industrial output declined by 40% in Poland, and that the 

decline was accompanied by substantial labor shedding. While educated individuals were 

typically able to find different forms of employment and their skills earned them wage 

premiums, the uneducated struggled to find jobs in the new market economy. Heyns (2004) finds 

that the increasing educational returns have been one key source of rising inequality among 

former communist countries.  

As industrial and agricultural output shrank, the relative size of the service sector grew in 

most former communist countries. Yet while most countries experienced relative growth of the 

service sector, many nevertheless remained primarily industrial or agricultural economies. For 

example, the service sector in Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Turkmenistan remained at under one-
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third of GDP in 1996, while it exceeded 60% of GDP in Bulgaria, Croatia, Estonia, Hungary, 

Latvia, Macedonia (FYR), and Slovenia (UNCTAD 2016). If the transition to a service sector 

economy results in considerable wage premiums for a relatively small class of highly educated 

people, then it is reasonable to expect that countries that became primarily service sector 

economies would have become unequal while countries that remained primarily agricultural and 

industrial would have maintained low levels of inequality.  

 

Globalization 

In addition to economic development, scholars have identified globalization as an important 

factor contributing to rising inequality. Globalization may affect inequality through several 

different mechanisms. First, openness to manufacturing imports may affect inequality in more 

developed countries by reducing the demand for unskilled labour and increasing the wage 

disparity between skilled and unskilled workers (Wood 1994). Openness to imports may also 

decrease union bargaining power as domestic workers come into competition with non-unionized 

foreign workers (Volgy et al. 1996; Western 1997; Brady and Wallace 2000; Alderson & 

Nielson 2002; Beckfield 2006). Second, globalization might affect levels of inequality by 

motivating welfare state retrenchment (Blank & Freeman 1994; Tanzi 2002; Gaston & Nelson 

2004; Dreher 2005). A third theory is that foreign capital penetration may result in higher levels 

of inequality (see Bandelj & Mahutga 2010, pp. 2140-2141). In developing countries, high levels 

of foreign direct investment (FDI) may increase inequality by privileging the few highly skilled 

individuals who work in the foreign sector of the economy (Aitken et al. 1996; Feenstra & 

Hanson 1997; ILO 1998; Gaston & Nelson 2002; Moran 2002). FDI may also contribute to 

rising levels of inequality by creating inequalities within the foreign sector. King (2001), for 
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example, finds that foreign multinationals offer considerable wealth and prestige to their 

managerial class.  

FDI may have played a particularly important role in shaping social differentiation in 

former communist countries. Unlike many developing countries, inflows of FDI were almost 

non-existent under the communist regime (Bandelj 2008). The collapse of the communist regime 

and the market liberalization that ensued offered considerable opportunities for foreign investors. 

Yet despite opening investment opportunities, there was considerable variation in levels of 

foreign capital penetration across countries. For example, in 1996, FDI per capita inflows to 

Hungary were 27 times larger than they were to Romania (UNCTAD 2016). Some of the 

variation across countries stemmed from variation in factors that attract foreign investors, such as 

macroeconomic stability, infrastructural support, and the availability of low-cost and highly 

skilled labour (Dunning 1980; Jun and Singh 1996; Billington 1999). The variation in levels of 

FDI across countries may have also stemmed from variations in countries’ demand for foreign 

investment. Bandelj (2009) shows that states signal their demand for FDI by granting it formal 

and substantive legitimacy through free market policies, as well as through ideational and 

organizational resources that encourage FDI. If becoming open to FDI results in considerable 

wage premiums both for the foreign sector and within the foreign sector, then it is reasonable to 

expect that countries that became open to FDI would have become unequal. Similarly, countries 

that remained closed to FDI should have maintained low levels of inequality.  

 

Ethnic Minority Exclusion 

The early years of the post-communist transition were marked by political efforts to create a 

match between the state and the nation. This project of fusing national and political units often 
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resulted in a political battle among elites to (re-)develop an understanding of the national identity 

(Zubrzycki 2001). For example, in her analysis of the preamble to the 1997 Polish Constitution, 

Zubrzycki (2001) argues that debates surrounding the preamble’s framing reflect a political 

battle over whether to link the Polish national identity to Catholic values or to Poland’s 

Enlightenment era universal human values. Both the political right and left drew on different 

aspects of Poland’s history to construct an understanding of Polishness that coincided with their 

ideology. Zubrzycki (2001, p. 654) therefore concludes that “the ideological debates concerning 

Polish national identity and the shape of the Polish state are obviously socially constructed and 

contingent upon the historical, social, and political-institutional context.” 

Some governments’ efforts to prioritize the nation’s ethnic identity resulted in ethnic 

discrimination and xenophobia, even at a time when they aimed to democratize. In fact, research 

on democratization in Eastern Europe ultimately points to an ambivalent relationship between 

conceptions of national identity and democratization (Gaber 2006). On the one hand, ethnic 

conceptions of national identity have been used to exclude national minorities from national 

membership. Specifically in Latvia and Estonia, ethnically-based citizenship laws have caused 

large portions of the Russian minority population to be excluded from political decision making 

(Smith et al. 1998). On the other hand, the national movements that brought an end to the 

communist regime played a critical role in the democratic transition that followed (Bunce 2005).  

Regardless of their experience with political liberalization, ethnically diverse states may 

have been more likely than ethnically homogeneous states to implement policies that curb 

minority rights. In ethnically homogenous states, it may have been easier for policymakers to 

promote a sense of legal equality among members because extending legal equality to a very 

small ethnic minority population would not have threatened the ethnic majority group’s 
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understanding of ethnic membership. By contrast, policymakers in ethnically heterogeneous 

states may have implemented exclusionary policies to garner support from the majority ethnic 

group. These exclusionary policies may have had considerable implications for inequality 

because they may have limited economic and political opportunities for ethnic minorities. 

Indeed, Bandelj and Mahutga (2010) find that having a sizeable ethnic minority population is 

positively associated with higher levels of income inequality, net of other factors. The authors 

argue that ethnic minorities may have had limited economic opportunities because of 

employment discrimination or denied automatic citizenship.  

While ethnically diverse countries may have been more likely than ethnically 

homogenous countries to exclude minorities from political and economic opportunities, there is 

considerable variation across post-communist countries in the extent to which ethnic 

heterogeneity is tied to ethnic minority exclusion. Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine, for 

example, had a large Russian minority population that partnered with the titular ethnic group in 

the central government during the early transition years (Wimmer et al. 2009).  By contrast, in 

Estonia, Latvia, and Moldova, the large ethnic minority Russian population experienced 

exclusion from central power during the early transition years. It is likely that exclusionary 

policies and practices, and not simply ethnic heterogeneity, contributed to inequality across 

former communist countries.  

 

Hydrocarbon Resources 

Natural resource extraction has been linked to high levels of inequality, particularly in 

developing countries. For example, Gylfasson and Zoega (2003) argue that natural resource 

extraction increases inequality by attracting workers away from high technology industries that 
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require better and more education. Fewer workers invest in education in resource rich countries, 

and the lower levels of education result in higher levels of inequality. Other scholars argue that 

the relationship between natural resource abundance and inequality depends on a country’s 

institutions (van der Ploeg 2011). Resource rich countries such as Norway and Canada have 

managed to avoid high levels of inequality because they have strong institutions that ensure 

widespread quality education and social supports. Davison and Tilton (2005) similarly argue that 

countries with substantial rents from the hydrocarbon sector may have a skewed distribution of 

income if they lack efficient governing institutions and policies.  

 Although the USSR was a leading oil producer worldwide (Buccellato & Mickiewicz 

2009, p. 387), energy production had a limited impact on inequality under communism because 

private property of natural resources and capital was almost non-existent (Milanovic 1998). 

When the regime collapsed, national elites gained access to private property and global 

hydrocarbon markets, and they used their access to consolidate both economic and political 

power (Franke et al. 2009). Because both political and economic power was centralized around 

the energy sectors, other areas of the economy were neglected. For example, Franke et al. (2009) 

find that in Azerbaijan, economic policy was narrowly focused on energy production and 

considerable regional imbalances in economic development emerged as a result. In examining 

hydrocarbon extraction in Russia, Buccellato & Mickiewicz (2009) further argue that resource 

extraction not only fuels inequality between regions; it also fuels inequality within regions. Local 

business elites with access to oil rents distort the political process to their advantage by engaging 

in corrupt ties with public administration and politicians. They gain preferential treatment at the 

expense of smaller firms or new entrants, which in turn closes off opportunities for new 

employment and self-employment. With increasing entry barriers, oil and gas companies 
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eventually become a monopsony in recruiting labor, which places workers in a situation of 

dependency and weak bargaining. It is consequently likely that hydrocarbon extraction may be 

one reason why some former communist countries became unequal.  

 

Political Development 

When the communist regime collapsed, both former satellite countries and Soviet republics were 

tasked with building political institutions for their newly independent/autonomous states. 

Although every former communist country engaged in some form of state building, the 

conditions of state building varied considerably across countries. In contrast to many of the 

Central and Eastern European satellite states, most of the Soviet republics had never experienced 

independent statehood. When the Soviet state infrastructure dissolved, they needed to fill an 

institutional vacuum quickly, which frequently resulted in ethnic strife, conflict, territorial 

divisions, contested territories, or clans posing a challenge to centralised authority. By contrast, 

in most of Central and Eastern Europe, core national ministries and institutions like the police 

had already existed, and consequently did not need to be created anew (Fortin 2011, p. 906).  

Variations in countries’ political development during the early years of the transition may 

have had important implications for levels of inequality. Several scholars have found that 

democracy reduces inequality (Muller 1988; Reuveny & Li 2003; Lee 2005) or that there is a 

curvilinear relationship between democracy and inequality (Simpson 1990; Nell 2008). Several 

have also found that democracy is positively associated with various forms of social spending, 

including education, health, social security, or welfare spending (Brown & Hunter 1999; 

Kaufman & Segura-Ubiergo 2001; Ansell 2010; Huber & Stephens 2012). Democracy may also 

reduce inequality by securing rights for workers and other vulnerable populations (Rodrik 1999) 
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or by limiting elites’ abilities to use public resources for private economic gain (You & Khagram 

2005).  

Research on the relationship between the strength of political institutions and inequality 

across former communist countries also suggests that having weak governmental institutions 

may have led countries to become unequal. Because many of the former Soviet republics began 

the transition as weak states, they frequently lacked the capacity to collect tax revenue 

effectively. Lopez-Claros & Alexashenko (1998, p. 8) remark that “the complex institutional set-

up underlying the operations of the modern tax system, including modern accounting practices, 

computer facilities, and management expertise, simply did not exist when Russia embarked on 

reform.” Gerry and Mickiewicz (2008) further argue that governmental effectiveness, and 

particularly fiscal capacity, is a key factor explaining variations in levels of inequality among 

former communist countries. They observe that democratic states are more likely than 

authoritarian states to have lower levels of inequality because they are more likely to have strong 

state capacity. Democratic states are better equipped to offset inequality through targeted 

redistribution because they are better equipped to raise revenue through effective taxation. If 

variations in political development can explain the variations in inequality dynamics, then it is 

reasonable to expect that countries that democratized and built strong state institutions would 

have maintained low levels of inequality, while those that did not democratize and remained 

weak would have become unequal. 

 

European Union Socialization 

Communism’s collapse opened opportunities for international financial institutions (IFIs) and 

Western development agencies to shape the social policies that would take root in Central and 
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Eastern Europe and the former Soviet republics. The social policy that the Western organisations 

frequently espoused drew on neo-liberal ideas in emphasizing the importance of strengthening 

individual responsibility and weakening role of the state in social matters, promoting 

privatization, targeting needs-based assistance rather than guaranteeing universal benefits, and 

reducing social insurance to strengthen private insurance and reduce public expenditures (Ferge 

2001; Ferge & Juhasz 2004).  

 While most former communist countries experienced some influence from either the 

World Bank or the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the Central and Eastern European 

satellite states were distinct in having a relationship with the EU from the very beginning of the 

transition. Through the accession process, the EU had a considerable impact on their political 

development, particularly on their democratization. Although several scholars have argued that 

the EU did not directly affect candidate countries’ social policies (Ferge 2001; Micklewright & 

Stewart 2000; Vaughan-Whitehead 2003; Lendvai 2004), the EU may have affected their social 

policy indirectly through socialization processes. Thus, while the EU did not prescribe particular 

levels of social protection, it nevertheless transmitted the values and commitments that underpin 

the European Social Model to the candidate countries. Lendvai (2004), for example, argues that 

with respect to social policy, the European accession process was a “meaning-making process” 

by which there was a shift in the cognitive level in the way that policymakers construct, speak, 

discuss, and act on social issues. Teague (2000) similarly uses the term “socialization 

undercarriage” to characterise part of EU social policy as evolving through various policy tools, 

and building on commonly developed vocabulary, agendas, policy instruments, and new 

institutions. It is possible that levels of inequality were particularly low in Central and Eastern 

European states relative to some of the former Soviet republics because their policymakers 
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learned from the EU to place more emphasis on social inclusion when transforming the welfare 

state. 

  

IV. Research Design 

Method 

I use fuzzy set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsQCA), developed by Ragin (2008), to 

investigate variations in inequality dynamics across former communist countries during the early 

transition period. FsQCA is ideal for this analysis because it can capture the different ways that 

causal conditions combine to generate an outcome. It can consequently shed light on why some 

countries managed to maintain low levels of inequality when the presence of any single 

condition would imply that they would become unequal or maintain low levels of inequality. The 

fsQCA approach also assumes that causality may not be symmetrical and can highlight 

asymmetrical relationships between causal conditions and the outcome. In contrast to the net 

effects approach, which assumes that high values of X are both necessary and sufficient for high 

values of Y, fsQCA can highlight where high values of X are sufficient for high values of Y, but 

not necessary (Woodside 2013, p. 464).  

Although much of the empirical scholarship using fsQCA has applied the method to 

analyze cross-sectional data, it is possible to use fsQCA to examine dynamic processes by using 

a time-series variant of QCA. I use the Time Differencing QCA method, as described by Hino 

(2009), because I am primarily interested in explaining the difference in inequality from the 

communist regime’s collapse to 1996. As Hino (2009, p. 256) notes, “Time Differencing QCA is 

a suitable approach when the research is interested in an increase or decrease between two 

definite time points.” It can link patterns of change in the causal conditions to patterns of change 
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in the outcome by measuring both causal conditions and the outcome as degrees of change from 

the start of the transition through 1996.  

The focus of fsQCA is in identifying the combination of necessary and sufficient 

conditions that lead to an outcome. A condition is a necessary condition if it is consistently 

present in countries that exhibit the outcome. The set of countries that have the causal condition 

is then a superset of the set of countries with the outcome. A condition is sufficient if the 

outcome is consistently present whenever the condition is present. The set of countries that have 

the condition is then a subset of the countries with the outcome. 

Analyses using fsQCA are subject to the problem of limited diversity—the problem that 

not all logically possible combinations of causal conditions exist in the real world (Ragin 1987: 

pp. 104-113). If a particular combination of conditions is not observed in the real world, then it is 

not possible to say that the combination would lead to either the presence or absence of the 

outcome. However, it is possible to use these combinations (known as “remainders”) in a 

counterfactual analysis to help simplify solutions. In the counterfactual analysis, the researcher 

uses substantive and theoretical knowledge to speculate what should be observed from the 

combination of conditions. The speculation can then generate a logically simpler configuration 

of conditions, eliminating conditions as possible INUS conditions. In this analysis, I only use 

counterfactuals that correspond to the theoretical expectations presented in the literature (easy 

counterfactuals) to simplify the solutions.    

To evaluate the extent to which particular combinations of causal conditions lead to an 

outcome, fsQCA relies on measurements of consistency and coverage. Consistency assesses the 

degree to which the causal combination is a subset of the outcome, and coverage assesses how 
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common the causal combination is among the cases with the outcome. I use the software fsQCA 

2.5 to calculate consistency and coverage in this analysis. 

In what follows, I describe my case selection and how I operationalize the outcomes and 

causal conditions. When using fsQCA, “raw data” are calibrated into degrees of membership in 

either the causal condition or the outcome. Membership scores range from 0 to 1, where 1 

indicates complete membership and 0 indicates complete non-membership. A score of 0.5 

reflects maximum ambiguity, where the case is neither a member nor a non-member. I use the 

“direct method” of calibration, which requires the researcher to specify three anchors: one for 

full membership, one for full non-membership, and one for the point of maximum ambiguity. 

Fuzzy-set membership scores are then calculated using the three anchor points through 

logarithmic functions (see Ragin 2008). I use STATA Version 13 to calculate the calibrated 

membership scores.  

 

Case Selection 

The analysis includes 25 former communist countries that can be described as either maintaining 

low levels of inequality or becoming unequal during the early transition years. This includes 

Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, 

Estonia, Georgia, Hungary, Kazakhstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Macedonia (FYR), Moldova, Poland, 

Romania, Russian Federation, Serbia and Montenegro, Slovakia, Slovenia, Tajikistan, 

Turkmenistan, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan. I omit Kyrgyzstan from the analysis because it did not 

have a low level of inequality at the start of the transition. In 1991, the Gini coefficient for 

Kyrgyzstan was 34.764. Although its Gini coefficient in 1996 was high at 47.540, it would be 

inappropriate to describe Kyrgyzstan as a country that became unequal because it began the 
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transition with a moderate level of inequality and therefore did not become unequal. Albania and 

Mongolia are also omitted from the analysis because of lack of data.  

 

Outcomes: “Became Unequal” and “Maintained Low Inequality”  

To account for possible causal asymmetries, I specify two separate outcomes: whether the 

country: 1) became unequal or 2) maintained low levels of inequality during the early transition 

period. Before operationalizing the degree to which countries became unequal or maintained low 

levels of inequality, it is first important to operationalize what it means for a country to be 

unequal or to have low levels of inequality at a given point in time. Although both scholars and 

practitioners frequently refer to some countries as having high inequality and others as having 

low inequality, there is no particular objective point at which a country’s inequality becomes 

high or low. Instead, levels of inequality are frequently described as “high” or “low” depending 

on how they compare to levels in other countries. I use a Gini coefficient of 26.945 as the anchor 

point for full membership in the set of low inequality countries because only 10% of countries 

worldwide had a level of inequality less than 26.945 
18

 during the early transition period. 

Because the 10
th
 percentile marks a point of relatively low inequality worldwide, it is appropriate 

to use it as a threshold for membership in the set of countries with “low inequality.” I use a Gini 

coefficient of 33.220 as the cross-over point because this point marks the 25
th
 percentile of Gini 

coefficients worldwide during the early transition period. This cross-over point reflects the point 

of maximum ambiguity between countries that can appropriately be described as “low 

inequality” and those that should not be described as “low inequality.” Countries with levels of 

inequality above the 25
th
 percentile may be more appropriately described as “medium inequality” 
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 Percentile thresholds were calculated using all available net Gini coefficients worldwide from 1990 to 1996, 

excluding former communist countries in Eastern Europe and Eurasia. 
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countries than “low inequality” countries. Finally, I use 39.327 as the anchor point for full non-

membership in the set of “low inequality” countries because this point marks the median level of 

inequality worldwide during the early transition period. Countries with levels of inequality above 

this point are clearly not “low inequality” countries, and are instead better described as 

“medium” or “high inequality” countries. Thus, they do not have any membership in the set of 

“low inequality” countries.   

Countries can be described as becoming unequal if they began the transition as nearly full 

members in the set of “low inequality” countries and ended the transition as nearly full non-

members in the set of “low inequality” countries. I consequently use the change in countries’ 

membership scores to capture the degree to which they became unequal or maintained low levels 

of inequality. I use a change in membership score of 0.75 as the anchor point for full 

membership in the set of countries that became unequal because a country that experienced this 

degree of change would have begun the transition as nearly a full member in the set of “low 

inequality” countries and would have ended the early transition period as almost a full non-

member. Moldova, for example, began the early transition period with a Gini coefficient of 

25.634 and a membership score in the set of “low inequality” countries of 0.974. By the end of 

the early transition period, its Gini coefficient had increased to 38.428 and its membership score 

had decreased to 0.072. Because Moldova began the transition as a full member in the set of 

“low inequality” countries and ended the transition as nearly a full non-member, it can be 

described as a country that became unequal. Armenia and Georgia can similarly be described as 

full members in the set of countries that became unequal.  

I use a 0.25 change in membership scores as the anchor point for non-membership in the 

set of countries that became unequal. A country that experienced a change in membership scores 
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of 0.25 or less may have experienced increasing inequality, but the degree of change would not 

have been substantial enough to describe the country as one that became unequal. For example, 

Bulgaria began the transition as a full member in the set of “low inequality” countries with a 

Gini coefficient of 19.958 and a membership score of 0.998. Although inequality rose during the 

early transition period, its Gini coefficient remained fairly low at 28.978 and its membership 

remained fairly high at 0.884. Because Bulgaria was still largely in the set of “low inequality” 

countries by the end of the early transition period, it would be inappropriate to describe it as a 

country that became unequal. In addition to Bulgaria, Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, 

the Czech Republic, Hungary, Macedonia, Poland, Romania, Serbia and Montenegro, Slovakia,
19

 

and Slovenia can be described as countries that maintained full membership in the set of low 

inequality countries.   

Finally, I use a change in membership scores of 0.5 as the cross-over point. A country 

experiencing this degree of membership change may have begun the transition as a full member 

in the set of “low inequality” countries, and after a 0.5-point increase in its membership score, 

the country might still have some considerable degree of membership in the set of “low 

inequality” countries and “not low inequality” countries. For example, Uzbekistan began the 

transition as a low inequality country with a Gini coefficient of 26.179 and a membership score 

of 0.967. By 1996, its Gini coefficient increased to 34.501 and its membership score decreased to 

0.348. Although Uzbekistan experienced a 0.619 decline in its membership score, it would be 

inappropriate to describe Uzbekistan as a country that definitively “became unequal” because it 

still had a non-negligible degree of membership in the set of “low inequality” countries in 1996. 

However, it would likewise be inappropriate to describe Uzbekistan as a country that maintained 
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 The SWIID reports the level of inequality for the Czech Republic and Slovakia in 1989. Their membership scores 

for each outcome variable are calculated using their individual Gini coefficients for 1989 and 1996, rather than the 

Gini coefficient for Czechoslovakia. 
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low levels of inequality because its 1996 level of inequality exceeded the cross-over point for 

membership in the set of “low inequality” countries.  

A 0.5 change in membership scores may likewise describe a country that began the 

transition with considerable membership outside of the set of “low inequality” countries and 

ended the early transition period nearly entirely outside of the set. Russia, for example, began the 

transition with a Gini coefficient of 31.985 and a membership score of 0.643. At this point, it 

was still mostly inside the set of “low inequality” countries, but its Gini coefficient was almost 

too high to be appropriately described as “low inequality.” By 1996, its Gini coefficient 

increased to 40.758, and its membership score decreased to 0.024. Although Russia ended the 

early transition period as a non-member in the set of “low inequality” countries, it also began the 

transition with considerable non-membership. It is therefore somewhat ambiguous whether 

Russia can be described as becoming unequal during the early transition period because even 

though inequality increased considerably, Russia was already somewhat unequal at the start of 

the transition.  

Countries’ membership in the set of countries that maintained low levels of inequality is 

calculated as the inverse of their score in the set of countries that became unequal. The Czech 

Republic, for example, had a 0.054 membership score in the set of countries that became 

unequal. Its membership score in the set of countries that maintained low inequality is then 

0.946. Below, Table 5.1 displays countries’ Gini coefficients at the start and end of the early 

transition period, membership scores in the set of “low inequality” countries at each time point, 

change in membership scores, membership score in the set of countries that became unequal, and 

membership score in the set of countries that maintained low inequality.  
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Table 5.1 Outcome calibration 

Country 

Gini 

Coefficient 

(1989/1991) 

Gini 

Coefficient 

(1996) 

“Low 

Inequality” 

Membership 

(1989/1991) 

“Low 

Inequality” 

Membership 

(1996) 

Change in 

Membership 

“Became 

Unequal” 

“Maintained 

Low 

Inequality” 

Membership 

Armenia 27.478 38.46 0.940 0.071 0.869 0.988 0.012 

Azerbaijan 31.142 40.415 0.730 0.028 0.701 0.918 0.082 

Belarus 25.767 23.948 0.972 0.988 -0.016 0.043 0.957 

Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 
31.016 29.291 0.741 0.867 -0.126 0.023 0.977 

Bulgaria 19.958 28.978 0.998 0.884 0.115 0.090 0.910 

Croatia 32.515 30.255 0.583 0.805 -0.221 0.013 0.987 

Czech Republic 18.141 25.541 0.999 0.975 0.024 0.054 0.946 

Estonia 27.624 35.568 0.936 0.240 0.696 0.913 0.087 

Georgia 29.544 39.212 0.853 0.050 0.803 0.974 0.026 

Hungary 24.093 30.948 0.987 0.748 0.240 0.173 0.827 

Kazakhstan 25.139 32.848 0.979 0.544 0.435 0.404 0.596 

Latvia 23.906 31.271 0.988 0.717 0.271 0.202 0.798 

Lithuania 25.106 32.863 0.980 0.543 0.437 0.407 0.593 

Macedonia 25.695 25.409 0.973 0.977 -0.003 0.047 0.953 

Moldova 25.634 38.428 0.974 0.072 0.902 0.992 0.008 

Poland 21.174 30.52 0.997 0.784 0.213 0.151 0.849 

Romania 20.124 27.578 0.998 0.937 0.061 0.067 0.933 
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Russia 31.985 40.758 0.643 0.024 0.619 0.807 0.193 

Serbia and 

Montenegro 
32.72 27.131 0.559 0.948 -0.389 0.005 0.995 

Slovakia 15.676 24.889 1.000 0.982 0.018 0.053 0.947 

Slovenia 23.007 22.721 0.992 0.993 -0.001 0.047 0.953 

Tajikistan 28.367 34.05 0.911 0.399 0.511 0.533 0.467 

Turkmenistan 25.311 34.891 0.978 0.306 0.672 0.888 0.112 

Ukraine 19.171 35.092 0.999 0.285 0.714 0.929 0.071 

Uzbekistan 26.179 34.501 0.967 0.348 0.619 0.807 0.193 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

170 

 

Causal Conditions 

Below, I describe the calibration for each of the six causal conditions that might explain 

variations in inequality dynamics: 1) Economic development, 2) Globalization, 3) Ethnic 

minority exclusion, 4) Hydrocarbon resources, 5) Political development, and 6) EU socialization. 

Table 5.2 shows the calibrated membership scores for each causal condition across countries.  
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Table 5.2 Causal condition calibration 

Case SERV FDI MINX ENER VOICE EFF COR EU 

Armenia 0.047 0.034 0.007 0 0.101 0.196 0.226 0 

Azerbaijan 0.047 0.854 0.028 1 0.034 0.023 0.056 0 

Belarus 0.048 0.053 0.017 0 0.039 0.058 0.226 0 

Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 
0.047 0.020 0.970 0 0.368 0.259 0.022 0 

Bulgaria 0.997 0.069 0.023 0 0.752 0.088 0.283 1 

Croatia 0.997 0.962 0.035 0 0.382 0.079 0.552 0 

Czech Republic 0.274 0.993 0.030 0 0.953 0.875 0.865 1 

Estonia 0.806 0.961 0.943 0 0.932 0.455 0.847 1 

Georgia 0.048 0.020 0.956 0 0.231 0.015 0.118 0 

Hungary 0.996 1.000 0.023 0 0.954 0.851 0.926 1 

Kazakhstan 0.911 0.847 0.225 1 0.046 0.035 0.039 0 

Latvia 0.997 0.997 0.983 0 0.869 0.079 0.639 1 

Lithuania 0.980 0.528 0.321 0 0.944 0.455 0.723 1 

Macedonia (FYR) 0.880 0.035 0.033 0 0.182 0.053 0.135 0 

Moldova 0.047 0.034 0.966 0 0.433 0.354 0.248 0 

Poland 0.992 0.979 0.006 0 0.954 0.835 0.912 1 

Romania 0.048 0.060 0.106 0 0.673 0.341 0.178 1 

Russia 0.053 0.101 0.572 1 0.289 0.045 0.174 0 

Serbia and Montenegro 0.048 0.020 0.997 0 0.019 0.044 0.060 0 

Slovakia 0.615 0.809 0.707 0 0.869 0.746 0.847 1 

Slovenia 0.427 0.918 0.026 0 0.981 0.981 0.935 1 

Tajikistan 0.047 0.027 0.033 0 0.007 0.015 0.012 0 

Turkmenistan 0.047 0.195 0.133 1 0.011 0.196 0.027 0 

Ukraine 0.049 0.053 0.007 0 0.182 0.044 0.106 0 

Uzbekistan 0.047 0.029 0.550 1 0.010 0.039 0.031 0 
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Condition I: Economic Development (SERV) 

Economically developing countries should have become unequal during the early transition 

period. More specifically, countries that became primarily service sector economies during the 

early transition period should have become unequal because of the wage premiums for highly 

educated workers in the service sector (Blum 2008). I use the size of the service sector as a 

percentage of GDP to indicate of the degree to which a country is primarily a service sector 

economy. Data for the service sector size come from the UN Conference on Trade and 

Development Statistics (UNCTAD 2016). 

 Before calibrating the degree to which countries became primarily service sector 

economies during the early transition period, it is first important to determine whether to 

describe a country as primarily a service sector economy at any given time point. In determining 

whether to describe a country as primarily a service-sector economy, I use 60% of GDP from 

services as the threshold for full membership, 55% as the cross-over point, and 50% as the point 

for non-membership. I use 50% as the threshold for non-membership because at this point, the 

service sector comprises less than half of the economy; it would be inappropriate to describe a 

country with less than half of its economy coming from services as primarily a service sector 

economy. I use 60% as the threshold for full membership because at the start of the early 

transition period, nearly all economically developed countries worldwide had over 60% of their 

GDP from services. Developed economies are frequently described as “service sector 

economies” because the service sector plays the principal role in economic activity. It is 

consequently appropriate to describe a country with over 60% of its GDP from services as 

primarily a service sector economy Finally, I use 55% as the cross-over point because this point 

is half-way between the threshold for full membership and the threshold for non-membership.  
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Similar to the calibration of membership scores in the set of countries that became 

unequal or maintained low inequality, I calibrate countries’ membership in the set of countries 

that became primarily service sector economies by using the change in membership scores from 

the start to the end of the early transition period. Data for former Soviet and Yugoslav countries 

are not available for 1991 because countries were still under their respective federations. As a 

result, I measure the change in membership from 1992 to 1996 for former Soviet and Yugoslav 

countries. For Central and Eastern European countries, where baseline data are available, I 

measure the change in membership from 1989 to 1996.
20

 A change in membership scores of 0.75 

reflects full membership in the set of countries that became primarily service sector economies, 

0.50 reflects the cross-over point, and 0.25 reflects the point of non-membership. This calibration 

is appropriate because it takes into consideration both the size of the service sector and the 

degree of change.  

   

Condition II: Globalization (FDI) 

Countries that became open to FDI should have become unequal during the early transition 

period. I use the level of FDI inflows per capita to measure the degree of openness to FDI. Data 

for FDI inflows come from the UN Conference on Trade and Development Statistics (UNCTAD 

STAT 2016). 

When measuring the degree to which countries became open to FDI, it is not necessary to 

measure countries’ openness at the start of the transition because levels of FDI under 

communism were practically non-existent (Bandelj 2009). Countries’ membership scores in 

                                                        
20

 Because separate data are not available for the Czech Republic and Slovakia for 1989, I use 1989 data for 

Czechoslovakia as an indicator of both the Czech Republic’s and Slovakia’s starting service sector size.  
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1996 consequently reflect the degree to which they became open to FDI during the early 

transition period. 

Because former communist countries fall into clear clusters of high, medium, and low 

FDI countries, I calibrate countries’ membership in the set of countries open to the global 

economy using the clusters in the data. Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 

and Poland form a cluster of high FDI countries, each having an FDI level of over $100 per 

capita in 1996. I therefore set $100 as the threshold for full membership in the set of countries 

that are open to the global economy. Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Lithuania, Slovakia, and Slovenia 

form a middle cluster, with each having a level of FDI between $40 and $90 per capita. I 

consequently set $40 as the cross-over point because this is the lowest level of FDI among the 

middle level cluster. Most former communist countries had low levels of FDI between $0 and 

$25 per capita. I use $9 per capita as the threshold for non-membership because this level reflects 

the average level of FDI among the cluster of low FDI countries.  

This is an appropriate way to calibrate countries’ membership scores because there is no 

objective threshold level of FDI that characterises a country as “open” or “not open” to the 

global economy and because there are reasonably clear clusters of high, medium, and low FDI 

countries. The clusters make it easy to identify which countries can certainly be described as 

countries open to FDI, which ones should certainly not be described as open to FDI, and which 

ones are somewhat ambiguous in their description. Furthermore, it would be inappropriate to use 

other thresholds based on the average levels of FDI for developing or developed countries 

because levels of FDI may vary across levels of development, with some developed economies 

(such as Japan) having very low levels of FDI per capita and some developing economies (such 
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as Singapore) having very high levels of FDI. Worldwide levels also vary tremendously, and it 

would therefore be inappropriate to base the calibration on global thresholds.
21

  

 

Condition III: Ethnic Minority Exclusion (MINX) 

Countries should have become unequal if they had a large ethnic minority population that was 

excluded from political and economic opportunities. I use data from the Ethnic Power Relations 

(Wimmer et al. 2009) to measure ethnic minority exclusion. It is measured as the size of the 

ethnic minority group (proportion of the total population) that is excluded from participation in 

the central government. Minority groups are considered excluded if their elite representatives 

hold no political power at the national or regional levels, even if there is not explicit 

discrimination against them.
 22

 

When measuring the size of the excluded ethnic minority population, I use data that 

reflect the majority of the early transition period. For most countries, the size of the excluded 

population did not change throughout the early transition period. However, there are several 

countries (primarily in the former Yugoslavia) where minority exclusion changed, in part 

because of ethnic conflict. For example, the EPR dataset reports the size of the excluded ethnic 

minority population in Bosnia and Herzegovina was 32.3% from 1992 to 1995. The excluded 

ethnic minority population size changed in 1996 to just 1%. Despite the change in 1996, I use the 

data from 1992 to 1995 as the level of ethnic minority exclusion for Bosnia and Herzegovina 

because this reflects the level of exclusion for most of the early transition period. I similarly 

record the size of the excluded ethnic minority population in Bulgaria, Croatia, Kazakhstan, 
                                                        
21

 The lack of an objective threshold to describe countries is not a particularly problematic feature of fsQCA. As 

Vaisey (2014, p. 109) notes, “Arbitrary cutoffs and rules of thumb are inescapable in the practice of data analysis.” 

 
22 Minority groups are considered excluded from central power even if they have some influence on the subnational 

level. Abkhazians in Georgia, for example, would be considered an excluded group because of lack of participation 

in the central government. 



 

 

176 

 

Romania, and Serbia and Montenegro, which also experienced changes in the size of their 

excluded ethnic minority population during the time period.  

Because there is no objective threshold that can be used to describe a country as having a 

“large” excluded ethnic minority population, it is necessary to devise thresholds based on 

substantive and case-specific knowledge. I begin by using clusters in the data to calibrate 

membership in the set of countries with a large excluded ethnic minority population. There is a 

cluster of countries that clearly had a large excluded minority population. These countries 

include Bosnia and Herzegovina, Estonia, Georgia, Latvia, and Moldova. Each of these countries 

had an excluded ethnic minority population of approximately 30%, and I therefore use 30% as 

the threshold for full membership in the set of countries with a large excluded minority 

population. There is also a cluster of countries that clearly did not have a large excluded minority 

population. These countries include Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech 

Republic, Hungary, Macedonia (FYR), Poland, Slovenia, Ukraine, and Tajikistan. In each of 

these countries, the excluded ethnic minority population was under 7% of the total population. 

While it may not be appropriate to describe the size of the excluded ethnic minority population in 

each of these countries as “small,” it clearly is not “large.” I therefore use 7% as the threshold for 

full non-membership in the set of countries with a large excluded ethnic minority population. 

Finally, I use 15% as the cross-over point because this is approximately twice the threshold for 

non-membership and approximately half the threshold for full membership. In using 15% as the 

cross-over point, Russia, Serbia and Montenegro, Slovakia, and Uzbekistan can be described as 

mostly inside the set of countries with a large excluded ethnic minority population. Kazakhstan, 

Lithuania, Romania, and Turkmenistan can be described as mostly outside of the set.  
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Condition IV: Hydrocarbon Resources (ENER) 

Countries should have become unequal if they had abundant hydrocarbon resources. I use the 

percent of GDP from oil and natural gas rents to indicate whether a country had abundant 

hydrocarbon resources. Data for the percent of GDP from oil and natural gas rents come from the 

UN Conference on Trade and Development Statistics (UNCTAD 2016). 

 Most of the former communist countries had no or very little hydrocarbon resources, and 

consequently, there is not considerable variation in hydrocarbon abundance across former 

communist countries. The countries surrounding the Caspian Sea are the only countries that have 

been relatively rich in hydrocarbons. These include Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, 

Russia, and Uzbekistan, which had at least 10% of their GDP from oil and natural gas rents at 

some point during the early transition period. Because of the lack of variation in hydrocarbon 

abundance across former communist countries, I calibrate countries’ membership in the set of 

hydrocarbon rich countries using a crisp set rather than a fuzzy set. Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, 

Turkmenistan, Russia, and Uzbekistan are coded as 1 (indicating full membership), while all 

other countries are coded as 0.    

 

Condition V: Political Development (VOICE, EFF, CORR) 

Countries should have maintained low levels of inequality if they established strong political 

institutions during the early transition period. More specifically, states that developed a strong 

capacity to tax and redistribute income and control corruption should have maintained low levels 

of inequality. Also, states that developed strong institutions of voice and accountability to allow 

citizens to demand redistributive policies and to incentivise policymakers to respond to citizen 

demands should have also maintained low levels of inequality. I use three indicators from the 
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World Bank’s World Governance Indicators (Kaufman & Kray 2016) to measure the strength of 

political development across countries: voice and accountability, governmental effectiveness, 

and control over corruption. Voice and accountability measures perceptions of whether citizens 

can participate in selecting their government as well as freedom of expression, freedom of 

association, and a free media. Governmental effectiveness measures perceptions of the quality of 

public services, the quality and independence of the civil service, the quality of policy 

formulation and implementation, and the credibility of the government’s commitment to its 

policies. Finally, control of corruption measures perceptions of whether public power is used for 

private gain.  

Because 1996 is the first year of data availability for the WGI, it is not possible to 

measure changes in the strength of state institutions over time. As a result, I calibrate countries’ 

membership in the set of countries with strong political institutions only at the end of the early 

transition period. Although countries began the transition with varying levels of political 

development, it is appropriate to use the 1996 data as an indicator of whether countries 

developed strong political institutions during the early transition period for two reasons. First, 

although there was considerable variation in state capacity even at the start of the transition, none 

of the countries could appropriately be described as having “strong” voice and accountability, 

governmental effectiveness, or control over corruption when the communist regime collapsed. 

Indeed, a key challenge of the early transition period was beginning the market transition without 

strong political institutions. Second, the start of the market transition marked a new period of 

either autonomy or independence for each of the former communist countries. Although 

countries may have inherited state structures from the communist government, new governments 

were nevertheless tasked with establishing structures that could function either independently or 
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autonomously from the central authority in Moscow. The 1996 level of political development 

consequently reflects the degree to which countries established strong democratic and state 

institutions during the early transition period.    

Each of the WGI indicators is measured on a scale from -2.5 to 2.5, where low values 

indicate weakness and high values indicate strength. Although values could theoretically span 

from -2.5 to 2.5, they typically range between -2.0 and 2.0 for countries worldwide and between 

-1.5 and 1.5 for former communist countries. In calibrating the degree of membership in the set 

of countries with strong voice and accountability, governmental effectiveness, and control of 

corruption, I use the point 1.0 as the anchor point for full membership. This point is 

approximately the half-way point of the positive values on the scale and allows only a small 

number of the most politically developed former communist countries to be described as having 

“strong” voice and accountability, governmental effectiveness, or control over corruption. Using 

this calibration scheme, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovenia would be described 

as full members in the set of countries with strong voice and accountability. Only Slovenia 

would be described as a full member in the set of countries with strong control over corruption, 

and none would be described as full members in the set of countries with strong state 

effectiveness. I use 0.0 as the cross-over point because this is the middle-point in the scale. 

Countries with scores above 0 can be better described as “strong” than “not strong” for the 

particular item, and countries with scores below 0 can be better described as “not strong.” 

Finally, I use -1.0 as the anchor point for full non-membership because this is approximately the 

middle-point for countries that can be described as “not strong” for each of the indicators.
23

  

 

                                                        
23

 Scores are linearly transposed so that all values are positive when calibrating membership scores. The 

corresponding thresholds are consequently 3.5 for the upper threshold, 2.5 for the cross-over, and 1.5 for the lower 

threshold. 
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Condition VI: EU Socialization (EU) 

Countries should have maintained low levels of inequality if they experienced EU socialization 

during the early transition period. Because many of the former communist countries had very 

little interaction with the EU during the early transition period, there is not considerable variation 

in EU socialization experiences across countries. The Central and Eastern European countries 

were the only countries to have had considerable interaction with the EU, as each of them 

submitted an application for EU membership. I therefore calibrate membership in the set of 

countries experiencing EU socialization using a crisp set rather than a fuzzy set. Bulgaria, the 

Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia 

are coded as 1 (full members) because each of them submitted an application for EU 

membership during the early transition period, while the other countries are coded as 0 (full non-

members).   

 

V. Results 

Assessing Necessary Conditions 

Table 3 shows the results from assessing whether any of the conditions can be considered 

necessary for the outcome “became unequal.” I use a consistency threshold of 0.90 in 

determining whether a condition should be considered to be necessary. Only lacking strong 

control over corruption reaches the threshold for a necessary condition, indicating that all 

countries that became unequal lacked strong control over corruption. The absence of 

governmental effectiveness is nearly a necessary condition, with a consistency score of 0.851. 

Estonia is the only country that became unequal and that also had fairly strong governmental 

effectiveness. These findings point to the key role of political institutions in shaping inequality 
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dynamics during the early transition period. Countries that became unequal lacked institutions 

strong enough to limit public power being used for private gain.   

Table 5.3 Analysis of conditions necessary for “became unequal” 

Condition tested Consistency Coverage 

SER 0.284 0.285 

FDI 0.379 0.377 

MINX 0.496 0.601 

ENER 0.363 0.764 

no VOICE 0.766 0.585 

no EFF 0.844 0.532 

no CORR 0.901 0.562 

no EU 0.795 0.558 

 

It is not surprising that none of the other conditions reaches the threshold for necessity by 

themselves. There is considerable variation in economic, social, and political structures of 

countries that became unequal. There were some countries that became unequal that were fairly 

open to FDI, such as Azerbaijan and Estonia, and there were other countries that became unequal 

and did not become open to FDI, such as Armenia and Ukraine. Similarly, there were some 

countries that became unequal and that had large excluded ethnic minority populations, such as 

Georgia and Moldova, and there were some countries that became unequal and that did not have 

large excluded minority populations, such as Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. The results show 

that the only condition that all unequal countries shared was a lack of control of corruption.   

Below, Table 5.4 shows results from assessing necessary conditions for the outcome 

“maintained low levels of inequality.” I find that only the absence of hydrocarbon resources 

reaches the threshold for necessity. Almost all of the countries that maintained low inequality 

lacked hydrocarbon resources. Kazakhstan is the only country with hydrocarbon resources that 

can be somewhat described as “maintaining low inequality.” Even so, Kazakhstan’s level of 

inequality in 1996 was 32.848, which is nearly the cross-over point for non-membership in the 
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set of “low inequality” countries. It is therefore somewhat ambiguous whether it is appropriate to 

describe Kazakhstan as a country that maintained low inequality. This finding points to the 

important role that a diversified economy plays in facilitating lower levels of inequality. The 

literature suggests that the economies that were heavily dependent on natural resource rents 

failed to maintain low levels of inequality because income became concentrated in the 

hydrocarbon sector (Franke et al. 2009). Thus, the structure of the economy appears to be an 

important factor driving variations in inequality dynamics across former communist countries 

during the early transition period.  

Table 5.4 Analysis of conditions necessary for “maintained low inequality” 

Condition tested Consistency Coverage 

no SERV 0.481 0.480 

no FDI 0.543 0.546 

no MINX 0.760 0.675 

no ENER 0.918 0.664 

VOICE 0.604 0.780 

EFF 0.521 0.822 

CORR 0.423 0.855 

EU 0.541   0.784 

 

It is similarly not surprising that none of the other conditions reaches the threshold for 

necessity because of the variation in political, economic, and social structures across countries 

that maintained low levels of inequality. For example, there were some countries that managed to 

maintain low levels of inequality that lacked strong institutions of voice and accountability, such 

as Belarus and Macedonia (FYR), and there were also countries that maintained low levels of 

inequality that had strong institutions of voice and accountability, such as Slovenia and Hungary. 

There were some countries that maintained low levels of inequality that transitioned to a service 

sector economy, such as Lithuania and Poland, and there were others that maintained low 
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inequality that did not transition to a service sector economy, such as Romania and Bosnia and 

Herzegovina.  

 The results from the necessity analysis also demonstrate that the processes of becoming 

unequal and maintaining low levels of inequality are not symmetrical. Lacking strong control 

over corruption was a necessary condition for becoming unequal; however, having strong control 

over corruption was not a necessary condition for maintaining low levels of inequality. In fact, 

many of the countries that maintained low levels of inequality also lacked strong control over 

corruption. Similarly, while the absence of oil and natural gas resources was a necessary 

condition for maintaining low levels of inequality, the presence of hydrocarbon resources was 

not a necessary condition for becoming unequal. Several of the countries that became unequal 

did not have abundant natural resources. The lack of symmetry in necessary conditions 

highlights some of the causal complexity in inequality dynamics during the early years of the 

transition. The causal conditions do not simply have “net effects” on whether inequality 

increases or decreases, but rather have different roles in the process of becoming unequal and the 

process of maintaining low levels of inequality. 

 

Assessing Sufficient Conditions: Becoming Unequal 

Table 5.5 shows the results from the truth table analysis, which indicates the combination of 

conditions that are sufficient for the outcome “became unequal.” The solution has a very high 

consistency (0.951), but a low coverage (0.316).
24

 The truth table is shown in the Appendix, and 

the results are shown graphically below in Figure 5.2. There is only one combination of 

conditions that is sufficient for countries to have become unequal: 

                                                        
24

 The consistency threshold was set to 1.00. The next highest consistency score is 0.715. Results are from the 

Intermediate Solution.  
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1) Lacking a primarily service sector economy, having hydrocarbon abundance, lacking 

strong voice and accountability, control of corruption, and governmental effectiveness, 

and not experiencing EU socialization  

Table 5.5 Analysis of sufficient conditions for the outcome “became unequal” 

  Coverage  

Recipe Cases Raw Unique Consistency 

~SERV, ENER, ~VOICE, ~EFF, 

~CORR, ~ EU 

AZR, TUR, UZB, 

RUS 

0.316 0.316 0.951 

Solution Consistency    0.951 

Solution Coverage  0.316   
 

 

 

Figure 5.2 Sufficient conditions for becoming unequal 

The low coverage suggests that there may be conditions that are unique to particular 

countries that shaped inequality dynamics during the early transition period. In several instances, 

countries had similar experiences with respect to several of the conditions, but they experienced 

very different inequality dynamics. For example, Armenia, Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Moldova, Armenia, Georgia, Serbia and Montenegro, and Ukraine were similar in that none of 
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them became primarily service sector economies, opened their economies to FDI, had abundant 

hydrocarbon resources, established strong political institutions, or experienced EU socialization 

during the early transition period. However, Armenia, Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine became 

unequal while Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Serbia and Montenegro maintained low 

levels of inequality. It is not possible to attribute the higher inequality in Armenia, Moldova, 

Georgia, and Ukraine to ethnic minority exclusion because there was not a large population of 

excluded ethnic minorities in Armenia and Ukraine.   

Even though the recipe does not cover many cases, some interesting findings nevertheless 

emerge. First, the causal recipe includes the absence of becoming a primarily service sector 

economy during the early transition period. This contradicts the theory presented in the literature, 

which suggests that service sector development is associated with rising levels of inequality. The 

lack of service sector development during the early years of the transition appears to be a key 

factor differentiating Russia, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, and Turkmenistan from Kazakhstan. 

Unlike the energy-producing countries that became unequal, Kazakhstan became a primarily 

service sector economy and managed to avoid becoming unequal. Lacking a primarily service 

sector economy may be a condition for becoming unequal because it indicates that a country had 

a relatively large agricultural or industrial sectors, and both the agricultural and industrial sectors 

suffered when the communist regime collapsed.  

 The results also highlight the role that hydrocarbon abundance plays in shaping inequality 

dynamics among countries that lacked strong political institutions and did not experience EU 

socialization. Hydrocarbon abundance has been linked to higher levels of inequality, particularly 

among countries without strong political institutions (van der Ploeg 2011; Davison & Tilton 

2005). One key differentiator between the countries lacking strong political institutions that 
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became unequal and those lacking strong political institutions that did not become unequal was 

the abundance of hydrocarbon resources. Azerbaijan, Russia, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan 

were similar to Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Serbia and Montenegro in their strength of 

political institutions and lack of EU socialization. However, Azerbaijan, Russia, Turkmenistan, 

and Uzbekistan differed in that they each had abundant oil or natural gas resources. Thus, it 

appears that the absence of political institutions and EU socialization are particularly conducive 

to countries becoming unequal if countries have abundant hydrocarbon resources.  

 

Maintained Low Inequality 

Below, Table 5.6 shows results from analysing sufficient conditions for maintaining low levels 

of inequality; and Figure 3 presents the results graphically. The consistency is very high (.956) 

and the coverage is satisfying (.530).
25

 This higher coverage for the outcome “maintained low 

inequality” suggests that the causal conditions may be better suited for explaining why some 

countries maintained low levels of inequality than for explaining why some became unequal. The 

results highlight four pathways through which countries managed to maintain low levels of 

inequality: 

1) Becoming a primarily service sector economy and lacking FDI, a large excluded ethnic 

minority population, and hydrocarbon resources 

2) Becoming a primarily service sector economy, lacking a large excluded ethnic minority 

population, lacking hydrocarbon resources, and developing strong governmental 

effectiveness 

                                                        
25

 The consistency threshold was set to 0.931. The next highest consistency score is 0.811. Results are from the 

Intermediate Solution. 
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3) Lacking FDI, a large excluded ethnic minority population, and hydrocarbon resources 

and having strong institutions of voice and accountability as well as experiencing EU 

socialization 

4) Lacking a large excluded ethnic minority population and hydrocarbon resources, having 

strong institutions of voice and accountability and governmental effectiveness, and 

experiencing EU socialization. 

Table 5.6 Analysis of sufficient conditions for the outcome “maintained low inequality” 

  Coverage  

Recipe Cases Raw Unique Consistency 

SERV, ~FDI, ~MINX, ~ENER  BUL, MAC 0.201 0.065 0.966 

SERV, ~MINX, ~ENER, EFF  HUN, POL, LIT, 

CRO 

0.313 0.035 0.932 

~FDI, ~MINX, ~ENER, VOICE, EU BUL, ROM 0.154 0.034 1.000 

~MINX, ~ENER, VOICE, EFF, EU SVN, HUN, POL, 

CZE, LIT 

0.338 0.075 0.951 

Solution Consistency    0.956 

Solution Coverage  0.530   

 

 

Figure 5.3 Sufficient conditions for maintaining low inequality 
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Several interesting findings likewise emerge from analysing sufficient conditions for 

maintaining low levels of inequality. First, the recipes that consistently explain why some 

countries avoided becoming unequal are not the exact opposite of the recipe that explains why 

some countries became unequal. This further suggests that becoming unequal and maintaining 

low levels of inequality are not entirely symmetrical processes. For example, each of the recipes 

for maintaining low inequality includes the absence of a large excluded ethnic minority 

population. However, the presence of a large excluded ethnic minority population is not a 

sufficient condition in the recipe explaining why some countries became unequal. Several of the 

countries that became unequal did not have a large excluded ethnic minority population. 

Second, although the overall coverage is satisfying, each of the recipes has very low 

unique coverage. This indicates that there are multiple pathways that can explain how some 

countries managed to maintain low levels of inequality. For example, Poland may have 

maintained low levels of inequality because it 1) became a primarily service sector economy, 

lacked hydrocarbon resources, lacked a large excluded ethnic minority population, and 

developed strong governmental effectiveness (Recipe 2) or 2) lacked a large excluded ethnic 

minority population and hydrocarbon resources, developed strong institutions of voice and 

accountability and governmental effectiveness, and experienced EU socialization (Recipe 4). 

Similarly, Bulgaria may have maintained low levels of inequality because it 1) became a 

primarily service sector economy and lacked FDI, a large excluded ethnic minority population, 

and hydrocarbon resources (Recipe 1) or 2) lacked FDI, a large excluded ethnic minority 

population, and hydrocarbon resources, developed strong institutions of voice and accountability, 

and experienced EU socialization (Recipe 3). 
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 Third, as previously mentioned, each of the recipes includes the absence of a large 

excluded ethnic minority population. Although this does not indicate that ethnic homogeneity is 

important for maintaining low levels of inequality, it shows that countries with small ethnic 

minority populations are more likely to have the conditions that are sufficient for maintaining 

low inequality than ethnically diverse countries. Ironically, several of the ethnically diverse 

countries with large excluded minority populations were democracies, while some of the 

ethnically diverse countries without large excluded populations were illiberal states. Macedonia 

(FYR), for example, was ethnically diverse and had a small excluded minority population; yet it 

had fairly low membership scores in the set of countries with strong voice and accountability and 

governmental effectiveness. Slovakia and Latvia, by contrast, had relatively high membership 

scores for strong voice and accountability and governmental effectiveness; yet they were 

ethnically diverse countries with large excluded ethnic minority populations. This suggests that 

strong institutions of voice and accountability and governmental effectiveness do not always 

guarantee protections for ethnic minorities.    

Finally, the recipes highlight ways that conditions can be substituted in the causal recipes. 

For example, becoming primarily a service sector economy and lacking FDI, a large excluded 

ethnic minority population, and hydrocarbon resources resulted in countries maintaining low 

levels of inequality when combined with either 1) a lack of openness to FDI or 2) developing 

strong governmental effectiveness. Similarly, lacking a large ethnic minority population and 

hydrocarbon resources, along with developing strong institutions of voice and accountability and 

experiencing EU socialization resulted in countries maintaining low levels of inequality when 

combined with either 1) a lack of openness to FDI or 2) developing strong governmental 

effectiveness. This suggests that the lack of openness to FDI can compensate for the failure to 
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develop strong governmental effectiveness in enabling countries to maintain low levels of 

inequality, and similarly that developing strong governmental effectiveness can compensate for 

becoming open to FDI. While openness to FDI primarily targets market inequality because of the 

wage premium given to workers in the foreign sector (Feenstra & Hanson 1997; Gaston & 

Nelson 2002; Aitken et al. 1996; ILO 1998; Moran 2002; King 2001), strong governmental 

effectiveness primarily targets net inequality because a strong state is necessary to redistribute 

income (Gerry & Mickiewicz 2008). If a country became very open to FDI, then strong 

governmental institutions to tax and redistribute income might compensate for the role of FDI in 

increasing market levels inequality. Similarly, countries may compensate for the lack of a strong 

state to tax and redistribute by limiting market inequalities generated by FDI.  Thus, it appears 

that the relationship between FDI and inequality depends on the presence of strong state 

institutions that can implement redistributive policies. 

The results from the sufficiency analysis also show that becoming a primarily service 

sector economy and the combination of strong voice and accountability and EU socialization are 

substitutable conditions. The substitutability of the conditions appears to explain the relatively 

low levels of inequality in Croatia and Macedonia (FYR), which are the only non-EU countries 

that are covered by the causal recipes. Macedonia (FYR) and Romania resemble each other in 

many respects (lacking an openness to FDI, minority exclusion, and hydrocarbon resources), 

except that Romania established strong institutions of voice and accountability and experienced 

EU socialization, while Macedonia (FYR) became a primarily service sector economy. The 

results suggest that Macedonia (FYR) may have maintained relatively low inequality by 

developing a labor market with sufficient employment opportunities in the service sector, while 
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Romania may have maintained low inequality by developing a welfare state that was more 

amenable to popular demands and that drew on European social welfare values.  

Similarly, Croatia resembles the Czech Republic and Slovenia in many respects (lacking 

ethnic minority exclusion and hydrocarbon resources and having strong institutions of 

governmental effectiveness), except that Slovenia and the Czech Republic developed strong 

institutions of voice and accountability and experienced EU socialization, while Croatia became 

a primarily service sector economy. Comparing these cases shows the importance of becoming a 

primarily service sector economy, rather than starting the transition with a large service sector. 

Both the Czech Republic and Slovenia began the transition with a relatively large service sector, 

and thus they would not be described as becoming primarily service sector economies. The 

process of becoming a primarily service sector economy consequently cannot explain why they 

maintained low levels of inequality. The results suggest that Croatia may have maintained low 

levels of inequality by increasing labour market opportunities in the service sector, while the 

Czech Republic and Slovenia may have maintained low inequality by developing a welfare state 

that was more amenable to popular demands and that drew on European social welfare values.    

 

VI. Concluding Remarks 

This chapter uses a configurational approach to examine what accounts for variations in 

inequality dynamics across former communist countries during the early market transition 

period. Many of the predictions developed from the “net effects” approach to studying inequality 

dynamics have inadequately explained inequality dynamics across former communist countries 

during the early transition period. While the “net effects” approach has a valuable role in 

highlighting the effect of particular variables ceteris paribus, relying almost exclusively on it 
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leads to an inadequate understanding of how different causal conditions combine to generate 

varying outcomes. This chapter aims to fill this gap in the literature by applying fsQCA to 

understand why some countries became unequal, while others maintained low levels of 

inequality during a period of social, political, and economic transformation. 

 A necessity analysis reveals that that lacking strong control over corruption is a necessary 

condition for becoming unequal. All of the countries that became unequal during the early 

transition period lacked the state capacity to prevent public resources from being used for private 

gain. This speaks to the important role that political institutions play in shaping economic 

inequalities. Yet while the lack of strong control over corruption is a necessary condition for 

becoming unequal, it is not a sufficient condition. Several countries that maintained low levels of 

inequality did not have a strong control over corruption. This highlights some of the causal 

asymmetry in inequality dynamics and further points to the importance of using configurational 

approaches to studying inequality. The “net effects” approach would not correctly specify the 

role of strong control over corruption in shaping inequality dynamics because it assumes that 

causal processes are symmetrical; it assumes that a decrease in X will lead to an increase in Y. 

However, results suggest that the factors explaining why countries maintain low inequality are 

different from the factors explaining why countries became unequal. 

 Causal asymmetry is further demonstrated in the analysis of conditions necessary for 

countries to have maintained low levels of inequality. The only condition necessary for countries 

to have maintained low levels of inequality is the absence of hydrocarbon resources. However, 

the absence of hydrocarbon resources is not a sufficient condition for maintaining low levels of 

inequality. Estonia, Moldova, Ukraine, Georgia, and Armenia all lacked hydrocarbon resources, 

but they became unequal during the early transition period. Thus, the absence of hydrocarbon 
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resources only led to countries maintaining low levels of inequality when combined with other 

factors. 

 Nevertheless, the sufficiency analysis highlights the important role that hydrocarbon 

resources played in shaping inequality dynamics during the early transition period. The only 

configuration of conditions that consistently led to countries becoming unequal applies to the 

energy producing countries. These cases demonstrate that the combination of abundant 

hydrocarbon resources and the absence of becoming a service sector economy, strong institutions 

of voice and accountability, strong governmental effectiveness, strong control over corruption, 

and EU socialization were sufficient for becoming unequal. It is particularly interesting that the 

absence of becoming a primarily service sector economy is part of the causal recipe for 

becoming unequal, when the “net effects” literature suggests that inequality increases as the 

service sector size increases. Kazakhstan was the only hydrocarbon rich country that did not 

become unequal, and it resembled the other energy-rich countries in every respect except that it 

became a primarily service sector economy during the early transition period. 

 The analysis of sufficient conditions for maintaining low levels reveals that several 

conditions may be substituted for one another in leading countries to maintain low inequality. 

For example, Romania and Bulgaria resemble Slovenia, Hungary, Poland, and the Czech 

Republic in many respects, except that Romania and Bulgaria lacked openness to FDI and 

Slovenia, Hungary, Poland, and the Czech Republic developed strong governmental institutions. 

I argue that lacking openness to FDI and strong institutions of governmental effectiveness are 

substitutable conditions because they address different dimensions of inequality. Openness to 

FDI primarily affects market inequality by offering wage premiums to the foreign sector of the 

economy (Aitken et al. 1996; Feenstra & Hanon 1997; ILO 1998; King 2001; Gaston & Nelson 
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2002; Moran 2002; Bandelj & Mahutga 2010). Strong governmental effectiveness primarily 

targets net inequality by giving the state the capacity to tax and redistribute income. The results 

suggest that states becoming open to FDI could still maintain low levels of inequality if they 

developed strong governmental institutions to tax and redistribute. Similarly, states that did not 

develop strong state institutions could still maintain low levels of inequality by limiting foreign 

capital penetration.  

Furthermore, the analysis reveals that becoming a primarily service sector economy and 

the combination of strong voice and accountability and EU socialization may substitute for one 

another when combined with other sufficient conditions. For example, Romania and Macedonia 

(FYR) resembled each other in many respects, except that Macedonia (FYR) became a primarily 

service sector economy, while Romania developed strong institutions of voice and accountability 

and experienced EU socialization. Croatia, the Czech Republic, and Slovenia also resembled 

each other in many respects, except Croatia became a primarily service sector economy, while 

the Czech Republic and Slovenia developed strong institutions of voice and accountability and 

experienced EU socialization. I argue that the process of becoming a primarily service sector 

economy and the combination of developing strong institutions of voice and accountability and 

experiencing EU socialization are substitutable conditions because they also target different 

dimensions of inequality. Becoming a primarily service sector economy may have helped 

mitigate rising inequality by opening opportunities in the labour market, while strong institutions 

of voice and accountability and EU socialization may have helped mitigate rising inequality by 

enabling countries to develop a welfare state that was more amenable to popular demands and 

that drew on European social welfare values. 
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 In sum, this research points to the importance of using different methodological 

approaches to study inequality dynamics. Several arguments have been put forth to explain 

variations in inequality over time and across countries, but a systematic empirical analysis of 

determinants of inequality dynamics that allows for causal complexity has been missing. In this 

chapter, I have used fsQCA to demonstrate that our understanding of inequality dynamics across 

former communist countries during the early transition years can be enhanced through greater 

attention to causal asymmetry and the way that various theoretical arguments interact. While 

there is no doubt that the “net effects” approach offers valuable insights, it should be 

complemented with insights derived from a configurational approach to better understand the 

complexity behind causal processes.  
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APPENDIX F: TRUTH TABLE ANALYSIS 
 

Table 5.7 Truth table for the outcome “became unequal” 

Row   

 
SERV FDI MINX ENER VOICE CORR EFF EU Cases Outcome 

Raw 

Cons 

PRI 

Cons 

1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 

2 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 

3 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 2 1 1 1 

4 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 1 1 0 0.716 0 

5 1 1 1 0 1 0 1 1 2 0 0.666 0.418 

6 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 0 0.654 0.396 

7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 0.654 0.568 

8 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0.610 0 

9 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 0.487 0.457 

10 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 0.434 0 

11 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0.326 0.081 

12 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 2 0 0.324 0 

13 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0.302 0.089 

14 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 0.240 0 

15 0 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 2 0 0.177 0 
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Table 5.8 Truth table for the outcome “maintained low inequality” 

Row   

 SERV FDI MINX ENER VOICE CORR EFF EU Cases Outcome Raw 

Cons 

PRI 

Cons 

1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 

2 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 

3 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 

4 0 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 

5 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 2 1 0.993 0.989 

6 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 0.941 0.919 

7 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0.932 0.911 

8 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0.812 0.518 

9 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 0 0.774 0.604 

10 1 1 1 0 1 0 1 1 2 0 0.760 0.582 

11 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 0.567 0.543 

12 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 2 0 0.448 0 

13 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 0.426 0.285 

14 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0.349 0 

15 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0.326 0 
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CHAPTER VI: CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 

I. Introduction 

In this dissertation, I attempt to explain why levels of inequality have varied across 

former communist countries. I argue that post-communist patterns of political development have 

played an important role in shaping levels of inequality since the communist regime’s collapse. 

In particular, more democratic countries have experienced lower levels of inequality because 

they have implemented higher levels of income redistribution. I argue that democracy shapes 

both the demand for and supply of redistribution. Compared to citizens in undemocratic 

countries, citizens in democracies are more likely to believe that the path to success is unfair 

because media freedoms have allowed them to gain information about the ways that success may 

be tied to corruption and law breaking. The belief that success is unfair is in turn associated with 

a higher demand for redistribution. Policymakers in democratic countries are incentivized to 

respond to citizen demands and can draw on the resources of a high-functioning state to 

implement effective redistributive policies. Control over corruption, a key feature of the 

democratic political system, also limits public tax revenue from being used for private gain. 

Democracy thereby shapes the supply of redistribution. Yet while democracy is a critical factor 

explaining variations in levels of redistribution, it cannot explain the variation in levels of 

inequality by itself. It has helped countries maintain low levels of inequality by combining with 

other factors, such as economic development and socialization into EU institutions. 

In what follows, I summarize the findings and discuss the methodological and theoretical 

contributions of each chapter. Next, I discuss how this dissertation connects to the broader 

literature on economic inequality. I conclude by examining possible avenues for future research. 

 



 

 

199 

 

II. Summary of Findings 

 In Chapter Two, I investigate what shapes people’s perceptions of wealth, poverty, and 

inequality. Although a rich literature has developed examining the individual-level factors that 

shape people’s attitudes toward wealth, poverty, and inequality, less is known about the ways 

that political institutions shape people’s perceptions and beliefs. This chapter fills the gap by 

examining how media freedoms shape people’s understanding of whether inequality is fair and 

whether it is excessive.  I find that although inequality takes into account both wealth and 

poverty, citizens in former communist countries frequently have different opinions about the 

fairness of each. The factors shaping their opinions about wealth and poverty also differ. In 

particular, a free media significantly shapes people’s beliefs about whether wealth is fair, but it 

does not have a significant effect on beliefs about whether poverty is fair. Thus, citizens in 

countries with a free media are more likely to believe that wealth comes from unfair factors, such 

as corruption or breaking the law, but they are not more likely to believe that poverty stems from 

unfairness. They also are not more likely to believe that inequality is excessive. Thus, democratic 

freedoms significantly shape the way people perceive some aspects of distributional fairness, 

namely the way they perceive the path to economic success. 

 In Chapter Three, I investigate what has shaped the demand for redistribution over time 

in former communist countries. Although scholars have argued that people’s support for 

redistribution would likely decrease as market structures and institutions consolidated (Gijsberts 

2002; Kelley and Zagorski 2005), I find that people’s support for redistribution has increased 

significantly since the communist regime’s collapse. In particular, support for redistribution rose 

considerably from 1992 to 1999, and although it decreased slightly from 1999 to 2009, support 

levels in 2009 were still significantly higher than in 1992. I argue that the rise in support between 
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1992 and 1999 is linked to a prevailing belief that the path to economic success is not fair. In the 

mid-1990s, people expressed stronger doubt that individuals can succeed through their hard work 

and believed more strongly that external factors, such as coming from a wealthy family or 

political connections, are important for success. I also find that the slight decrease in support for 

redistribution between 1999 and 2009 is associated with a re-emerged belief that people can get 

ahead through effort and hard work. As economies began to recover in the early and mid-2000s, 

people began to express greater belief that the path to economic success is fair. Together with 

Chapter Two, this chapter helps highlight what shapes the demand for redistribution and how 

democracy may be associated with it. Chapter Two demonstrates that a free media significantly 

shapes people’s beliefs about the fairness of economic success, while this chapter demonstrates 

that beliefs about the fairness of economic success are tied to people’s demand for redistribution. 

This consequently implies that democratic institutions indirectly affect people’s demand for 

redistribution by shaping their perceptions about whether the path to success is fair. 

 In Chapter Four, I use both qualitative and quantitative methods to examine the 

relationship between different features of the democratic political system and the supply of 

redistribution. The fuzzy-set qualitative comparison analysis (fsQCA) reveals that two features 

of the democratic political system-- voice and accountability and effectiveness of the policy 

implementation process-- are necessary conditions for high levels of redistribution. However, 

they are not sufficient in generating high levels of redistribution. All of the former communist 

countries that implemented very high levels of redistribution had strong institutions of voice and 

accountability and an effective policy implementation process, but not all countries with these 

characteristics implemented very high levels of redistribution. A third feature of the democratic 

political system, control over corruption, is not a necessary condition for high levels of 
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redistribution; however, a quantitative time series cross sectional (TSCS) analysis reveals that it 

nevertheless has a strong net effect on redistribution. Thus, while control over corruption is not 

necessary for countries to exceed a high threshold level of redistribution, it nevertheless has an 

important role in generating incremental increases in redistribution. On the whole, this chapter 

points to a strong empirical connection between the different features of the democratic political 

system and levels of redistribution. The empirical connection remains robust even after 

controlling for other factors, including economic development, market (pre-tax, pre-transfer) 

inequality, ethnic minority participation in central power, EU integration, and time.  

 While the prior chapters focus on explaining variations in levels of redistribution, the 

final empirical chapter examines what accounts for variations in inequality dynamics during the 

early transition period, when levels of inequality changed most.  The literature points to several 

possible explanations for why inequality dynamics may have varied across countries during the 

early transition period. However, none of the dominant theories alone offers a satisfying 

explanation of countries’ experiences with inequality. I argue that inequality dynamics are best 

explained through methods that take into account complexity in causal processes. Using fsQCA, 

I identify particular conditions as necessary for countries to maintain low levels of inequality or 

to become unequal, but the individual conditions that are necessary for a particular outcome are 

not sufficient. For example, lacking strong control over corruption is a necessary, yet 

insufficient, condition for countries to become unequal. There were several countries that lacked 

control over corruption that did not become unequal. I find that the combinations of conditions 

that are sufficient for becoming unequal or maintaining low inequality are complex and involve 

several different causal conditions. Thus, while democratization is an important factor explaining 
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the variation in levels of inequality across former communist countries, it cannot sufficiently 

explain the variation by itself.   

 

III. Contributions 

 Each of the four empirical chapters makes a key contribution to the study of inequality. 

Chapter Two’s key contribution is in identifying whether exogenous factors may lead people to 

become more critical of distributional fairness or to develop heightened perceptions of 

inequality. Much of the public opinion literature on inequality has concluded that social justice 

beliefs, such as the perceived fairness of inequality, predict people’s perceptions about the level 

of inequality; but the literature has largely ignored how people acquire knowledge about the level 

of inequality or form social justice beliefs in the first place. There is very little research on how 

macro-level institutions shape attitudes toward distributional fairness or how institutions interact 

with micro-level variables. By showing that a free media shapes people’s perceptions of whether 

wealth is fair, my research shows that exogenous factors may shape people’s opinions about 

distributional fairness. Although much of the opinion formation process occurs at the individual-

level, it is nevertheless important to consider macro-institutions when explaining cross-country 

variations in beliefs about economic fairness.  

  Chapter Three shows that attitudes toward income redistribution in Eastern Europe have 

not changed to reflect the market-oriented principles that underpin the new economic structures. 

Instead, support increased considerably during the economic turmoil of the 1990s and then 

decreased slightly during a period of relative economic growth during the 2000s. Thus, while 

much of the literature has emphasized the stability in people’s social welfare attitudes, I show 

that attitudes may change considerably during periods of economic re-structuring, as people re-
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evaluate the economic system and its fairness. It is consequently likely that attitudes are sticky 

primarily in places that have experienced economic stability. Furthermore, I show that the factors 

that shape people’s attitudes about redistribution may change. As support for redistribution rose 

amidst the economic troubles of the 1990s, ideological factors became particularly important in 

shaping attitudes. By contrast, as support began to fall during the economic recovery of the 

2000s, self-interest became more important in shaping attitudes. This contributes to the debate on 

whether self-interest or ideological factors are more important in shaping social welfare attitudes 

by showing that the effects of each may vary depending on macroeconomic conditions. 

 Chapter Four contributes to the literature in highlighting the mechanisms through which 

democracy affects levels of redistribution. Much of the literature has focused on the way that 

strong institutions of voice and accountability affect redistribution, yet other features of the 

democratic state may likewise impact redistributive policies. In particular, I use fsQCA to show 

that both institutions of voice and accountability and an effective policy implementation process 

are necessary for high levels of redistribution. Using a quantitative time series cross-sectional 

(TSCS) analysis of factors affecting redistribution over time, I find that a third feature of the 

democratic political system, control over corruption, has a stronger net effect on redistribution 

than voice and accountability and an effective policy implementation process. Together, these 

findings point to the importance of using multi-method research to elucidate the mechanisms 

behind different factors’ effects. Relying exclusively on the TSCS analysis would obscure some 

of the effects of both voice and accountability and governmental effectiveness, which are 

necessary for high levels of redistribution. However, relying exclusively on fsQCA would fail to 

reveal the important effect that control over corruption has in generating incremental increases in 
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redistribution. Both methods consequently play a key role in highlighting how different features 

of the democratic political system shape redistribution. 

 The final empirical chapter contributes to the literature in demonstrating the importance 

of using methods attune to causal complexity to adequately explain variations in inequality 

dynamics. Although the literature offers several possible explanations for the variation in 

inequality dynamics, none of the theories alone offers a satisfying explanation of countries’ 

experiences with inequality during the early transition period. I argue that the literature has 

insufficiently explained variations in inequality dynamics among former communist countries 

because much of it has relied on a “net effects” approach. While the net effects approach might 

highlight how particular variables affect inequality independent of other factors, it frequently 

pays insufficient attention to the ways that factors combine to generate variations in inequality 

dynamics. The “net effects” approach consequently offers an incomplete explanation for why 

some countries became unequal during the early years of the post-communist transition, while 

other countries maintained low levels of inequality. Using fsQCA to investigate inequality 

dynamics, I show that our understanding of inequality dynamics can be enriched through greater 

attention to the way that various conditions combine to generate different outcomes. Thus, the 

“net effects” approach should be complemented with insights derived from a configurational 

approach to better illuminate the complexity behind causal processes.  

 

IV. Broader Theoretical Considerations 

 In investigating the relationship between inequality and democracy in the post-

communist context, this dissertation has aimed to shed light on one of the core questions of 

political science—who gets what and why. It has sought to identify the contexts under which a 
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small fraction of the population manages to accumulate a disproportionate share of economic 

resources and to explain why these contexts foster economic inequality.  

Much of the foundational research on economic inequality has been rooted in economics 

and has centered on the premise that inequality is largely a function of economic processes. 

Kuznets’ (1955) seminal address to the American Economic Association served as one of the key 

catalysts of research on economic inequality. In pointing to an inverted-U relationship between 

economic development and inequality, his address implied that inequality is largely a function of 

the modernization process. For decades after his address, scholars devoted considerable attention 

to testing the empirical validity of the Kuznets curve and identifying the mechanisms behind it. 

Alderson and Nielson (1995), for example, argued that the relationship stemmed from the spread 

of education arising as a country shifts from a primarily agrarian-based economy to an industrial 

economy. Galor and Tsidon (1997) found that initial stages of economic development often lead 

to higher levels of inequality because technological development places a wage premium on 

higher skills. More recently, however, scholars have shifted their focus on the economic 

processes behind inequality from economic development to globalization. They have found that 

globalization leads to inequality by privileging the highly skilled individuals working in the 

foreign sector of the economy (Kentor 2001; Bandelj and Mahutga 2010; Bandelj 2009) and by 

reducing union bargaining power by making domestic workers vulnerable to foreign competition 

(Beckfield 2006; Alderson and Nielson 2002; Western 1997). Arguments about globalization’s 

impact on inequality have also gained particular attention in recent years in popular news outlets, 

as journalists attempt to explain the rise in global populism (see Goodman 2017, for example).     

However, findings from the post-communist context cast some doubt on theories that 

inequality is shaped primarily by economic processes of modernization and globalization. 



 

 

206 

 

Contrary to theories that economic development causes rising inequality, findings from the fuzzy 

set analysis in Chapter 5 show that economic development is instead a key component in several 

recipes explaining why some countries maintained low inequality during the early transition 

period. Furthermore, the absence of economic development is a key component in a recipe 

explaining why some countries became unequal. This suggests that economic modernization was 

not a key driving force behind inequality dynamics in the post-communist context. The chapter 

also shows that economic globalization, as measured by an increase in FDI, is not a causal 

condition explaining why some countries became unequal during the early transition period. 

However, findings from the Chapter also reveal that the absence of globalization is one condition 

in recipes explaining why some countries maintained low levels of inequality. This suggests that 

there may be some relationship between economic globalization and inequality, though it may 

not be a symmetrical relationship whereby the increase in globalization leads to an increase in 

inequality and a decrease in globalization leads to a decrease in inequality. It appears that the 

absence of globalization is one condition facilitating low levels of inequality, but the presence of 

globalization does not lead to high levels of inequality. 

Rather than being largely a function of economic processes, my research complements 

much of the recent literature in political science in showing that varying levels of inequality 

across countries and over time are tied to political processes. Thus, inequality cannot be reduced 

to economic determinism and the modernization process, but instead crucially depends on a 

variety of political variables (Bradley et al. 2003; Haggard & Kaufman 2008; Beremendi & 

Anderson 2008). As Cook (2007, p. 4) argues, politics shapes social welfare largely by 

determining the shape of government expenditures and how these expenditures are turned into 

distributive outcomes.  However, while much of the recent political science research has argued 
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that “politics matters” in shaping distributional outcomes, there has been relatively little research 

on how politics matters in the context of developing countries. Much of the theoretical and 

empirical literature on how political forces shape inequality has drawn on lessons from advanced 

industrial democracies (see Bradley et al 2003; Beremendi & Anderson 2008; Iversen & Soskice 

2006; Korpi 2006; Iversen & Soskice 2009; Kenworthy & Pontussen 2005; Epsing-Andersen 

1990; Kenworthy & McCall 2008). This research has paid particular attention to the ways that 

different features of democratic political institutions, such as electoral systems or the power of 

unions, civil society organizations, or left-wing political parties, shape distributional outcomes. 

While this research has no doubt contributed valuable knowledge about why levels of inequality 

vary across advanced industrial democracies, it does not offer much insight to whether 

democracy itself helps explain variation in distributional outcomes. Given that relatively few 

countries in the world are consolidated democracies, this research has left a large gap in our 

understanding of why many countries in the world experience economic inequality. 

The nascent literature on the relationship between inequality and democracy shows that 

there is not a consensus or even near-consensus. In reviewing the literature on the relationship 

between democracy and inequality, Acemoglu et al. (2013) highlight considerable debate in the 

theoretical and empirical literature on whether democracy is associated with lower inequality. 

Much of the expectation that democracy would affect levels of inequality is rooted in the Meltzer 

and Richard’s (1981) model, which implies that democracy facilitates lower levels of inequality 

by empowering the median voter to demand redistribution. Acemoglu et al. find that the 

empirical relationship between democracy and redistribution is fairly robust, but that the 

relationship between democracy and inequality is not as robust as the Melzer-Richard model 

predicts for several reasons. First, they argue that democracy may shape de jure power, but not 
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de facto power in the government. Second, democracy’s effect on inequality may be constrained 

by constitutions, political parties, capital flight, and tax evasion. Finally, democracy may transfer 

power to the middle class and not the poor, which may exacerbate inequalities by increasing the 

distance between the middle class and the poor. 

 Several findings from both Chapter 4 and 5 complement Acemoglu et al.’s (2013) 

arguments. First, Chapter 4 demonstrates that there is, in fact, a strong empirical connection 

between different features of the democratic political system and levels of redistribution. In 

particular, I find that strong institutions of voice and accountability and governmental 

effectiveness are necessary conditions for high levels of redistribution. Both, along with control 

over corruption, are also significantly associated with higher levels of redistribution across 

countries and over time.  

Second, my findings offer some support for Acemoglu et al.’s argument that democracy 

may offer de jure power for disadvantaged groups, but it may not offer de facto power. As shown 

in Chapter 4, minority exclusion is significantly associated with lower levels of redistribution, 

even after controlling for the effects of different features of the democratic political system. This 

suggests that minority exclusion is not adequately captured by the different variables tapping 

democracy. This implies that even though minorities may have de jure power in the democratic 

former communist countries, they may not have de facto power. Findings from Chapter 5 further 

demonstrate that indicators of democracy may not adequately capture minority exclusion. The 

chapter reveals that the absence of minority exclusion is a key condition in each of the causal 

recipes explaining why some countries maintained low levels of inequality during the early 

transition period. This suggests that one factor limiting democracy’s impact on economic 
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inequality in the post-communist context is its inability to protect ethnic minorities from 

economic vulnerabilities. 

Third, findings from Chapters 4 and 5 also highlight that the absence of control over 

corruption may be an important constraint on the political system that limits democracy’s effect 

on redistribution and inequality. While control over corruption may be considered a key feature 

of the democratic political system, data from the post-communist context suggest that even 

countries with strong institutions of voice and accountability and governmental effectiveness 

struggle to establish strong control over corruption. It also appears that control over corruption 

impacts redistribution and inequality differently than voice and accountability and governmental 

effectiveness, two other features of the democratic political system that I investigate. As shown 

in Chapter 4, control over corruption has a stronger net effect on redistribution than other 

features of the democratic political system. However, both voice and accountability and 

governmental effectiveness are necessary conditions for high levels of redistribution, while 

control over corruption is not a necessary condition. Furthermore, as shown in Chapter 5, none of 

the countries that became unequal during the early transition period had strong control over 

corruption. Some of them, however, had some semblance of voice and accountability and 

governmental effectiveness. This further suggests that many indicators of democratic governance 

do not appropriately capture whether countries have control over corruption. Thus, one reason 

why some of the literature has cast doubt on the empirical relationship between democracy and 

inequality may be that measurements of democracy often fail to capture control over corruption, 

and corruption may be an important constraint on democracy’s impact on inequality. 

In addition to investigating the relationship between democracy and inequality and 

democracy and redistribution, this dissertation has aimed to contribute to the political economy 
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literature on distributional outcomes by linking it to the public opinion literature. The political 

economy literature has largely ignored the variety of factors shaping people’s attitudes toward 

inequality and their demand for redistribution. The political economy literature takes into 

account public opinion largely insofar as government partisanship is an important predictor of 

redistribution in advanced industrial democracies (Iversen & Soskice 2006; Bradley et al. 2003; 

Beramendi & Cusack 2008; Beramendi & Anderson 2008), and public opinion helps shape the 

partisan composition of government in democracies.  

However, findings from Chapter 3 cast some doubt on the importance of left-right party 

identification in shaping people’s opinions about redistribution in the post-communist context. 

Although left-wing party identification is significantly associated with higher support for 

redistribution, it does not adequately explain changes in people’s support over time. Left-wing 

party identification has increased since the early years of the transition, but support for 

redistribution has increased among both left-leaning party supporters and those who do not 

support left-leaning parties. In fact, the rise in support for redistribution among non-left party 

supporters was a key factor driving the rise in support for redistribution between 1992 and 1999. 

This may explain some of Tavits and Letki’s (2009) findings that typical assumptions of left and 

right party behavior do not always hold in the post-communist context. Party supporters on both 

the left and right have expressed a strong demand for redistribution in former communist 

countries.  

The political economy literature should consequently pay more attention to other 

ideological factors shaping the demand for redistribution. In Chapter 3, I show that people’s 

disillusionment with markets has played an important role in explaining the shifts in support for 

redistribution over time, and that feelings of disillusionment have an effect independent of 
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partisanship. Between 1992 and 1999, people became increasingly skeptical that success is 

rooted in hard work and believed more strongly that people lack control over their economic fate. 

Several scholars have indeed pointed to a pervasive sense of disillusionment during early years 

of the transition, as the high expectations that people set for the revolution failed to materialize 

(Vogt 2005; Mason and Kluegel 2000). Findings from Chapter 3 suggest that changes in these 

beliefs about what is important for success are a key factor explaining the rise in support for 

redistribution over time.  

 In addition to demonstrating how the public opinion literature on welfare state attitudes 

can strengthen the political economy literature on redistribution, this dissertation has highlighted 

how the public opinion literature may also benefit from greater attention to the political economy 

literature. The public opinion literature has focused largely on the micro-level factors shaping 

people’s attitudes toward redistributive policies, which has left a gap in our understanding of 

how institutional context shapes attitudes. Indeed, much of the public opinion literature has led to 

the conclusion that either attitudes shape attitudes or individual socio-demographic factors shape 

attitudes. This offers little understanding for how and why attitudes vary across countries. 

Chapter 2 aims to fill some of this gap by investigating how democratic institutions, in particular 

a free media, shapes people’s perceptions of wealth and poverty’s fairness as well as the level of 

inequality. Although the media does not significantly shape people’s attitudes toward poverty or 

inequality, it does significantly shape people’s opinions about whether wealth is fair. This 

consequently shows that institutions have an important role in shaping some aspects of 

distributional fairness. People’s attitudes are not solely a function of socio-demographic factors 

tapping self-interest (Cusack, Iversen, & Rehm 2008; Moene & Wallerstein 2001; Blekesaune 

2007; Blekesaune & Quadagno 2003; Hasenfeld & Raferty 1989) or other ideological beliefs 
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about the economic system (Linos & West 2003; Guillaud 2013; Groskind 1994; Luo 1998; 

Alesina and Angeletos 2005; Loveless & Whitefield 2011; Kaltenthaler et al. 2008; Jaeggers 

2006; Papadakis 1993; Papadakis & Bean 1993; Fong 2000). Rather, they are shaped by 

exogenous institutional factors, and the public opinion literature should pay more attention to the 

ways that institutional context shapes social welfare attitudes. 

 

V. Avenues for Future Research 

 The post-communist context offers several advantages for studying inequality. Although 

countries varied in their degree of autonomy from the Soviet Union and their proximity to 

Western Europe, each of the countries shared a similar institutional history characterized by a 

command economy and a totalitarian state. The countries also experienced similar levels of 

inequality under the communist regime (Solt 2016). This suggests that even though they differed 

considerably in their pre-communist histories, the communist state had a powerful impact on the 

level of inequality that citizens across Eastern Europe and Central Asia experienced. Levels of 

inequality began to diverge as the regime collapsed and countries developed their own 

independent political systems. The post-communist context may consequently shed light on how 

variations in political structures are associated with varying levels of inequality.  

 However, in focusing exclusively on the post-communist context, this dissertation cannot 

show whether the findings generalize beyond the post-communist context. Many of the 

theoretical debates that I explore are relevant to other regions of the world, and it could be 

fruitful to compare results from other regions to the post-communist context. While the Marxist 

legacy has had a profound effect on the way that welfare states have developed across Eastern 

Europe (Svalfors 1999; Haggard & Kaufman 2008), a comparative perspective could shed light 
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on exactly how the Marxist legacy shapes social welfare attitudes and policies and whether the 

Marxist legacy has remained over time.  

 Thus, in moving the research on inequality forward, it is important to consider the 

arguments presented in each of the four empirical chapters in a more comparative perspective. 

Chapter Two’s key argument is that media freedoms significantly shape the way that people 

perceive the path to economic success, but they do not shape the way people perceive poverty. I 

propose that one reason for the media’s different effect on perceptions of wealth and poverty is 

that citizens in former communist countries may rely heavily on personal experiences when 

forming opinions about poverty and on the media when forming opinions about wealth. This is 

largely linked to people’s low evaluation of their class status in former communist countries. It is 

possible that the media’s effect on perceptions of wealth and poverty may differ in regions where 

people evaluate their class status differently. Both the effect of class status and media freedoms 

may therefore differ when examining attitude formation processes outside of the post-communist 

context. 

 One of Chapter Three’s key contributions is in showing that both social welfare beliefs 

and the factors that shape them are not sticky as much of the literature on developed democracies 

has suggested. I argue that social welfare beliefs changed in part because of the economic 

turmoil that post-communist countries experienced during the early and mid-1990s. However, it 

would be useful to examine whether and how social welfare beliefs have changed in other 

countries that have also experienced economic turmoil. Post-communist countries 

simultaneously experienced both a profound economic restructuring and economic collapse 

during the early and mid-1990s, but it is not clear whether the shift in attitudes that I observe is 

more related to the economic collapse, the restructuring, or both.  Examining attitudes in a more 
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comparative perspective could shed light on whether attitudes change during periods of 

economic hardship, or whether a profound restructuring of economic life is necessary for 

attitudes to shift.  

 Examining the arguments presented in Chapter Four in a more comparative perspective 

could serve as an important robustness check on the relationship between democracy and income 

redistribution. Levels of redistribution are generally higher in former communist countries than 

in other countries around the world (particularly developing countries), and therefore it seems 

that the Marxist legacy has some effect on the supply of redistribution. However, it would be 

useful to examine whether the relationship between democracy and redistribution holds in a 

broader cross-national study that controls for the Marxist legacy. It may also be useful to analyze 

whether the proposed mechanisms through which democracy affects redistribution have their 

same effects in other contexts. For example, I find that control over corruption has a particularly 

strong net effect on higher levels of redistribution. It is possible that the strength of the effect 

may be weaker in other regions where corruption is not as endemic. Extending the analysis to 

include other regions could consequently shed light on whether democracy’s effect on the supply 

of redistribution varies across different contexts. 

   Finally, the final empirical chapter demonstrates that factors combine to generate 

varying inequality dynamics, and considering the effects of particular variables in isolation of 

one another offers an unsatisfying explanation for why inequality dynamics vary across 

countries. While using fsQCA to analyze inequality dynamics in other regions may be useful, it 

would not be useful to simply expand the analysis by adding more country cases. FsQCA relies 

on the researcher’s knowledge of individual cases. Simply expanding the analysis to include 

more cases would remove the researcher further from the particular cases. However, it may 
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nevertheless be useful to apply the analysis to other regions to see if similar recipes generate the 

same results as in the post-communist context. For example, I identify several conditions as 

being substitutable in helping countries maintain low levels of inequality. It would be interesting 

to see if the same conditions are substitutable in other contexts.  
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