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A definition and relationship:  

"Quality of society" =  macro level aggregate (average or distribution) of 

individual characterics + quality of institutions to maintain coehsion, 

efficiency, etc).  

 

 

                                        

  

 

 

Attributes of 

individuals (material 

well being, of social 

attitudes, tolerance, 

etc) 

Attributes of society: the 

average and distribution  

of individual attributes 

in various dimensions  

(+ institutions to maintain 

QoS) 

Individual 

well-

being  micro-micro 



Research questions and levels of analysis,  

examples of inequality evaluation and demand for redistribution 

Nature of the 

relationship 

What do we want to explain? With what do we explain? 

Macro 

(comparing 

country 

averages) 

• Country average differences in well 

being (or perception/evaluation of 

inequalities or demand for redistribution 

etc) 

•Composition effects, (social structure, shape of 

income distribution etc.) 

•Cultural explanations (history, ideology, media, etc.) 

•Measurement noise, estimation errors, etc.  

 

Micro  

(individual 

determinants 

of 

distribution) 

•Individual well being (or level of 

dissatisfaction with inequalities or   

Individual demand for redistribution) 

•Individual attributes 

• Socio-demographic (age, income, education, etc) 

• Subjective   (relative position compared to others)  

• Comparison income, reference groups 

• Cognitive explanations 

Macro-micro 

link 

•Individual well being (or level of 

dissatisfaction with inequalities  or  

Individual demand for redistribution) 

conditional on macro context vars 

•Contextual variables 

• Shape of income distribution 

• Historical variables 

• Institutional settings 

• etc. 

Micro-macro 

link 

•Country level aggregate policy 

preferences (over inequalities, 

redistribution, etc) 

• Individual distribution of preferences 

• Aggregation (policy) procedures,  

• Institutional settings, etc 



Observing and interpreting simple bivariate  

correlations only may be risky* ….  
Do worldwide non-commercial space launches correlate with sociology doctorates 

awarded in the US??  

*See also the weaknesses of the W-P arguments supporting the negative 

relationship between inequality and „social bads” 

For this chart and for more funny correlations like this, see http://www.tylervigen.com 

http://www.tylervigen.com/


  Inequality 

 

 

 
  - actual and perceived 

  - measured by hhold income 

  - type: distance, variance, 

    polarization 

 

Political and cultural aspects of  

society 

 

(1) perceptions of inequality,  

 

(2) civic, cultural and political participation,  

 

(3) preferences for redistribution,  

 

(4) the consequences for the political system, 

 

(5) the legitimacy of politics  

Causality?  
 

(Which direction? 

What type?) 
 

Key variable: 

 

 

Studied (related) variables: Relationship 

In search of causation in the macro-micro links 



There is a need to explaing causality chains (i.e. a need for 

theory and proper methods to test theories) 
 
Three types of causation (after Goldthorpe 2001): 

 

(1) causation as robust dependence (stochastic relationship, key vars, etc) 

(2) causation as consequential manipulation (experimental „treatment and controls”) 

(3) causation as a generative process (via a chain of events leading from x to y) 

 

Scientific tasks:  

 

1: Establish empirical regularities: is inequality related to outcomes? For whom? 

 

2: Build action‐theoretical model at the level of individuals in their context (family, 

country, …), that lead to specific hypotheses (i.e. not just: “inequality affects 

outcomes”, as we need individual action here) 

 

3. Test those hypotheses 

 



Many different sorts of analysis on the 

correlates of inequality 

 

• Time series (e.g. GINI project database from country 

reports) 

 

• Cross‐sectional multilevel studies on comparative data 

(ISSP, WVS/EVS, ESS, EQLS, etc) 

 

• Repeated cross‐sectional comparative data 

 

 



Findings 1: 

 

… on variance of inequality perceptions (Osberg and Smeeding) 

 

Osberg, L. – Smeeding, T.. 2006. ‘“Fair” Inequality? Attitudes Toward Pay Differentials: The 

United States in Comparative Perspective.’ American Sociological Review, 71: 450–473. 



There is a variance of evaluations: cross-country differences in internal 

heterogeneity of inequality preferences (levelling the top) 

Osberg and Smeeding, 2004, p. 48  

High concentration, near consensus 

High variance, polarisation of  

attitudes: low consensus 

Where beta is coming from  

Yi*=b0+biYi
A, where Yi

A= „do earn” (acrual) income and Yi*= „should earn” income  



Osberg and Smeeding, 2004, p. 49  

High variance, polarisation of attitudes,  

almost no consensus 

Somewhat lower concentration, but still some consensus 

Conclusion: societies differ in variance of attitudes as well  

(not only in averages) 

Beta: as in previous slide 

There is a variance of evaluations: cross-country differences in internal 

heterogeneity of inequality preferences (raising the bottom) 



The US case: diverging opinions on levelling 

Osberg and Smeeding, 2004, p. 54  

Bimodality: two peaks, two 

different groups 



Findings 2: 

 

… on micro and macro determinants of redistributive 

attitudes (Tóth and Keller 2013) 

 

Tóth, I. Gy. – T. Keller 2013: Income Distribution, Inequality Perceptions, and Redistributive  

Preferences in European Countries. In Gornick, J. and M. Jantti (eds)  

Income Inequality – Economic Disparities and the Middle Class in Affluent Countries.  

Stanford University Press 2013 pp 173 – 203. 



Research questions  
(from Tóth and Keller 2011)  

 
Q1: What individual socio-economic characteristics drive (the formation of redistributive preferences?  

 

Q2: How do various contextual factors (most importantly: aggregate income inequalities) shape 
redistributive preferences?  

 

Q3: What effect the structure of inequality has on the attitudes of the middle income classes?  

 

To be predicted: 

 

RPI (Redistributive Preference Index) (a composite 

variable (by PCA) denoting an appetite for 
- Vertical redistribution 

- Jobs provision by state 

- Education provision by state 

- Support for social expenditures 

- Support for general state provisions 

 

Individual predictors 

 
- Material self interest variables (material status, lab.  market 

position) 

- Expectations for future income stream 

- Poverty failure attribution („what makes someone poor”) 

-Perception of social context („is poverty widespread, are there 

conflicts between poos and rich” 

- Inequality sensitivity („are inequalities toow large”) 

Contextual variables: 
- Overall income inequalities (Gini) 

- Structure of income inequality  

(P95/P05, P95/P50, P50/P05)   

 

The model:  RPI = a + bXij + cZj +U0j + Eij  
Where 

X = a vector of individual attributes  

Z = contextual variables 

I = the number of individuals in the analysis (Level 1) 

J = the number of countries (Level 2) 

a =  intercept 

b and c = coefficients at individual and country level,  

Eij= level 1 residual 

U0j= level 2 residual 

 

The effects of individual attributes on RPI were predicted with 

 simple OLS regression (with clustered standard error) 

 

RPI = a + bXij + Eij  
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redistributive preference index, 2009 

Source: Tóth and Keller, 2013 
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Positive relationship between actual inequality and redistributive 

preference, 2009  
RPI is more influenced by the lower part (below median) of the income distribution,  

than by the upper part (above median). 

Source: Tóth and Keller, 2013 



Individual covariates of RPI from OLS (2009) 

Gender:male -0.05*** 

Age: 18-30 0.05 

Age: 31-40 0.06* 

Age: 51-60 0.04 

Age: 61-70 -0.05 

Age: 71+ -0.03 

Educ: max  primary 0.08*** 

Educ: tertiary -0.12*** 

Locality: village -0.04 

Locality: lrg town -0.02 

Hsize 0.01 

Lab. mark: selfemp -0.16*** 

Lab. mark: notwork 0.1*** 

Lab. mark: retired -0.01 

Lab. mark: student -0.01 

Mat. status -0.05*** 

Expects: gets better 0.03 

Expects: gets worse 0.12** 

Gets better × mat.status -0.02 

Gets worser × mat.status -0.03 

Why poor: person lazy -0.24*** 

Why poor: soc. unjust  0.23*** 

Why poor: byproduct of econ 

progress 
-0.07** 

Around: large povety 0.17*** 

Tension: rich-poor 0.11*** 

Tension: aged 0.01 

Tension: man/work 0.06* 

Tension: ethnic 0.01 

Ineq: too large 0.38*** 
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*** p<1%; ** p<5%,; * p<10  

Reference categories: Female, Age 41-50,  

Secondary school, Small town, Employed,  

Future expectation: the same, Failure attribution:  

unluck.  

Country dummies in the model 

Source: Tóth and Keller, 2013 



Predicted* redistribution preference index and material 

status in different inequality regimes 

 *   Nonparametric lowess smoothing results  



Summary findings on preferences for redistribution (1) 

Individual covariates - multivariate analysis  

People with low material resources have a significantly larger appetite for 

redistribution, but the taste to redistribute also depends on  

• Perceived prospects for change in personal material position 

• Beliefs about poverty causal attribution („laziness”: negative, „social 

injustice”: positive) 

• Perceived tensions between poor and rich 

 

Source: Tóth and Keller, 2013 



  

(Tóth-Keller, 2013) 

Summary findings on preferences for redistribution (2) 

Cross country comparisons - multivariate analysis  

• The overall levels of income inequalities do explain (part of) 

cross country variance in demand for redistribution.  

• Larger aggregate inequalities do correspond to larger 

redistributive demands (on country level).  

• In countries having larger level of aggregate inequalities the 

general redistributive preference (of the rich, of the middle and 

of the poor) is higher. 

• The slope of this socio-economic gradient seems, however, 

steeper in countries with middle inequality levels 



There is a need to explain „mechanisms” and „causation” for 

the macro-micro links 

General findings from GINI project  

• the findings of the GINI-project do not allow for a causal 

analysis following the ‘consequential manipulation’ paradigm.  

• the theoretically-grounded analysis of a possible association 

between inequality and outcomes does provide leverage to 

suggest causation as a generative process.  

• neo-material arguments explaining the links between 

inequality and trust seem to present a stronger explanatory 

mechanism than do  psycho-sociological arguments (though 

they are also prevalent) 

 



  Policies and endogeneities: the political cycle of 

inequality and redistribution  

Redistribution: 

tax transfer 
schemes, 

regulations, etc. 

Effects of 
redistribution: 

first order 
(incidence) and 
second order 
(behavioural) 

Inequality 

Demand for 
redistribution 

perceptions, 
interests, attitudes 

Political 
system: actors 

(parties, 
bureaucracies, 

etc), rules 
(electoral 

systems, etc), 
behaviour 

(turnout, etc.) 

Source:  

Tóth, Horn and Medgyesi, 2014 



 

www.tarki.hu 

 

www.gini-research.org 

 

Thank your for your attention 

http://www.tarki.hu/
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http://www.gini-research.org/
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