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19.  How to Study Welfare State 
Legitimacy. An Analytical Model 
Inspired by the Work of Wim van 
Oorschot 

Tijs Laenen and Femke Roosma  

19.1  Introduction 

In the year 1979 the world was in crisis. Only a few years after the 
‘first oil shock’, the global economy was rattled once more by the 
rapidly rising oil prices. At the time, Wim van Oorschot was 
working as a young consultant at the Dutch Ministry of 
Agriculture. Little did he know back then that the oil crises would 
have a major impact on its future career as a sociological scholar. 
In addition to exacerbating the longer-term pressures on the 
financial sustainability of welfare states, the economic uncertainty 
brought about by the oil shocks intensified concerns about their 
social legitimacy. It is mainly on this latter issue – welfare state 
legitimacy – that Wim has spent most of his career. 

In the 1970s and 1980s, there was widespread belief that a 
‘welfare backlash’ was inevitable: the economically hard times 
would make citizens both ideologically and materially opposed to 
high-spending welfare states, and tax revolts would soon follow 
(Murray, 1984; Wilensky, 1975). To test these assumptions, 
scholars started measuring popular support for the welfare state, 
using national and cross-national public opinion surveys. One of 
the most consistent conclusions of these early studies was that the 
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welfare state is widely and persistently supported by large sections 
of the general population in almost all countries (Coughlin, 1980; 
Roller, 1995; Taylor-Gooby, 1985). However, according to some, 
these studies might have painted a ‘too rosy picture’ of welfare 
state legitimacy, because they only asked questions to which 
people easily agree, without much critical reflection (Ervasti, 1998: 
288). For example, a common procedure to measure welfare 
legitimacy was to ask whether the government should spend more 
on various social benefits and services, to which most people 
readily say ‘yes’ if they are not reminded of the fact that more 
spending usually implies higher taxes.  

Wim van Oorschot was one of the first to recognize that also 
critical welfare attitudes should be probed in order to get a more 
accurate (and perhaps less rosy) picture of the social legitimacy of 
the welfare state. He is a firm believer of the idea that welfare 
state legitimacy is a multidimensional concept, and should be 
measured accordingly (van Oorschot and Meuleman, 2012b). Of 
course, the idea to study welfare state legitimacy from a 
multidimensional perspective was not a new one (see, for 
example, Cnaan, 1989; Sihvo and Uusitalo, 1995; Svallfors, 1991). 
Wim’s main contribution in this regard is that he took the idea 
several steps further than all others, by initiating and supervising a 
4-year PhD project that was fully focused on the topic of the 
multidimensionality of welfare state legitimacy (Roosma, 2016). In 
short, Wim and his former PhD candidate Femke Roosma argue 
that in order to answer the all-important question whether a given 
welfare state is socially legitimate, one should explore popular 
attitudes towards all of its dimensions – which include its goals, 
range, degree, redistribution design, implementation and 
outcomes – and subsequently study how different groups of 
people combine attitudes towards these dimensions (Roosma, 
Gelissen and van Oorschot, 2013). 

However, having an eye for the multidimensionality of welfare 
state legitimacy is arguably only one of the many contributions 
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Wim has made to the broader welfare attitudes literature. Another 
important contribution is his seminal work on welfare 
deservingness (van Oorschot, 2000, 2006; van Oorschot et al., 
2017). Although the concept of deservingness already featured 
prominently in some prior (mainly American) welfare attitudes 
studies (for example, Cook, 1979; Gilens, 1999; Will, 1993), Wim 
deserves full credit for turning it into a structured theoretical 
framework, by distinguishing five criteria underlying popular 
attitudes towards the deservingness of different target groups 
(control, attitude, reciprocity, identity and need). Initially, these 
CARIN criteria were used to explain why the general public 
considers some groups (such as the old and the sick) as more 
deserving than others (such as unemployed people and 
immigrants). Over the years, however, the CARIN model has 
been applied by many others as a source of inspiration to build 
different types of theoretical propositions and perform empirical 
analyses (for example, Buss, 2019; Hrast et al., 2018; Kallio and 
Kouvo, 2015; Kootstra, 2016; Larsen, 2008). Most notably, Wim 
supervised two different 4-year PhD projects that both brought 
greater conceptual clarification and empirical examination to the 
deservingness framework, each in their own unique way. The first, 
by Marjolein Jeene (2015), focused mainly on studying the 
individual and contextual determinants of people’s deservingness 
opinions. The second PhD project, by Tijs Laenen (2020), added a 
specific focus on the complex interplay between popular 
deservingness opinions and welfare state policies. 

Importantly for this essay, Wim’s work on deservingness 
implies that people tend to have very diverging opinions towards 
different target groups of the welfare state. It is very clear, for 
example, that they do not think the same way about the elderly as 
they do about the unemployed, which are usually viewed more 
negatively in terms of their deservingness (van Oorschot, 2006). 
Accordingly, one should try to avoid using generalized measures 
of welfare state legitimacy, capturing public support for the 
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welfare state as a whole. Although the use of such generalized 
measures is quite common in the welfare attitudes literature 
(Svallfors, 2012), it has also been criticized for neglecting the 
immense internal complexity and heterogeneity characteristic of 
real-world welfare states (Jordan, 2013). In this view, the welfare 
state is not seen as a single entity but as an aggregate of a broader 
range of differently targeted benefits and services, about which 
people are likely to have independent opinions (Taylor-Gooby, 
1985). To capture this, one should ideally measure popular 
opinions towards all of the welfare state’s different provisions 
targeted at different social groups (or at least the most important 
ones) when studying its social legitimacy (Cnaan, 1989).  

Remarkably, Wim did not always differentiate between 
provisions for various target groups in his work on the 
multidimensionality of welfare state legitimacy, in which he mainly 
examined popular attitudes towards the entire welfare state 
(generally referred to as ‘social benefits and services’). A case in 
point are his analyses of what people think about the economic, 
moral and social consequences of the welfare state (van Oorschot, 
2010; van Oorschot et al., 2012), in which he does not pay 
attention to the possibility that such popular perceptions might 
vary across policy domains targeted at different social groups. It 
seems plausible, for example, that people are much more negative 
about unemployment benefits than they are about old-age 
pensions when it comes to moral consequences, given the oft-
cited assumption that unemployment protection, if too generous 
and unconditional, is detrimental to the job search activities and 
work willingness of the unemployed. With regard to economic 
consequences, it might be that pensions are judged more 
negatively, as they usually take up a considerably larger share of 
the public budget than unemployment benefits (Laenen, 2020), 
and might thus be perceived as more expensive and worse for the 
economy. Another example in which the studies on 
multidimensionality of welfare state legitimacy do not take into 
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account differentiating opinions towards policies directed at 
different target groups is the study into the preferred role and 
perceived performance of the welfare state, co-authored with 
Femke Roosma and John Gelissen (see Roosma et al., 2014). In 
this study, combinations of attitudes towards the role of 
government in providing different types of benefits and services 
and the evaluation of these benefits and services are analyzed in 
sum scales, thereby seemingly ignoring the fact that attitudes 
towards for instance the preferred role of the welfare state are 
more supportive regarding health care provisions than they are 
regarding governments’ responsibility to provide jobs for 
everyone who want one. 

In the essay, we aim to merge Wim’s two main contributions to 
the welfare attitudes literature in one analytical framework, which 
asserts that in order to fully grasp the social legitimacy of a welfare 
state, one should study popular attitudes towards its various 
provisions directed at different target groups (for example, 
unemployment benefits and social assistance), and within these 
provisions, towards its different dimensions (for example, 
redistribution design and intended and unintended outcomes). We 
hope this framework will serve as a valuable roadmap for future 
researchers interested in charting the social legitimacy of any given 
welfare state. 

19.2  An analytical model to study welfare state legitimacy 

In Figure 19.1 we present a schematic overview of our analytical 
model to study welfare state legitimacy, combining Wim’s two 
major contributions to the welfare attitudes literature. 

On the vertical axis, we refer to the multidimensional 
framework of Roosma et al. (2013). This framework departs from 
four conditions of welfare state legitimacy (Roosma, 2016; 
Rothstein, 1998): substantive justice, redistributional justice, procedural 
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justice and just outcomes. The condition of substantive justice 
demands that people consider the goals of the welfare state and its 
specific welfare provisions as just and fair. Redistributional justice 
requires that people perceive a just distribution of burdens (in 
terms of taxes and contributions) and benefits. Procedural justice 
refers to an efficient and effective implementation of welfare 
provisions; people must perceive their implementation as fair, 
simple and cheap. Just outcomes require that the outcomes are in 
line with the intentions of the policy goals. Based on these four 
conditions, Roosma et al. (2013) distinguished the following 
dimensions of welfare support, by which welfare state legitimacy 
should be assessed: the goals of the welfare state, the range of 
welfare provisions provided, the degree of government activity in 
terms of spending or investments (substantive justice); 
redistributional design (who contributes and who benefits and under 
what conditions?) (redistributional justice); efficiency of the 
implementation (is implementation cheap and simple?) and 
effectiveness of the implementation (do those who deserve benefits 
actually receive them and is misuse prevented?) (procedural 
justice); intended and unintended outcomes of the welfare efforts in 
terms of both policy outcomes and consequences (just outcomes) 
(Roosma et al., 2013).  

For each differently targeted welfare provision (horizontal 
axis), we can assess its legitimacy referring to the eight welfare 
dimensions (vertical axis), with one adaptation. The range 
dimension in the multidimensional model cannot be directly 
applied to the assessment of specific welfare provisions, because 
this dimension inventories in which policy areas the welfare state 
should be involved. It thus refers directly to the welfare state as a 
whole, instead of a specific provision within the welfare state. We 
therefore suggest to rather assess whether people believe it should 
be the welfare state who provides this benefit or service, or 
another actor such as the market, civil society or families. In this 
way we refer to the welfare mix, a dimension that was also 
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distinguished by Roosma et al. (2013), but kept out of the 
multidimensional analysis, as it assessed legitimacy of redistribution 
beyond the scope of the welfare state. With this small adaptation 
we apply our analytical model to an example in which we compare 
two benefit types in the next section.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Figure 19.1  An analytical model to study welfare state legitimacy 

19.3  Application of the analytical model: unemployment 
benefits and social assistance 

To illustrate the usefulness of our analytical model, Table 19.1 
provides a comparison between two different welfare provisions: 
unemployment benefits and social assistance benefits. 
Unemployment benefits are typically targeted at able-bodied 
workers that have earned the right to compensation of income 
loss during periods of unemployment through the social security 
contributions they paid prior to becoming unemployed. In most 
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unemployment schemes, benefits are restricted to those who are 
not responsible for their joblessness (for example, by resigning for 
a legally accepted reason) and demonstrate sufficient willingness 
to work (for example, by participating in training activities). Social 
assistance benefits are targeted at low-income people through the 
use of means-testing, to ensure that these people reach a socially 
acceptable standard of living. Social assistance schemes may also 
include other categories than the able-bodied and working-aged 
unemployed, such as low-wage workers (for example, in low-
skilled, part-time jobs) or elderly people (for example, elderly 
migrants who do not qualify for old-age pensions).  

Importantly, these two differently targeted welfare provisions 
are likely to differ on the various dimensions of the 
multidimensional framework of welfare legitimacy. In Table 19.1, 
we present for each dimension the main question(s) that could 
measure the legitimacy of the two provisions. Although it can be 
expected that there are important differences between the social 
legitimacy of unemployment benefits and social assistance, these 
are often not analyzed in detail, especially not in comparative 
perspective, because such detailed data are generally lacking. Here, 
we just briefly outline some of the main findings of previous 
empirical research, which leaves still many questions unanswered. 

The goals and range dimensions show differences between the two 
provisions: where the unemployment benefit provides income 
security for those who become unemployed, the social assistance 
provision has a broader aim to prevent poverty and guarantee a 
minimum income. We know from previous studies that public 
support for the latter goal is very high (Arts and Gelissen, 2001; 
Forsé and Parodi, 2009; Pfeifer, 2009). Most people also believe 
that the government should be responsible for providing benefits 
and services for the unemployed. However, support for this 
provision is often lower than support to provide for instance 
health care or old age pensions (Laenen, 2020; Roosma et al., 
2014).  
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Table 19.1  An application of the analytical model of welfare state 
legitimacy, for two examples of social provisions 

 Welfare provisions 
Welfare dimensions  Unemployment benefit  Social assistance 
Goals Is the goal of providing 

income security after 
becoming unemployed just? 

 Is the goal of preventing 
people to live below the 
poverty line just? 

Range/welfare mix Should the welfare state 
provide/coordinate 
unemployment benefits? 

 Should the welfare state 
provide/coordinate social 
assistance benefits? 

Degree The level of unemployment 
benefit/expenses is too high 
or too low? Are government 
investments in job activation 
too high or too low?  

 The level of social assistance 
benefit/expenses is too high 
or too low? Are government 
investments in job activation 
to high or too low? 

Redistributional design Are contributions and 
benefits distributed fairly and 
under fair conditions? 
* Contributions from 
employees and employers. 
* Benefits for the able-
bodied unemployed of 
working age. 
* Benefit level is related to 
previous wage. 
* Recipients have to be 
available for work and be 
actively engaged in seeking 
new employment. 

 Are contributions and 
benefits distributed fairly and 
under fair conditions? 
* Contributions from 
taxpayers. 
* Benefits for various low-
income categories. 
* Benefit is means-tested and 
level is related to household 
size. 
* Recipients have an 
obligation to actively look 
for paid employment. 

Efficiency Are access and procedures 
easy? Are the administrative 
costs low?  

 Are access and procedures 
easy? Are the administrative 
costs low? 

Effectiveness Do deserving people receive 
the benefit? Is there no 
misuse by employers or 
undeserving employees? 

 Do deserving people receive 
the benefit? Is there no 
misuse by undeserving 
people? 
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Table 19.1  (contimued) 

 Welfare provisions 
Welfare dimensions  Unemployment benefit  Social assistance 
Intended outcomes Is the benefit sufficient to 

provide income security for 
the unemployed? 

 Is the benefit sufficient to 
prevent poverty? 

Unintended outcomes Does the benefit cause 
negative moral consequences 
(such as dependency, 
inactivity and moral hazard) 
or negative economic effects 
(such as adverse work 
incentives or higher labour 
costs)? 

 Does the benefit cause 
negative moral consequences 
(such as dependency, 
inactivity and moral hazard) 
or negative economic effects 
(such as adverse work 
incentives or higher labour 
costs)? 

 
When we look at the redistributional design, social assistance schemes 
have characteristics that usually lead to less support. The strict 
eligibility criteria of means-testing can lead to stigma as it unveils 
that its claimants are not able to provide a sufficient income 
themselves, which undermines the much-valued ethic of self-
responsibility (van Oorschot, 2002). And because of the fact that 
social assistance benefits are usually paid for by (progressive) 
income taxes, the deservingness criterion of reciprocity is violated 
as well: social assistance is mostly funded by higher-income 
earners, but only paid out to low-income recipients. 
Unemployment benefits instead, are (partially) paid for by 
employees themselves through their social security contributions 
and are most often related to previous wages. These tend to be 
more favorable markers of welfare deservingness in the eyes of 
the public. When it comes to the implementation of unemployment 
and social assistance benefits, there is little (recent) data that 
distinguishes between both types of benefits. ‘The unemployed’ in 
general are associated with ‘being lazy’ and with welfare abuse 
(Larsen, 2002; Roosma et al, 2016), but no clear differentiation is 
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made between those relying on unemployment benefits and those 
relying on social assistance. We know however that means-tested 
benefits are more often associated with welfare abuse and 
bureaucracy (Goul Andersen, 1999; Rothstein, 2001). There are 
also doubts about the effectiveness of means-testing to tackle 
poverty, among academics (Gugushvili and Laenen, 2019; Korpi 
and Palme, 1998) as well as among the general public (Rossetti et 
al., 2020). Regarding the outcomes of unemployment benefits and 
social assistance, we see in general that people are relatively 
satisfied about the poverty-reducing capacity of the welfare state. 
People are generally more critical, however, about the standard of 
living of the unemployed in their country (van Oorschot and 
Meuleman, 2012a).  

19.4  Discussion 

Our analytical model of welfare state legitimacy, in which all 
dimensions and provisions of the welfare state are considered, 
leads to a detailed assessment and more fine-grained knowledge of 
popular support for the welfare state and its differently targeted 
social provisions. This permits us to better compare support for 
different welfare states and different types of social provision. It 
also allows policymakers to evaluate strong and weak points in the 
social legitimacy of the specific welfare policies actually in place, 
instead of only providing more-general accounts of support for 
the whole system of benefits and services. 

We do note that this requires that people are to some extent 
informed about the specific details of different social provisions. 
Survey respondents might not always be aware of the specificities 
of social policy arrangements. Asking questions about these 
provisions without informing respondents could lead to non-
attitudes or assessments based on false assumptions. Therefore, 
we argue to inform respondents well in survey questions and to 
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also assess respondents’ prior knowledge of social provisions in 
quantitative surveys.  

However, we argue even more for qualitative studies in the 
field of welfare attitudes, because the reasoning underlying such 
attitudes is often more complex than simply stating answers in 
fixed-response categories. Wim van Oorschot, who spend a long 
time in his career analyzing quantitative data, at the end of his 
career got convinced of the need of a ‘qualitative turn’ in studying 
the social legitimacy of the welfare state (see, for example, Laenen, 
Rossetti and van Oorschot, 2019). Together with him, we believe 
that it is necessary to lift the veil of the statistics, and to further 
explore the underlying reasoning behind the numbers. Our 
analytical model, which is based on the two main pillars of Wim’s 
work on welfare legitimacy, could be a useful framework to 
explore popular thinking about social welfare on a deeper level. 
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