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Claims have been raised from different perspectives that the welfare state sufTers from eroding
public support. From an examination of public anitudes towards taxation in Sweden by ouli-
sing survey dita spanning the period 19811997, o is concluded that no long-term trend of
increased tux discontent can be distinguished. There are. however, some indications that dis-
content with taxation has increased during the most recemt years, Social conflicts over the
preferred distribution and levels of taxes vary in intensity over time, but are foremost
structured by class, income. and, 1o lesser extent. sector of emplovment. 1o is argued thar the
observed attmude patterns can to some extent be understood as responses 1o clianges in tax
and welfare policy. .

Introduction

The recent trends of welfare state retrenchment that have occurred in
Sweden and many other Western countries have revitalised the longstanding
‘crisis of the welfare state” debate. Although the topics and explanations
addressed by researchers show substantial variation. there are nevertheless
some common targets for criticism, such as the tax system and generous
welfare pohicies. Issues that have recerved much attention focus on the effects
that advanced welfare statism is supposed 1o have on macroeconomic per-
formance and public support for the welfare state.

The prominent levels of taxes collected by the state. the critics have
argued, are harmful w0 cconomic competitiveness in an increasingly global
cconomy, since they distort market relations and weaken work motivation
and entreprencurship. In a similar vein, claims have been put forward that
heavy taxation has eroded support for the welfare state among the public
at large.

The first aim of this article 15 to analvse whether a trend ol increasing
discontent with taxation has occurred in Sweden, a country that by many 1s
regarded o be the epitome of a high-tax society. It has. moreover, been
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argued that the specific characteristics of the Swedish welfare state may also
facilitate a shift from class-based political conflicts over welfare and tax
policies 1o other ‘new’ dimensions of cleavage, such as gender and sector of
employment. The second aim of this paper pertains to these and other argu-
ments concerned with dominant dimensions of cleavage 1n contemporary
societies, for it is to analyse along which dimensions conflicts over taxation
are structured and whether conflict patterns tend 1o change over time.

The paper is organised as follows, The next section summarises the main
arguments on which the declining welfare state support thesis 1s founded.
Previous research on Sweden is also presented. This is followed by a de-
scription of recent developments in Swedish welfare and tax policy. In the
fourth section, aggregate levels of wax discontent and attitudinal dimensions
are analysed. Thereafier, arguments suggesting different types of social con-
flict scenarios are introduced and empirically examined. In the final section,
the main results are reviewed and discussed.

Declining Welfare State Support? Arguments and
Previous Research on Sweden

Government responses to the ‘new’ economic situation in the wake of the
oil crises gave birth to the first wave of the ‘crisis of the welfare state’
debate. Seen in retrospect, one of the most influential comments appears to
be Wilensky's (1976) claim that high reliance on direct “visible’ taxes,
among which the personal income tax is the most important revenue source,
feeds tax resistance and undermines public welfare state support (Coughlin
19807,

Agrecing with Wilensky that the composition of taxes may evoke tax
resistance, Hibbs and Madsen (1981) additionally suggest that welfare state
opposition is more likely to shed its blossoms in service-intensive welfare
states than in cash transfer welfare states. According to them, the electoral
maobilisation of ‘anti-welfare state . . . political movements' is the “sharpest
challenge 1o the high-taxing, high-spending state,” and they identily visible
direct taxes and public services as particularly vulnerable to critique and
comparatively easy targets in mobilising anti-tax sentiments into electoral
support (Hibbs & Madsen 1981, 414, 434). Relying on tentative evidence
from various sources, they state that ‘there 1s hittle doubt that public re-
sistance to the growth of taxation and state expenditure has increased in
many Western industrial societies during the last decade’ (Hibbs & Madsen
1981, 413).

More recently, the crisis of the welfare state has been conceptualised as
a crisis of public legitimacy for the principles on which the welfare state
rests. Commenting on the wave of regressive tax reforms which swept over
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the Western world during the 1980s, Musgrave (1990, 317) suggests that
‘the major factor [behind tax reforms] has been a change in political climate
toward a less egalitarian view of distributive justice.’

Inglehart (1990, 257) reaches a similar conclusion concerning public sup-
port for welfare state principles, although from a somewhat different per-
spective. It is concluded that the combination of economic prosperity and
ambitious welfare policies has had important implications for changing
political priorities among the public. Welfare policies, it is argued, ‘have
larpely solved the problems they are capable of solving most readily — and
have thereby reduced the demand for more of the same.” Moreover, ‘the
growth of the welfare state has begun to reach its limits . . . there is virtually
no room for further expansion; taxation becomes massive, and the majority
of the public feels the burden’ (Inglehart 1990, 10).

Although the theoretical foundations upon which the above arguments
are built differ, a common assumption 1s that the welfare state suffers from
eroding public support. Focusing on Sweden, to what extent does previous
rescarch support such a claim? While some of the above authors might
undoubtedly hesitate to answer yes, most of them would certainly agree that
1t 1s hkely that discontent has increased. One major reason for the un-
certainty is the data on which they have relied, since these data suffer from
various problems. While Coughlin (1980) and Hibbs and Madsen (1981) are
forced 1o rely on scattered data from national surveys with obvious dif-
ficulties of comparability, Inglehart (1990} relies on items pertaining not to
wellare and tax policies per se, but rather to government intervention in the
economy. Musgrave (1990) does not present any data.

Moreover, taking into account other findings, empirical support appears
to be limited for the claims of increased tax discontent in Sweden. Com-
paring tax attitudes in Sweden between 1969 and 1981, it has been shown
that citizens became more discontented with marginal tax rates while other
attitudes related to 1axes showed decreased levels of discontent (Hadenius
1986, 23-24). Research covering more recent time periods demonstrates an
equally disappointing pattern for the welfare backlash thesis. In a more
comprehensive analysis using time-series data for 1981, 1986, and 1992,
Svalllors (1995) finds no indication of decreased support for welfare policies
in terms of service delivery, financing, and spending. However. as Hibbs
and Madsen (1981, 434) point out, symptoms of welfare state backlash
probably have more 1o do with resentment of heavy taxation than of social
SeCurity.

Thus, to detect whether any trend of eroding support for the welfare state
has occurred in Sweden, popular attitudes towards taxation appear to be a
key arca o analyse. Unfortunately, for more recent time periods. liule
eflort has been made 1o examine o what extent, if any. public discontent
with taxation has risen. By wtilising data from six national surveys con-
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ducted in Sweden between 1981 and 1997, the first aim of this article, as
pointed out above, is to fill this paucity of research by analysing whether a
irend of increasing discontent with taxation can be distinguished.

Few would deny that Sweden 15 a sultable case. It has been repeatedly
demonstrated in comparative studies ol wellire states that the configuration
and effects of tax and welfare policies vary substantially between countries.
Irrespective of which measurements are used for classification, Sweden
ranks among the most advanced and redistributive welfare states (Esping-
Andersen 1990; Fritzell 1991: Korpi & Palme 1998; McFate et al. 1995;
OECD 1990; Stephens 1996).

There are some characteristics among the traits distinguishing the
Swedish welfare state which, following the above suggestions, may be of
particular importance for encouraging public discontent with taxation.
First, the total tax revenue and the personal income taxes collected by
government are substantial and located in the top bracket among OECD
countries. Secondly, in comparative perspective the 1ax system appears (o
be highly progressive.” Thirdly, the Swedish welfure state is service intensive
and mainly organised within the public sector.

When examining attitudes to taxation, at least two recent developments
of the Swedish welfare state need to be considered. First, the tax system
during the studied time period has undergone substantial changes, Second,
Sweden faced an economic recession during the 1990s. Rising unemploy-
ment rates and decreasing tax revenues put the welfare state under severe
pressure. The government attempted to solve the financial problems of the
state through consecutive reforms, which consisted of a combination of
cutbacks in replacement levels, reduced social services, and increased taxes
on income and social security. In order to understand how attitudes ad-
vance in times of welfare state retrenchment, a briel description of the
changes in tax legislation and welfare programmes is needed. This is the
purpose of the next section.

Recent Tax System and Welfare Developments

In the late 19705 the need for wax reform was broadly endorsed within the
conservalive coalition government. Due to internal strains, however, the
governing parties were unable to settle an agreement to reform the tax
system. At the beginning of the 1980s, negotiations across party lines re-
sulted in a ax deal, subsequently called the *“Wonderlul Night,” between the
Centre Party, the Liberal Party, and the Social Democratic Party (Hadenius
1981). AL the centre of reform was the steep statutory income tax scale
running from 335 to 83 percent (Wahlund 1991).

Among those advocating reform, it was argued that the design of the
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income tax scale had negative effects on tax compliance and resource allo-
cation in terms of work incentives, investment, and savings. Furthermore,
due o generous tax deductions on interest payments, the tax system en-
couraged tax planning and extensive consumption - factors that undermined
the redistributive profile of the tax system, since high income earners could
lower their taxable income substantially (Aberg et al. 1987; Wahlund 1991,
691 Steinmo 1993, 183M). Another problem, equally important to manage,
was the consequences of bracket creeping, which affected an increasing
share of citizens, Before the reform, about half of those in the labour force
exceeded the 50 percent marginal tax rate (SCB 1994, 43).

The tax reform attempted to mitigate these effects by cutting marginal
tax rates and limiting tax deductions. The main objective was 1o ensure that
in 1985, when the reform was fully implemented, 20 percent of those work-
ing full-time and 90 percent of tax payers would have a marginal 1ax rate
below 30 percent. A thorough analysis of Wahlund (1991, 74) suggests that
this objective was by and large fulfilled.

While the reform was the first successful attempt in years to bring down
marginal tax rates, critical arguments concerning the tax system did not
soften. The lowered marginal tax rates, which mainly affected the upper
income brackets (Wahlund 1991, 78). created severe tensions within the
labour movement. mainly between the Social Democratic Party. which had
returned to power in 1982, and the Swedish Confederation of Trade Unions
{LO). The left-wing critique, foremost articulated by LO, argued that the
tax burden had been redistributed downwards and the measures introduced
to circumscribe tax planning were insuflicient (Feldt 1991). From the right.
on the other hand, the tax system was attacked for its high revenue levels
and the high marginal tax rates imposed on personal incomes,”

These critical points were by and large shared by the Social Democratic
Ministry of Finance. The Finance Minister Kjell-Olof Feldt and his associ-
ates criticised the tax system in articles and speeches and pleaded the need
for further reform (Steinmo 1993, 186: Feldt 1991, 379), During the 1987
party congress, the Social Democratic elite received a mandite to examine
and suggest appropriate changes in the tax svstem. The guidelines for tax
reform offered by the appointed public official commissions (SOU 1989a:
1989b: 1989¢) were indeed comprehensive and "more fur reaching than the
mandate given by the party congress’ (Feldt 1991, 380),

The government. firmly determined 1o implement the suggested changes.
negotiated with LO and both agreed that the current tax system contributed
1o a series ol negative effects. However, the proposed large cuts in income
tax caused disagreement. LO argued that such Targe cuts would increase
economic inequalities and jeopardise the financing of wellire programmes.
The government argued that the sharpened capital wx, the broadened
goods and services tax, and the removal of a number of tax deductions
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would compensate for the lowered revenues of income taxes. Analyses of
the reform’s relative effects on disposable income distribution among dif-
ferent income strata showed that these would be relatively small.* After
some deliberation LO finally accepted the tax reform.

In order to carry the proposal through the Riksdag the Social Democrats
invited the other political parties to negotiations. The financing of the re-
form caused major disagreements between the parties, but in late 1989, after
intense deliberation in which the Social Democrats were forced to make a
few concessions, the Liberals and the Social Democrats signed a tax reform
deal.

Given the remarkable pace of implementing such a far-reaching reform
and the avoidance of internal party debate before the tax deal was signed,
the Social Democratic leadership was aware that getting support from
rank-and-file members would ‘demand exceptional pedagogical and agi-
tatorial efforts . . . since the new tax system at first glance could be perceived
as a violation of every social democratic idea of how justice is done’ (Feldt
1991, 385; cf. Asard & Bennett 1992; Elvander 1994). In order to justify the
reform from a left perspective, the Social Democrats, accompanicd by
economic experts, stressed that the reform should be viewed in its totality,
and not only as a reform of marginal taxes. It was emphasised that the
current tax system did not serve the national economy efficiently. The
progressive and high taxes on income, the unequal treatment of different
incomes, and the misdirected effects of tax deductions encouraged neither
work nor saving, but they did encourage tax evasion, tax planning, and
other nonproductive activities. The new tax system with simple and uniform
rules would critically remove incentives [or tax planning and evasion, while
strongly promoting incentives to work (denoted *dynamic effects’ in public
debate), save, and invest, The redistributive effects of the tax and transfer
system would largely prevail, as many loopholes were closed while housing
allowances and child subsidies were increased (Sidersten 1991; Finans-
departementet 1990).

The main changes in the tax system, which came into full force in 1991,
included broadened, sharpened, and uniform taxes on goods and services (25
percent) and capital (30 percent), reduced tax rates on corperate income,
decreased possibilities for tax deductions, and lowered income tax rates. The
four-step marginal tax rate, ranging rom 33 to 72 percent, was replaced with
# two-bracket structure of 30 and 50 percent {Finansdepartementet 1990).
The new tax system would entail that nearly 83 percent of income earners
would have a marginal tax rate of 30 percent and no one would have a
marginal tax rate exceeding 50 percent {Agell et al. 1995, 10). Compared with
the intentions inherent in the “Wonderful Night’ agreement, it is understand-
able that this reform earned the title *The Tax Reform of the Century.’

Simultaneously with the later stages of the tax reform implementation
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process, the government introduced scveral mceasures that were designed
to cool down a booming ¢cconomy, contribute to a balanced budget, and de-
crease inflation (Aberg 1994). While some of these measures may be con-
sidered successful from the government’s point of view, it is nevertheless
clear that in several respects the economic situation remained problematic.
In 199] general elections were held and the Social Democrats lost power
with a large margin. While some argue that the ‘big defeat of the Social
Democrats . . . has a significant relationship with an ideological shilt among
the voters — from left opinions 1o right opinions, rom socialism to market
cconomy’ {Gilljam & Holmberg 1993, 141), others emphasise that the econ-
omic policies initiated by the Social Democratic government, such as the
fight against inflation, interventions in wage negotiations, deregulation of
financial markets, and the reformation of the tax system, gradually dis-
illusioned traditional left votlers from the party, since the government ap-
peared to have tremendous difficulties controlling the national economy
(Korpi 1993; Aberg 1994).

Whether or not the tax reform contributed to the electoral defeat, empi-
rical evidence suggests that the Social Democratic designed reform was per-
ceived as a marginal tax reform and had its strongest supporters among
professionals, managers, high income earners, and those affiliated with con-
servative parties (Edlund 1999b).° 1t is equally true that the initiated
policies did not sufficiently solve the problems of the Swedish economy.
However, coincidental with the four-party conservative coalition govern-
ment, ominous signs of a brewing economic recession increased sharply and
culminated in autumn 1992, Two ‘crisis packages.” including cutbacks in
social spending, were proposed by the government in cooperation with the
Social Democrats and carried through the Riksdag (Siephens 1996).

The deep recession, accompanied by rising unemployment and decreasing
revenues from an eroding tax base. put the welfare state under severe pres-
sure. In 1994, the Social Democrats returned to power. Bringing the public
finances into balance topped the agenda. Compared with the cautious meas-
ures launched by the conservative government, the Social Democrats imple-
mented several changes in welfare programmes, such as cutbacks in
replacement levels, stricter qualifying conditions, and reduced social
services, all of which aimed at bringing down costs (Palme & Wennemo
1998). Concerning taxation, the most significant changes in fiscal policy
include an additional 5 percent extra tax on income which was added on top
of the marginal income tax rate and increased social security contributions
paid by employees, a revenue source that had previeusly been virtually non-
existent in Sweden,

In response to the implemented cutbacks and the financial crisis of the
state, some critical arguments tracked the tax reform as one of the roots
behind the worsened situation of the Swedish welfare state. The absence of
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dynamic eflects in the labour market along with decreasing income tax
revenues, which had not been compensated for by other revenue sources,
indicated. the critics argued, that the tax reform relied on inaccurate assump-
tions and, hence, was not fully financed. The tax reform’s contribution to
the trend of rising inequalities in disposable income distribution was another
issue that received much attention.”

Attitudinal Trends and Patterns towards Taxation,
1981-1997

To summarise welfare state developments during the 1980s in very broad
terms, the social policy changes enacted may be depicted as a ‘period of
continued marginal expansion ol social security entitlements’ (Palme &
Wennemo 1998, 15). Concerning taxation, on¢ can observe a trend of de-
creasing marginal tax rates, declining tax expenditures, and expanding
revenue sources. Unemployment rates were kept at a low level. The 1990s,
particularly after the 1994 election, may be described as a period of increased
taxes and welfare policy retrenchment. Unemployment rates increased
sharply during 19921993 and still remain at a high level.

In the realm of politics on the elite level, these welfare state developments
have been bordered by political conflicts between the Social Democratic
Party and the conservative parties in general and the right-wing Moderate
Party in particular, Despite these conflicts, cross-party agreements for tax
reform have been accomplished. However, as previously noted, these agree-
ments and other economic policies adopted by the Social Democratic Party
have at times contributed to harsh friction within the labour movement,

Acknowledging these policy changes and the political context within
which they were settled, we now turn to an analysis of how citizens’
attitudes towards taxation have evolved over time. The data used in this
paper come {rom six nationally representative surveys conducted in Sweden
between 1981 and 1997, A brief description of the data is available in the
Appendix.

In Table 1. various attitudes concerning taxation are displayed. As indi-
cated by the questions dealing with the general level of taxes. the marginal
tax rates, and whether the distribution of taxes is fair, those expressing
discontent clearly outnumber those who signify satisfaction with taxes. This
is indicated by both the percentage distributions and the arithmetic means.”
The evidence for massive public discontent with taxes is, however, less than
clearcut. With two exceptions, it can be observed that a majority of citizens
agree that laxes are not loo high considering the public benefits provided
by the state, and, furthermore, that those in favour of replacing taxes with
user fees are not in 4 majority.
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Table 1. Various Attitedes 1o Taxes, [981-1997 (Percem * and Means ™)

1981 [9%&6 (942 1994 1997
=55 =97 n= 496 = 1326 it= 1254

1. What do vou think about the general level of tixes in Sweden?
Too high 4 Tl 63 75
About right I3 23 2B 18
Too low 0 . 4 4
Mean —{L6l —0.48 —45 ~i1.54

2, The marginal tixes are fir too high,

Agree 2 3G 32 LER]
Disugree 12 28 kLI 23
Mean =154 =21 =013 =133
3. Consudering the public benefits provided by the government. taxes are not oo high.
Agrree 57 33 3 50 43
Diisugree i 10 Ly 43 ;5
Mean 007 0,08 011 0 —{,12
4, Taxes should toa lrger extent be repliced by Fees paid by those using public services,
Agree 30 40 41 4}
Dhsagree 43 Y | 3 33
Mean (.05 .20 0.2 0.3
5. Owr tax system has a Dair distribution of the tx burden.
Agree 13 2 19 |
Dhisagree 0 65 T 73
Mean =152 —{1.34 =0.37 =144

“Don’t know” respoiises are nol shown,

" Means vary theoretically between | (negative about taxes) amd 1 (positive aboul taxes).
Suopirees; F50 (1995); Stenberg & Svallfoes (19200 Sundsirdm & Svalllors (19935 Hjerm &
Svalllors { 1997; 19498),

While it is clear that the observed attitudes do not shift greatly over time,
some differences between the vears may still be discerned. Between 1981
and 1992, dissatisfaction with taxes seems 1o have decreased. Citizens
became less critical 1o the Fairness of the tax distribution and less willing to
agree that the general tax level and the marginal tax rates were too high.

Attitudes appear 10 have been guite stable between 1992 and 1996, While
discontent with tax levels and marginal tax rates decreased slighuly. public
views on the fairness of taxes and the tradeotl between taxes and benelits
tended to go in the opposite direction. This latter pattern continued in 1997,
and was accompanied by increasing dissatisfaction with marginal tax rates
and the general level of taxes.

Continuing with an analysis ol public perceptions and preferences on
the level of taxes paid in ditferent income strata during the 19905, it 13
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apparent, as shown in Table 2, that most citizens were supportive of reduced
taxes for low income earners, while the taxes paid by middle income carners
were perceived either as legitimate or as too high. A more distinguished
variation in response patterns can be observed when it comes Lo taxes
imposed on high income earners. The belief that taxes are too low was fairly
widespread, but there were sizeable proportions of respondents viewing
the level of taxes either as appropriate or as oo high,

Comparing marginal frequencies over time, the main impression from
the table is stability. However, there was an increased tendency towards
disapproval of the taxes paid by low income and middle income earners,
albeit slightly, between 1996 and 1997, Furthermore, the upward trend of
public willingness to increase taxes on high income earners appears to
weaken in 1997,

Since these questions deal with public desires relating to both the levels
of taxes and the distribution of taxes between different income groups, it is
possible to construct two different tax measures, which will be used in the
forthcoming analyses. The first measure is a simple additive index and
attempis to measure preferences towards the level of taxes. The higher the
value the more the respondent is in favour of increased taxes.® The second

Table 2. Arstudes towards the Distribution and Levels of Taxes, 1991-1997 {(Peccem® and
Means™)

195 19492 1406 1947
=107 in= 508 io= 1336 io= | 2}

1. For those with high imcomes, taxes are . . .

Too high 21 17 18 19

Ahout right 26 26 18 M

Too low 42 53 7 33

Mean ol 033 .27 0.22
2. For those with middle incomes, taxesare . ..

Too high 49 43 41 40

About right 4 52 50 45

Too low I 2 3 3

Mean —1.29 —,24 =023 —{1.28
3, For those with low incomes, taxesam ., ..

Too high 7 17 7 B3

About right 15 ju 13 ]

Too low 0 ] 1 I

Mean =55 =053 —0r54 =(.63

'Y

‘Dron't know” responses are nol showi,

"Moeans vary theoretically between 1 (negative about taxes) and 1 (positive about taxes).
Sowrces: Sienberg & Svallfors (1992b); Sundstrim & Svalllors (1995); Hjerm & Svallfors { (997,
14955,
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measure intends to capture demands for increased tax progression, which
is defined as the distance between the variable values for taxes on high in-
comes and low incomes, respectively.” The higher the value the more
sympathetic the respondent is towards a more progressive distribution of
taxes. Both indices vary between —1 and 1.

How, then, are these indices and the other tax indicators associated with
cach other? Can the various items be considered as parts of one single
attitudinal dimension or do they represent different dimensions of attitudes
towards taxation? Furthermore, is it possible to observe any changes in
correlation patterns over time? One way to answer the above questions is to
examine the correlation matrix, which is displayed in Table 3.

Beginning with items 1 to 5 in the table, an inspection of the coefficients
suggests that the correlation patterns between different items in most in-
stances are quite stable over time."” Secondly, we can observe that attitudes
towards the general level of taxes (item 1) correlate rather strongly with
attitudes towards the marginal tax rates (item 2) and the tradeoll between
taxes and benefits (item 3). While the associations between the latter two
items are somewhat less pronounced, 1t is suggested that these three
questions measure some form of general tax discontent (Hadenius 1986).
The additive index construct appears in row 6.'' It is furthermore decided
to keep item 5 as a single indicator of tax distribution fairness, due to its
either weak or irregular relationships with other items.

How do these two measures correlate with the tax progression (row 7)
and tax level (row 8) indices? As shown, there are some indications that atti-
tudes towards taxation are multidimensional. While general tax discontent
and attitudes concerning the level of taxes are quite strongly related 1o each
other, correlations between tax discontent and the other two indices are
either weak (tax progression) or vary in magnitude over time (tax distri-
bution fairness).

It may also be noted that attitudes concerning the fairness of the dis-
tribution of taxes are foremost correlated with attitudes towards progressive
taxation. The latter seems also 1o be associated with perceptions concerning
the level of taxes. Those in favour of increased (decreased) tax progression
tend both to perceive the distribution of taxes as unfair (fair) and to be less
(more) interested in lowered taxes.

Except for the relationships between general tax discontent and the tax
level index, correlations between the four tax measures vary between medium
strong 1o negligible. These patterns of correlation suggest that attitudes to-
wards taxation are to 4 certain degree intertwined. but hardly as tightly as a
unidimensional pattern would prescribe. In the forthcoming analvsis we will
distinguish between general tax discontent, tax distribution fairness, tax
progression, and attitudes concerning the level of taxes.

At this point, is it possible to draw any general conclusions regarding
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Table 3. Correlation Patterns between Different Attitudes to Taxes. [981-1997 (Pearson's
rox 100 Coeflicients =30 in Bald)

Gieneral level of taxes

[ 3% ]

Marginal tax rates

1981 40
19492 49
1995 43
1997 48

3 Public benefits versus 1axes
1981 43 27
1943 47 37
1 SFey 57 et
1997 S0 32

4 User fees versus taxes
1981 21 22 s
1992 30 i |
a7 ¥ 37 17

5 Tax distribution fairness
1951 18 1% 15 4
1992 12 4 11 —&
15496 18 -5 27
1997 1% e KL 3

6 Tax discomtent index
1951 a2
1992 11
1949 1
1997 a0

7 Tax progression index
19492 - 12
149496 =31
14907 =5

8 Tax level index
1991 el
1942 51 28
1996 3 M
19497 49 I6

SN bt

Bowrces: S50 (1995 Swenberg & Svalllors (19920): Sundstrdm & Svallfors (19951 Hjerm &
Svallfors (1997, 1998y, Variables 1-5 are five-point scales, Variables & and B are 1 3=point
scales, Variable 7is o nine-point scale. All variables vary between —1 (negative about tixes)
and 1 {positive about taxes). 'Don’t know” responses are set to zero, Treating “don’t know”
respanses as missing values results in slightly higher correlations. Sce Tables 1 and 2 lar
gquesticn wording and numbers of respendenis,
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the ways public attitudes towards taxation have evolved on the aggregate
level during the past 15 years? Admittedly, interpretations depend to some
exlent on expectations. Among those expecting to find well distinguished
and systematic changes over time, the observed differences might be
regarded as small and, thus, pointing to the stability of attitudes. Still others
may anticipate the observed patterns as a pretext of attitude change.

[rrespective of whether stability or change 1s emphasised, 1t 1s difficult 1o
maintain that a long-term trend of eroding support for taxation has occur-
red. However, considering the implemented tax and welfare policy changes,
there are reasons o suspect that the attitudinal variations should not be
dismissed as trendless fluctuations. Seen in this perspective, it can be argued
that the tax reforms during the 1980s contributed to decreasing tax dis-
content. In a similar vein, the indications during the 19905 of gradually
increasing discontent with wellare benefits and the distribution of 1axes
may be a consequence of the enacted tax policies and cutbacks in welfare
programmes.

These resulis evoke some questions about the relationships between
attitudes towards taxation and structural conditions. First, along which
dimensions of cleavage are attitudes towards taxation structured? Second.
it may be of interest to analyse whether the observed attitudinal changes are
related 1o changes in preferences among certain social groups. More speci-
fically, have tax reforms contributed to weakened or reinforced social
divisions? [s it possible to link the trend of augmented 1ax discontent during
the 1990s, particularly between 1996 and 1997, Lo specific social groups or
is it distributed randomly? In the next section we will attempt 1o answer
these questions,

Social Divisions and Attitudes to Taxation. 1981-1997

One of the major objectives of the welfare state is to provide social pro-
tection by reducing various risks connected with unemplovment. ageing.
childcare, and illness, Viewing the labour market as the main system of
stratification, it has been argued that the unequal distribution of socio-
economic resources and risks is closely linked to occupational positions
{Korpi 1983: Esping-Andersen 1985). Since those with more fragile posi-
tions in the labour market have fewer resources and are exposed to higher
risks. they ave supposed 1o support strategies that redistribute market oul-
comes. From this perspective. then. the wellure state is conceived as a major
arena lor class conthicts, and its political support is foremost located among
those belonging to the lower strata in terms of resources (Matheson 1993),
However. the relevance of ¢lass in contemporary society has recently been
widely debated (Lee & Turner 1996), While the issues addressed differ. most
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of the critical objections, at least when it comes 1o themes concerned with
class and politics, can be subsumed under two headings.

According 1o the first set of arguments, it is generally agreed upon that
the labour market is a major system of stratification, but it is suggested that
the welfare state has increasingly become a prominent force in that process.
Within feminist discourse it is emphasised that the structure and scope of
social provisions provided by the state affect gender relations and work
opportunities and structure gender-specific interests (Orloff 1993; Daly
1994), Another aspect is the changing occupational structure, which is
intimately connected with the establishment of the welfare state. In Sweden
these changes have led to a heavily gender-segregated labour market
(Esping-Andersen ¢t al. 1993). As women are seen as more dependent on
the state in terms of social services, benefits and employment - a pattern
that appears to be particularly salient in Scandinavia (Siaroff 1994) ~ it is
suggested that they are more supportive of the wellare state than are men
{Hernes 1987: Borchorst & Siim 1987).

In a comparative perspective it has been argued that substantive gender
and sector conflicts over welfare policies are a likely scenario in Sweden.
These are conflicts that may even supersede class divisions, since, 1t has been
argued, universalistic social services, income-related policies, and commit-
ment 1o full employment benefit both the working class and the middle class
(Esping-Andersen 1990). The potential source of sector conflicts is found
in the public social service and taxation nexus (Hibbs & Madsen 1931). An
ambitious public service sector which requires high taxes may be subjected
to ideologically mounted attacks by political movements in matters of
taxation and wage demands, which result in cleavages between tax payers in
the male-dominated private sector and the, mostly female, tax-receciving
employees in the public sector.

The main point of the second set of arguments 15 that the potential of
class behind the creation of identities and interests has gradually lost its
power. Due to forces inherent in processes of post-industrialisation and
globalisation, contemporary social divisions have increasingly shifted away
from class towards cleavages manifested in patierns of consumption and
value commitments. This view, represented by Pakulski and Waters® {1996)
description of divisions i present ‘life after class’ societies, argues that
identitics and interests tend to be reflexively sell-composed, rather than
structurally determined by factors such as class. The rise of a "Auid matrix
of fragile formations’ has led to more complex and fragmented patierns of
‘multiple status cleavages’ (Pakulski & Waters 1996, 155-8). II these sug-
gestions are correct, then we should expect a gradual decline of associations
between attitudes to taxation and structural Factors in general and class in
particular between 1981 and 1997,

Pointing at the ‘silent revolution’ of slowly emerging postmaterialist
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value patterns, Inglehart (1990; 1997) suggests that younger generations
tend to prioritise different political issues from those prioritised by older
cohorts, due to their different formative experiences concerning material
well-being. In the realm of politics, it is claimed that questions of redistribu-
tion and mequality will gradually lose their significance, resulting in a
diminishing relevance of the traditional left-right axis and in declining ties
between political party preferences and welfare state issues (Inglehart 1990,
248-334). While Inglehart is explicit on this point, it is less clear whether
levels of support for taxation are supposed to differ between materialists
and postmaterialists, since it is emphasised that the materialist/ postmateri-
alist thesis is about priorities, not levels (Inglehart 1997, 108-30).

Sull, if attitudes towards taxation are related to the materialist/ post-
materialist dimension, it is possible that these relationships are expressed as
rather distinctive differences between age cohorts. Furthermore, age may
not only be relevant in terms of generational shifts in value preferences.
Position in the life cycle can also affect views and preferences on taxes.
From this perspective, one likely scenario is that those more dependent on
the welfare state — the young and the elderly — are more in favour of taxes
than are the middle-aged.

In the following we will attempt to evaluate these arguments empirically
by analysing how class, education, household income. gender, age. sector of
employment, and political choice are associated with attitudes towards tax-
ation. Before that, however, the measurements of variables, the criteria used
for classification, and the methods applied need some further description.

Class is measured with the Swedish socioeconomic classification of oceu-
pations: SEI(SCB 1982). The SEI schema shows apparent similarities to the
Erikson/Goldthorpe (EGP) classification of occupations, a class schema
that has proven to be fruitful in a number of studies focused on class-related
social issues, such as voting and social mobility (Erikson & Goldthorpe
1992; Nieuwbeerta 1996). Furthermore, the internal consistency of the dif-
ferent factors that the EGP concept of class is based upon has been
empirically validated (Evans 1992). Six different classes are distinguished:
unskilled workers, skilled workers, routine non-manuals. imtermediate non-
manuals, higher non-manuals (professionals and managers). and the seli-
employed.'”

Two other factors that are rather strongly related to class location are
education and income. Due to problems of standardisation. only three levels
of education are distinguished. All respondents with compulsory schooling
are coded as primary level of education. The secondary level is a rather
heterogencous category and comprises all sorts of post-compulsory school-
ing below the university level, both academic and non-academic. The third
and final category is university education. '’

The other class-related Factor, household income. is recoded inwo quin-
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tiles, In order to correct for differences in houschold size, the income
registered for married and cohabiting couples’ households has been divided
by two. As additional information on household size is not available in
some surveys, it was not possible 1o assess a more fine-grained weighting.

The final variable o be discussed is political party afliliation. Four
categories are extracted. The label “Left” is equivalent to supporters of the
Social Democratic Party and the socialist Left Party. The category "Centre’
consisis of those sympathising with either the Centre Party, the Liberal
Party. the Environment Party, or the Christian Democratic Party. “Right’
refers to those afliliated with the Moderate Party. The final category is the
remainder ncluding those indicating no party affiliation or another party
than those described above."?

It should be emphasised that the political party variable does not indicate
4 structural position, which the other independent variables do. 1f strong
links exist between political party and attitudes to taxation, relationships
between other variables rooted in structural conditions and tax attitudes
may be distorted. We will therefore run separate analyses, In Tables 4 and
5, the relationships between the structural factors and each of the 1ax indices
are displayed. Associations between political party preferences and the tax
indices are shown in Table 6.

The method used in the following analysis is multiple classification analysis
{(MCA), a method well suited for multivariate analysis when independent
variables are categorical and the dependent variable 1s at least on the interval
scale level. Cautious interpretations of the data are, however, sugeested. We
should not take coeflicients woo literally but instead focus on broader patierns
and relationships: a “gestalt as Scheuch (1989) puts it, The MCA output is
restricted to coeflicients controlled for the impact of other independent
variables (beta and adjusted group deviations) (Andrews et al. 19731,

By comparing the grand mean over time in Table 4, columns 1-4, the U-
curved general tax discontent pattern revealed in the previous section is also
apparent here. However. while the composite measure of general tax dis-
content, varying between —1 and I, indicates roughly similar levels of dis-
content in 1981 and 1997, it may be acknowledged that discontent in 1981,
compared with 1997, had more to do with tax rates than with the tradeofl
between taxes and benefits.

The general impression from the table is that neither the class-related nor
the alternative cleavage lactors tend 1o be strongly associated with tax
discontent, Beginning with the Tatter, it can be seen that gender and age
differences are in most instances negligible. Sector divisions, on the other
hand, appear o be somewhat more pronounced and in most cases they are
significant. Both gender and sector associations tend 1o be stable over time.

The class-related divisions show more variation over time. Differences
between workers and higher non-manuals decreased between 1981 and
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Tahle 4, General Tax Discontent and Tax Distribmion Fairness by Various Structural Deters
minangs, 1951, 1992, 1996, 1997 (Multiple Classification Analyvsis)

Tax discoaent Tax distribution Gairness

1951 1992 1996 1997 1951 1992 1904 1007

Cirand mean L3 =009 —019 =033 03 =035 -0 -4
Class 0.1%==* p.a1* D.0% o1z LA L i | ML LT
Unskilled workers =014 0Ky =001 LERL 0ol =0dG -004 =il
Skillesd workers 0.7 0,02 .04 010 oo -1y -nod —ind
Routine non-mantils .04 000 —00h O -0y 012 004 {L0E
lwtermsedzite non-manuats 0007 0.0kd 004 003 —0of 0.01 10,045 () e
Hizher non-manuals —10, 146 03 —00d =i ok 1,01 0,07 il
Self-employed =L, 1 <15 =007 =04 o7 .14 0oz =4

Edducation 0.19%** 0,02 nox b, LA n.o7 005 LR
Prrimury 005 =002 .0z (.00 oy —0n0F -0 —dd
Secondury —.07 000 —o0f -4 -l 0.0 0,01 .00
LUlmiversity .11 0.1 LENLTH] a7 00 0.7 0,03 LXK

Houselold income 0.0 .05 or4= io* o5 003 [N .08
L5 qquibitile =003 -0 oaz ui (1]} 1001 0o =nns
i guimnide 003 1,01 11,00 iy =0 =003 002 =iad
Ird quintile 0,405 0,03 nod =0z iz wol =00 <o
Aih quintibe =101 0. 0.0 06 [N RS o —0.02 .05
Fh quintite -0 —0gd -00d —k0x i [INI 0 LI

Giender 0.0 o 04 .00 0% w03 s [N Pl
Men 0,02 (LRI LIRS [FRLH -2 [ERAY] 0,02 LLRNTL
Women =11,k 1,EH) =103 [{RLH] (XK =112 =] [ =l 17

Ape (IR n16%** {02 .04 1Ll 07 05 [N
Myears or less =002 =l LLRITH (it =0z 0T 004 LA
-3 =001 =001 =0z =ikl h =i 0.0l LX)
4048 =110k 1.0 15,012 wuz —i 0 =z LI —{h
)50 LG 10,0K3 oul —e.02 LURNTH] L1 = L —{h
by Ears or more 10,07 11 [LRLT] [LRLI] s [LRL] =il =L b

Rechor nan® (1N [LNIT o k. [Hs 1A 1] [[ X1k} L[] [ k"
fruhlic 10,05 LN ihnd [{NIK] i L1 X =h 14 =L} {07
Frrevante =110K3 —{L0F ={n02 =L} =0l ={r2 il thai]

e ool [N (LRI RS [N (LX) . [{ELEE [{X ] [{XLEL]

[ 123 13401 [LUR R s 1314 T LIRS

* Ber coetlicients ane in bold; adjusted growp deviations from the grand mean are not baold,
Significance levels Tor variables: *** 001 level: =* 000 Level: * L03 level.
Sogrees: SSIIV5); Sundstram & Svalllors {19955 Hjerm & Svallfors (1997, [Wg),

1992, the decade of tax reforms. During the following vears, divisions seem
to expand. A similur pattern can be observed for household income, Dis-
content increased foremost among those with the highest incomes, Tt should
also be noted that education shows an unexpected pattern in that the uni-
versity educated were often less crivical than those with lower education.




Table 5. Attitudes towards Tax Levels and Tax Progeession by Various Structural Deters
minants, 1991, 1992, 1996, 1997 (Muhiple Classification Analysis)

Tax bevels® Tax progression”
1991 199 1996 1997 1991 1903 1904 [R5
Girand mean 025 018 008 -0.23 033 (.38 (ral (rax
Class 008 010" 20" 006 " 021%** 0.14%* 0.20%*" 0.20%**
Unskilled warkers 0,00 0.0 0.00 002 .06 (03 003 .06
Skilled workers 002 =001 0.06 0.07 0.07 o7 008 0.08
Routine non-manuwals 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.03 003 -4 (010 003
Inermediate non-manvals  0.01 0.03 0.03 000 =005 -0l 003 —004
Higher nom-manuals 000 000 =000 =008 -0 O =014 =013
Sell-employed =008 =008 =002 =008 =008 =il =12 =i
Eduecation .05 005 0.05 .03 03 (Li5*® [ 3j**® [ j{*
Frimary .04 0,02 0,01 0,01 0.07 X i1 (1. D
Secondary o0 000 =001 0,00 =002 00y =007 =001
Lmiversity =003 =002 .02 000 =005 <D0E <008 =003
Hausehold income w10 R RLLANE R L LLL 8 015" 2% 0.3 025"
15t quintile 002 =001 002 0,04 001 (04 (LM 0.08
2nd quingile =00 0.04 LLEN] .02 0.07 07 0oy 0.0y
Jrd guintile 0.06 0.01 0.0l .02 0.00 i 002 004
th quinnile 001 001 -001 005 000 002 001 =002
Sth quinesle -0 005 00l -0.03 007 -0le =008 =017
Gender 001 0.02 .06 LX) 0.06 003 .05 0104~
Men .00 .00 .02 (.00 002 001 -002 =004
Waoaren 0,00 000 -0k 00 —002 Qi {103 .0
Age 0.07 iz L0y .08 il G15*** .08 0.07
29 years of less —-por 005 —00s 003 007 —0DR  —008 —00%F
3030 —~,02 0,00 oL (.00 0.0 00 -002 (1.6
S04 =01 .00 LI .04 001 (MG 0.1 004
5054 02 .02 oz <(n03 00 L 001 0.0
Gl vears of mane 003 004 L] | 0.0l 004 004 0oy -0l
Seclor 004 LA 005" 0.00** 006 G12%** 011 013"
Public 0ol 0.0l .02 LLEVE] 02 00 0.035 005
Privaie =por =001 =002 =002 =002 04 -004 =005
R 0.0l 004 0D G0EE 0144 0158 0244 0,337
I T 1321 [L15 12 712 1321 1053 1034

* Beta coeflicients are in bold; adjusted group deviations from the grand mean are not bold,
Sigmhcance levels for variables: *** 0001 level; ** 0001 level; * 0005 level.

Sources: Stenberg & Svallfors (1992b); Sundstrom & Svallfors (1993); Hjerm & Svallfors
(1997, 149%),

As noted above, the observed differences between different social groups
were not particularly strong, but when they occurred, discontent with tax-
ation was foremost located among yvoung citizens, high income earners,
higher non-manuals, self-employed, and among those employed in the
private sector.
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Moving 1o columns 5-8, which deal with public perceptions of the fairness
of taxes, there are some weak indications that the tax reforms implemented
during the 1980s have contributed to altering attitude patterns. Between
1981 and 1992 it can be observed that workers became less willing to view the
distribution of taxes as fair compared with those in non-manual occupations.
This pattern, though somewhat less clear, continued during the 1990s,

The other background variables show little variation between 1981 and
1992, with the possible exception of education, which shows a roughly similar
but weaker pattern to class. However, the general impression (rom the table
is that perceptions concerning the fairness of taxes were not clearly linked to
specific groups, which is shown by the low proportions of variance explained.

Taking a closer look at the attitudinal developments during the imple-
mentiation of the “Tax Reform of the Century” and the vears following, we
will examine whether the recent changes in Swedish welfare and tax policies
have contributed to reinforce or weaken social conflicts over the levels and
distribution of taxes.

The relationships shown in Table 5, columns 1-4, suggest that the ob-
served differences in preferences for lowered taxes were comparatively less
marked in 1991 and 1992 compared with more recent years. For class there
1$ a tendency that higher non-manuals and the self-employved on the one
hand and the lower classes on the other were increasingly taking different
positions in this matter. Household income and sector of employment show
a similar pattern.

When it comes o gender, education. and age, conflicting views on appro-
priate tax levels can generally not be distinguished. It should be noted,
however, that in those cases age differences were somewhat more marked,
the youngest cohort generally tending to be more positive about cutting
taxes than other cohorts.

A trend of increasing demands for a more redistributive profile of the
tax burden can be distinguished in the last area of tax attitudes subjected 1o
analysis, which is depicted in columns 5-8. This pattern was. furthermore.
accompanied by a parallel trend of sharpening social conflicts. which tend
primarily to be structured by social class and class-related factors. The dif-
ferent positions on this issue taken by higher non-manuals and high income
carners on the one hand and the lower social strata on the other hand were
quite substantial.

Sector of employment was comparatively less associated with tax pro-
gression, but it is apparent that public employees to an increasing extent
tend to be more in favour of progressive taxes compared 1o those employed
in the private seclor.

Differences between women and men were generally small, but it can be
seen that women gradually warned more favourably towards progressive
taxation during the 1990s.
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Are differences were in all cases but one non-significant. There scems to
be a consistent pattern, though, that the young were less supportive of
progressive taxation than were other age groups.

How well, then, do the above findings reflect any of the cleavage scenarios
suggested earlier? In terms of the various post-industrial claims, some re-
ceive more empirical support than others do. Let us examine each in turn.

Are there any signs indicating that the linkages between structural factors
and attitudes are gradually dissolving? It is true that some of the observed
relationships are weak. Whenever they do appear, however, they may in
general be depicted either as parts of an overall over-time zero correlation
pattern {e.g. gender and tax level index) or as indicating the beginning of an
upward trend of strengthening associations (e.g. sector and tax level index).
A general trend of eroding linkages cannot be traced, a finding that we will
return Lo later when discussing the impact of class,

Furthermore, the observed gender differences are generally negligible. It
is of course possible to argue that the more accentuated gender divisions
that occurred in 1997 may indicate a recent shill of increased polarisation
between men and women. Given the overall picture depicted by the data,
such interpretations are afflicted with a large element of uncertainty, and it
may be wise not to overemphasise the differences.

The suggested scenario of conflicts between private and public sector
employees appears 1o fit the data better. Those employed in the private
sector were comparatively more discontented with taxes. Although the
observed relationships were not particularly strong, divergent views be-
tween public and private sector employees concerning the distributive
profile of the tax burden tended to be enhanced during the 1990s,

The relationships between age and attitudes towards taxation vary both
over time and across indices, which makes it difficult to draw any compre-
hensive conclusion. While 1t perhaps is tempting to consider the observed
patterns as trendless fluctuations, it can be noted that the young generally
tended to stake oul a more tax-critical position compared with other age
groups. Given the heterogeneity of the patterns found, however, the data
ofler little guidance to determine whether this mirrors life eyele or gener-
ational effects.

The impact of social class and class-related lactors appears to vary over
time. Between 1981 and 1991-1992 divisions tended to decrease. Al the
beginning of the 19905, simultancously with the launching of the “Tax
Reform of the Century.” the observed differences were comparatively small
regarding general tax discontent and the levels of taxes. One exception lrom
this patiern was the tax-critical position taken by the sell-employed.

Divisions are clearer when it comes Lo issues concerning the distribution
of taxes, Strata with fewer resources appear to be less positive to the fairness
of tax distribution and seem more inclined to support increased tax pro-
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gression compared with higher social strata. In the most recent years of
observation, there were some indications that the magnitude of class con-
flicts has tended to increase, particularly over the levels and the pro-
gressivity of taxes.

These findings suggest that the overall impact of class across the different
attitudinal dimensions is quite prominent., Even though some variation over
time can be registered, empirical evidence supporting the ‘death of class’
thesis appears Lo be rather limited.

In Table 6, the relationships between political party affiliation - con-
trolling for the impact of structural factors = and the four tax indices arc
displayed. It is clear that voters on the left and on the right. respectively.

Table 6. Relationships between Political Party Preference and Various Tax Indices Controdling
for Class, Education. Household Income. Gender. Age. and Sector (Muliple Classification
Amalysis®)

1951 1991 19492 1950 1997
Tax discontent 0265~ 0.3g=+= [T ELLL M44%%=
Lefi 007 0,20 0.2 029
Cemtre .06 ={1.03 (.06 =02
Right =018 =15 =30 = 3]
Mo preference fother party —00s —.01 =0 A s
R 0165 0168 0217 0.2149
Tax distribution fairness 0,16+ LR 0,08 0 10g===
Lelt =[.02 LIRL] .01 0.1
Centre 017 .04 (b (L 0.0
Right —0.03 1.0 {0 ~0.11
Mo preference 'other party  —009% —0.07 003 047
R 0,055 0042 (L0031 00584
Tax levels [ {135 == I b f4a===
Ll AR 1108 [IREL 11
Lenire — ), L 1,02 (LR iz
Kighn =012 =117 —0.20 —0,22
No preference/other party 0.4 (.03 (.1 XE]
R 0076 154 1,234 0227
Tux progression h1yees f1g=*= (. 33%=e .ag===
Lefi (AL 0.1 11k 00s
Centre — 3,0 —3 —{1.165 [ARLD
Right =013 —i 17 —i115 =013
Mo preference fother party 04 a3 04 o4
K 0197 212 0.2 0262

* Beta coctlicients swre in bald: adjusted group deviations from the grand mean are not bolbd.
Signilicance levels for variables: **% 00001 level: ** 0001 fevel; * 005 Tevel, For gramd means,
see Tables 4 and 5.

Sowrces: SSDHI995): Stenberg & Svallfors { 199200 Sundstrdm & Svalllors (19955 Hjerm &
Svaullfors (1997; [98).
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have quite divergent preferences and perceptions of taxes. This is particu-
larly evident when it comes to general tax discontent and appropriate tax
levels. The similarities between these two patterns should not be surprising,
since the correlation between general tax discontent and tax level prefer-
ences is quite significant, as shown in Table 3. Furthermore, attitudinal
differences regarding progressive taxation are somewhat less distinct but
still reminiscent of the two depicted above.

Perceptions of tax distributive fairness, on the other hand, do not follow
party lines clearly and the strength of relationships varies considerably over
the years. Apart from those expressing no party preference, a group that
regularly tend to view taxes as more unfair compared with other groups,
divisions between those on the left and those on the right developed quite
peculiarly during the studied time period. In the aftermath of the tax
reform, those on the right were more positive than those on the lefi. During
the 1990s left-wing supporters gradually turned more favourable while
those afliliated with the right-wing party become more dissatishied.

However, in contrast to expectations of diminishing links between poli-
tical preferences and welfare state issues, we have to admit that most of the
observed relationships appear to be rather strong and persistent. In some
cases, divisions even tended to increase over time. Here, it might be sug-
gested that the roots behind the increased differences may be found within
the realm of public welfare state discourse. As shown by Svallfors (1996,
chapter 8), the financial crisis of the state during the 19%0s contributed to a
shift in welfare state discourse among organised interests towards a greater
emphasis on the costs and taxes required for the welfare state. This shift is
particularly evident for the right-wing Moderate Party, which increasingly
tended to criticise the welfare state almost exclusively from a costs/lax
perspective.'®

Discussion and Conclusions

In the introduction o this paper, indications of a scenario of eroding public
support for redistributive policies and taxation were presented, Analysing
survey data spanning the period 1981-1997, a long-term trend of increased
dissatisfaction with taxation cannot be detected. Between 1981 and 1991-
1992 discontent appears to have decreased, In a shorter-term perspective,
however, there are some indications that tax discontent gradually increased
during the 1990s, particularly between 1996 and 1997,

These findings offer interpretations suggesting that the attitudinal devel-
opments revealed by data can 1o some extent be attributed 1o the changes
in tax and welfare policy enacted during the studied time period. Seen in this
perspective, the tax visibility thesis lends empirical support. Another ex-
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planation that scems plausible is Korpi's (1980) thesis that differences in
public tax preferences should not be treated in isolation from other aspects
of the welfare state, particularly the public benefits provided by govern-
ment.

It seems likely, then, that the increased discontent observed during the
1990s may to a considerable extent be explained by the combination of
implemented tax increases and cutbacks in wellare programmes, To put it
crudely, citizens perceive that the public goods provided offer “less value for
money’ today than they did yesterday.

When it comes to group differences, most of the various post-industrial
theses pointing to different kinds of plausible conflict patterns in contem-
porary society receive limited support.

First, it is difficult to find any substantial evidence suggesting a trend of
declining relationships between attitudes to taxation and structural deter-
minants in general and class in particular.

Second, although there are some indications that the young tend to be
more negative towards taxes than other age groups, the impact of age tends
Lo vary in a rather non-sysiematic fashion.

Third, according to suggestions of emerging new divisions, it can be noted
that differences between men and women are generally small. It may be
acknowledged, nevertheless, that differences concerning the distribution of
taxes were fairly pronounced in 1997, Whether this indicates a temporary
or a more ¢nduring gender division may be answered in future analysis.

Relationships between sector of employment, the other new dimension
of cleavage, and attitudes towards taxation appear to be more persistent.
Those in the private sector are more discontented with taxes and are less
willing to increase tax progression compared with public sector emplovees,
It seems, moreover, that the politics of retrenchment have contributed to
growing conflicts over the distribution of the taxes.

Without denying the impact of gender and sector of emplovment. 1t may
be concluded that these conflicts generally tend to be of minor importance
compared with those structured by social class and class-related factors.
While class divisions appear to vary across attitudinal dimensions and over
time, there is little evidence in favour of claims suggesting the diminishing
relevance of class. The relevance of class politics 1s further underpinned by
the substantive divisions found between those affiliated with lefi-wing par-
ties and those sympathising with the Moderate Party.

Il one considers the impact of ¢class in broader terms, it appears that the
tax reforms contributed to recasting class conflicts from a domain of tax
discontent to i tax redistributive domain. In the early 1990s, siriking simi-
larities between strata with fewer resources and the more affluent could be
observed concerning tax discontent and demands for lowered taxes in
general. In the other domain, dissatisfaction with the distribution of taxes
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and tax progression revealed more strongly defined differences where the
strongest proponents for redistribution were found among workers.

In a similar vein, the retrenchment era promoted substantive conflicts in
both domains. Whether or not this i3 an indication of the eroding support
for the welfare state among the higher level salaried employees noted by
Svallfors (1999), 1t 1s clear that the tax increases and cutbacks in major
welfare programmes have entailed a relatively stronger disapproval of pro-
gressive taxation and rising desires for reduced taxes among higher non-
manuals, the self-employed, and high income earners compared with other
strata, especially skilled workers.

Finally, in the light of the above findings, is it justified 1o assume that
the Swedish welfare state is facing a crisis of legitimacy? While *crisis’ may
be 1oo strong an expression, the downward trend of increased dissatisfac-
tion with the benefits received for taxes paid, accompanied by rising dis-
content across various aspects of taxation between 1996 and 1997, may
nevertheless be an ominous sign from a welfare state perspective.'”

To some extent this comparatively sharp increase in discontent may be
explained by inertia in public opinion. The effects of retrenchment politics
have gradually increased in visibility among ordinary citizens in their every-
day lives. In this respect the impact of the anti-tax rhetoric, forcefully
exercised by the political right, on public opinion should not be neglected,
since such allegations may gain public appeal more easily under current
circumstances.

Another factor that may be of relevance is the historically high unemploy-
ment rate in Sweden. From 1992-1993 until the present, open unemployment
rates have oscillated steadily around the 8§ percent mark. with another 4
percent accounted for by active labour market policies (Aberg 1998).
Continuing mass unemployment in parallel with retrenchment politics may
have negative consequences for public confidence in the capabilities of the
welfare state and trust in the ambitions of political parties. since it has been
argued that the earlier successliul strategies for full employment were the
key determinants behind the broad support Tor the Swedish welfare state
{Korpi 1983; Esping-Andersen 1985; 1990,

If this trend continues, then it is possible that the Swedish welfare state
may lace severe challenges. from both apparent financial problems and
more widespread public discontent with taxes - a process that, reinforced
by right-wing anti-tax rhetoric, eventually may lead 1o more accentuated
patterns of withdrawal of popular support for the wellare state.

On the other hand. there are reasons 1o assume that these suggestions
are o pessimistic. Advocates of counter-arguments can take some comlon
in the finding that the most dissatisfied citizens are not found among the
strata that have probably suflered most during the economic recession.
Morecover., support for the wellare state in terms ol service delivery, linan-

ol



cing, and social spending remains strong during the 1990s and has in some
instances slightly increased. Among the best off, however, welfare state sup-
port appears to have decreased (Svallfors 1998; 1999), In summary, the con-
flict patterns over taxation and welfare policies suggest that further moves
towards a less ambitious, less universal welfare model may cause resistance
from fairly large segments of the public.

To decide whether Sweden is facing an emerging “crisis’ or a temporary
downturn in public support for taxes is difficult for several reasons. We
may, however, be confident that political struggles on the terrain of the
welfare state will continue into the next millennium,

Appendix

The data come from six nationally representative survevs conducted in Sweden
between 1981 and 1997, All data sets are available from the Swedish Social Science
Data Service (S50 an Gateborg University. In Table Al, some basic characteristics
of the data are displayed. More thorough descriptions of the data are available in
the publications noted below. The non-responses do not seem Lo be particularly
biased regarding gender, age, or location (a shightly higher non-response rate among
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2, The 5EI classification is assessed in the following way: 11, 12 = unskilled workers: 21,
22 = skilled workers; 33, 36 = rowtine non-manuals: 46 = imermediate non-manuals;
56, 57,60 = higher non=manuals: 79, 89 = self-emploved.

I3 The primary education category in the 1981 survey deviates, however, from the general
classification. Due to the coding schema used in the 1981 survey, it 15 not possible to
separite some carly types of secondary education from compulsory schooling,

14, There are two deviations from this general schema. The Environmem Party category
is not avatlable in the 1981 survey, In the 1992 survey, New Democracy isclassified as a
right-wing party. Additienal analysis in which New Democracy and the Enviconment
Party are classified as “other party’ shows similar results 1o those presemted in this
paper.

15, Since one of the dependent variables (tax distribution fairness) consists of a single
question only, MCA may not be appropriate. For this reason, additional logistic re-
gression analvsis (Tabachnick & Fidell 1996) applving a dichotomous 1ax disteibution
fairmess variable was performed. However, the results in Table 4 are very similar o
those observed using logistic regression.

L6 Dwring the most recent years, variations on two themes articulated by the political right
in public debate can be distinguished, The first stresses that problems in the social
services are primarily a question of inefficient allocation and organisation, not financial
resources (e.g. “We have the highest 1axes in the world, but do we have the best schools
[healtheare, elderly care]™). The second emphasises the necessity of reduced axes in
order to bring down unemployment. Left-wing counter-arguments have been foremaost
articulated by LO and the Left Party. The Social Democrats have, by and large, taken
a marg reservied position in public debate,

17. It should be mentioned that an examination of the questionnaires and non-response
characteristics shows that it 15 highly walikely that the observed differcnces belwesn
1996 and 1997 can be explained by context effects and/or biased samples (cf. Svallfors
19495).
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cing, and social spending remains strong during the 1990s and has in some
instances slightly increased. Among the best off, however, welfare state sup-
port appears to have decreased (Svallfors 1998; 1999), In summary, the con-
flict patterns over taxation and welfare policies suggest that further moves
towards a less ambitious, less universal welfare model may cause resistance
from fairly large segments of the public.

To decide whether Sweden is facing an emerging “crisis’ or a temporary
downturn in public support for taxes is difficult for several reasons. We
may, however, be confident that political struggles on the terrain of the
welfare state will continue into the next millennium,

Appendix

The data come from six nationally representative survevs conducted in Sweden
between 1981 and 1997, All data sets are available from the Swedish Social Science
Data Service (S50 an Gateborg University. In Table Al, some basic characteristics
of the data are displayed. More thorough descriptions of the data are available in
the publications noted below. The non-responses do not seem Lo be particularly
biased regarding gender, age, or location (a shightly higher non-response rate among
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women appears in the 1981 and 1992 samples, while non-responses were slightly
higher in the Steckholm arca in 1986). There is a general pattern in surveys where in-
formation concerning taxable income is available that low income earners are
slightly overrepresented among non-responses.
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NOTES

1.

Ets

62

For an overview of arguments concerned with the negative cffects of advanced welfare
statism, see Phaller et al, (1991), Atkinson & Mogensen (1993), and Esping-Andersen
{1996) and works cited therein.

For descriptions of the Swedish tax system, see Stemnmo (1993 ) and Edlund (199%a).

In 1987, nearly 75 peroent of those working full-time had passed the 30 percent marginal
tax level (SCH 1994, 43).

Waorks analysing the reform’s effects on income distribution are summarised in Aberg
11993).

The werm "conservative parties’ refers 1o right-wing and centre parties {Moderate Party,
Liberal Pary, Cemtre Party, Christian Democratic Pariy).

Official reports (S0OLU 1995 Agell et al, 1995) evaluating the 1ax reform acknowledpe
both that the reform constrained the redistributive effects of the tax system as well as
its sigmificance for the loss of tax revenues, Taking inlo account the overall redistri-
butive effects of transfers and taxes, they conchede, however, that differences in dis-
posable income before and after the tax reform have less to do with the reformation of
the tax sysiem than with rising inequalities in factor income.

Although variables arc on the ordinal level, arithmetic means are reported, since the
displayed percentage distributions do not distinguish between different levels of ap-
proval /disapproval {e.g. ‘agree’ Cstrongly agree” or ‘too high” “much toa high.”

The tax level measure {Um) is defined as: tlm = (1l + tmi + thi)/ 3, in which thi is the
variable value for taxes on low moomes, (mi 15 the variable value for taxes on middle
incomes, and thi is the variable valoe for taxes on high incomes. Since the tm is divided
by 3, it varies between — [ and 1.

The tax progression measure (ipm) may be defined as: ipm = (thi — i}/ 2, in which
thi is the variable value for waxes on high incomes and i is the variable value for taxes
on low incomes. The ipm varies berween =1 and 1.

It may also be noted that while these items do not explicitly distinguish beiween
different types of taxes, public preferences towards the general level of taxes tend 1o be
closely associmed with anitudes vowards the income tax (0,57). Relationships between
the peneral wx level and other types of taxes are in comparison much weaker: goods
and services tax (0019 corporate tax (0L18): raxes on wobacco and alcohel (O.10)k
encrgy taxes (0.18). Coeflicients are Pearson’s r. These items are only available in the
L981 survey, but the tentative evidence suggests that public mritudes towards taxation
arc heavily influenced by perceptions of the personal income tax,

The tax discontent index (1di) is defined as: tdi = (i, + iy + i:)/3, in which i, 15 the
variable value for items 1. 3, Tor item 2, and i, for em 3 (item numbers correspond 1o
iems in Table 3)0 The mdex varies berween =1 and 1. The reliabitliny coeflicient
(standardized Cronbach’s alpha) varies between 0064 (19811 071 (19920, (L68 (1996),
and 0L69 (19970, If *don’t know' responscs are recoded as missing values, the relinhility
coefficient inergases, but only slightly,
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NOTES
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For an overview of arguments concerned with the negative cffects of advanced welfare
statism, see Phaller et al, (1991), Atkinson & Mogensen (1993), and Esping-Andersen
{1996) and works cited therein.

For descriptions of the Swedish tax system, see Stemnmo (1993 ) and Edlund (199%a).

In 1987, nearly 75 peroent of those working full-time had passed the 30 percent marginal
tax level (SCH 1994, 43).

Waorks analysing the reform’s effects on income distribution are summarised in Aberg
11993).

The werm "conservative parties’ refers 1o right-wing and centre parties {Moderate Party,
Liberal Pary, Cemtre Party, Christian Democratic Pariy).

Official reports (S0OLU 1995 Agell et al, 1995) evaluating the 1ax reform acknowledpe
both that the reform constrained the redistributive effects of the tax system as well as
its sigmificance for the loss of tax revenues, Taking inlo account the overall redistri-
butive effects of transfers and taxes, they conchede, however, that differences in dis-
posable income before and after the tax reform have less to do with the reformation of
the tax sysiem than with rising inequalities in factor income.

Although variables arc on the ordinal level, arithmetic means are reported, since the
displayed percentage distributions do not distinguish between different levels of ap-
proval /disapproval {e.g. ‘agree’ Cstrongly agree” or ‘too high” “much toa high.”

The tax level measure {Um) is defined as: tlm = (1l + tmi + thi)/ 3, in which thi is the
variable value for taxes on low moomes, (mi 15 the variable value for taxes on middle
incomes, and thi is the variable valoe for taxes on high incomes. Since the tm is divided
by 3, it varies between — [ and 1.

The tax progression measure (ipm) may be defined as: ipm = (thi — i}/ 2, in which
thi is the variable value for waxes on high incomes and i is the variable value for taxes
on low incomes. The ipm varies berween =1 and 1.

It may also be noted that while these items do not explicitly distinguish beiween
different types of taxes, public preferences towards the general level of taxes tend 1o be
closely associmed with anitudes vowards the income tax (0,57). Relationships between
the peneral wx level and other types of taxes are in comparison much weaker: goods
and services tax (0019 corporate tax (0L18): raxes on wobacco and alcohel (O.10)k
encrgy taxes (0.18). Coeflicients are Pearson’s r. These items are only available in the
L981 survey, but the tentative evidence suggests that public mritudes towards taxation
arc heavily influenced by perceptions of the personal income tax,

The tax discontent index (1di) is defined as: tdi = (i, + iy + i:)/3, in which i, 15 the
variable value for items 1. 3, Tor item 2, and i, for em 3 (item numbers correspond 1o
iems in Table 3)0 The mdex varies berween =1 and 1. The reliabitliny coeflicient
(standardized Cronbach’s alpha) varies between 0064 (19811 071 (19920, (L68 (1996),
and 0L69 (19970, If *don’t know' responscs are recoded as missing values, the relinhility
coefficient inergases, but only slightly,



