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1 Introduction

What explains peoples attitude towards redistributive policies? Over the past few years a large
number of papers have tried to answer this question both theoretically and empirically. Most
contributions of the literature focus on several potential determinants: on the one hand, it seems
clear that being more or less inclined to redistribution depends on personal economic variables
(income, risk propensity, expectations of social mobility, etc.); on the other hand, some papers
argue that also personal beliefs (religiosity, work ethics, political orientation, etc.) have a strong
impact on individual choices. Given that most of the empirical literature is based on international
comparisons, scholars have also demonstrated that, in addition to individual characteristics, insti-
tutional, economic and cultural cross-country differences do play a significant role in influencing
personal attitudes. The effect of context on personal attitudes may also be relevant when analyzing
the preferences expressed by the citizens of a single country, where a high degree of inter-regional
dishomogeneity exists. In this paper, we propose an empirical analysis based on the World Values
Survey (WVS) data collected in Italy in 2005; by controlling for a number of covariates usually
found to impact individual attitudes towards equality and redistribution, we confirm that self-
interest evaluations, together with the personal beliefs about the role of personal effort and luck in
determining personal success, do influence this kind of personal attitudes. Our results also suggest
that living in a specific macro regional (North West, North East, Centre, South and Islands) context
may play a significant role in conditioning personal attitudes of Italians. The paper is organized
as follows: in section 2, we briefly review previous literature and its main results; in section 3, we
present our data and hypotheses; section 4 presents the results of our empirical analysis, while the
last section is devoted to final comments.

2 Background

The issue of the formation of individual preferences for income equality and redistributive poli-
cies has been recently deeply investigated in the economic literature. Over the last ten years a
large number of papers have been devoted to the theoretical discussion and the empirical testing
of hypotheses about the determinants of individual support for redistribution.
Most studies focus on the so-called self interest hypothesis (or homo oeconomicus effect, Corneo
and Gruner, 2001); it assumes that individuals act as selfish utility maximizers and choose to
support policies only if they may obtain net economic benefits from them. Individual preferences
for redistribution are, therefore, mainly determined by the personal economic condition. On the
one hand, the actual income position is relevant: when it is lower than the mean registered in the
society, people assume themselves to be beneficiaries of the redistribution process and so give their
support to it (Meltzer and Richard, 1981); otherwise, they oppose it. On the other hand, even
people with low present income may decide to support inequality, if they have strong expectations
for upward mobility in the future (Prospect Of Upward Mobility, POUM; Benabou and Ok, 2001).
These expectations may be influenced by personal and familiar history of social mobility (Piketty,
1995) or simple observation of the social success experienced by the others (the so-called tunnel

effect, Hirschmann, 1973). Strong support for these hypotheses is provided by Alesina and La Fer-
rara (2005), who analyse the attitudes for redistribution in the American land of opportunities, and
Ravallion and Lokshin (1999), who explain the high preference for inequality registered in Russia
during the 1990s. As noted by Kaltenthaler et al. (2008), even education may have a positive
impact on these expectations, because people with high levels of human capital may perceive them-
selves as having a high potential and so be less supportive of redistributive policies.
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Finally, the self interest hypothesis includes variables, such as risk aversion and perception of short-
term social risks (i.e. risk of income loss or reduction in income), that may have a positive influence
on the demand for redistribution.
The second major theoretical explanation is based on the idea that support for welfare and redistri-
bution depends on non-economic ideological/behavioral motivations. According to this perspective,
some authors (Alesina and La Ferrara, 2005) remark that preferences for redistribution may result
as the consequence of a sense of altruism or as the effect of personal sensibility for the more general
theme of equality in opportunity. Corneo and Gruner (2001) argue that, apart from the homo

oeconomicus effect, people tend to be influenced by their relative position in the society (social
rivalry effect) and by their individual beliefs about success factors (public values effect). Fong
(2001) demonstrates that personal beliefs about the role of effort and luck in self-determination are
strong predictors of support for welfare policies, while economic motivations have only a secondary
role.
In general, the literature considers political values as causal predictors of individual support for wel-
fare state (Kaltenthaler et al., 2008): thinking of oneself as right/left wing oriented may influence
the personal attitude towards welfare state policies and determine low/high support for income
equality and redistribution. However, treating subjective political measures as causal predictors of
welfare support may cause theoretical and empirical problems (how can we be sure of the direction
of the causal link by simply using crosssectional data?), even if, by using longitudinal data and
an instrumental variables approach, Jaeger (2008) demonstrates that the predicted causal effect
actually exists.
Adopting this kind of perspective, few authors (Scheve and Stasavage, 2006; Stegmuller et al.,
2011) investigate the role of religious orientation (denomination and participation) and conclude
that religiosity negatively affects individual preferences for redistribution, probably because of the
historical conflict between State and Church on welfare provision.
Other papers (Alesina et al., 2001) focus on the issue of racial orientations, arguing that the high
preferences for inequality registered in the U.S.A. may also depend on the fact that the U.S. welfare
spending mainly benefits discriminated minorities.
While it is clear that country characteristics also affect individual preferences (see also the results
of the experimental study by Farina and Grimalda, 2010), it is very difficult to distinguish the ef-
fects on individual attitudes determined by i) the institutional context ii) the national culture and
iii) the economic context1. Focusing on the institutional determinants, Svallfors (1997) remarks
that preferences for welfare policies may be influenced by the different welfare regimes typologies.
Using German data collected after the reunification and adopting a more sophisticated empirical
approach, Alesina and Fuchs-Schndeln (2007) analyze the impact of political regimes on individual
preferences. Their results show the existence of significant differences between the preferences of
the citizens that lived under the Communist regime and of those who lived in West-Germany, with
the former being more in favor of welfare policies and redistribution. A convergence towards the
preferences of western people is nonetheless registered a few years after the fall of the Berlin wall.
While all the above mentioned papers analyze preferences for redistribution from a multicountry
perspective, less attention has been devoted to understanding how regional conditions may in-
fluence them. Nevertheless, especially in countries characterized by high inter-regional economic
disparities and cultural differences, understanding the impact of regional conditions on personal
attitudes may yield interesting results. To the best of our knowledge, only a few papers focus on
differences in regional preferences for redistribution: one is by Garcia-Valinas et al. (2008), who

1In empirical analyses, countries differences are usually analyzed by means of country dummy variables that end
up being a sort of black boxes (Guillaud, 2008)
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investigate individual preferences in Spain; after controlling for individual characteristics, they find
that regional conditions (inequality and regional public expenditures) may also be relevant when
explaining regional differences. Another related paper is by Boarini and Le Clainche (2009), who
analyze individual preferences expressed by French people and find them partially influenced by
their region of residence.

3 Data

Our econometric analysis is based on the WVS database. Based on interviews to representative
samples of the population, this database collects data about the socio-economic characteristics of
the interviewed people, together with information about their personal beliefs, cultural tendencies
and ideas about political, religious, and economic issues.
The WVS surveys were carried out in a wide set of countries during five rounds, from 1981 to 2005.
We base our analysis on the 2005 data that register the lower rate of missing values for the vari-
ables we are interested in2. After listwise deletion of incomplete cases, the final sample contains 939
observations. A chi square goodness of fit test demonstrates that, even after the listwise deletion,
our macro regional distribution of the sample is similar to the one of the population (chi square=
0.36, p=0.949) .
The complete list of selected variables and their descriptions are presented in tab.1 (see the ap-
pendix).
Assuming that people are sincere believers of their preferences, we measure the individual attitude
towards redistribution through the answer given to the question concerning their preference about
the desired level of income equality; in order to answer to this question, people had to use a discrete
and ordered scale. For presentation purposes, we used the reversed original scale as dependent vari-
able and labeled it REDISTRIBUTION.
According to the literature reviewed in section 2, a broad set of variables may be selected as ex-
planatory: from the individuals socio-demographic and economic characteristics to the features
of the institutional and spatial context they live in. This paper focuses on the sociodemographic
determinants, the homo oeconomicus hypothesis, the impact of ideological attitudes and personal
beliefs and context variables. Tab. 2 presents some descriptive statistics about all the variables
(see the appendix).
Gender, age and marital status are used as socio-demographic controls. Womens attitude to soli-
darity is reported by the literature (see Svallfors, 1997, for a discussion on this point) and we control
for it by the inclusion of the dummy variable FEMALE. The impact of age is controversial; from a
general point of view, we can imagine that younger people are less supportive of state spending and
redistribution as they perceive they have a longer time to pursue social mobility and income incre-
ments, while older people, especially when approaching retirement age, may have stronger support
for equality and income redistribution. In our regressions we use the continuous variable AGE

and, in order to check for the possible nonlinearity, we also include its squared values (AGE2).
Marital status may also be relevant: divorced, separated or never married are reported to be more
inclined to redistribution than married people (Singhal, 2008; Alesina et al., 2001; Fong, 2001),
probably because they cannot rely on the support of a partner. In our regression analyses, we use
the dummy MARRIED.

2The Italian sample for 2005 was created by taking into account the regional distribution of the population,
age and gender, but no stratification by education was possible; therefore, people with lower education are un-
derrepresented. For more details see the Technical Specifications of the 2005 Values Survey on the WVS website
(http://www.wvsevsdb.com).
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According to the homo oeconomicus approach, the respondents financial situation is one of the
most important determinants of the individual support to redistribution. The WVS database in-
cludes one question about the respondents household income 3, but unfortunately a great number
of answers to these questions are missing. Therefore, we were forced to use the question concerning
the personal satisfaction with the financial situation of the household. Answers to this question are
discrete and ordered and recorded by the variable FINANCIAL. Clearly, the satisfaction about
the financial condition of the household does not depend entirely on the amount of the respondents
personal income; incomes provided by other members of the household, the number of members,
as well as personal expectations, may influence the answers given by the respondents.
Two variables are used to describe the employment status of the respondents. The dummy variable
SELF takes the value 1 if the respondent is reported to be self employed. This variable may be a
good proxy for risk propensity as self employed people may be considered as naturally risk neutral
or risk loving . The dummy variable UNEMP takes the value 1 if the respondent is unemployed.
Unemployment status may have a strong impact on attitudes towards redistribution: following
Kaltenthaler et al. (2008), unemployed people think of themselves as the losers of the markets
operations and so may be in favor of State redistributive intervention.
Ideological attitudes and personal beliefs may affect personal support to redistribution. Here we
focus our attention on the personal beliefs about the role of personal effort and luck in determin-
ing personal success. Personal opinions about this issue are recorded by the discrete and ordered
variable HWORK. Thinking that personal success is just a matter of personal effort means that
lack of effort is interpreted as the cause of economic difficulties; this may lead to low support to
redistribution.
Religion may also be an important explanatory variable. Scheve and Stasavage (2006), as well
as Stegmuller et al. (2011), argue that religion and welfare state spending may be interpreted as
substitute mechanisms of social insurance; therefore, more religious individuals (Protestants and
Catholics) are less supportive of social spending. We test this hypothesis by means of the variable
CHATT.
The educational level of individuals (EDUCATION) may also act as an explanatory variable: on
the one hand, more educated people are supposed to be well informed about costs and benefits of
the redistribution; on the other, they may have more expectations about future social mobility. The
WVS database includes one question about the formal education level achieved by the respondents.
We grouped answers in three categories: primary education (PRIMARY, no higher than the Ital-
ian scuole medie, middle schools with pupils aged 11-13), secondary education (SECONDARY,
no higher than scuole superiori, secondary schools with pupils aged 14-19) and tertiary education
(TERTIARY, laurea, masters degree or higher).
Finally, we consider some variables useful to describe the context where the respondents reside.
First of all, we analyze the possible impact of the size of the city of residence. While some studies
find residence in large cities to be correlated with higher preferences for redistribution and welfare
policies (Alesina, 2001), it seems reasonable to assume that very small towns are generally char-
acterized by a high level of social cohesion among the inhabitants, so that people living there are
naturally more in favor of income equality than the ones living in very large and high income cities.
Data on this issue were taken from the WVS variable collecting respondents descriptions of their
own domicile (DOMICILE). Possible answers were grouped in few categories: > 500,000 inhab-
itants, 100,000-500,000 inhabitants, 20,000-100,000 inhabitants and < 20,000 inhabitants.
As is well known, Italy is characterized by persistent economic disparities between the Centre-

3Respondents were asked to describe their household income choosing from a scale of incomes on which 1 indicates
the lowest income decile and 10 the highest income decile in their country.
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North and the Southern and insular regions; in order to illustrate these disparities, in fig. 1 (see
the appendix) we report, for each Italian macro region (North West, North East, Centre, South
and Islands4), the corresponding per capita income relative to the national per capita income
(GDPRel) and the Gini coefficient (GINI) 5. These two variables exhibit a negative correlation
(Pearson correlation test, ρ= -0.872, p=0.128): South and islands register low per capita income
and high inequality while the Northern macro regions are sensibly richer and less inequal.

4 Methodology and Results

Given the discrete and ordered nature of our dependent variable, regression analyses were carried
out using a standard ordered logit model. In the ordered logit model we assume that the support
for distribution of individual i can be characterized by a continuous latent variable:

Y ∗i = Xiβ +Rγ + ǫi (1)

where Xi is is a vector of individual characteristics, R is a vector of macro regional dummies, ǫi
is a random error term with logistic distribution and β and γ are parameters to be estimated. We
do not observe Y ∗i but a variable e Yi that takes the values 0 to 9, increasing in individual support
for redistributive policies. More in detail, we have:

Yi = j if κj−1 < Y ∗i < κj for j = 0, . . . , 9 (2)

where κj indicates unknown cut-points to be estimated, assuming that κ0 = −∞ and κ9 = +∞.
The model applies to data meeting the parallel lines assumption (proportional odds, Long and
Freese, 2006) that the effect of the independent variables does not vary by the level of the depen-
dent variable.
Parameters estimates are presented in tab. 3 (see the appendix).
The results suggest that personal attitudes towards redistribution are affected by self-interest eval-
uations (depending on personal financial conditions, level of education and attitude to risk) and
by the personal system of beliefs about the determinants of success; no significant impact is found
for the demographic variables (gender, marital status and age) and for religiosity while the context
(dimension of the city of residence, economic conditions of the macro region) seems to play some
role: people living in less developed regions are more in favour of redistribution. These results are
robust to the different model specifications reported in tab. 3.
Model (1) presents a basic specification where all the individual variables were included together
with the dummies for the macro regions. While all the demographic variables (AGE, FEMALE,
MARRIED) have no significant impact on individuals’ attitude towards redistribution, the modal-
ities of EDUCATION are found to be jointly significant. Given the positive sign of the coefficient
of PRIMARY we found in all the models, people having lower levels of education are more inclined
to redistribution. No significant coefficient was found for SECONDARY. The interpretation of

4According to the classification provided by the National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT), the North-West includes
the following regions: Valle d’Aosta, Piemonte, Lombardia and Liguria; the North-East includes: Trentino Alto
Adige, Veneto, Friuli Venezia Giulia and Emilia Romagna; the Centre includes: Toscana, Umbria, Lazio and Marche;
the South includes: Abruzzo, Molise, Campania, Puglia, Basilicata, Calabria; islands include Sicilia and Sardegna.

5The source is ISTAT Regional Economic Accounts Database for the per capita Gdp and ISTAT Survey on Life

Conditions for the Gini index.
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this result is complex: on the one hand, we can imagine that less educated people are not fully
aware of the costs arising from redistribution and so tend to be more inclined to equality; on the
other hand, it also seems reasonable to suppose that they have very low chances of social mobility
and so are more inclined to accept State redistributive interventions.
Results obtained for FINANCIAL indicate that individuals’ attitude towards redistribution is
influenced by their financial condition: people being more satisfied about their financial condition,
are less pro-redistribution. The coefficient of SELF is negative and significant. This result seems to
be compatible with the hypothesis that risk loving people are less inclined to redistributive policies.
UNEMP has the expected positive sign but it is found to be not significant.
HWORK has a positive and significant coefficient: thinking that personal effort is not a sufficient
ingredient for success leads to higher preferences for income equality. In contrast with some of the
previous studies, CHATT modalities neither jointly nor individually have a significant effect.
Looking at the variables focusing on context, the categories of DOMICILE are found to be in-
significant both jointly and individually. Although the coefficients corresponding to the macro
regional dummies are jointly insignificant (p=0.115), the signs of the coefficients of SOUTH and
CENTRE dummies are positive and significant. The result suggests that living in these two macro
regions may have an influence on personal preferences.
In models (2) and (3) the macro regional dummies are replaced, respectively, by GINI and
GDPRel. In these models the estimates are obtained by using standard errors adjusted for clus-
tering on the macro regions, in order to allow the errors to be correlated across individuals within
the same macro region. The coefficients of these variables are found to be significant; in model (2)
GINI registers a positive sign, while GDPRel registers a negative one in model (3). These results
confirm the hypothesis that greater macro regional inequality leads to stronger preferences towards
equality while living in richer macro regions is correlated to preference for inequality.
Comparing model (1),(2) and (3) results do not change significantly except for UNEMP and
DOMICILE: they turn out to be significant in model (2) and (3). Following the predictions,
UNEMP is found to positively affect personal preferences. Looking at DOMICILE, we found
that people living in medium size cities (100,000 - 500,000 inh.) and small towns (<20,000 inh.)
register higher preferences for income equality.
In order to ensure the robustness of our findings, we checked all the specifications for the presence
of multicollinearity: we run OLS regression and calculated the variance of inflactor factor (VIF)6.
No relevant multicollinearity was detected in the three models: only AGE and AGE2 showed
evidence of multicollinearity (VIF > 10) but removing AGE2 did not change results, so it was
retained for theoretical reasons.
Two further checks were carried out. First, we recoded the dependent variable REDISTRIBU-

TION in five categories and run again the ordered logit models showed above. The results support
the findings achieved by the previous models7.
Secondly, we run again specification (1) using REDISTRIBUTION recoded into five categories
as the dependent variable and a partial generalized ordered logit model (partial gologit) 8. This
check was aimed at verifyng if the impact of the explicative varaibles, and especially the one of the
macro regional dummies, varies across the categories of the dependent variable. As a matter of fact,
the generalized ordered logit model (Williams, 2006) may be applied to allow the coefficients to
vary across categories of the dependent variable when the parallel lines assumption of the ordered

6OLS estimation are omitted for lack of space but are available upon request. Results are not significantly different
from the ones obtained by ordered logit.

7Results are omitted for the lack of space but available upon request.
8The reduction of the number of categories of the dependent variable was useful to simplify the model and achieve

convergence of the model. It also helps the visualization and interpretation of the results.
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logit is violated. Looking at equations [1] and [2], this means that each coefficient β and γ is allowed
to differ for each of the categories j. In the partial generalized ordered logit model the parallel
lines constraint is relaxed only for those variables where it is violated; variables whose effects do
not significantly differ across equations have proportionality constraints imposed 9. The results of
the partial gologit are reported in tab. 4 (see the appendix). They mainly confirm the ones we
obtained with the ordered logit model but highlight the existence of a significant effect of AGE and
AGE2. The coefficients and significance of CENTRE, together with the ones of FINANCIAL

and HWORK, were found to vary significantly across the categories of the dependent variable.
The parallel lines assumption holds for SOUTH.

5 Conclusion

Using data from the WVS collected in Italy in 2005, in this paper we empirically investigated
the determinants of individual attitudes towards redistribution. While the relevant literature has
mainly studied the determinants of personal attitudes towards redistribution with a cross country
approach so far, we focused on data from one single country, Italy, which is characterized by a high
level of inter-regional economic disparity. The aim of the paper was two-fold: on the one hand, we
wanted to test, with the support of the Italian data, some of the predictions found in the literature
about the individual determinants of pro-redistribution preferences; on the other hand, we planned
to verify if living in a specific macro regional context may play a significant role in conditioning
personal attitudes.
We found out that self-interest evaluations (satisfaction with the financial condition of the house-
hold, educational status, self employment status), together with the personal system of beliefs
(opinion about the role of effort and luck in success), do influence personal attitudes towards redis-
tribution. The results also suggest that personal attitudes may be influenced by the context: per
capita income and income distribution in the macro region of residence seem to have a significant
impact while we found mixed results about the impact of dimension of the city/town of residence.
Future research may focus on the analysis and interpretation of the differences in the impact of the
personal variables among the macro regional contexts.

9In order to verify which of the coefficients violates the parallel line assumption a Brant test (Brant, 1990) was
run; the results we obtained are omitted for lack of space but are available upon request.
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