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Recent years have seen increased attention to integrating what we know
about individual citizens with what we know about macro-level contexts that
vary across countries. This article discusses the growing literature on how
people’s interpretations, opinions, and actions are shaped by variable contex-
tual parameters and provides a novel substantive application. Using surveys
conducted in 20 European democracies, the authors examine the effect of
income inequality on people’s attitudes about the functioning of the political
system and trust in public institutions. They find that citizens in countries
with higher levels of income inequality express more negative attitudes
toward public institutions. Moreover, they show that the negative effect of
inequality on attitudes toward the political system is particularly powerful
among individuals on the political left. In contrast, inequality’s negative
effect on people’s faith in the system is muted among those on the right.
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The accent in micro-macro thinking is on the hyphen, for the hyphen is the bond.

C

Eulau, 1977, p. 45
. one could reasonably claim that all Comparative Politics is multi-level.

Kedar & Shively, 2005, p. 297

omparative politics has long been dominated by macro approaches,
and relatively few comparativists have focused on understanding the

behavior of individuals as political actors. What is more, research focused
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at the macro level and research into the behavior of individuals for many
years has existed in separate worlds. This has begun to change, however: In
recent years, we have seen a surge of research that seeks to integrate what
we know about citizens’ political behavior with what we know about
macro-level differences across countries (Anderson, 2007). This research
focuses on the interaction of countries’ macro characteristics and differ-
ences among individual citizens and examines how people’s interpretations,
opinions, and actions are shaped by and embedded in variable-contextual
parameters that can be structural, institutional, or cultural in nature (Kedar
& Shively, 2005).!

As an example of such multilevel relationships, this study investigates
the impact of cross-national differences in the performance of political sys-
tems on people’s faith in the democratic political process and public insti-
tutions. Analyses of data from 20 European democracies reveal that
macro-political performance in the form of income inequality matters for
citizens’ attitudes about democratic governance: Greater inequality is asso-
ciated with lower levels of support for the political system. But the results
also show that the negative effects of inequality are significantly more pro-
nounced among individuals on the left end of the political spectrum. In con-
trast, inequality has much less of a corrosive effect on people’s views of
democratic institutions among individuals on the political right.

Through this examination of the connections among inequality, ideol-
ogy, and political trust as an example of multilevel research, this article
seeks to make several substantive, theoretical, and methodological points.
On the substantive end of things, it first aims to add to what we know about
the effects produced by inequality. Even though political scientists widely
assume inequality to have negative consequences for a country’s social,
economic, and political life, there is only limited evidence of whether it has
unambiguously negative effects, and specifically whether and how it affects
people’s views of democratic institutions. Second, the research examines
the conditional effects of macro-level contextual factors and individuals’
ideology on democratic support. In particular, when individual-level factors
moderate the presumed impact of macropolitical or macroeconomic indicators

Authors’ Note: This article was originally prepared for presentation at the Conference on
“Research Frontiers in Comparative Politics,” Duke University, April 27-28, 2007. We are
grateful to the conference organizers and participants for their thoughtful comments on the
earlier draft. The survey data were collected by the European Social Survey project in 2002-
2003 and can be downloaded from http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org. The original collec-
tor of the data and the relevant funding agencies bear no responsibility for uses of this
collection or for interpretations or inferences based on such uses.
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on people’s views of the political system, inferior performance may not
necessarily be recognized by all citizens, and measures to change condi-
tions of inequality, for example, may be deemed unwarranted by important
segments of the electorate.

This second substantive contribution—that the effects of macro-level
performance on individual behavior can be viewed as contingent—also
directly relate to the article’s theoretical and methodological attempt to
embed the analyses in a broader discussion of the increasingly common use
of so-called multilevel models in the study of mass political behavior. On a
conceptual level, this approach conceives of individual citizens as nested in
larger and cross-nationally variable macro environments (here, levels of
income inequality) that shape individual behavior but whose impact is also
moderated by citizens’ individual characteristics and experiences (in this
case, ideology). The next section introduces this approach generally.
Subsequently, we discuss the hypothesized effect of inequality on attitudes
about government, as well as the contention of why the effect of macro per-
formance on political support may hinge, in part, on individual-level pre-
dispositions to view the political world in particular ways. Next, we turn to
issues of measurement and data analysis. After presenting the results, we
discuss the importance of the findings for the study of political support in
democracies and spell out avenues for further research in comparative mass
politics using multilevel approaches.

Nested Citizens: Comparative Macro
Politics and Micro Behavior

Although so-called multilevel models (sometimes referred to as hierar-
chical models)® only recently have become popular in the comparative
study of behavioral politics, students of (comparative) behavioral politics in
fact have a long-standing concern with the effect of context on behavior that
dates back several decades. Usually rooted in sociological explanations, the
traditional study of the link between context and behavior focused on how
social environments and structures affect behavior (see, e.g., Przeworski &
Soares, 1971; Sani, 1976; Scheuch, 1969; Tingsten, 1937). These studies
were not usually explicitly comparative in the sense of being aimed at
replacing country names with variable names; instead, they aimed at con-
necting social processes and structures within countries to behaviors of
interest, such as voting, participation, and the like (for an exception, see
Verba, Nie, & Kim, 1978).
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Yet all the while contextual approaches to behavior have a venerable
tradition across the social sciences, including political science, students of
comparative politics traditionally have paid less attention to contextual than
to individual-level factors in explanations of citizen attitudes and action.
The reasons for the traditional neglect of contextual influences on citizen
behavior are varied, but they almost certainly have had to do with the nature
of the behavioral revolution in survey research, its export from the
University of Michigan to other countries, as well as broad intellectual
trends in comparative politics as a field of inquiry.

In part, the neglect that the role context plays in shaping behavior can be
explained by the success of the Michigan approach that, while drawing on
sociology and social psychology, became rooted primarily in psychological
concepts as principal explanatory factors and focused attention on the
actions of citizens as autonomous individuals. Although in all likelihood
unintended, by implication, this meant that researchers paid less attention
to the political context of their neighborhoods, communities, or countries.
In the ensuing decades, this approach to understanding citizen politics dom-
inated scholarly debates in the United States and was exported to various
corners of international academia, and perhaps most successfully to
Western Europe (Kittilson, 2007). These efforts played a critical role in
establishing an intellectual and organizational infrastructure of research
institutes, data archives, and researchers versed in the technology of survey
research and the theoretical foundations of the Michigan paradigm.

Despite this internationalization of survey research, explicitly cross-
national surveys that included comparable measures and that were collected
at similar points in time for many years were quite rare.* Much of this
changed in the 1980s. For one, several collaborative cross-national survey
projects emerged at this time (Kittilson, 2007), allowing researchers to
compare the attitudes and behaviors of citizens in many countries around
the world (also see Dalton, 2000). As a result, comparative behavior
research moved from a focus on micro-level processes dominant during the
behavioral revolution to also examine differences in macro-level manifes-
tations of behavior (Inglehart, 1983).

This trend toward more explicit coordination of survey data collection
across countries and the ability to conduct systematic comparisons of citizen
politics across countries fortuitously coincided with several other trends: the
rapid expansion of electoral democracies around the world in the 1980s and
1990s, significant advances in desktop computing technologies, the devel-
opment of statistical techniques appropriate for conducting cross-national
and multilevel research, as well as a renewed focus both on institutional
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questions across political science and contextual theories of political behav-
ior (Huckfeldt & Sprague, 1995; Zuckerman, 2005). In hindsight, these
intellectual, technological, and real-world trends have produced an upsurge
in scholarship that combines the (cross-national) study of institutions and
other macro-political features with individual-level data and concerns about
individual behavior. As a result, today’s researchers are better armed to
develop and test new theories with better data from a greater and more var-
ied set of countries, and do so more easily and in more collaborative and
truly comparative ways.

The Logic of the Contextual Model

How then, are we to think about the link between macro politics and
micro behavior? The logic underlying the nexus of macro-level structures
and individual behavior is straightforward and reminiscent of the traditional
person X context interaction model that has long formed the basis of
research in social psychology, at least since the work of Kurt Lewin (see,
e.g., Lewin, 1935). The basic intuition is that people are nested in identifi-
able contexts—that is, they form attitudes and make choices in variable
macro-political (or other) environments (or contexts). These environments
come in the form of formal institutional rules that govern people’s behav-
ior or in the form of differential economic, social, and political conditions
that shape people’s interpretations and actions.

Yet to say that the environment to which people are exposed has impor-
tant consequences for how they behave does not delineate the precise mech-
anisms that link citizens and the political world around them. Typically,
researchers working in this area have conceived of macro-level contexts or
structures in one of two ways: as institutions and structural conditions.’
These contexts vary across space and time and produce differential costs
and incentives for differently situated individuals. For instance, institutional
rules may make it more difficult to vote or to participate in politics in some
countries than in others. But as important, different kinds of people are
affected differently by these environments and so provide individuals with
incentives and conditions for viewing the world and behaving in particular
and distinct ways. This means that there are two kinds of heterogeneity—
across countries and individuals—that lead us to expect differences in how
people behave across countries as well as across individuals.

With regard to the first kind of heterogeneity—differences across
countries—comparative political scientists over the years have made consid-
erable investments in understanding the nature of cross-national differences
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in formal institutions as well as how these affect mass political behavior
(e.g., turnout, vote choice, or participation generally) by shaping the incen-
tives of citizens to act in certain ways (Dalton, 2000). This research is par-
ticularly voluminous in the field of electoral institutions and behavior, but
there is growing evidence in other areas to suggest that cross-national dif-
ferences in political environments constrain individual actors in particular
ways (for a review, see Anderson, 2007).

Regardless of the particular substantive focus, the analytical strategies
underlying this research presume that macro contexts are exogenous—that
is, external to the individual political behavior under investigation—and
that the relationship between citizen behavior and context runs from con-
text to behavior.® Moreover, such a view usually takes the political envi-
ronment (e.g., institutional or broadly contextual) as static. Thus, the most
common approach takes some manifestation of behavior as the dependent
variable, a structural feature of a polity as the independent variable, and
assumes that the latter is exogenous and stable.

Direct and Conditional Effects of
Macro Context and Micro Behavior

Although the effects of contextual factors are often examined as if they
were direct, this is often not the case in reality. To see why this is the case,
consider that structures can affect voters in three basic ways: directly, indi-
rectly, and interactively (also referred to as conditional or contingent
effects).” By direct effects, we mean that the constraints provided by the
rules or context are causally and immediately prior to citizens’ behavior.
For example, models of voter turnout commonly presume that voters con-
sider the costs and benefits of going to the polls and that turnout is expected
to be lower when the costs are greater. Among the most frequently studied
institutional constraints that impose costs on voters are registration require-
ments and other costs of voting (Blais, 2000). In this direct effects setup,
structural features directly affect the costs of voting for all citizens.

And although most comparative studies of political behavior published
to date resemble such a simple direct effects model at first glance, this is
often a matter of empirical convenience rather than of theoretical argument.
In fact, when considered up close, most studies of the effects of structures
on behavior are based on theoretical models that presume indirect or con-
ditional relationships. While indirect effects imply that structures (x) affect
some intervening variable (y), which in turn is the most proximate cause of
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the dependent variable (z),® conditional effects are produced by the impact
of some structural feature (x) on political behavior (z) that is moderated—
that is, strengthened or weakened—depending on the presence of some
third variable (y). Alternatively, conditional effects occur when structure is
the intervening variable (y) that helps determine the relative impact an inde-
pendent variable (x) may have on the dependent variable (z), where the
independent variable can be an individual-level factor.’

Interactive relationships are ubiquitous not only in work on behavioral
politics narrowly defined but also in comparative politics more generally.
Usually, this has to do with underlying theoretical considerations. As Kedar
and Shively (2005) point out:

Even where variables are not explicitly nested, they will be implicitly so in
theory, as in questions about the relationship between democracy and eco-
nomic development; though these are both macro-level variables, all argu-
ments about their relationship involve assumptions about how various
subsystem players (labor, capital, the military, etc.) interact under varying
system-level conditions. Comparative Politics, dealing as it does with how
politics operates in varying political systems, appears by its very nature to be
multi-level. (p. 297)

We would add that one could reasonably claim that all politics is behav-
ioral. At a minimum, when combining what we know about differences
across individuals with what we know about difference across countries, it
quickly becomes clear that the study of behavioral politics in comparative
perspective is almost unavoidably contingent. '

To model these direct and contingent relations among macro and micro
levels of analyses, we have in recent years seen a sea change in the avail-
able statistical methods (and the necessary software and computing power)
used to analyze them. Although scholars have traditionally relied on ordi-
nary least squares regression models, recent advances in multilevel estima-
tion techniques (imported from research on education) in many ways have
made the task of analyzing multilevel data structures easier and more com-
pelling. The empirical advantages of multilevel modeling techniques (e.g.,
corrections for clustering, reducing multicollinearity in cross-level interac-
tion terms) are important but not unique to this methodology. The key
advantage is that it makes transparent those relationships scholars are inter-
ested in modeling and allows them to think about and explain exactly how
they interact. For instance, multilevel estimation techniques allow us to
clarify up front which relationships we expect to vary across contexts (or
countries) and which are fixed, and then to model them explicitly (as we do
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below; also see Franzese, 2005). Aside from collecting the appropriate data,
the key challenge in applying multilevel modeling techniques in compara-
tive politics thus has less to do with technological challenges but rather with
theorizing the interlevel relations.

This means, of course, that multilevel theories require multilevel research
designs and vice versa. Higher level units of analysis (e.g., countries) cannot
be selected haphazardly or to satisfy geographic coverage only, but should
be chosen with an eye to maximizing variance on some variables and min-
imizing it on others. Unfortunately, this is not always possible, in particu-
lar when we conduct secondary analyses on existing surveys that have
particular geographic coverage. At a minimum, this means that we need to
be mindful of the constraints imposed by a particular sample of countries,
examine whether our surveys give the right kind of variation about which
to generalize, and limit the inferences to those countries and conditions that
a particular sample of countries entails.

Finally, although the so-called multilevel estimation techniques have
become increasingly common in comparative politics research, we wish to
note that the use of multilevel models in political science usually differs
from their use in research on education, where the estimation techniques
were originally developed and applied.'" In particular, it is important to note
that these were originally designed for research with a large number of
macro-level cases (e.g., schools) and only a moderate number of individual-
level cases (e.g., students within schools). This stands in contrast to the
technique’s main applications in political science, where the number of
macro-level cases is typically smaller (often ranging between 15 and 25)
and the number of micro-level cases is quite large (typically around 1,000
per country). Although there is no hard and fast rule on the required number
of cases (e.g., Steenbergen & Jones’s [2002] article introducing the tech-
nique to political science uses 13 case), a macro-level N of 15 means that
degrees of freedom diminish quickly and, as a rule of thumb, should prompt
us to think about how comfortable we would be reporting a country-level
regression with such an N."

Inequality and Attitudes Toward Government

In this article, we illustrate the logic of the multilevel model empirically
with an example from the study of political legitimacy. Political trust or sys-
tem support is an important indicator of a healthy civic and democratic polit-
ical culture (Dalton, 2004). In particular, scholars commonly assume that
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disenchanted citizens are more likely to push for radical changes in the
system and that distrust of the government may be detrimental to the estab-
lishment and survival of democratic life in the long run (Lipset, 1959; Powell,
1982). Because scholars assume that citizens’ beliefs about politics affect
whether democracies function well and remain stable, most have examined
the conditions under which support for the political system and governmental
institutions remains high or dwindles (Anderson, Blais, Bowler, Donovan, &
Listhaug, 2005).

A long-standing argument in the comparative literature on system support
has been that system outputs—also often referred to as system performance—
are key to understanding why public support for the political system fluc-
tuates (Easton, 1965), because “the government is assumed to possess the
tools and abilities to solve social problems” (Weatherford, 1984, p. 189;
also see Pharr & Putnam, 2000). Yet systematic evidence linking macro-
level political or economic outcomes and government trust is surprisingly
sparse. Among the most widely studied facets of system performance that
might shape the reputation of political institutions has been economic per-
formance (cf. Clarke, Dutt, & Kornberg, 1993; Listhaug & Wiberg, 1995)
and structural features of polities, such as electoral systems, that produce
differences in procedural and outcome fairness (Anderson, 1998; Miller &
Listhaug, 1999; Mishler & Rose, 1997).

Because principles of equality, fairness, and transparency have long
played prominent roles in debates about the quality of democratic life,
political scientists have commonly assumed that political systems that pro-
duce inegalitarian outcomes through biased processes are likely to produce
popular dissatisfaction. For the purposes of this article, we focus on a
dimension of inequality that has long been thought to matter, but whose
impact has been investigated only sporadically: the distribution of wealth in
society. To be sure, a long line of thought in political and social theory sug-
gests that economic inequality ought to matter for how people judge polit-
ical institutions and processes, because too much of it is incompatible with
important principles of democratic representation and fairness (Dahl,
1971). Income (or economic) inequality and legitimacy have long been
thought to be linked, based on the observation that the distribution of
wealth in society may be as important as a society’s level of wealth in shap-
ing people’s attitudes about and behavior toward political institutions: “. . .
nations are less disposed to make revolutions in proportion as personal
property is augmented and distributed among them and as the number of
those possessing it is increased” (de Tocqueville, 2000, p. 254).
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In a perhaps not-so-obvious way, the legitimacy—inequality link is also
related to Lipset’s (1959) argument about the importance of the size of the
middle class for democratic longevity, presumably because a larger middle
class is synonymous with greater income equality and thus a better chance
at achieving stable democracy. In addition, a long and growing line of
research (mostly in psychology) has shown that both process and outcome
(distributive) fairness powerfully affect the legitimacy of institutions (Lind
& Tyler, 1988; Thibaut & Walter, 1975; Tyler, 1990; also see Kumlin,
2002), and the American Political Science Association (Jacobs & Skocpol,
2005) and the United Nations Development Programme (2004) have high-
lighted the link between increasing inequality and the weakening of demo-
cratic institutions in the United States and Latin America, respectively.

All the while the linkage between inequality and people’s satisfaction
with political institutions has been thought to exist, political scientists have
rarely worried about examining it in much detail. In fact, there is little sys-
tematic evidence as to whether citizens respond to inequality at all or even
consider it a priority. To be sure, we would expect inequality’s pernicious
effects to be particularly pronounced and detrimental to the quality of demo-
cratic life in the context of developing countries (Karl, 2000). Consistent
with this, cross-national quantitative studies have found that income inequal-
ity reduces the longevity of democratic regimes and increases the odds of
revolution and the sustainability of democracy (Acemoglu & Robinson,
2005; Boix, 2003; Hibbs, 1973; Landa & Kapstein, 2001; Muller, 1988),
popular mobilization (Muller & Seligson, 1987), levels of redistribution
(Moene & Wallerstein, 2003), and the timing of democratization (Zak &
Feng, 2003). And although income inequality is unlikely to lead to revolu-
tion in the affluent democracies any time soon, research has found that it
begets inequalities in civic participation, interpersonal trust, and the quality
of democratic representation (Anderson & Beramendi, in press; Brady,
2004; Gilens, 2005; Goodin & Dryzek, 1980; Rothstein & Uslaner, 2005;
Uslaner & Brown, 2005), and there is growing evidence that inequality
shapes people’s attitudes about their own lives, in particular in the European
context and among people who are predisposed to be sensitive to inequality
(Alesina, Di Tella, & MacCulloch, 2004). Yet relatively little is known with
any amount of certainty about the link between income inequality and gov-
ernment trust (though concurrent trends toward greater inequality and lower
system support in advanced democracies are consistent with the conjecture
that inequality and system support are linked). But we are on safe grounds
in saying that these pieces of evidence indicate that income inequality has
negative consequences, and they are consistent with the conjecture that
inequality and the legitimacy of should be connected.
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Conditional Effects of Inequality on Support:
The Palliative Effects of Conservatism

But is this presumed (contextual) effect of inequality on citizen attitudes
about the political system uniformly negative? Viewed from a multilevel (or
micro-macro) perspective, it appears at least reasonable to posit that the
effects of macro-level performance on attitudes toward government are
strengthened or weakened, depending on people’s predispositions to be sup-
portive of political institutions or because of differences in people’s sensitiv-
ity to a particular macro-level outcome (or any outcome for that matter).

For illustrative purposes, we focus on political ideology as a factor that
shapes people’s views of institutions and their sensitivity to different
macro-political outcomes. This expectation is based on the role ideology
plays in shaping people’s political views—in particular, their views toward
political authority—and in how people collect and interpret information.
The idea that ideology influences people’s evaluations of democratic insti-
tutions grows out of research showing that citizens will evaluate the gov-
ernment’s and the political system’s performance in ways that are consistent
with their previously held beliefs and biases (for a summary, see Anderson,
Blais, et al., 2005)."* Here, we hypothesize that individuals who place them-
selves on the right end of the political spectrum express more positive eval-
uations of political institutions and the processes that underlie their
functioning than those on the left.'* In part, this has to do with the values
that are expressed by political ideology (Rokeach, 1973; Schwartz, 1992).
Right-wing political orientations are associated with conservation, whereas
left-wing orientations are associated with openness to change (Devos,
Spini, & Schwartz, 2002; Schwartz, 1992). In particular, individuals who
locate themselves on the political right attribute more importance to power,
security, and conformity, whereas those on the left score higher on so-called
universalism. More important, individuals on the political right also exhibit
greater trust in political institutions (Devos et al., 2002).

In addition, people’s ideological predispositions should motivate them to
connect inequality with their views of the political system in different ways.
Specifically, ideology is expected to act as a screen for how people view
inequality and the extent to which they use it to judge the performance of
the political system. Those who locate themselves on the right are likely to
view inequality less negatively than those who do not. As a result, the
effects of inequality on attitudes toward government should be muted
among those on the right and more substantial among those on the left.
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These expectations are based on work on legitimacy and ideology in
psychology that is rooted in theories of cognitive dissonance avoidance
(Festinger, 1957) and which has found that political conservatism strongly
predicts people’s propensity to resist change and rationalize inequality
(Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003b). Being located on the politi-
cal right is a powerful determinant of the degree to which the status quo and
inequality are perceived as legitimate and justified (Jost et al., 2003b; Jost
& Hunyady, 2002). Thus, right-wing political conservatism is a form of so-
called system justification, and it is consistently associated with acceptance
(rather than rejection) of inequality across many different contexts (also see
Jost et al., 2003a, 2003b). Speaking more generally, social scientists from
various corners have pointed to the role ideology plays in maintaining pop-
ular support for the system by explaining, justifying, and rationalizing
inequality in such a way that people are seen as deserving the outcomes and
treatment they receive (e.g., Lane, 1962; Tyler & McGraw, 1986). Consistent
with this, researchers have also found that individuals on the left favor
equality to a greater extent than those on the left (Listhaug & Aalberg,
1999) and that individuals on the political left are more sensitive to inequal-
ity (Alesina et al., 2004).

Empirically, this expectation is, generally speaking, compatible with the
notion that individuals with particular predispositions interpret new informa-
tion so that it reinforces previously held attitudes, thereby augmenting rather
than tempering the differences between their beliefs and those of individuals
with opposing predispositions (Zaller, 1992). It is also consistent with the
finding that people view the performance of the macro economy or their
country’s human rights conditions in line with their predispositions to code
economic and political information in distinct ways (Anderson, Paskeviciute,
Sandovici, & Tverdova, 2005; Duch et al., 2000). Taken together, then, there
are good reasons to assume that people on the right will like political institu-
tions better than those on the left and that they will be less sensitive to the
negative effect of inequality on evaluations of the political system.

An alternative expectation, however, would be that voters will primarily
interpret economic inequality in terms of its economic implications.
Specifically, high levels of inequality suggest that the benefits of economic
growth are not being distributed equally throughout society (Ravallion,
1997). Based on the median voter model (Meltzer & Richard, 1981), it is
commonly assumed that democracy will lead to the improved distribution
of wealth in a society by empowering poor voters (e.g., Acemoglu &
Robinson, 2005; Boix, 2003). By implication, if high levels of inequality
remain even after the efforts of the state to redistribute have been taken into
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account, poor voters may be less satisfied with democratic institutions and
practices that have not delivered the expected result.”® For example, Singer
and Rosas (2007) find that poor voters in Argentina and Mexico who per-
ceive inequality levels to be rising are more likely to disapprove of the
incumbent president, whereas wealthy voters do not respond at all to eco-
nomic inequalities.'® However, because levels of inequality are lower in
Europe than in Latin America and overall income levels are higher, the eco-
nomic stakes associated with inequality and thus the role of income in shap-
ing reactions to it may be lower in Europe as well. We investigate this
alternative hypothesis below.

Data and Measures

Modeling the connection between macro contexts and individual behav-
ior requires data that measure citizen attitudes and behavior in a sufficiently
large number and diverse range of countries. The particular surveys we use
here come the European Social Survey surveys conducted in 2002-2003
(Jowell & the Central Co-ordinating Team, 2003). From this survey, the rel-
evant survey items and macro-level variables were available for Austria,
Belgium, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece,
Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland,
Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom.

Dependent Variables

We examine two different attitudes toward the political system: evalua-
tions of the political system’s performance (satisfaction with democracy)
and trust in public institutions (political trust). Such measures have been
used innumerable times by behavioral researchers. Using Easton’s (1965)
categories, the democracy satisfaction indicator has been validated as mea-
suring support for the performance of the political regime but not support
for democracy as an ideal (cf. Anderson & Guillory, 1997; Klingemann,
1999; Norris, 1999)."” Because it allows us to connect income inequality, a
system performance indicator, with an evaluation of the performance of the
system in the eyes of its citizens, this measure is particularly useful for our
purposes. To gauge whether people had trust in public institutions, respon-
dents were asked how much they trusted various public institutions (see
appendix for details). This question gauges people’s trust in a fairly specific
set of institutional actors—each more specific, certainly, than asking about
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the political system as a whole. We then created a summary index that aver-
aged responses across the different institutions.'® Generally, this question of
institutional trust is considered an indicator of support for regime institu-
tions (Klingemann, 1999). Both variables were coded on a scale from 1 to
10, with 10 denoting the most satisfied or trusting response.

The dependent variable indicators thus allow us to tap into similar
dimensions of support for the political regime, with one (satisfaction with
democracy) geared toward general evaluations of the system and the other
asking respondents to evaluate specific institutional actors.'” A quick glance
at the distribution of responses to the two support items across the countries
included in this study shows that there is considerable cross-national varia-
tion in people’s attitudes toward government. Specifically, on the 10-point
scale, performance evaluations range from less than 5 in Poland, France,
the Czech Republic, Hungary, Portugal, Slovenia, and Italy, all the way to
more than 7 in Denmark, with most countries’ levels of evaluations ranging
between 5 and 6.5 (mean: 5.5). There also is considerable variation across
contemporary democracies with regard to whether people feel they can
trust public institutions. Although Danes, Finns, and Luxembourgers are
quite trusting of their institutions at around (and over) 6 on the 10-point
scale, the Czechs, Portuguese, and Slovenians are considerably less trust-
ing, and the Poles bring up the rear at 3.79 (mean: 5.02).

The intuition that electorates differ systematically by country in their
evaluations of the political system can be confirmed not only by noticing
that country means seem to systematically differ but also by estimating an
ANOVA model that decomposes the variance in the dependent variable into
cross-national variation and of intracountry variation. The argument that
both levels of analysis are important for understanding attitudes toward
governmental institutions and processes can be supported if both variance
components are statistically significant (cf. Steenbergen & Jones, 2002).°
The results of the ANOVA are presented in Table 1.

For both dependent variables, the majority of the variance (about 88%)
is across individuals, whereas a much smaller portion of the variance (12%)
occurs across countries. This basic ratio is not surprising; given that the
data are measured at the individual level in a set of countries that are func-
tioning democracies with relatively similar background characteristics, the
potential for variation across them is limited (see, e.g., Steenbergen &
Jones, 2002, p. 231). Thus, individual-level factors have more variance to
explain and larger potential to have a significant effect relative to country-
level variables. At the same time, the results of the ANOVA model clearly



Anderson, Singer / Inequality, Ideology, and Legitimacy in Europe 15

Table 1
ANOVA of Variance in Support Across Levels of Analysis
Satisfaction with Trust in
Fixed Effect Democracy SE Institutions SE
Constant 5.581%* 0.186 5.121% 0.148
Variance: Individual level 4.843% 2.612%
Variance: Country intercept 0.685* 0.433*
N (Individuals) 26,468 26,468
N (Countries) 20 20

*p < 001

indicate that there is significant variation in levels of public support at both
levels of analysis.

Independent Variables

The primary variable of interest is income inequality in each respon-
dent’s country. The measure used here is the Gini index calculated from
income surveys conducted as part of the Luxembourg Income Study. This
measure refers to overall inequality in disposable incomes—that is, post-
transfer incomes—rather than market incomes or wealth. We focus on post-
transfer incomes, because they are shaped by both the market and the state
and thus should be closer to how voters evaluate democratic institutions
than pretransfer levels of income would be.*' For our analyses, we used the
Gini index measured most recently prior to the collection of the survey data
in 2002-2003.

There is considerable cross-national variation in inequality across the
countries included in this study. The average Gini coefficient for the sample
of countries in the study is .285. The highest levels of inequality were found
in the United Kingdom, Spain, Greece, Italy, and Ireland (at over .32 on the
0to 1 scale), whereas the most equal countries were Finland, the Netherlands,
Norway, Slovenia, Sweden, and the Czech Republic at around .25.

The second main variable of interest is political ideology. Following
established practice in the literature, ideology was measured with the help
of a question asking where individuals would place themselves on an 11-
point left-right scale ranging from 0 to 10.* From this variable, we generated
a dummy variable for being on the political left that takes the value of 1 if the
respondent positioned himself or herself between 0 and 2 on the 0-10 scale
and 0 if otherwise.”
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The third main variable of interest is income. Because income scales
differed by country in the survey, we generated a variable that takes three
values: O if the respondent was below the median income category, 1 if the
respondent was in the median income category, and 2 if he or she was above it.

We also sought to control for a variety of factors that have been found to
predict support for the political system in previous analyses. The control
variables fall into two categories: system-level variables and individual-
level variables. At the system level, these include current macro-economic
performance (economic growth and unemployment) and level of economic
development (GDP per capita). At the level of individual respondents, we
controlled for such factors as winner—loser status (to separate ideological
effects from having voted for the incumbent government), electoral partic-
ipation, political interest, employment situation, religious participation, and
a standard set of demographic variables (age, education, gender). Coding
procedures for all variables are listed in the appendix.

Method

The multilevel analysis proceeds in several steps. Because the analysis
requires combining information collected at the level of the individual and at
the level of countries, the data set has a multilevel structure (one level, the
individual, is nested within the other, the country). Ignoring the multilevel
nature of the data could create a number of statistical problems (clustering,
nonconstant variance, underestimation of standard errors, etc.; cf. Snijders &
Bosker, 1999; for applications in political science, see Steenbergen & Jones,
2002). Moreover, explicitly modeling the relationships across sectors makes
the assumptions of our estimation model transparent.

The initial focus of the multilevel models is the individual level. For
example, we model support for the political system at the level of voter i in
country j as follows:

Su