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Predictors of Support for State Social 
Welfare Provision in Russia and China

NEIL MUNRO

Abstract

This essay analyses the determinants of support for state social welfare provision in Russia and China on 
the basis of a four-stage recursive model using two waves of the World Values Survey. It hypothesises that 
support is a function of economic self-interest, tapped by subjective economic satisfaction and relative income; 
ideology including beliefs about market fairness and inequality aversion; as well as temporal context. It finds 
that subjective economic satisfaction reduces support; inequality aversion is a positive influence, while beliefs 
about market fairness matter in different ways. Support increased over the period spanning the 2008 global 
financial crisis.

THEORIES ABOUT SOURCES OF SUPPORT FOR STATE SOCIAL welfare provision focus on two 
kinds of individual-level determinants: economic interest, which is thought to underpin class 
cleavages, occupational risks and short-term pocket-book effects (Iversen & Soskice 2001; 
Cusack et al. 2006; Rehm 2009, 2011; Margalit 2013); and ideology, which covers both 
normative preferences or ‘welfare values’ and beliefs about how the economy works in practice 
(Della Fave 1980, 1986; Kluegel & Smith 1986; Evans 1997; Fong 2001; Alesina & Glaeser 
2004; Alesina & Angelotos 2005). Alongside these ‘individual-level factors’ are variations 
in context, incorporating historical legacies, policies and performance. Which of these three 
perspectives, economic self-interest, ideology or context, best explain the recent dynamics of 
support for state social welfare provision in China and Russia? And what are the implications 
for the ways in which we understand the politics of distributive justice in these two post-
socialist countries? To begin to answer these questions, this essay takes a close look at the 
dynamics of popular support for state social welfare provision in China and Russia over the 
half decade spanning the 2008 financial crisis.

The Chinese and Soviet command economies left different legacies for attitudes to distributive 
justice questions. For example, the Chinese experience of the command economy was much 
shorter in duration than the Soviet one. Between the start of the first Five Year Plan in 1953, 
and the launching of economic reforms at the Third Plenum in 1978, only a quarter century 
elapsed. The equivalent dates in Soviet history would be the start of the first Five Year Plan in 
1928, and, at the earliest, the passing of the law on cooperatives in 1988, spanning 60 years. 
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Welfare guarantees under the command economy were never as comprehensive in China as in 
the Soviet Union. In 1978, more than 80% of China’s population lived in rural areas, compared 
to around 30% in Russia. Chinese peasants in the 1960s and 1970s were subject to extractive 
policies amounting to a kind of ‘socialist serfdom’ (Whyte 2010, p. 20), equivalent to Soviet 
rural policies in the phase of forced growth before World War II (Nove 1992, pp. 271–75). 
Their freedom of movement being restricted, by the time reforms started, the great mass of 
the Chinese population had no experience of the kind of developed, stable command economy 
which the Soviet Union established after the war and which had begun to take shape in urban 
China (Whyte 2010, chapter 2). Gao and Riskin report that from 1988 to 2002 the share of 
social benefits in China’s urban incomes fell from 44% to 25%, but the share of social benefits 
in rural incomes remained under 1% throughout this period (Gao & Riskin 2009, pp. 25, 31).

The manner of reforming the command economy in China probably did much to legitimise 
pro-market welfare values, whilst in Russia transition had precisely the opposite effect 
(Denisova et al. 2010; Grosfeld & Senik 2010). To some extent, this contrast is likely to reflect 
the fact that market reforms in China took place over a longer period, showing the Chinese 
Communist Party’s (CCP) determination to experiment at a small scale before committing 
to an overall plan (Nolan 1995, p. 308). Soviet economists prepared various comprehensive 
reform blueprints, but none were implemented until after the break-up of the USSR in 1991. 
Amidst a civilisational crisis, reforms then proceeded very rapidly, in order to exploit a window 
of political opportunity (Hough 1997). Although apologists for shock therapy would argue 
that it was never fully implemented in Russia (Åslund 2002), it is doubtful that the general 
population understood the difference between well-executed and abortive shock therapy. After 
1992, Russia lost the best part of a decade of economic growth, with a prolonged period of 
recession lasting from the start of transformation to the end of 1996 and particularly sharp 
falls in 1993 (–8.7%) and 1994 (–12.7%). China, by contrast, maintained an average growth 
rate of 9.8% from 1978 to 2000, only stuttering in 1989 and 1990 with growth rates around 
4% because of the Tiananmen massacre and subsequent clampdown.1 If we consider the 
historical legacies, therefore, it is no surprise to find that the comparative data assembled by 
Whyte (2010, chapter 4) suggest that Chinese in 2004 were generally more pro-market than 
East Europeans and Russians of the mid-1990s.

For reasons just described, social scientists, particularly those who work on China, are 
apt to dismiss similarities between the Russian and Chinese transformations. Writing in the 
introduction to a major edited volume on social inequality in China, Davis and Wang for 
instance, write ‘in almost every parameter China’s postsocialist trajectory does not parallel 
those of Russia and Eastern Europe in initial outcomes or pace of change’ (Davis & Wang 
2009, p. 3). In spite of these differences, in terms of social policy, the challenges the two 
countries face are quite similar, including regressive and poorly targeted social welfare 
programmes, tax systems which likewise put a disproportionate burden on lower and lower-
middle income households in the formal sector, co-opted trade unions, widespread corruption, 
large regional as well as urban–rural inequalities and social exclusion (Remington 2015, 
p. 8). It is this common set of problems that makes the two countries interesting cases for 
comparison and contrast.

  1Here and elsewhere, economic growth statistics are taken from World Economic Outlook Database, 
International Monetary Fund, 2014, available at: http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2014/01/weodata/
index.aspx, accessed 6 May 2015.

http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2014/01/weodata/index.aspx
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2014/01/weodata/index.aspx
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Extant research on support for state social welfare provision in China and Russia 
focusses on economic self-interest variables and ideological determinants (Kluegel et al. 
1999; Ravallion & Lokshin 2000; Whyte 2010), but relies on data collected at different 
time periods using different questionnaires and measures, which makes it difficult to obtain 
a comparative perspective. They also do not cover the period spanning the global financial 
crisis of 2008–2009, which affected the economies of both countries.

This study approaches the dynamics of support for state social welfare provision through 
statistical models constructed using survey data from two roughly contemporaneous surveys 
from each country using a common questionnaire. Time is treated here primarily as an ‘event’ 
variable, measured in months before and after the global financial crisis. Economic self-
interest is tapped by income and satisfaction with household economies, controlling for social 
structural characteristics. Ideological influences include beliefs about the way the market 
economy works as well as normative aversion to inequality. In order to model indirect effects, 
the regressions presented are recursive, with household economic satisfaction, beliefs about 
the market and inequality aversion assumed to mediate between social structural variables 
and support for state social welfare provision.

This study is the first to take a systematic approach to comparing Russian and Chinese 
support for state social welfare in the light of current theories. It shows that subjective 
economic satisfaction reduces support. Although relative income has the same effect in Russia, 
it is not strong, and in China, those with higher incomes are actually slightly more in favour 
of social welfare provision once indirect effects are taken into account. In both countries, 
ideology matters most, with inequality aversion emerging as the strongest single influence on 
support for social welfare provision. Beliefs about market fairness matter in different ways: 
attribution of success to non-merit factors emerges as a negative influence in China while the 
belief that getting rich is a zero-sum game is a positive influence in both countries. Finally, 
the 2008–2009 financial crisis or events contemporaneous with it had a positive impact on 
support for state social welfare in Russia and China. This impact cannot be explained by 
reference to economic self-interest or ideology alone.

The remainder of this essay is structured as follows: the next section applies concepts from 
the literature on support for state social welfare provision to develop four hypotheses. The 
description of data, measures and methods follows. The results section presents the recursive 
models and describes overall effects. The discussion gives an interpretation and acknowledges 
limitations of the study. The conclusion considers implications of the findings for political 
and policy change and makes some suggestions for further research.

Hypotheses

Based largely on the experience of Western countries, most studies of distributive justice attitudes 
suggest that citizens in poorer households are more likely to support government intervention 
to redistribute income in favour of the less well-off, typically by using progressive taxes to 
fund social welfare programmes (Svallfors 1997, 2006; Cusack et al. 2006; Rehm 2009, 2011; 
Margalit 2013). Using data collected in Russia in the mid-1990s, Kluegel et al. (1999, p. 272) 
showed that support for government intervention to equalise living standards was negatively 
related to current and prospective evaluations of subjective living standards, and the same pattern 
was found also in Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, East Germany and Hungary. Ravallion and 
Lokshin (2000, p. 100) showed that amongst those who expected to live better or expected no 
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change in their circumstances, support for restricting the incomes of the rich (and, implicitly, 
raising the relative incomes of the poor) was negatively related to household expenditure and 
to upward consumption trajectory, and positively related to concern about providing for basic 
needs. In China, a regression analysis of support for government intervention to equalise living 
standards showed that income was insignificant, subjective changes in the standard of living 
were a marginal positive influence, but a measure of relative social status comparing current 
living standards to those of one’s peers proved to be a strong negative influence (Han & Whyte 
2009, pp. 201–3). The balance of evidence seems to suggest that the general association of lower 
income and economic dissatisfaction with support for programmes designed to equalise incomes 
or to reduce poverty seems to hold in both Russia and China, although the precise contours of 
the relationship depend on measurement strategies and what other variables are included as 
controls. Setting these details aside for the moment, we would expect that in both countries:

H1. Households in worse economic circumstances are more likely to support state social welfare 
provision.

The literature on distributive justice attitudes pays considerable attention to ideological 
sources, such as beliefs about fairness in the way the economy works (Kluegel & Smith 
1986; Fong 2001; Alesina & Angelotos 2005). Kluegel et al. (1999) as well as Whyte (2010) 
proceeded from the expectation, that if respondents believed the economy worked in a fair way, 
they would be less inclined to support government intervention to equalise living standards. 
Some of Kluegel et al.’s (1999) findings support this notion. For instance, they constructed 
a measure of ‘negative attributions for wealth’ based on two items, the belief that the rich 
are dishonest and that the economic system allows them to take unfair advantage of others. 
In four out of the five post-Communist countries in their study, including Russia, negative 
attributions of wealth had significant positive coefficients when regressed on support for 
government intervention to equalise incomes (Kluegel et al. 1999, p. 272).

However, not all of Kluegel et al.’s (1999) findings fit neatly into this understanding of the 
relationship between perceived fairness and support for government intervention. For example, 
they deployed a measure of ‘legitimate inequality’ based on four items: the belief that people 
have opportunities to get ahead, that they are rewarded for their efforts, that they are rewarded 
for intelligence and skill, and that they get what they need. This measure had no effect on 
support for government intervention in Russia, the Czech Republic and East Germany, was 
a positive influence in Bulgaria, and a negative influence only in Hungary. Differences in 
ideological context would lead us to expect that the relationship between perceived unfairness 
and support for state welfare might be different in different countries. Nevertheless, given 
that state social welfare provision is normally perceived as a way of ameliorating unfairness, 
it is justifiable to hypothesise that in both Russia and China:

H2. Beliefs that the market economy works in an unfair way increase support for state social welfare 
provision.

Using nationwide survey data from Hungary in 2003, Toth (2008, p. 1081) demonstrated 
an association between inequality aversion and an index of support for state involvement 
in various areas of social provision and the economy. The justification for exploring this 
relationship is that net of self-interest and beliefs about how the economy works, citizens 
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may still have an ideological preference for income equality which is founded in their view of 
how ‘the good society’ should be organised. Ravallion and Lokshin (2000, p. 100) captured a 
similar ideological effect when they showed that in Russia in 1996 Communist Party voters 
were more likely to support redistribution even if their living standards had improved or 
undergone no change. It could be argued that inequality aversion and support for state social 
welfare provision are really ‘the same thing’, but this would be to foreclose a discussion 
about whether inequality aversion justifies state welfare programmes. Because state social 
welfare programmes are seen as a remedy to inequality, rather than the other way around, it is 
justifiable to hypothesise that support for state social welfare responds to inequality aversion. 
We can thus offer as a third hypothesis that in both Russia and China:

H3. Inequality aversion increases support for state social welfare provision.

The 2008–2009 financial crisis had a relatively severe impact on the Russian economy 
(Drahokoupil & Myant 2010, pp. 281; Gaddy & Ickes 2010; Sapir 2010). The ruble lost 
25% of its value between October 2008 and October 2009, affecting food prices amongst 
other imports. Reflecting weaker prices for commodities, the value of Russia’s exports as a 
percentage of GDP fell by 47%, year on year, in the first half of 2009. Although the Russian 
state had sufficient reserves to cover its liabilities, many private companies did not, with 
the result that the state effectively bailed them out and increased control over them. Growth 
slowed in 2008 (5.2%) and turned negative during 2009 (–7.8%) before returning in 2010 
(4.5%), 2011 (4.3%) and 2012 (3.4%).

In China the government acted quickly to pre-empt the impact of the crisis as it happened 
(De Haan 2010; Yee 2012). Nevertheless, the crisis did have important economic consequences 
for China. Specifically, this was reflected in the following (De Haan 2010, pp. 764). Tens 
of thousands of factories closed down and by February 2009 around 20 million workers had 
lost jobs, with around half of them returning to rural areas, in accordance with the traditional 
role of the countryside as China’s ‘safety valve’. To pre-empt further factory closures, the 
government introduced a stimulus package worth over 12% of GDP over two years, loosened 
credit policy, cut some taxes and issued vouchers to subsidise consumer goods purchases. As 
a result of the forceful policy response, the growth rate barely stuttered during this period, 
falling from 9.6% in 2008 to 9.2% in 2009, before surging back to 10.2% in 2010 and then 
slowing to 9.3% in 2011 and 7.7% in 2012.

The effects of the global economic crisis on income distribution appear to have been 
relatively minor in both countries. National statistical authorities reported that Gini coefficients 
in Russia hovered between 42.2 in 2007 and 41.8 in 2013,2 and in China between 45.8 in 2007 
and 47.3 in 2013.3 Independent university-based surveys in China report higher estimates 
of inequality with Gini coefficients of 53–55 between 2010 and 2012 (Xie & Zhou 2014, 

  2‘Raspredelenie obshchego ob”ema denezhnykh dokhodov i kharakteristiki differentsiatsii denezhnykh 
dokhodov naseleniya v tselom po Rossii i po sub”ektam Rossiiskoi Federatsii za 2013 god.’, Federal’naya 
sluzhba gosudarstvennoi statistiki, available at: http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/population/bednost/tabl/1-
2-4.htm, accessed 11 August 2014.

  3‘2007 nian Zhongugo quanmian jianshe xiaokang shehui jincheng tongji jiance baogao’, Guojia tongji 
ju, available at: http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/zxfb/200812/t20081218_12533.html, accessed 11 August 2014; 
‘2013 nian guomin jingji fazhan wenzhong xianghao’, National Bureau of Statistics, available at: http://www.
stats.gov.cn/tjsj/zxfb/201401/t20140120_502082.html, accessed 11 August 2014.

http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/population/bednost/tabl/1-2-4.htm
http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/population/bednost/tabl/1-2-4.htm
http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/zxfb/200812/t20081218_12533.html
http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/zxfb/201401/t20140120_502082.html
http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/zxfb/201401/t20140120_502082.html
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p. 6928). Although both official and academic estimates suggest there may have been an 
increase in inequality between the mid and late 2000s, the absolute change is minor compared 
to increases which happened earlier, accompanying the creation of market economies and 
reformation of welfare systems. According to World Bank data, China’s Gini coefficient in 
1981 was 29.1 and by 2009 had reached 42.1; Russia’s Gini coefficient in 1988 was 23.8 and 
by 2009 had reached 39.7.4

Net of changes in household economic circumstances and ideological beliefs, ‘events’ 
including both factors outside governments’ control as well as their policy responses could 
have influenced the climate of opinion over the period leading up to the crisis and thus cued 
the population to react by increasing support for state social welfare provision. Putin came 
to power in 1999 promising continuity to the principal beneficiaries of market reform, on 
condition that they stayed out of politics, and also stability to the majority of the population 
who were still recovering from the effects of shock therapy (Rose & Munro 2002). State 
finances were greatly boosted by a roughly $100/barrel rise in oil prices over the course 
of Putin’s second term, allowing the regime to accumulate foreign reserves, modernise the 
military and still be able to afford regular increases in pensions and other benefits. A 2007 
survey showed 53% of Russians credited the Putin regime with improving social protection 
of the poor (Rose et al. 2011, p. 52). During this period, the regime had also partially revived 
Soviet ideological motifs to capitalise on popular nostalgia, and the idealisation of the past 
became one of the regime’s ‘signature tunes’ (Munro 2006).

Similarly, in China the global financial crisis came against the background of a larger 
ideological turn. The period following Deng’s ‘Southern Tour’ of economically advanced 
coastal provinces in 1992 was the apogee of market reform, culminating at the turn of the 
century in accelerated reforms to prepare for WTO accession. These involved an end of 
guaranteed employment in state-owned enterprises, and retrenchment in their work force from 
76 million in 1992–1993 to 28 million by 2004 (Naughton 2008, p. 121). In the early 2000s, 
the new President Hu Jintao proposed the ‘scientific development concept’ and the notion of a 
‘harmonious society’ as his main contributions to the development of CCP doctrine, signalling 
the regime’s understanding of the need for an ideological palliative (Holbig 2009).5 Although 
Hu Jintao may have faced resistance to his new concepts from supporters of the previous 
president, Jiang Zemin, eventually they were included in the 11th Five Year Plan (2006–2011) 
and in 2007 made part of the CCP constitution at the 17th Party Congress. We would therefore 
expect that these concepts would have had some influence on Chinese public opinion during 
the period spanning the financial crisis. Given the traumatic nature of market reform, the 
emergence of compensatory ideological pressures, and the negative impact of the financial 
crisis on specific sectors of the economy, we would expect that in both Russia and China:

H4. Events over the period spanning the financial crisis increased support for state social welfare 
provision.

  4‘World Development Indicators Database’, World Bank, 2014, available at: http://data.worldbank.org/
data-catalog/world-development-indicators/wdi-2014, accessed 6 May 2015.

  5‘Zhonggong zhongyang guanyu jiaqiang dangde zhizheng nengli jianshe de jueding’, Zhongguo Gongchan 
Dang lici quanguo daibiao dahui shujuku, 19 September 2004, available at: http://cpc.people.com.cn/GB/64
162/64168/64569/65412/6348330.html, accessed 15 November 2016; ‘Hu Jintao: kexue fazhan guan shi wo 
dang tichu de xin zhongda zhanlve sixiang’, Xinhua Wang, 4 April 2004, available at: http://news.xinhuanet.
com/newscenter/2004-04/04/content_1400182.htm, accessed 15 November 2016.

http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-indicators/wdi-2014
http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-indicators/wdi-2014
http://cpc.people.com.cn/GB/64162/64168/64569/65412/6348330.html
http://cpc.people.com.cn/GB/64162/64168/64569/65412/6348330.html
http://news.xinhuanet.com/newscenter/2004-04/04/content_1400182.htm
http://news.xinhuanet.com/newscenter/2004-04/04/content_1400182.htm
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In the post-Communist world, differences of age, gender, education and sometimes place of 
residence have been shown to affect distributive justice attitudes. For example, Kluegel et al. 
(1999, p. 263) found that in Russia in 1996 support for government action to equalise incomes 
was stronger amongst older and less educated citizens.6 Ravallion and Lokshin (2000, p. 101) 
confirmed these results and showed in addition that women and those living in rural areas were 
more supportive of redistribution, even if they expected their living standards to improve or 
expect no change. In China, by contrast, age has been found to make no difference to support 
for government intervention to equalise incomes, education is a positive influence, whilst female 
gender and rural residence are negative influences, controlling for differences in economic 
circumstances (Han & Whyte 2009, p. 203). Because social structure affects support for social 
welfare provision and related attitudes differently in Russia and China, we need to control for 
social structural position in terms of age, gender, education and settlement size when attempting 
to measure the effects of economic self-interest, ideology and temporal context.

Data and measurement

This essay presents a detailed analysis of waves five and six of the World Values Survey (WVS) 
conducted between 2006 and 2012, and also refers to earlier WVS surveys for trends in key 
attitudinal measures.7 These were multi-stage, stratified random samples of the adult population. 
The China surveys in 2007 and 2012 were conducted by the Research Centre for Contemporary 
China at Beijing University, with fieldwork completed from 25 March to 10 May 2007 (N=1,991) 
and 7 November 2012 to 21 January 2013, with call-backs because of partially completed 
interviews from 25 February to 16 March 2013 (total N=2,300). The Russian surveys in 2006 
and 2011 were conducted by GfK Russia and the Levada Centre respectively, with fieldwork 
completed from 3 February to 10 March 2006 (N=2,033) and from 21 September to 16 October 
2011 (N=2,500). See the Appendix for a detailed description of sampling methods.

The measure of support for state social welfare provision used in a WVS is the following 
question:

How would you place your views on this scale? 1 means you agree completely with the statement 
on the left; 10 means you agree completely with the statement on the right; and if your views 
fall somewhere in between, you can choose any number in between. People should take more 
responsibility to provide for themselves OR the government should take more responsibility to 
ensure that everyone is provided for.

Distributions for China and Russia in the two most recent waves are shown in Figure 1. A 
notable feature of the Russian distribution is that it is skewed towards state social welfare 
provision, with more than two fifths selecting the extreme end of support in each year. Chinese 
respondents are much more evenly distributed along the continuum.

  6See also Stephenson and Khakhulina (2000, p. 89).
  7‘World Values Survey Longitudinal Trend File, 1981 to 2014’, WVS_Longitudinal_1981-2014_

spss_v_2014_11_25 data file, World Values Survey, available at: http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/
WVSDocumentationWVL.jsp, accessed 5 December 2014; ‘EVS 1999—Variable Report Russian Federation. 
Documentation of the Data Release 2012/12/28’, European Values Survey, related to the national dataset 
Archive-Study-No. ZA3802, Version: 3.0.1, doi:10.4232/1.11551, available at: http://www.europeanvaluesstudy.
eu/page/participating-countries-and-country-information-survey-1999.html, accessed 20 April 2016.

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWVL.jsp
http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWVL.jsp
http://www.europeanvaluesstudy.eu/page/participating-countries-and-country-information-survey-1999.html
http://www.europeanvaluesstudy.eu/page/participating-countries-and-country-information-survey-1999.html
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FIGURE 1. DISTRIBUTIONS OF SUPPORT FOR STATE SOCIAL WELFARE PROVISION IN CHINA 
AND RUSSIA.

Source: World Values Surveys in Russia and China, waves five and six as detailed in the Appendix.
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Results of previous WVS surveys show a gentle rise in support for state social welfare 
provision in China: mean support in 1990 stood at 5.1 (s.d. 2.9), in 1995 at 5.9 (s.d. 3.2) and 
in 2001 at 5.2 (s.d. 3.2). In waves five and six, it rose from 5.4 (s.d. 3.1) in 2007 to 6.4 (s.d. 
2.6) in 2012 (p<0.001). The WVS surveys in Russia showed mean support for state social 
welfare provision in 1990 stood at 5.2 (s.d. 2.8), by 1996 it had jumped to 7.1 (s.d. 2.7), but 
by 1999 fallen again to 5.7 (s.d. 2.9). Then between 1999 and 2006 there was another jump 
in support for state social welfare provision to 7.6 (s.d. 2.8), followed by a further small rise 
to 7.9 (s.d. 2.6) in 2011 (p<0.05). The overall trend has been up in Russia, albeit with a dip 
below the trend line in 1999.

A survey conducted by Whyte in China in 2009 as a follow-up to his 2004 survey appears 
to confirm rising support for government welfare responsibility, as measured on a six-item 
scale of agreement that the government should be more responsible for health care, primary 
and secondary education, university education, employment, housing and care for the elderly 
(Whyte 2010; Whyte & Im 2014). The mean rose from 3.0 to 3.5 (p<0.001) (Whyte & Im 2014, 
pp. 66–7). Whyte’s surveys also show rising support for government intervention to equalise 
incomes as measured by agreement or disagreement on a five-point scale with the proposition 
that ‘distributing wealth and income equally among people is the most just method’. Mean 
agreement with this proposition increased between 2004 and 2009 from 2.8 to 3.0 (p<0.001). 
Similarly, the surveys showed rising trends in support for government levelling, a three-
item mean scale tapping agreement with the propositions that government should provide 
a minimum living standard for all, guarantee jobs for those who need them, and reduce the 
gaps between the rich and the poor. The mean for this measure rose from 3.9 to 4.0 (p<0.05). 
Whyte’s surveys show that alongside the growth in pro-state welfare attitudes, the numbers 
of respondents who disagreed with the idea that it is fair that the rich should be able to get 
better schooling for their children, better housing and better medical care also increased from 
2.5 to 2.7 (p<0.001) (Whyte & Im 2014, p. 66). In sum, surveys conducted around the same 
time would seem to validate the observation based on the WVS data that distributive justice 
attitudes were moving in favour of state social welfare provision in China over this period.

However, confirmatory evidence for a rising trend in support for state social welfare in 
Russia is lacking. New Russia Barometer (NRB)8 asked respondents to choose between two 
statements: ‘Individuals should take responsibility for themselves and their livelihood OR the 
state should be responsible for everyone’s material security’. In the fourteenth NRB survey of 
3–23 January 2005 (N=2,107), 62% agreed with the second statement; in the eighteenth survey 
of 18–24 June 2009 (N=1,601) only 54% agreed with it. Similarly, in nine polls conducted 
between 1999 and 2014, the Levada Centre asked respondents to choose from a list of four 
statements, as follows:

(1) ‘The state should provide an adequate level of welfare to all citizens’; (2) ‘the state should provide 
help to those who have found themselves in difficult circumstances, for example, after losing their 
job etc.’; (3) ‘the state should provide help only to those who are not able to provide for themselves; 
pensioners, the disabled, orphans’; (4) ‘people should look after themselves and provide an adequate 
life for themselves without any help from the state’. (Levada Centre 2015, p. 24)

  8‘New Russia Barometer Trend File 1992–2009, rustr2.sav’, Centre for the Study of Public Policy, 2010, 
available through UK Data Archive Study Number 6445, available at: http://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk, 
accessed 6 May 2015.

http://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk
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If we calculate ‘net support for state welfare provision’ by adding the percentages agreeing 
with the first two statements and subtracting the percentages agreeing with the second two 
statements, excluding don’t knows, and plot them over time measured in months, the results 
show substantial short-term fluctuations: 58% net support in September 1999; 63% in March 
2000; 57% in December 2004; 57% in December 2005; 63% in December 2006; 61% in 
February 2008; 65% in December 2010; 56% in October 2011; and 55% in September 2014. 
There is an overall decline in support for state welfare, but there are three peaks above the 
trend line, in March 2000, December 2006 and December 2010.

In order to test the construct validity of the WVS measure of support for state social welfare 
provision it is necessary to relate it to a system of independent variables whose relationships 
to support for state social welfare provision are relatively well-documented. The panel 
labelled ‘Controls’ in Table 1 presents a selection of such variables. These include the basic 
demographic attributes of age and gender, as well as measures of education and town size. Age 
is capped at 75 years. Education is measured as the age at which the respondent completed 
formal education and, to avoid outlier effects, has a floor of ten years and a ceiling of 25 
years. Town size is measured on an ordinal scale from one for settlements with a population 
of 2,000 or under to eight for populations of 500,000 or more.9 Residence registration status 
(hukou) and residence in mono-towns are omitted even though they are likely to influence 
distributive justice attitudes in China and Russia respectively because they are not available 
on the WVS data file. Since they are country-specific variables, their inclusion could in any 
case confound comparison of generic effects between the two countries.

The variables in the middle panel of the table are in two groups. One is entitled ‘economic 
self-interest’ and includes self-assessed household income measured on a ten-point ordinal 
scale plus household economic satisfaction measured on a ten-point scale. The second is 
entitled ‘ideological influences’. It includes two beliefs about the operation of the market 
economy, as described below, plus inequality aversion.

Each of the questions tapping beliefs about the market economy is introduced as per the 
question on support for state welfare: ‘How would you place your views on this scale? 1 
means you agree completely with the statement on the left; 10 means you agree completely 
with the statement on the right; and if your views fall somewhere in between, you can choose 
any number in between’. The first question taps the view that getting rich is a zero-sum game, 
requiring respondents to choose between ‘Wealth can grow so that there’s enough for everyone 
OR people can only get rich at the expense of others’. Chinese tend to disagree that getting 
rich is a zero-sum game. In the first WVS survey in China in 1990, the mean was 3.4 (s.d. 
2.2), in 1995 it was 3.0 (s.d. 2.4), in 2007 it was 3.3 (s.d. 2.3) and 4.1 (s.d. 2.3) in 2012.10 The 
Russian mean in 1990 was 4.8 (s.d. 2.8), 3.8 (s.d. 2.9) in 1996, rising to 6.1 (s.d. 2.7) in 2006 
before falling slightly to 5.6 (s.d. 2.8) in 2011. We can conclude from this that first, Russians 
generally perceived the market as more of a zero-sum game than Chinese. Second, the trend 
in both countries has been to perceive increasingly zero-sum competition, albeit with some 

  9For 2012, the China data file only codes settlement size as 100,000–500,000 people or more than 500,000 
people, measured as points 7 and 8 on the scale. This corresponds to the population of the primary sampling unit 
(Personal communication with Professor Jie Yan, Research Centre for Contemporary China, Peking University, 
20 December 2014). Given that the sampling method was identical in the 2007 survey, for which a more 
detailed breakdown of town size was provided, town size for China in 2012 has been centred on the 2007 mean.

10The question was not asked in wave four, 2001.
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fluctuations. This is a gentler trend in China with the rise occurring between the mid-2000s 
and 2012, whilst the biggest rise in Russia occurs between the mid-1990s and mid-2000s.

The second index of beliefs about the market economy is the one used by Alesina and 
Angelotos (2005) to tap the view that success depends on non-merit factors, requiring 
respondents to choose between ‘In the long run, hard work usually brings a better life OR 
hard work doesn’t bring success; it’s more a matter of luck and connections’. In the first 
WVS survey in 1990, the Chinese mean was 5.0 (s.d. 3.1), in 1995 it was 3.5 (s.d. 2.8), 3.6 
(s.d. 2.8) in 2007 and 3.7 (s.d. 2.4) in 2012. The Russian means were 4.1 (s.d. 2.9) in 1990, 
4.7 (s.d. 3.1) in 1996, 5.8 (s.d. 2.9) in 2006 and 4.9 (s.d. 2.8) in 2011. We can conclude that 
first, Chinese are generally less likely than Russians to attribute success to non-merit-based 
factors. Second, the trends are in different directions: Chinese attribution of success to non-
merit factors fell after the turn towards the market in the early 1990s; Russians in the same 
period have been increasingly likely to attribute success to non-merit factors, although there 
are fluctuations about the trend line.

The WVS measure of inequality aversion has the same format as the questions above, 
with respondents asked to choose on a ten-point scale between two statements: ‘Incomes 
should be made more equal OR we need larger income differences as incentives’. The coding 
is reversed so that higher values mean more inequality aversion. For China mean inequality 
aversion scores are 3.3 (s.d. 2.3) for 1990, 6.0 (s.d. 3.2) for 1995, 4.7 (s.d. 3.1) for 2001, 5.0 
(s.d. 3.1) for 2007 and 6.6 (s.d. 2.8) for 2012. For Russia mean inequality aversion scores are 
4.0 (s.d. 2.5) for 1990, 4.5 (s.d. 2.8) for 1996, 3.8 (s.d. 3.5) for 1999, 4.6 (s.d. 3.4) for 2006 
and they rise to 7.6 (s.d. 2.6) (p<0.001) for 2011. Both populations appear from these data 
to have become more averse to inequality. As with support for state social welfare provision, 
the trend line is up in both countries, but in Russia there are substantial fluctuations above 
and below the line. The 2011 survey in particular shows a substantial jump, which remains 
to be explained.

Methodology

In order to ensure that the modelling procedures are appropriate for a reasonable set of causal 
assumptions about the relationships in the data, this essay uses Mplus software to develop a 
two-level recursive model of support for state social welfare provision (Muthén & Muthén 
2012). The analysis is conducted separately for each country but with identical coding so 
that coefficients can be compared between countries. The two surveys from each country 
are pooled in order to allow measurement of the impact of time. Parameter estimates take 
account of the fact that responses from a single survey are clustered by time of survey. To 
facilitate interpretation, all variables except gender are treated as continuous and centred on 
their grand mean. Female gender is treated as a dummy variable. Missing data are handled 
through the use of multiple imputation procedures in SPSS to create five complete datasets 
using fully conditional specification (Van Buuren et al. 2006). Parameters reported are thus 
pooled estimates from five imputations.

The control variables plus income are assumed to directly influence satisfaction with the 
household economy. The control variables as well as satisfaction with the household economy 
are assumed to influence beliefs about the fairness of the market, inequality aversion and 
support for state social welfare provision. Time is assumed to affect the intercepts of both 
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inequality aversion and support for state social welfare provision. Time is measured in months 
elapsed since September 2008, with negative values indicating months before and positive 
values months after. It should be noted that, since the data are cross-sectional, there is no way 
to establish the direction of causality in the models. Hence, the strict interpretation of the 
regression coefficients is that they indicate the net strength of associations between variables 
given the set of causal assumptions outlined above.

Using cross-sectional data, it is impossible to prove that one attitude is causally or 
temporally prior to another. Attitudinal explanations typically proceed from some justifiable 
assumptions about how one attitude might influence another and then search for corroboration 
by testing the strength of the assumed relationship. Nevertheless it is important to acknowledge 
that the proof of this temporal or causal ordering awaits confirmation using more sophisticated 
research designs such as panel studies or experiments.

Although all elements of the models are computed simultaneously, for expositional 
purposes it is helpful to divide the analysis into two stages. The first stage analyses the 
mediating variables by regressing them on their assumed determinants. The second stage of 
the analysis systematically tests the hypotheses about influences on support for state social 
welfare provision by introducing the relevant independent variables in a stepwise fashion. 
Time is introduced first to establish the direction of the gross change in the climate of opinion 
on social welfare provision. Next, the control variables plus income are introduced as the first 
test of the first hypothesis, that economic self-interest drives support for welfare provision. 
Since people may be satisfied with different relative income levels, satisfaction with the 
household economy is introduced at the next stage, to see whether its introduction alters the 
effect of income. Simultaneously, beliefs about the fairness of the market are introduced to 
test the second hypothesis. Finally, inequality aversion is introduced as a test of the third 
hypothesis. Time is maintained in all the models to test the fourth hypothesis: that support for 
state social welfare provision was subject to a net change in the climate of opinion.

Results

For satisfaction with the household economy, income is the strongest influence in both Russia 
and China (b= 0.28*** and 0.23*** respectively, Table 2, top panel).11 Education has different 
effects. It is a marginally negative influence on satisfaction in Russia (b= –0.02*), but it is 
a positive influence in China (b= 0.06***). Town size is a positive influence in Russia (b= 
0.02***), but not significant in China.

Satisfaction with household economies reduces the belief that getting rich is a zero-sum 
game in both Russia and China (b= –0.13*** and –0.17*** respectively). In China, education 
has the same effect (b= –0.06***), but income has the opposite effect (b= 0.08***). In Russia, 
the belief that getting rich is a zero-sum game is more common amongst men than women 
(b= –0.10*).

Satisfaction with the household economy reduces the belief that success depends on non-
merit factors in Russia (b= –0.13***). There are no significant effects on this variable in China.

Satisfaction with the household economy reduces inequality aversion in both societies, 
though more so in China (b= –0.14***) than Russia (b= –0.04*). Women are more inequality 
averse in both Russia and China (b= 0.30** and 0.37** respectively), and, in Russia, age 

11Here and in the table estimates significant at 0.001 level are marked ***, at 0.01 level **, and at 0.05 level *.
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has the same effect (b= 0.02***). In both Russia and China, the belief that getting rich is a 
zero-sum game increases inequality aversion (b= 0.10** and 0.15*** respectively). In China 
attribution of success to non-merit factors has the opposite effect (b= –0.15***). Net of all 
individual influences, time exerts significant and positive effects on inequality aversion in 
both Russia and China (b= 0.04*** and 0.02*** respectively).

A series of models of support for state social welfare provision offer systematic tests of the 
four hypotheses (see Table 3). Consistent with hypothesis 1, economic self-interest matters, 

TABLE 2
RECURSIVE MODELS FOR MEDIATING VARIABLES IN RUSSIA AND CHINA

Notes: * Significant 0.05 level; ** at 0.01 level; *** at 0.001 level.
Source: World Values Surveys in Russia and China, waves five and six as detailed in the Appendix. Missing values 
are multiply imputed and parameters estimated on the basis of five imputations. Estimates take account of the 
clustering of the data by time of survey.

Russia China

Est. (S.E.) Est. (S.E).

Satisfaction with household economy

  Age –0.01 (0.01) 0.00 (0.00)
  Female –0.10 (0.09) 0.06 (0.03)
  Education –0.02* (0.01) 0.06*** (0.00)
  Town size 0.02*** (0.00) –0.04 (0.06)
  Income 0.28*** (0.02) 0.23*** (0.02)
  % reduction in variance 8.6% 6.3%
Getting rich is a zero-sum game
  Age 0.00 (0.00) 0.01 (0.01)
  Female –0.10* (0.05) 0.02 (0.09)
  Education –0.01 (0.01) –0.06*** (0.02)
  Town size –0.02 (0.01) 0.04 (0.18)
  Income –0.02 (0.04) 0.08*** (0.02)
  Satisfaction with household economy –0.13*** (0.02) –0.17*** (0.04)
  % reduction in variance 1.6% 3.3%
Success depends on non-merit factors
  Age 0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.00)
  Female 0.15 (0.10) –0.06 (0.17)
  Education 0.01 (0.01) 0.04 (0.03)
  Town size –0.01 (0.01) 0.03 (0.07)
  Income 0.07 (0.04) 0.04 (0.02)
  Satisfaction with household economy –0.19*** (0.04) –0.09 (0.05)
  % reduction in variance 2.6% 0.9%
Inequality aversion
  Months elapsed since September 2008 0.04*** (0.001) 0.02*** (0.00)
  Age 0.02*** (0.00) 0.01 (0.01)
  Female 0.30** (0.09) 0.37** (0.13)
  Education –0.01 (0.01) 0.00 (0.00)
  Town size 0.00 (0.01) –0.01 (0.17)
  Income –0.06 (0.03) –0.02 (0.02)
  Satisfaction with household economy –0.04* (0.02) –0.14*** (0.03)
  Success depends on non-merit factors –0.05 (0.03) –0.15*** (0.02)
  Getting rich is a zero-sum game 0.10** (0.04) 0.15*** (0.02)
  % reduction in variance 3.9% 5.3%
Support for redistribution See Table 3.
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TABLE 3
RECURSIVE MODELS OF SUPPORT FOR STATE SOCIAL WELFARE PROVISION IN RUSSIA AND 

CHINA

Note: * Significant at 0.05 level; ** at 0.01 level; *** at 0.001 level.
Source: World Values Surveys in Russia and China, waves five and six as detailed in the Appendix. Missing values 
are multiply imputed and parameters estimated on the basis of five imputations. Estimates take account of the 
clustering of the data by time of survey.

I II III IV

Russia B(S.E.) B(S.E.) B(S.E.) B(S.E.)

Months elapsed since September 2008 0.004*** 0.003* 0.004* 0.004*
(0.00009) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Age 0.02*** 0.02*** 0.01**
– (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)

Female – 0.22*** 0.23*** 0.15***
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Education – –0.01 –0.01 –0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Town size – –0.04*** –0.04*** –0.04***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Income – –0.05 –0.02 –0.01
(0.05) (0.04) (0.03)

Satisfaction with household economy – – –0.07*** –0.06***
(0.01) (0.01)

Success depends on non-merit factors – – –0.07 –0.05
(0.05) (0.04)

Getting rich is a zero-sum game – – 0.06 0.03
(0.06) (0.04)

Inequality aversion – – – 0.29***
(0.05)

% reduction in variance 0.0% 2.4% 3.4% 15.9%

China I II III IV
Months elapsed since September 2008 0.01*** 0.01*** 0.01*** 0.01***

(0.0003) (0.0003) (0.0004) (0.0004)
Age – 0.01 0.01 0.005

(0.01) (0.004) (0.003)
Female – 0.14 0.13 0.02

(0.08) (0.10) (0.08)
Education – –0.02 –0.001 –0.001

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Town size – 0.31 0.30 0.31*

(0.20) (0.18) (0.13)
Income – –0.03 –0.02 –0.01

(0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
Satisfaction with household economy – – –0.05** 0.01

(0.02) (0.02)
Success depends on non-merit factors – – –0.17*** –0.12***

(0.04) (0.03)
Getting rich is a zero-sum game – – 0.12*** 0.07**

(0.02) (0.03)
Inequality aversion – – – 0.30***

(0.06)
% reduction in variance 0.1% 1.0% 4.1% 14.9%
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but it is satisfaction with the household economy rather than income which matters more. In 
Russia, those who are satisfied are consistently less supportive of social welfare provision 
(b= –0.07*** in model III and b= –0.06*** in model IV). In China, satisfaction with the 
household economy loses significance when inequality aversion is included (b= –0.05** in 
model III, b= 0.01 in model IV), implying that in China economic self-interest matters through 
its effect on inequality aversion.

Contrary to hypothesis 2, beliefs about the fairness of the market have no direct effect 
on support for state social welfare provision in Russia (models III and IV). In China, both 
beliefs about market fairness matter. The belief that getting rich is a zero-sum game increases 
support for state social welfare provision, as expected (b= 0.07**, model IV). But attribution of 
success to non-merit factors reduces support for state social welfare provision (b= –0.12***), 
just as it did for inequality aversion. In line with hypothesis 3, inequality aversion is a highly 
significant, positive influence in both China and Russia (b= 0.30*** and 0.29*** respectively, 
model IV). In line with hypothesis 4, time measured in months is a consistently positive and 
significant influence which is robust to the introduction of all other variables in both China 
and Russia (b= 0.01*** and 0.004* respectively, model IV).

In terms of control variables, in Russia, age and female gender are positive predictors of 
support for state social welfare provision (b= 0.01** and 0.15** respectively, model IV), 
whilst town size is a negative predictor (b= –0.04***), and education makes no difference. 
In China, by contrast, only town size matters, and it only emerges as a positive influence 
(0.31*) once inequality aversion is introduced as a control.

To see the overall patterns of determination of support for social welfare provision, we need 
to take into account indirect as well as direct effects. Figures 2 and 3 model the total direct 
and indirect effects of all the significant independent variables, computed by multiplying their 
coefficients by their mean values in each year. Figure 2 shows that, on the ten-point scale, in 
Russia age, gender, education and town size all have equal or nearly equal effects in the two 
years, ranging from –0.22 for town size to +0.70 for age. In line with hypothesis 1, taking into 
account indirect effects, both income and satisfaction with the household economy matter, 
reducing support for state social welfare provision by a total of –0.40 (–0.10–0.30) in 2006 and 
–0.42 (–0.07–0.35) in 2011. The belief that getting rich is a zero-sum game increases support 
for state social welfare provision, as expected under hypothesis 2, by 0.18 in 2006 and 0.16 
in 2011. As per hypothesis 3, inequality aversion is the largest single influence, increasing 
support for social welfare provision by 1.33 in 2006 and 2.20 in 2011, reflecting the increase 
in its value. Consistent with the fourth hypothesis, time matters, demonstrating a net change 
in the climate of opinion worth more than one point, from –0.48 in 2006 to +0.56 in 2011.

In China, the picture is somewhat different (see Figure 3). Again, gender, education and 
town size have the same or similar impacts in each year. Town size has the largest effect, 1.61 
in each year, whilst other social structural effects are minor. Through its impact on getting 
rich is a zero-sum game, income emerges as a small net positive influence on support for 
state social welfare provision, worth 0.02 in each year, but the effect is vastly outweighed 
by the negative effect of satisfaction with the household economy, worth –0.44 in 2007 and 
–0.50 in 2012. The two beliefs about market fairness—that success depends on non-merit 
factors and that getting rich is a zero-sum game—likewise have opposite effects. The latter 
increases support for state social welfare provision, as expected under hypothesis 2, by 0.38 
in 2007 and 0.47 in 2012, but the former reduces it, by –0.43 in 2007 and –0.44 in 2012. 
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Inequality aversion is a positive influence in both years, as per hypothesis 3, with an effect of 
1.50 in 2007 and 1.98 in 2012, reflecting the increase in its value. Consistent with the fourth 
hypothesis, time matters, again demonstrating a net change in the climate of opinion worth 
more than one point on the ten-point scale, from –0.29 to 0.83.

Discussion

The economic self-interest arguments receive strong support from the analysis. The fact that 
the net effect of income has an unexpected sign in China does little to change this conclusion, 
since it is so small (0.02 on the ten-point scale), and the negative effect of household economic 
satisfaction is so large (–0.44 to –0.50). The positive effect of town size in China is consistent 
with Whyte’s (2010, chapter 1) legacy-based argument that urban Chinese historically expect 
more from the state in terms of social welfare provision. The Russian results are likewise 
consistent with theory, since both income and satisfaction with the household economy are 
negative influences. The negative effect of town size in Russia is consistent with Ravallion 
and Lokshin’s (2000) results and with the notion that legacy attitudes are stronger in the 
countryside and smaller towns.

FIGURE 2. IMPACT OF INDEPENDENT VARIABLES ON SUPPORT FOR SOCIAL WELFARE 
PROVISION IN RUSSIA.

Source: Computed from regression model IV in Table 3, panel A, using means of independent variables reported in 
Table 1.
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The fact that the belief that getting rich is a zero-sum game is associated with support for 
state social welfare provision in both societies is consistent with the proposition that those who 
think the market is unfair are more likely to support social welfare as a corrective. This finding 
echoes the classic Meltzer and Richard (1981) model, which assumes that the government is 
a fair umpire and accountable to tax payers, and therefore perceptions of unfairness should 
lead to demands to use public money for social welfare.

Attribution of success to non-merit factors has a negative sign in both China and Russia, 
although it is statistically significant only in the former. This means that Chinese who take 
the cynical view that success depends on luck and connections tend to believe individuals 
should provide for themselves and their families. It also means that those who believe that 
in the long-run hard work brings success also tend to believe the state should do more to 
provide welfare. We can interpret this as the result of China’s ideology of the ‘socialist market 
economy’: on the one hand, the state should be benevolent in providing social welfare, and 
on the other hand, if citizens work hard, they will be rewarded. As Ching Kwan Lee argues 
on the basis of extended interviews with working and middle class respondents in Beijing 
‘popular consciousness does not mechanically substitute socialist values of social equality 

FIGURE 3. IMPACT OF INDEPENDENT VARIABLES ON SUPPORT FOR SOCIAL WELFARE 
PROVISION IN CHINA.

Source: Computed from regression model IV in Table 3, panel B, using means of independent variables reported in 
Table 1.



SUPPORT FOR STATE SOCIAL WELFARE IN RUSSIA AND CHINA﻿ 71

and need-based allocation with the market ideology of competition and unequal distribution. 
Rather, there has been a process of layering, mixing and multiplying moral standards and 
justice claims’ (Lee 2009, p. 228). Why is the negative correlation of the support for state 
welfare and attribution of success to non-merit factors stronger in China than in Russia? It 
seems possible that Russians, having been through a more radical turn towards pro-market 
ideology in the 1990s, accompanied by the up-ending of expectations of virtue-based reward, 
are cross-pressured by the state re-adopting some ideological symbols from the Soviet era 
whilst failing to resume socialist welfare obligations.

The strong positive effects of inequality aversion on support for state social welfare 
provision reinforce the message that Russians and Chinese agree at least normatively with 
the idea of social welfare as a way of ameliorating inequality. Although this may seem like 
an obvious point, it does not feature in two of the leading extant studies on distributive justice 
attitudes in Russia and China (Kluegel et al. 1999; Whyte 2010), even though the political 
connection between Communist ideology and state social welfare provision was noted in 
another widely cited article on Russia (Ravallion & Lokshin 2000).

The effects of time on support for state social welfare provision in the models discussed 
above show that the upward trend in support in both societies can be explained neither by 
variations in satisfaction with household economies, nor by market beliefs, nor by fluctuations 
in inequality aversion, nor by variations in sample characteristics between surveys. The fact 
that time exerts a net positive influence suggests that there has been a change in the climate 
of opinion in both societies over the period spanning the world financial crisis.

The WVS data suggest that support for state social welfare provision was on an upward 
trend in both countries before the financial crisis. Russian support for state social welfare 
provision may have shifted in response to the regime’s more or less explicit embrace of 
elements of Soviet ideology at the beginning of Putin’s second term. Chinese opinion may 
have shifted in response to Hu Jintao’s harmonious society agenda. Both sets of changes 
could have been accelerated by the political repercussions of the 2008–2009 financial crisis. 
However, to attribute attitudinal change to the financial crisis itself would probably be a step 
too far, as it would fail to take into account the ways in which the global economy is mediated 
and perceived through national institutions, and of the pre-existing ideological dynamics in 
each society.

This study has a number of limitations. First, the findings are necessarily tentative. For 
the sake of achieving comparability between the two cases of interest, it has been necessary 
to restrict the analysis to the WVS dataset. WVS has the principal advantage that working 
with it allows one to easily test findings in diverse contexts. Nevertheless, WVS usually fails 
to include the full range of measures found in more specialised and single-country surveys. 
Second, because this study is based on cross-sectional data, it cannot demonstrate that the 
relationships modelled are causal in nature. To do that would require panel or experimental 
data, which are not available on a comparable basis. All that is possible here is to recall the 
usual caveats that association does not prove causation and that all statistical models are only 
as tenable as their underlying assumptions.

Conclusion

A substantial portion of the literature on economic attitudes in post-socialist states is devoted 
to demonstrating that market justice norms are strong, despite the existence of some legacy 
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attitudes, thus discrediting the idea that anti-market norms could lead to political instability 
or even the overthrow of regimes (Stephenson & Khakhulina 2000; Whyte 2010; Whyte & 
Im 2014). There is some evidence that the perceived fairness of market institutions influences 
political trust in post-socialist countries (Kluegel & Mason 2004), and it is possible that 
extreme unfairness might, if left unaddressed, undermine support for the regime. Certainly, 
this appeared to be the logic behind Hu Jintao’s harmonious society initiative. However, if we 
look for historical transitions to democracy caused by grievances over economic inequality, 
Houle’s (2009) analysis shows that we are likely to come away empty-handed: inequality 
appears to reduce the chances of a democratic regime consolidating, but doesn’t affect the 
chances of an authoritarian regime collapsing.

Distributive justice attitudes can matter politically in ways that fall short of undermining 
the regime. The Putin regime backtracked on the monetisation of benefits in 2005, largely in 
response to public protest (Wengle & Rasell 2008). Following the 2008–2009 global financial 
crisis, China increased its investments in education and training for migrant workers and in 
affordable housing (De Haan 2010, pp. 765), and major new investments were announced 
in health care with the aim of achieving universal coverage (Yip et al. 2012). These may be 
examples of authoritarian regimes responding to public opinion about distributive justice 
issues, although elite-level studies would be required to demonstrate the causal link.

The present study has shown that whilst social structural variables, income and household 
economic satisfaction certainly matter in the determination of support for state social welfare 
provision, they are far from being the dominant influences. Ideology matters more, and 
therefore, it is important to understand the discourse within which discussions of state social 
welfare provision take place, and to situate that discourse within its temporal and political 
context.

More granular single-country data could be used to extend the present analysis into the 
past by looking at particular historical conjunctures in Russia or China. Multi-country datasets 
such as WVS could usefully extend it across space by looking at distributive justice attitudes 
in other large and diverse countries where the state plays an important role in the economy, 
such as Brazil or India.

NEIL MUNRO, School of Social and Political Sciences, University of Glasgow, Bute Gardens, 
Glasgow G12 8RT, UK. Email: neil.munro@glasgow.ac.uk.
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Appendix. Description of sampling methods

China

The China surveys in 2007 and 2012 were conducted by the Research Centre for Contemporary 
China at Peking University, with fieldwork completed from 25 March to 10 May 2007 
(N=1,991) and from 7 November 2012 to 21 January 2013, with call-backs because of partially 
completed interviews from 25 February to 16 March 2013 (total N=2,300). At the first stage 
of stratification, China was divided into seven official regions. Each region was divided into 
urban and rural administrative areas, giving 14 layers in total; 40 primary sampling units (PSU) 
corresponding to county-level administrative divisions were selected at random across the 14 
layers with probability proportionate to population. Within each PSU, two half-square minutes 
(HSM) of latitude and longitude were chosen with probability proportionate to population 
density; within each of these, again proportionate to population density, a number of spatial 
square seconds (SSS) corresponding to 90m×90m squares were selected at random. Within 
each SSS, all dwellings were enumerated, and 27–60 were selected in each HSM by systematic 
sampling. Within each dwelling respondents were identified by the Kish method.

Russia

The Russian surveys in 2006 and 2011 were conducted by GfK Russia and the Levada Centre 
respectively, with fieldwork completed from 3 February to 10 March 2006 (N=2,033) and 
from 21 September 2011 to 16 October 2011 (N=2,500). The GfK survey was a multi-stage 
cluster random route sample. At the first stage of stratification, the country was divided into 
eight macro regions corresponding to seven federal districts plus Moscow, and into eight 
settlement types within each macro-region. Within these, approximately 125 sampling points 
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corresponding to electoral districts were selected, and at each sampling point interviewers 
proceeded by a random route to complete around 15 interviews per district. Within each 
household, respondents were selected to fill a quota by age and gender. The Levada Centre 
survey of 2011 similarly stratified the country into the same eight macro-regions. Within 
each macro-region settlements were stratified into five types and a total of 131 primary 
sampling units corresponding to urban settlements or rural districts were randomly selected 
with probability proportionate to population. Within each PSU, two electoral districts were 
selected at random and dwellings identified by following a random route. Within each dwelling 
respondents were identified by the next birthday method.
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