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INTRODUCTION

The reform of the welfare state (WS) has held a central position in the political 
agenda of European countries since the conservative revolution led by Margaret 
Thatcher in the 1980s. At the start of the 21st century, following the period of eco-
nomic expansion that accompanied the implementation of the euro, the Great Reces-
sion has once again accelerated the pressures for wide-ranging reforms of welfare 
policies as part of a supposedly inevitable response to the sovereign debt crisis and 
the fiscal problems of large public expenditure programs, such as pensions and 
healthcare. This article attempts to reintroduce politics into the study of welfare 
policies on the continent, through the study of the evolution of the parliamentary 
preferences with regard to the volume of social spending in the European Union 
(EU)-15 (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, 
Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden and the United Kingdom), and 
their connection to the different institutionalized models of welfare in this region.

The following working hypothesis is tested: different regimes, different politi-
cal offers. The different welfare regimes induce different dynamics in the proposals 
of the main parties with regard to welfare expenditure, which triggers a conver-
gence in the parliamentary position on the volume of social spending among the 
countries of the same regime, as well as the maintenance of diversity among regimes. 
To test this hypothesis, we created two indexes, “social spending” and “social re-
trenchment,” as described in the second section. 

In addition to the empirical analysis itself, in the third section, we provide a 
comparison of the reform policies developed in the different welfare states. Review-
ing data, institutional documents and secondary reference sources, we have tried 
to determine whether different strategies coexist, or whether they are particular to 
each of the regimes. In fact, we have managed to demonstrate how the different 
welfare regimes have had an influence on the content of policies: different regimes, 
different responses.

Finally, in the conclusions, we highlight the resistance of the concept of the 
welfare regime and the persistent impact of institutional variables on the parlia-
mentary positions regarding the volume of social spending.

METHOD. INDEXES ON SOCIAL SPENDING  
AND SOCIAL RETRENCHMENT

In order to examine the eventual convergence in the position of the national 
parliaments regarding social spending in Europe, this work studies the countries of 
the EU-15 for the following two reasons: the Member States that joined the Euro-
pean Union later (after 2004, mostly from Eastern Europe) present welfare models 
that are too different from those above to be included in this comparative study; 
likewise, it is necessary to manage a sufficient period of EU membership in order 
to assess the impact of the Great Recession.
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For these reasons, the study begins in 1996. It was decided to end it in 2013, 
not extending the study any further over time, due to the lack of availability of 
comparative data for the next electoral cycle on the preferences of the parties with 
representation in all EU-15 parliaments with regard to social expenditure. 

The Manifesto Project (Volkens et al., 2013) database is used; the data pro-
cessed were thus generated through the quantitative analysis of the political mani-
festos. In particular, the following four variables were considered:

“Welfare State Expansion” (504). Favorable mentions of the need to in-
troduce, maintain or expand any public social service or social security 
scheme. This includes, for example, government funding of health care, 
childcare, elder care and pensions, as well as social housing. This cat-
egory excludes education.

“Welfare State Limitation” (505). Limiting state expenditures on social 
services or social security. Favorable mentions of the social subsidiary 
principle (i.e., private care over state care).

“Education Expansion” (506). The need to expand and/or improve edu-
cational provisions at all levels. This excludes technical training, which 
is coded under 411.

“Education Limitation” (507). Limiting state expenditure on education. 
This may include the introduction or expansion of student fees at all edu-
cational levels and the increase in the number of private schools.

These are used to calculate two indexes of our own creation to measure the 
position of the national parliaments on the expansion or reduction of social spend-
ing in each legislature. The support is measured for the expansion of the financing 
of all welfare policies, including education (social spending), as well as the declared 
defense of cuts in public spending destined for these policies (social retrenchment).

For the calculations, first the position of each party is obtained that was rep-
resented in the parliament in each legislature; next it is weighted by the number of 
members of parliament. The formulas are as follows:

“Social spending”: (504+506) – (505+507), weighted by the number of seats.

“Social retrenchment”: (505+507), also weighted by the number of seats.

WELFARE REGIMES IN EUROPE AND REFORMS  
OF THE WELFARE STATES. POLICIES

During the process of expansion and consolidation of the WS throughout the 
20th century, different forms of institutional organization have coexisted, demon-
strating important divergences among countries. The search for models that would 
make it possible to systematize such differences has represented one of the driving 
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forces behind the study of the WS, as has the analysis of their validity to explain 
their evolution, politics and policies in the different models and countries. Rigor-
ously categorizing its different types has been a constant in the analysis of the WS, 
ever since in his classical work Titmuss (1958) initially identified three types, based 
on their functionality: the residual welfare state, subordinated to the failures of the 
family or market, the welfare state of industrial development, subordinated to the 
market and economic growth and the redistributive or institutional welfare state, 
with social services as a necessary state function.

The best-known, most widespread and influential model was provided by 
Esping-Andersen (1990 and 1999), through his three famous “worlds” of welfare. 
In his model, Esping-Andersen uses the terms “regime” and “world” instead of 

“state” to clarify that they do not refer to specific states or countries, since all coun-
tries with welfare systems include elements of all three regimes or worlds, although 
he does point out those countries where he considers the institutionalization of one 
of these regimes to be dominant or preferred. The identification of new regimes, the 
correct or incorrect inclusion of different countries, the expansion of the regimes 
themselves to study other aspects of the policies or the debate on the very limita-
tions of the categories used to systematize the different regimes have shaped the 
driving forces behind the study of the WS since the publication of this seminal work 
(Ferragina, Seeleib-Kaiser and Spreckelsen, 2014; Manow, 2017). After nearly three 
decades of changes and transformations, the comparative evidence points towards 
the continued existence and coherence of the worlds, regimes and families of coun-
tries in terms of welfare (Castles and Obinger, 2008). The worlds of welfare seem 
to still be “alive” in terms of validity and capacity to explain the “real world of 
welfare” (Ferragina, Seeleib-Kaiser and Spreckelsenm, 2014) and the different struc-
tures of the party systems (Manow, 2009 and 2015).

In the liberal or neoliberal regime or world, predominant in countries like 
Ireland or the United Kingdom, the main creative force lies in the tension between 
the capital needs and the mobilization of work, resulting from provisioning systems 
restricted by a selective and individualized expense (Hill, 1997). Its policies are 
subordinated to the rules of work ethics: public assistance is embarrassing and 
requires the prior verification by the state of the candidate’s need. It is governed by 
strict and restrictive rules of access and exclusion. It is implemented through spe-
cific expenditure programs that are limited and discriminatory, with a subsidiary 
vision of the decommodification of rights, since the mission of the WS is not to 
make the individual independent, rather to promote the functioning of the market.

In the conservative, Catholic or Christian democratic regime, predominant in 
countries such as Germany, Austria and France, the main driving force is found in 
the combined influence of political Catholicism and the continued existence of the 
former authoritarian statalism. The result has been a medium-sized provisioning 
system in which the rights are linked to social status and membership in a specific 
social group. In the conservative world, expenditure is organized by groups, with 
the dominance of the family as the unit of provisioning, carefully limiting access to 
the system to individuals or non-traditional family units. The main mission of the 
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conservative WS is to maintain the differences between groups and social and eco-
nomic statuses. Its redistributive impact is minimal, although the state structure 
attempts to replace the market as the provider of social welfare (Pinch, 1997).

In the social democratic or universalist regime or world, predominant in coun-
tries like Denmark, Finland and Sweden, the driving force stems from the tension 
between the leftist parties in the government and the Christian parties in the op-
position. The social democratic world offers a peculiar blend of liberalism and 
socialism, strengthening at the same time the capacities to maximize individual 
independence and freedom of choice, with expenditure programs of a universal 
nature whose primary mission is the decommodification of rights (Zijderveld, 
1999). Expenditure is universal, because it seeks to promote equality from very high 
standards of provision, thus making it the provisioning system with the greatest 
volume. Rights are formulated in a comprehensive manner. Family costs and mar-
ket transaction costs are socialized, because the main task of the WS is to ensure 
the emancipation of the individual as opposed to the family and market.

Beyond the three original worlds of Esping-Andersen, in Southern Europe, 
Spain, Greece, Italy and Portugal would form another regime with its own identity, 
which the most accredited authors (Moreno, 2005, 2009 and 2013; Ferrera, 1996; 
Sarasa, 1995) have referred to as “Mediterranean,” as a fourth regime or world of 
WS. These are countries that have constructed their welfare models over time, com-
bining elements of the social democratic regime and the conservative regime, marked 
by a delay in the modernization process, the persistence of authoritarian regimes, 
the weight of the Catholic church as a provider of social assistance and the central 
role of the family as a welfare distributor. The Mediterranean regime is set up as 
such with elements typical of a system based on income maintenance and group 
membership, along with elements typical of an almost universal coverage system.

Until the onset of the financial recession in 2007, the debate on the future and 
reform of the WS focused on the foundations of its policies, the efficiency of its re-
sults, the legitimacy of its decisions and the effectiveness of its interaction, in terms 
of expenditure, taxation and the creation or destruction of jobs as the result of the 
globalization process (Boix, 2001) or the European integration process (Korpi, 
2003). Debated were the abuses and inefficiencies of its policies, the controversial 
redistributive and distributive results produced after decades of expenditure (Brad-
ley, Huber, Moller, Nielsen and Stephens, 2003), and the progressively negative 
impact of globalization on the volumes of social expenditure in the name of effi-
ciency (Busemeyer, 2009), or just the opposite, its positive impact, providing for an 
increase in expenditure to compensate “the losers of globalization” (Walter, 2010).

No specific offers for large cutbacks in programs or expenditure volumes were 
proposed or discussed (Esping-Andersen and Palier, 2010). This was undoubtedly 
due to the evidence that one of the most solid sources of political resistance of the 
WS to criticism lies in the electoral incentives created by the broad social and 
popular support for welfare policies (Pearson, 1998), systematically accredited by 
opinion studies in all European countries.

To reduce social expenditure, first it was crucial to convince the majority that 
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it was indeed an expenditure, but not social. In fact, the neoliberal criticism of the 
WS has concentrated its efforts on questioning both the efficiency and the legiti-
macy of the expenditure decisions (Niskanen, 1971), mounting a powerful dis-
course in which social expenditure no longer responds to the needs of the “people,” 
but rather to the private interests of “bureaucrats” and “politicians,” who assign 
and manage it in a way that is increasingly more removed from the control and 
interests of citizens (Hemerijk, 2018). The intent of this criticism was to oust the 
idea of the WS from the hard-core of the collective identity as European demo-
cratic societies. The result has been that the WS has gradually lost ground and a 
base in our collective identity, to become something that always benefits others 
(Sharpf, 1999). In this account, the defense of private management does not mere-
ly represent a commitment to a superior model. It also becomes the path to return-
ing the freedom and capacity for choice to individuals, as opposed to the threat of 
an authoritarian and confiscatory welfare state, held prisoner by revenue hunters 
and corporate or partisan interests (Hemerijck, 2018).

If we measure the impact of these criticisms in terms of the volume of expen-
diture on healthcare, education or social protection before the Great Recession, the 
first impression would be that the WS has resisted reasonably well the scourges and 
policies of austerity. But if we measure the impact inflicted on the very idea of 
welfare, understood as the “institutionalization of the governmental responsibility 
to maintain certain minimal national standards of welfare” (Mishra, 1990), the 
conclusion is quite different. The debate on the WS has fully encompassed effi-
ciency, efficacy and the justice of the welfare policies and their distributive and 
redistributive effects.

Continuing with the typology of the welfare regimes, we can systematize in 
greater detail the different impacts caused by the policies of withdrawal or recalibra-
tion, implemented in response to the criticism that has been taking shape in public 
debate in Western societies with regard to the functioning and efficacy of their ser-
vices and public bureaucracies (Pierson, 1991 and 2001). It can be stated that, in light 
of demographic and economic pressures, the globalizing changes and the de-indus-
trialization or the consequences of the Great Recession and the debt crisis, countries 
have opted to either encourage individual solutions, modifying the incentives gener-
ated by the WS, or develop policies and programs aimed at aiding individual decision-
making and bolstering equality of opportunities (Taylor-Gooby, 2011).

In the liberal regime or world, “liberal collectivism” has evolved into the “mar-
ket society” (Grimshaw, 2015), following a path towards the recommodification 
of rights based on a practically unlimited faith in the market and a firm political 
commitment to the withdrawal of the state (Navarro, 1998). Governments are 
moving towards reducing the rights associated with citizenship, limited to covering 
the worst risks, and restricting even more profusely and stringently the conditions 
for eligibility (Hill, 1997; Grimshaw, 2015). In this “market society,” public needs 
present an increasingly more residual concern, subordinate to the needs of the 
market and the economy. Social risks are increasingly more restrictively defined, 
and a shift is occurring towards more local systems of provisioning or those that 
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operate in cooperation with the private sectors. In the liberal world, a “dual system” 
has been consolidated with one network of services for those who are within the 
market and compete in it and another welfare-oriented and providential network 
for those who are left outside.

In the conservative, Catholic or Christian democratic regime, a certain recali-
bration of rights has gradually come into being. Employment has better resisted in 

“coordinated capitalist” countries, this is Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Germany 
and Austria, which are the ones that have least reformed their labor markets in the 
direction of liberalization and have preserved their mechanisms of collective bar-
gaining and their institutions of industrial relations (Degryse, Jepsen and Pochet, 
2013). Even though there has been a “changing of the guard” and its appearance 
and forms have changed, an important and renewed corporatism remains (Jahn, 
2016), also strengthening the weight of segmentation by social and corporate status 
in order to access these rights. The family maintains its central role and public in-
tervention is limited to acting in response to its failures. The preference for public 
services remains, but the increasing provision of social services via the market is 
promoted, particularly volunteer associations and charities (Pinch, 1997). The pas-
sive focus on employment strategies has not changed substantially, but not enough 
to avoid interference in the market, such as to preserve the role of the head of the 
household. The primary risk lies in the fact that the financing of the system re-
sponds poorly in times of recession: more unemployment means less income, few-
er resources and more demand. Hence, the evolution is towards a “dual system,” 
where two “sub-worlds” of welfare coexist: a stable network of services and rights 
for those who have a stable professional career and another more fragile network 
for those who live with precarious employment.

The evolution of the social democratic regime has been marked by the accep-
tance of the superiority of the market in achieving certain results, but always pre-
serving a crucial role for powerful state intervention (Green-Pedersen, Van Kers-
bergen and Hemerijck, 2001). Cost containment has gradually been prioritized. 
Even so, a high level of commitment remains to comprehensive risk coverage and 
generous levels of benefits (Nordlund, 2000). Even though the social democratic 
world formally maintains its universal character and rights accompany the individ-
ual-citizen, aid linked to the need and the attitude of the beneficiaries has been 
gaining ground (Nordlund, 2000).

Countries belonging to the social democratic regime conserve a high degree of 
decommodification of rights but have abandoned the policies of full employment 
and expansion of social services, and like in the rest of Europe, their policies have 
been “Americanized” (Zijderveld, 1999). In fact, even though the labor market has 
barely been reformed in the countries belonging to the conservative and social 
democratic regimes during the recession, cutbacks in social policies promoted by 
the European institutions affect them in a way similar to the rest of the Member 
States (Degryse, Jepsen and Pochet, 2013). The main risk lies in the high level of 
taxation required to maintain them and the threat the increasing mobility of mon-
ey represents for their financing (Scharpf, 1991 and 1999). This regime has evolved 
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towards the weakening of the state monopoly, bolstering combined services with 
an increasing weight of private management models and initiatives. In this regime, 
there is no dualization of the network, rather dualization of the forms of provision-
ing, according to which the same network of services takes on two different forms 
of provisioning: through public bureaucracies and private providers.

In the area of the Mediterranean regime, in Southern Europe, which shares the 
so-called “middle road” to welfare (Moreno, 2005 and 2009; Moreno and Sarasa, 
2012), the road to WS reform has combined in some disorganized fashion elements 
of the revisions and transformations of the “conservative” regime in terms of in-
come maintenance and group membership and those of the “social democratic” 
regime, in terms of the universalizing resolve of the system. Its evolution started in 
the 1980s and 1990s and has been focused on freezing or taking back control over 
the processes of universalization of healthcare and education, reinforcing the link 
between need accreditation and access to programs and the commitment to meth-
ods of provisioning that prioritize market formulas or volunteer associations and 
charities. During this time, the Mediterranean regime has moved towards a “double 
dual system” with regard to both the service proposals (universal and selective) and 
the forms of provision (Losada, 2013 and 2015). The combination of welfare ser-
vices based on a universal conception and services based on a selective mode of 
operation has been gaining weight. The combination of formulas of public and 
private provisioning has also increased.

Table 1 synthesizes the main patterns of reform in the welfare worlds and helps 
us understand how it has affected their distinctive elements. As can be seen, more 
than radical transformations or reductions in the volume of welfare programs, the 
main changes have affected the philosophy and categories that defined them. The 
spending programs remain relatively stable in terms of volume. It is the ideas, vi-
sions and missions that define them that have changed and are transformed.

Table 1: Four welfare regimes revisited

Liberal Conservative
Social  

democratic
Mediterranean

Role of the family Marginal Central Marginal Central

Role of the market Central Subsidiary Subsidiary Subsidiary

Role of the state Marginal Subsidiary Central Central

Dominant mode  
of solidarity

Individual
Corporatism
Statism

Quasi-universal Combination

Dominant distributor 
of solidarity

Market Family State
State  
Family

Amounts Minimal
High
(for heads of  
household)

High Low

Financing
Individual  
contributions
Taxes

Social  
contributions

Taxes
Taxes  
Social contributions

Source: Authors’ own work.
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The Great Recession has had an effect on the evolution of the different welfare 
regimes found on the European continent and their increasing hybridization, but 
the very process of European construction has also had an important influence. The 
increasing coordination of economic and budgetary policies, through tools such as 
the European Semester, have favored the dynamics of standardization and homog-
enization of social policies on the continent, especially in those countries that were 
forced to turn to the EU for assistance as the result of their difficulties in obtaining 
financing on the market (Costamagna, 2013).

The extension of policies marked by the priority of budgetary balance over the 
social dimension, along with a conception of social policies subordinated to eco-
nomic growth, have shaped the base of the reform trends in welfare policies set by 
European institutions (Costamagna, 2013). They do so as part of a strategy in re-
sponse to the economic recession, but also according to a certain vision of how the 
monetary and economic union must work: prioritization and centralization of the 
monetary policy and decentralization and flexibilization of the social model (De-
gryse, Jepsen and Pochet, 2013).

The influence on the welfare reforms has been accentuated by the context of 
vulnerability of the Monetary Union during the sovereign debt crisis, especially in 
those countries with the greatest domestic vulnerability (De la Porte and Natali, 
2014). The EU has provided a strategy of reforms supported by a more residual 
conception of the WS, instrumentalized by means of increasingly more selective 
programs, and a colonization of social policies by economic policies, even to the point 
of turning the “system of strengthened economic governance” into an instrument to 
change the bases of the European social model (Degryse, Jepsen and Pochet, 2013).

This strategy has been used tacitly by national politicians to promote their own 
agenda of reforms, both prior to and concurrently with said changes (De la Porte 
and Pochet, 2012). This European imbalance in favor of economic objectives and 
to the detriment of social objectives only begins to show signs of gradual correction 
in favor of social objectives with the start of the recovery in 2012 (Costamagna, 
2013). How far the scope of this correction can reach is undoubtedly one of the 
greatest unknowns that must be determined in the future during the process of 
European construction. Until 2013, the different welfare regimes have implement-
ed different policies in light of the Great Recession, albeit based on a common 
strategy generated by the homogenizing effect of the response induced by the EU, 
subordinating welfare policies to economic policy and a more residual conception 
of the WS.

PREFERENCES ON SOCIAL SPENDING OF THE  
NATIONAL PARLIAMENTS OF THE EU-15. POLITICS 

Cutbacks in welfare policies and social spending programs are not only ex-
plained in terms of globalization and post-industrial development processes, or by 
the very process of European construction itself. Abundant empirical evidence con-
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firms that the likelihood of these cutbacks increases according to the partisan com-
position and ideological orientation of the governments: the risk of greater cutbacks 
decreases with left-wing governments and increases with conservative or centrist 
governments and, somewhere in the middle, in those with religious leanings (Kor
pi and Palme, 2003). In other words, the political preferences matter; they explain 
the dynamics of growth and reform in the different welfare regimes coexisting in 
Europe.

There is a surprising “isomorphism” (Manow, 2009) between the European 
worlds of welfare and the different party systems as the result of both electoral rules 
and the different coalitions of government. Countries with majority electoral sys-
tems and predominantly conservative governments present liberal and residual 
models of welfare. Countries with proportional electoral systems present two va-
rieties: where executives of the “red-green” coalition predominate (social democrats 
and agrarian parties), the Nordic welfare model is supported, and where the “red-
black” coalition governments predominate (social democrats and Christian demo-
crats), a continental welfare model prevails (Manow, 2009), while the break on the 
left between the social democrats and the communists would be characteristic of 
the Mediterranean welfare model (Manow, 2017).

The analysis of the electoral manifestos of different parties in Europe between 
1996 and 2013 now lets us see the point to which these correlations have been af-
fected in terms of responses to the economic expansion generated by the implemen-
tation of the euro (1999) and the subsequent Great Recession (2007).

In a first analysis of proposals on social spending aggregated from a continen-
tal perspective (Figure 1), we can see how, during the period prior to the entry of 
the euro and the period of economic expansion that followed it, there was constant, 
sustained growth of stances on social expenditure in the manifestos of the main 
European parties, reaching the maximum level precisely in 2007, the year the fi-
nancial recession began. This marks the start of a downward trend that maintains 
the manifesto proposals above, but close to the levels recorded in the mid-1990s, 
when economic growth began to overshadow the fiscal adjustment policies prior 
to the euro.

Proposals for social spending cutbacks or social retrenchment, in turn, make 
barely noticeable and consistently marginal advances among these same parties and 
during these same periods. The Great Recession marks the moment when a clear 
change in trends occurred. Proposals for additional social spending policies dwin-
dle, while the slight upward trend in contractionary proposals is consolidated, al-
though consistently without abandoning the periphery of the manifestos of the 
large parties. The start of the economic recovery does not substantially change these 
trends marked by a sustained decrease in partisan proposals for greater social 
spending and a slow, but consistent increase, still from the periphery of the mani-
festos, of partisan proposals for less social spending, until settling slightly above 
the levels set in the mid-1990s.
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Figure 1: Parliamentary support for social spending and 
social retrenchment in the EU-15 (1996-2013)
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Source: Manifesto Project’s dataset, version 2017b. Social spending: (504+506) – (505+507), weighted by 
the number of seats. Social retrenchment: (505+507), also weighted by the number of seats.

Observed from a continental perspective, in an aggregated manner, social 
spending (Figure 2) and welfare policy proposals seem to have been aimed in the 
same direction as that marked by the EU through its policies, as set out above: 
during the economic boom, the proposals expanded and the more restrictive pro-
grams remained on the margins of the partisan competence, while during the Great 
Recession, additional welfare or new social spending proposals decreased in the 
party manifestos and more restrictive manifestos gained ground; neither trend 
seems to have changed, even with the start of the economic recovery.

However, when we disaggregate the data, it is seen that while there are no ap-
parent differences in terms of the direction of the trends, the intensity and rhythm 
of change in each welfare regime and each country can be clearly seen. Partisan 
proposals are generally aimed in the same direction, aligned with the vision of 
subjecting social objectives to economic ones, promoted by the EU and accelerated 
by the Great Recession. But they march at different speeds, depending on the dom-
inant welfare regime in each country, and each regime develops at its own speed.

If we compare the evolution of the expansive proposals, grouping them by 
welfare regime, we notice significant differences. The partisan proposals for great-
er social spending in the countries with liberal, social democratic and Mediterra-
nean regimes show similar curves and evolutions in their profiles, but differences 
in terms of their intensity. Accordingly, in countries of the liberal world, partisan 
proposals on social expenditure greatly increased during the years of the expansion 
of the euro, only to later be those countries where they most quickly decreased in 
volume following the crash of the financial recession, until returning to the levels 
of the mid-1990s.

Countries of the social democratic regime are those where partisan social 
spending proposals expand the most during the years of post-euro growth, going 
on to experience a sharp contraction with the onset of the Great Recession. This 
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was not even reversed with the start of the economic recovery; even so, the partisan 
proposals for additional spending maintained their expansion at levels clearly 
greater than those recorded before the introduction of the euro. The evolution of 
the Mediterranean regime, in turn, replicates the same trends, although in a gentler 
and more reduced manner, with a moderate increase in the partisan social expen-
diture proposals during the years of economic expansion and also a gentler contrac-
tion during the Great Recession; in fact, social spending policy proposals in the 
Mediterranean regime reveal a curve that more precisely fits the curve of the mean 
of the EU-15, and then finally shows levels equal to those recorded in the mid-
1990s, when the southern countries were still in the midst of making fiscal efforts 
to meet the conditions to access the single currency.

On the other hand, in the countries in the conservative world, almost the op-
posite occurs as in the other regimes: the partisan proposals to expand social ex-
penditure increase during the years of fiscal adjustment prior to the implementation 
of the euro, decline during the years of the economic boom and recover and start 
to increase again with the emergence of the economic recession, constituting the 
only proposals to increase even more with the start of the economic recovery, man-
aging to remain at levels superior to those recorded prior to the entry of the euro. 
This dynamic does not seem to be entirely foreign to the previously mentioned 
persistence of economic and social corporatism in these countries.

Seen in perspective, it can be observed that the social democratic and conserva-
tive regimes have contemplated how their partisan proposals for greater welfare 
and more social spending have increased and remain above the average for the EU, 
while the liberal and Mediterranean regimes have distanced themselves from both, 
and have returned to the levels prior to the introduction of the euro and the Great 
Recession, in net terms below the mean.

Figure 2: Position on social spending in the national parliaments of the EU-15
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Source: Manifesto Project’s dataset, version 2017b. Position of parliament on social spending: (504+506) – 
(505+507), weighted by the number of seats.
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If we also disaggregate the analysis of the partisan proposals for less social 
spending by regime (Figure 3), we observe how in the countries with the social 
democratic regime, the more restrictive proposals accelerate during the years prior 
to the Great Recession and are consolidated during the recession, while in the 
countries belonging to the liberal and conservative regime, the progression of the 
most restrictive reform proposals for their social spending and their welfare policies 
accelerate after the onset of the economic recession. The countries of the Mediter-
ranean regime once again represent the difference, as they are the ones where the 
least progress is made by partisan proposals for greater cutbacks as part of their 
party manifestos. The difference between the proposals from the countries in the 
conservative world and the rest is recorded more clearly during the expansive years 
of the euro: the party manifestos in countries with a conservative regime are the 
only ones that reduce their reform and cutback proposals during the years of the 
economic boom, only to noticeably increase with the arrival of the economic re-
covery. In the rest of the regimes, the arrival of the euro marks the start of sustained, 
constant increase in partisan proposals for less social expenditure.

Figure 3: Support for social retrenchment in the national parliaments of the EU-15
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Source: Manifesto Project’s dataset, version 2017b. Party statements in favor of social retrenchment 
(505+507), weighted by the number of seats.

The comparison of the manifesto proposals for more or less social spending 
among the countries in the different welfare regimes makes it possible to confirm 
that “welfare politics” also reproduces the homogenizing trends promoted by Eu-
rope and indicated above in the analysis of the “welfare policies.” The continental 
regime marks the exception in a convergent trend among the remaining regimes. 
Promoted by the European construction process, it moves towards a growing sub-
ordination of social policies to needs, rhythms and pressing needs of economic 
policies. In addition to the already mentioned standardization and homogenization 
of social policies on the continent, there is also increasing standardization and 
homogenization of policy proposals, which are increasingly dominated by a residual 



284 Brazilian Journal of Political Economy  41 (2), 2021 • pp. 271-291

conception of the WS, discriminatory and selective programs and the colonization 
of social policies by economic policies.

The analysis of the countries in each world also shed interesting light on the 
subtleties found in the different political proposals generated in each. In the coun-
tries normally affiliated with the conservative world (Figure 4), it can be observed 
how, during the years prior to the implementation of the euro, with harsh fiscal 
adjustment policies imposed to harmonize national economies, we see the moment 
of maximum expansion in partisan proposals for more social spending in the man-
ifestos of the main parties. The years prior to the onset of the Great Recession 
experienced a contraction in manifesto proposals concerning welfare and social 
expenditure, which resists the toughest years of the recession and seems to start to 
show signs of recovery as the economic recovery begins, also showing a clearly 
convergent trend towards similar volumes of proposals. The exception is seen in 
France, where the main parties maintain slightly expansive proposals during the 
years prior to the recession, which paradoxically begin to revise with the start of 
the economic recovery. Welfare policy and social expenditure proposals in countries 
belonging to the conservative regime, marked by their resistant economic and social 
corporatism, seem more to anticipate the economic cycles than respond to them. 
The expansive cycles are taken advantage of to revise social policy proposals, under 
good growth and employment conditions, while the contractive cycles show an 
entrenchment of welfare proposals to compensate for the consequences of the reces-
sion. As seen when examining the evolution of policies, in the conservative world, 
social expenditure proposals seem to maintain their own dynamics and even in-
crease in terms of autonomy in response to the cycles and pressing needs of the 
economic policies. 

Figure 4: Parliamentary preferences on social spending in the 
continental welfare regime
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Source: Manifesto Project’s dataset, version 2017b. Position of parliament on social spending: (504+506) – 
(505+507), weighted by the number of seats.



285Revista de Economia Política  41 (2), 2021 • pp.  271-291

It is in the social democratic world (Figure 5) where the greatest divergences 
are recorded among the manifesto proposals of the parties in the different countries, 
although a common trend is confirmed to accompany economic cycles, just the 
opposite of what occurs in the conservative world. Boom periods mark sequences 
of expansion in partisan proposals for greater social spending, while the response 
during the recession is one of overwhelming contraction of social expenditure 
proposals. This is a pattern that the 2007 recession noticeably accelerates, and it 
has not even been halted by the start of the recovery. As occurred with the policies, 
it seems clear that in the social democratic world, social spending and welfare 
policy proposals have become increasingly dependent on rhythms and pressing 
needs of economic policies. Only Sweden is an exception from this general down-
ward converging trend, which is even anticipated in the case of Finland, marking a 
recovery of the partisan proposals for greater welfare starting in 2010, as the eco-
nomic recovery approaches. 

Figure 5: Parliamentary preferences on social spending in the 
social-democratic welfare regime
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Source: Manifesto Project’s dataset, version 2017b. Position of parliament on social spending: (504+506) – 
(505+507), weighted by the number of seats.

The curves for the manifesto social spending proposals from the political par-
ties in the liberal regime (Figure 6) contradict to a certain extent the fairly common 
perception that it is precisely in these welfare states where the most cutbacks and 
reforms have taken place since the 1980s, and where critical discourse is most re-
flected in political debate. On the contrary, the proposals by the main political 
parties have been strongly expansive prior to the onset of the financial recession in 
2007, when the trend unequivocally reverses itself, as occurs in the social demo-
cratic regime. Not even the start of the recovery has an impact on proposals where 
the thesis has clearly been imposed that social policies must be subordinated to 
economic policies. 
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Figure 6: Parliamentary preferences on social spending in the liberal welfare regime
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Source: Manifesto Project’s dataset, version 2017b. Position of parliament on social spending: (504+506) – 
(505+507), weighted by the number of seats.

The countries in the Mediterranean regime (Figure 7) show curves for social spend-
ing partisan proposals that, hardly surprising, somewhat suggest the curve typical of 
the liberal regime, although to a lesser scale and with a lower volume, in line with the 
smaller size of their WS, and with weaker trends, as corresponds to the degree of eco-
nomic and social corporatism inherited from their authoritarian past. With the notable 
exception of Greece, where trends become more pronounced following the rescue of 
their economy, the curve for the partisan proposals for greater welfare expands during 
the boom period and contracts slightly during the years of the economic recession, 
which does not prevent the partisan proposals for more welfare from being clearly 
greater following the recession as compared to before the euro. 

Figure 7: Parliamentary preferences on social  
spending in the Mediterranean welfare regime
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Source: Manifesto Project’s dataset, version 2017b. Position of parliament on social spending: (504+506) – 
(505+507), weighted by the number of seats.

It should also be pointed out that, upon emerging from the Great Recession, a 
trend is observed towards convergence among parliamentary positions in favor of 
expanding social spending within each of the regimes. This implies, for example, a 
decrease in support for social expenditures in Greece and Portugal, but an increase 
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in Spain and Italy, and a rapid increase in the intensity of preference for social 
spending in Germany, where at the start of the period, this matter was less present 
in the party manifestos (Figures 8 and 9). 

Figure 8: Variation in the parliamentary preferences regarding 
social spending in the EU-15 between 1996 and 2013
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Source: Manifesto Project’s dataset, version 2017b. Position of parliament on social spending: (504+506) – 
(505+507), weighted by the number of seats.

Figure 9: Variation in the parliamentary preferences regarding 
social spending in the EU-15 during the Great Recession
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Source: Manifesto Project’s dataset, version 2017b. Position of parliament on social spending: (504+506) – 
(505+507), weighted by the number of seats.
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CONCLUSIONS: THE ENDURING RELEVANCE  
OF THE FOUR EUROPEAN WORLDS OF WELFARE 

The analysis of the evolution and changes recorded in “welfare policies” and 
“welfare politics” in Western Europe during the years surrounding the introduction 
of the euro and the Great Recession has allowed us to test the validity of our work-
ing hypothesis. An increasingly homogeneous conception is detected in which social 
policies are subordinate to economic policies, more sharply so with the emergence 
of the Great Recession, but the different welfare regimes have clearly had an influ-
ence on social spending and welfare policies, developing different strategies in re-
sponse to problems of sustainability and the need for reform of the WS.

Accordingly, few changes are seen in the basic elements of the model in the 
conservative regime, based on economic and social corporatism, although changes 
in the provisioning to different groups have occurred: the public provisioning net-
work remains unscathed for those who remain in the labor market and is weaker 
for those who are outside it. In the liberal world, this dualization of services is 
consolidated with a more stable network that is better equipped for those who can 
compete in the market and another welfare-oriented and providential network for 
those who cannot. In the social democratic regime, there is evidence of an increas-
ing public-private dualization of the forms of provision by a system that maintains 
its public and universal character. In the Mediterranean world, the evolution is 
confirmed towards a dual offering of universal and selective services and dual 
methods of provision.

Likewise, the different welfare regimes have induced different dynamics and 
rhythms in the evolution of welfare manifestos of the main parties, and with this, 
in the preferences shown in the national parliaments. In terms of volume, two 
overall converging trends are observed: the conservative and social democratic 
regimes come together in the upper band of proposals made, while the liberal and 
Mediterranean regimes do so in the lower band.

In the conservative world, the manifesto proposals regarding social spending 
tend to anticipate the economic cycles: they contract and are revised in expansive 
cycles, with increasing numbers of reform proposals during boom periods, and 
expand as compensation during periods of recession. The liberal and social demo-
cratic regimes, in turn, inspire strong expansions and contractions in the partisan 
proposals for greater social expenditure and welfare policies, accompanying the 
economic cycles. The downward shift in manifesto proposals proves to be espe-
cially striking in both regimes during the Great Recession. Finally, in the Mediter-
ranean world, we see both the significantly lower volume of partisan social spend-
ing proposals as compared to the other regimes, as well as the variability of the 
partisan proposals for more social expenditure according to economic cycles.

In short, the analysis of the position regarding the volume of social spending 
of national parliaments in the EU-15 during the 1996-2013 period has enabled us 
to confirm the homogenizing force accompanying the reforms of the social policies 
promoted by the EU, which is more pronounced within each regime as compared 
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to among regimes. The resistance of the concept of welfare regime should be 
stressed and with it the sometimes-surprising capacity of influence of the institu-
tional factors on the design of expenditure policies, not only in globalization, but 
also in a context of recession.
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