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ABSTRACT
Socioeconomic developments in high-income countries since the postwar era have induced fundamental changes in the predom-
inant social risks to which people are exposed. This article seeks to determine whether this evolution is accompanied by changing 
expectations of the welfare state. It examines how family exposure to social risks as people come of age influences redistributive 
preferences later in life, and how aggregate shifts in social risk exposure across birth cohorts may correspond to intergenerational 
change in preferences. Age-period-cohort analyses using retrospective life-history and time series data reveal how support for 
spending on retirement, unemployment benefits, childcare, and social aid have developed across people born between 1918 and 
1991 and participating in the Swiss Household Panel. Early-life exposure to social risks in the household is associated with high 
support for social spending, and individuals may durably support the welfare domains that best cover the type of risk their family 
experienced. An increase in new social risk exposure across birth cohorts is correlated with a weak intergenerational preference 
change. The study sheds light on how material conditions during the formative years may socialise individuals towards durable 
welfare attitudes, and opens a research agenda for studying welfare state expectations in the long run.

1   |   Introduction

Socioeconomic developments among European populations 
since the 1970s have had substantial consequences for social 
risks. Deindustrializing labor markets, the mass entry of women 
into work, and more heterogeneous family structures have ex-
posed people to greater difficulty reconciling work and family 
life, increased care obligations, and poverty due to incomplete 
social security coverage or obsolete skills (Armingeon and 
Bonoli  2007; Bonoli  2005, 2007; Daly and Lewis  2000; Huber 
and Stephens 2007; Orloff 1993; Taylor-Gooby 2004). Has grow-
ing exposure to these ‘new social risks’ influenced expectations 
of the welfare state?

Researchers have taken an interest in understanding how the 
distribution of resources (Brooks and Manza 2007; Iversen and 
Soskice  2001; Meltzer and Richard  1981) and experience with 
risks (Rehm  2009; Rehm et  al.  2012) can influence support 
for redistribution. Longitudinal studies of within individual 
risk change and welfare attitudes tend to span no more than a 
few years (e.g., Margalit 2013; Naumann et al. 2016; Zola et al. 
2025), which may not sufficiently capture the influence of grad-
ual trends in risk exposure, such as the rise of new social risks 
(Bonoli 2005). An empirical investigation of long-run social risk 
change and the consequences for redistributive preferences may 
shed light on how the welfare state's task of political legitimation 
has evolved (Offe 1984; see also Habermas 1975).
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This study proceeds in two steps. First, it considers whether 
individuals' welfare state expectations reflect prior socialisa-
tion experiences. Political values research has long shown that 
the material conditions in which one grows up contribute to 
durable political opinions (e.g., Inglehart 1977, 1990), with the 
family regarded as ‘foremost among agencies of socialization 
into politics’ (Hyman 1959, 69). Scholars of welfare attitudes, 
by contrast, have tended to emphasise institutional sociali-
sation, focusing on how direct interactions with policies set 
normative expectations of redistribution (e.g., Mau  2003; 
Rothstein  1998; Svallfors  1997). This study primarily aligns 
with the family-centred perspective and integrates both ap-
proaches by examining how early-life household conditions 
and national policy contexts may leave a durable imprint on 
welfare attitudes. This allows it to extend previous studies 
in welfare attitudes research by linking preferences to life-
course socialisation, bridging social policy and political values 
literatures.

The study then examines aggregate shifts in the quantity and 
type of social risk exposure across birth cohorts to determine 
whether this may influence an intergenerational change in atti-
tudes. This step is rooted in long-run evolutions in predominant 
social risk exposure (Bonoli  2005, 2007; Taylor-Gooby  2004), 
and the fact that people who grew up and have spent their work-
ing lives in the postindustrial era may be more exposed to new 
social risks than their parents and grandparents. If this is the 
case, there may be important consequences for popular expec-
tations of the welfare state as newer cohorts come of age and 
replace older ones.

I investigate preferences for spending in different welfare do-
mains with age-period-cohort (APC) analyses that use retro-
spective life-history and time series data to measure family 
and institutional socialisation during individuals' formative 
years. This solves the identification problem associated with 
the collinearity of the three temporal terms and permits disen-
tangling, within individuals, the influence of the concurrent 
social context from past, formative experiences on attitudes. 
I examine adults who came of age before and after the post-
industrial transition and the rise of new social risks by using 
the Swiss Household Panel to study respondents who were 
born between 1918 and 1991. Switzerland provides an advan-
tageous context for investigating the role of socioeconomic 
change on attitudes across cohorts because political institu-
tions are strongly path dependent, resulting in late social pol-
icy adaptation to changing risks (Armingeon  2001; see also 
Ebbinghaus  2009). The low capacity of conservative welfare 
states to cover new social risks has led to the rise of ‘outsider 
generations’ (Chauvel and Schröder 2014), perhaps raising the 
material and attitudinal consequences of exposure to new so-
cial risks.

The results show that early-life, family-level exposure to so-
cial risks is associated with high support for redistribution, 
and that individuals may durably support the welfare domains 
that best cover the risks to which they were exposed in the 
formative years. For example, people who grew up with a 
single parent or with two parents working are more favour-
able to greater state spending on childcare when they are sur-
veyed later in life. The analyses provide some evidence of an 

intergenerational shift towards support for higher childcare 
spending, although this is weak, perhaps because the rise in 
new social risk exposure across birth cohorts captured in the 
sample is modest and incomplete when compared to people 
born later into the 1990s. Overall, the results may carry im-
portant implications beyond the Swiss case by shedding light 
on how socioeconomic conditions act as a socialisation mech-
anism for welfare state expectations.

From here, I map out a conceptual framework for understanding 
long-run evolutions in formative conditions and the potential 
consequences for welfare state expectations before describing 
the data and methods used in the analyses. Afterwards, I pres-
ent the results and conclude by discussing the implications of 
the study for research on social policy and welfare attitudes.

2   |   Conceptual Framework

Foundational texts in comparative social policy theorise that the 
welfare state is shaped by the political interests and cleavages 
produced by the socioeconomic structure (Castles 2009 [1978]; 
Esping-Andersen  1985, 1990; Korpi  1980, 1983; Piven and 
Cloward 1971, 1977; Shalev 1983; Stephens 1979). This has fu-
eled interest in understanding changes in socioeconomic struc-
tures and the consequences for welfare needs since the postwar 
era. One prominent interpretation has been the rise of ‘new so-
cial risks’ (Bonoli 2005, 2007; Taylor-Gooby 2004). Whereas ‘old 
social risks’ were associated with the male breadwinner being 
unable to earn sufficient income for his family in an industrial 
labour market, new social risks have arisen due to postindus-
trializing labour markets and changing family structures. They 
include difficulty reconciling work and family life, single par-
enthood, care obligations, and poverty due to insufficient social 
security coverage (Bonoli 2005; Huber and Stephens 2007).

There has also been a strong interest in studying how material 
interests influence support for different social policies at the 
individual level (e.g., Iversen and Soskice  2001; Meltzer and 
Richard 1981; Rehm 2009; Rehm et al. 2012; see also Busemeyer 
et  al.  2009; Laenen  2018; Svallfors  2008). Nevertheless, deter-
mining how social risks may influence popular expectations of 
the welfare state from the postwar era until the post-industrial 
era remains an empirical question. Take support for childcare as 
a motivating example. The increasing prevalence of people who 
experience difficulty reconciling work and family life since the 
1970s may lead to substantial growth in support for robust, pub-
lic solutions for childcare. While studies of attitudinal responses 
to punctual crises have been put forward (e.g., Ferragina and 
Zola 2022; Margalit 2013; Naumann et al. 2016; Zola et al. 2025), 
little evidence for such a gradual, long-run shift exists, perhaps 
because of the challenges with tapping into preferences over the 
course of decades.

The study starts from the premise that people will support 
formal social protection when they feel that it covers their 
needs. It focuses on tracing how the predominant social 
risks to which people have been exposed since the postwar 
period may attenuate or exacerbate changes in support for 
different welfare spending domains. This may play out not 
just in the present, but may also be instilled during people's 
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past, formative experiences. Generational research in so-
ciology (Inglehart  1977), political science (Mannheim  1959 
[1928]; Ryder  1965), and social psychology (Krosnick and 
Alwin  1989) has convergently established that people form 
durable attitudes early in life, which are influenced by the 
social context in which their cohort comes of age (Grasso 
et al. 2019; Svallfors 2010). In other words, while individuals' 
preferences can change from one moment to the next, or over 
the life course as an age effect, socialisation experiences leave 
a separate, lasting impression on people during their forma-
tive years (Campbell 2016).

Research on welfare attitudes has examined the influence that 
institutional arrangements play in socialising preferences. For 
example, differences in the level of support for redistribution 
emerge across countries with different welfare state regime 
types (Svallfors 1997), perhaps due to individuals learning what 
to expect from the welfare state based on their direct experiences 
with social policies (Rothstein 1998). Welfare institutions may 
thereby convey redistributive norms, which shape the ‘moral 
economy’ of shared understandings of obligations, entitlement, 
and fairness (Mau 2003).

A few researchers have worked to understand how long-run 
changes in institutional arrangements and political discourse 
may condition shifts in popular expectations. For example, 
Neundorf and Soroka  (2018) demonstrate that people who 
grew up after the expansion of the modern welfare state in 
postwar Britain tend to become more supportive of redistri-
bution in moments of economic crisis than their parents and 
grandparents who were socialised without the expectation of 
robust social protection. Svallfors (2010) shows that there has 
been an intergenerational convergence in welfare preferences 
among East Germans towards stable preferences found in 
West Germany since reunification, likely due to institutional 
change. Additionally, Grasso et  al.  (2019) examine the role 
of the political environment on setting values and find that 
British generations born and raised since Margaret Thatcher's 
term as Prime Minister are more authoritarian and sceptical 
of the welfare state.

This article builds on these perspectives by highlighting that 
the material conditions experienced in the family as an individ-
ual grows up may be among the most important socialisation 
agents for durable political opinions (Hyman 1959). For exam-
ple, Inglehart (1977, 1990) demonstrates that the level of mate-
rial security in which individuals are raised helps determine the 
likelihood of developing post-materialist values. Aggregate evo-
lutions in material conditions may be accompanied by intergen-
erational shifts, with the rise of post-materialist values driven 
by an increasing proportion of postwar cohorts growing up in 
materially secure circumstances.

I therefore begin by investigating within-individual socialisa-
tion, and then examine whether changes to predominant social 
risks across birth cohorts may influence an intergenerational 
shift in attitudes. To my knowledge, the role of household ma-
terial conditions has not been explored as a factor that may con-
tribute to welfare attitudes socialisation and intergenerational 
changes in redistributive preferences. Filling this gap may shed 
light on how demographic changes that have shaped social risks 

may also influence expectations of the welfare state's role to pro-
tect against them.

2.1   |   Post-Industrial Socioeconomic Change 
and the Rise of New Social Risks

After World War II, the male breadwinner family model pre-
dominated in most Western European countries. In this model, 
social risks for family members were primarily centred on 
the adult male's capacity to earn a living wage via the market. 
When his capacity was low—in old age, or in the exceptional 
circumstances of sickness, injury, or job loss—robust pension, 
incapacity, and unemployment benefits provided compensation 
for lost income. For some groups like widows, whose risks were 
not channelled through a male breadwinner, other direct allo-
cations existed.

The most consequential socioeconomic changes since that time 
trace their origin to the political economy transition in the 
1970s, when the postwar ‘golden era of welfare capitalism’ gave 
way to post-industrialism, marking the start of a process of grad-
ual liberalisation (Streeck and Thelen 2005; Thelen 2014). Core 
changes included the mass entry of women into the labour force, 
family structures becoming more heterogeneous, and population 
ageing (Ferragina et al. 2022); the decline of low-skilled manual 
jobs; and the rise of short-term contracts, greater volatility, and 
competition in the labour market (Clasen and Clegg 2007).

These changes transformed family structures and work pat-
terns, thus shifting predominant social risks. The mass entry of 
women into the labour force gave rise to dual-earner couples, 
who often experience difficulty reconciling work and family life 
(Daly and Lewis 2000; Lewis 1992). Among dual-earner couples, 
there may be an increased risk of job loss and poverty when two 
salaries are necessary for a family to maintain a decent standard 
of living, and when care solutions for dependent family members 
such as children are not readily available. Meanwhile, growing 
heterogeneity of family structures and population ageing con-
tributed to an increased care burden for groups such as single 
parents and those with elderly relatives, again making reconcil-
ing work and family obligations difficult. The elderly may also 
face an increased risk of poverty with longer life expectancies 
and a longer part of the life course when work is not possible.

Labour markets witnessed the decline of manual work and the 
rise of employment casualization as the  shrinking industrial 
sector gave way to the growing service sector. These develop-
ments contributed to a growth in unemployment and poverty 
risk especially among low-skilled, manual workers, and were 
particularly consequential in places where wages are pri-
marily determined via market mechanisms like Switzerland 
(Bonoli 2007, 499).

The change in predominant risk profiles can be understood 
as the rise of ‘new social risks’ (Bonoli  2005, 2007; Taylor-
Gooby 2004). While these new social risks affect a larger propor-
tion of the population than the so-called ‘old social risks’ whose 
prevalence peaked after World War II, they also tend to cluster 
among certain sociodemographic groups, including young peo-
ple and the elderly, women, and low-skilled workers (Armingeon 
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and Bonoli 2007; Bonoli 2005; Huber and Stephens 2007; Taylor-
Gooby 2004). I contend that it may also be appropriate to view 
exposure to old and new social risks from a generational per-
spective. While cohorts born before and during World War II 
grew up and spent at least part of their working lives in the post-
war era where old social risks were prevalent, their children and 
grandchildren have spent much of their lives in a context of new 
social risks. This suggests that there has been a shift in the risk 
exposure across generations that came of age in the latter half of 
the 20th century. Some evidence for this has been put forward, 
for example with the rise of employment volatility in newer co-
horts' career trajectories (Lersch et al. 2020).

The postwar welfare state was able to guarantee a decent stan-
dard of living by decommodifying segments of the population 
that could not rely on the market for sufficient income. However, 
transfer-oriented policies designed in the postwar era often pro-
vide inadequate protection against new social risks for several 
reasons. Employment volatility may mean that income earned 
on the labour market cannot guarantee economic security, and 
contributory-based policies may exclude people in unstable em-
ployment due to high eligibility requirements. Additionally, care 
obligations have increased beyond the scope of current services 
offered by the welfare state, and individuals' needs have become 
more heterogeneous and therefore difficult to target effectively.

To cope with these changes, many welfare states have, to a 
greater or lesser extent, expanded active labour market policies 
and childcare as part of an employment-oriented model that is 
meant to provide a greater capacity to maintain economic self-
sufficiency (Dingeldey 2007; Ferragina 2022; Jessop 1993). For 
example, family policy reforms have aimed to increase individual 
choice (Van Winkle 2020) as the male breadwinner model gave 
way to dual-earning couples, single parenthood and increasing 
care obligations (Daly 2011; Esping-Andersen 2009; Lewis 1992; 
Trappe et  al.  2015). These employment-oriented policies may 
more effectively cover new social risks (Taylor-Gooby 2004).

Exposure to social risks is associated with greater support for 
redistribution, often for measures that most appropriately cover 
those risks (e.g., Rehm 2009; Rehm et al. 2012). This study ap-
plies this logic to determine whether social risk exposure among 
the family during the formative years may influence policy 
preferences later in life. This provides the basis for the first 
hypothesis:

H1.  Exposure to either old or new social risks in the household 
during the formative years will be associated with higher support 
for welfare spending at the time of surveying.

Following this, I contend that the type of social risk to which 
individuals are exposed during the formative years may differ-
entiate welfare spending support patterns based on the type of 
policy that best covers the type of social risk experienced. This 
leads to the second hypothesis:

H2.  Exposure to old social risks in the household during the for-
mative years will be correlated with support for transfer-oriented 
policies at the time of surveying; exposure to new social risks in 
the household during the formative years will be correlated with 
support for employment-oriented policies at the time of surveying.

Given that exposure to social risks may change across genera-
tions born and raised since postindustrialisation (e.g., Lersch 
et  al.  2020), these hypotheses can be situated in an aggregate 
perspective to understand how evolving predominant risk ex-
posure may be correlated with a long-run shift in policy prefer-
ences. This leads to the third hypothesis:

H3.  An increasing predominance of new social risks over birth 
cohorts will be associated with an intergenerational increase in 
spending support for employment-oriented policies.

If such a shift occurs, generational replacement may provide 
popular legitimacy to welfare state adaptation in the postindus-
trial era, raising the political stakes of adopting new social risk 
policies.

2.2   |   Case Selection

Social policies adapt to cover changing social risks, meaning 
that it may be difficult to fully disentangle the role that fam-
ily conditions play on setting people's welfare state expectations 
from institutional and political arrangements' influence. For ex-
ample, if an individual develops high support for childcare in 
the formative years, this could be due to family experiences with 
difficulty reconciling work and family life, the presence and ex-
pectation of robust family policies from the state, or even po-
litical discourse promoting generous public childcare solutions.

This study focuses primarily on the role of family conditions 
because this may be the strongest socialisation agent for indi-
viduals' political opinions (Hyman 1959; Inglehart 1977), and in 
doing so, it also controls for the policy context during the forma-
tive years when data are available. In addition to this, it relies on 
the fact that the incremental and less extensive adaptation of the 
Swiss welfare state may amplify the material consequences of 
being exposed to new social risks.

Conservative welfare states have historically offered suitable en-
titlements to protect the male breadwinner and his family (Bleses 
and Seeleib-Kaiser 2004; Bonoli 2007), and have been character-
ised by incremental policy change since the post-industrial turn 
(Clegg 2007; Palier 2010). Switzerland is perhaps the clearest ex-
ample of a latecomer in adopting policies that address new social 
risks in Western Europe (Armingeon 2001; Häusermann 2010). 
Social policy change in recent decades has tended to involve the 
federal consolidation of contributory, transfer-based policies 
geared towards insuring families that fit the male breadwinner 
model (Armingeon 2001). While there have been recent efforts 
to expand activation policies, government expenditure in these 
domains is often considered to be insufficient to meet demand. 
For example, as of 2024 access to public childcare is not univer-
sal, leading many families to rely on private and informal care. 
This makes Switzerland one of the most expensive countries in 
the world for childcare (OECD 2020).

The slow adaptation of the Swiss welfare state suggests that 
while it offered adequate protection against old social risks 
in the postwar era, this may be less the case for Swiss people 
exposed to new social risks. This may contribute to the rise of 
‘outsider generations’ raised since the post-industrial turn in 
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conservative welfare regimes, whose social needs are insuffi-
ciently covered by current policies (Chauvel and Schröder 2014; 
see also Emmenegger et al. 2012; Rueda 2005, 2007).

To illustrate where Switzerland's coverage of risks stands in a 
comparative perspective, Figure 1 plots the trajectory of spending 
per capita on social policies that address old social risks (y-axis) 
and new social risks (x-axis) from the 1980s to the 2010s in 10 
countries (OECD 2024a; Bonoli 2007). Social policies that address 
old risks are defined as cash benefits for old age and survivors 
(primarily pensions), all spending on incapacity, and cash benefits 
for unemployment. New social risk policies include services for 
old age and survivors (e.g., institutionalised care), family services 
(primarily early childhood education and care), active labour 
market policies, and social assistance (Huber and Stephens 2007). 
Although this division is imperfect, it gives general comparative 
insight into welfare adaptation strategies. All countries have in-
creased their level of per capita spending since the late 1980s, 
with the Scandinavian countries leading the way in covering new 
social risks. Switzerland, meanwhile, aligns closely with other 
conservative welfare regimes in augmenting its spending efforts 
primarily on policies designed to cover old social risks.

3   |   Data and Methods

The study relies on data from the Swiss Household Panel (SHP), 
an annual survey based on a random sample of private households 
that has been collecting data at the household and individual level 
since 1999. It is the only nationally representative panel survey 
that has collected preferences for spending in different welfare 
domains (in 2011, 2014, and 2017). I analyse a balanced panel of 
5385 individuals across three waves, for 16,155 observations.1

The analyses proceed in two steps. To address the first and sec-
ond hypotheses, I examine the extent to which family social 

risks during respondents' formative years influence spending 
preferences when they are surveyed later in life. For the third 
hypothesis, I look for evidence that early-life family social risks 
have changed over the long run, and that this change is asso-
ciated with a shift in spending preferences across successive 
cohorts.

3.1   |   Variables of Interest

A battery of questions measures spending preferences: ‘The gov-
ernment spends money in different sectors. Could you please 
tell me, for the following sectors, if you wish the government 
would spend more, less or the same amount?’ The sectors ana-
lysed in this study include retirement, unemployment benefits, 
subsidisation of childcare, and social aid.2 Possible responses are 
ordered ‘more,’ ‘the same,’ and ‘less.’ I assign the value −1 to a 
desire for less spending, 0 to the neutral response, and 1 to a 
desire for more spending.

Within individuals, past influences on current spending prefer-
ences may be numerous. The study takes the perspective put for-
ward in the political socialisation literature that the family will 
be the most important factor (Hyman 1959). It uses retrospective 
life-history data gathered about the people with whom respon-
dents lived at the age of 15, which is collected from all respon-
dents either as part of their initial intake interview or during the 
first survey wave in which they are at least 20 years old, if they 
joined the panel before turning 20.

The information is used to construct an indicator of exposure to 
old social risks, new social risks, both, and neither at the house-
hold level during the formative years. The definitions of old and 
new social risks are derived primarily from Bonoli  (2005) and 
Huber and Stephens  (2007). Old social risk exposure revolves 
around instances of traditional family structures where at least 

FIGURE 1    |    Trajectories of spending on policies covering old social risks (y-axis) and new social risks (x-axis) across 10 countries and three 
decades.
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one adult is incapable of working to maintain a decent standard 
of living for the family, and of non-traditional family structures 
whose risk profiles are not directly related to postindustrial so-
cioeconomic change such as widows. New social risk exposure 
deals primarily with households that may struggle to balance 
work and family life—for example, dual-earner couples with 
children, single parents—that experience unemployment or 
irregular employment in a service sector job, or that may have 
high care obligations.3 While previous research does not explic-
itly understand old and new risk exposure as reliant upon house-
hold composition, many core concepts—for example, single 
parenthood, male breadwinner unemployment—suggest that 
these risks are primarily channelled through the household.4 
Table 1 breaks down how respondents are grouped.

These variables refer to only one point (15 years of age) during 
a span of several formative years that occur around early adult-
hood, but the simplification helps to determine at what moment 
in time respondents experienced their stated conditions, and the 
age of 15 is usually considered the reference for the formative 
years (Grasso 2014). Although recall inaccuracies are likely to 
occur in retrospective data, it is reliable for life-course research 
(Berney and Blane 1997; Dex 1995; Elder and Giele 2009).

In addition to family conditions, some analyses also control for 
labour force and policy factors at the national level when re-
spondents were 15 years old because institutional arrangements 
may influence individuals' welfare preferences (e.g., Mau 2003; 
Rothstein  1998).5 Namely, when modelling spending prefer-
ences for unemployment benefits and childcare,6 certain anal-
yses use as predictors the unemployment rate and the female 
labour force participation rate, as well as the national prevalence 
of spending on unemployment benefits and family policy when 
respondents were young. Data on the unemployment rate as a 
percentage of the labour force were gathered and assembled 
manually from ILO yearbooks (ILO 1946, 1955), while informa-
tion on the female labour force participation rate as a percentage 
of the female population between 15 and 64 years old is available 
from the Comparative Family Policy Database (Gauthier 2011). 
Data on spending on unemployment benefits and family policy 
as percentages of GDP are gathered from the OECD's Social 
Expenditure Database (OECD 2024a).

I control for year of survey, as well as the indicator that captures 
respondents' concurrent household exposure to old social risks, 
new social risks, both, and neither (Table 1).7 I also control for a 
linear and a quadratic effect for respondents' age in years, for sex 
(men, women), highest educational attainment,8 and NUTS-3 
geographical code.9 Finally, I weight descriptive analyses with 
cross-sectional weights, as recommended by SHP guidelines 
(Antal and Rothenbuhler 2015).10

3.2   |   Models

Modelling the linear effects of age, period, and cohort together 
is formally impossible (Mason and Fienberg 2012 [1985]; Mason 
et al. 1973), because they are perfectly collinear: once we know 
two of the terms, the third can be calculated. Nevertheless, all 
three temporal factors that will likely influence preferences. 
Researchers generally consider age to reflect self-interest 

considerations across the life-course (Busemeyer et  al.  2009). 
Period is usually taken as a proxy for the political and macro-
economic environment under which a survey wave is adminis-
tered (Margalit 2013). Cohort represents the conditions in which 
individuals come of age that contribute to the development of 
durable political values.

Many solutions to the identification problem have been pro-
posed, all of which involve ‘breaking’ the collinearity of the 
three terms (Fosse and Winship 2019; Grasso 2014). One of the 
simplest solutions is to suppress at least one term when there 
are strong justificatory grounds for believing that age, period, 
or cohort will not have a distinct correlation with the outcome 
variable. This is not likely to be the case when studying welfare 
spending preferences, which may develop over the life course, 
periods, and cohorts. Hence, I follow a technique pioneered by 
Farkas (1977) and Blossfeld (1986) that solves the identification 
problem by substituting one or more of the temporal terms with 
information that more directly captures the effect being studied. 
Rather than assuming that birth year can be used as a proxy for 
the circumstances under which individuals spend their forma-
tive years, I look for this information directly.

The first empirical step is to determine the extent to which early-
life household conditions may influence spending preferences at 
the time of surveying, that is, once respondents have proceeded 
some way through the life course. The primary cohort substi-
tute in this case is the respondent's risk profile at 15 years old. 
In certain model iterations, I also use national level time-series 
data on institutional arrangements about the unemployment 
and female labour force participation rate, as well as spending 
on unemployment benefits and family policies.

There is some variation in these measurements from 1 year to 
the next, and so I use the locally estimated scatterplot smooth-
ing (LOESS) fit, a regression technique that provides estimates 
based on local subsets of the data to compile a smoothed curve 
across the range of birth years.

with εi ~ N(0, σ2).

The preferences y of each individual i are modelled as a function 
of risk exposure at the household level at 15 years old, as well as 
several control variables, including age and period, contained in 
the vector X with their respective coefficients β, and respondent 
residual εi.

The second empirical step is to compare how attitudes develop 
across individuals born in different years to shed light on how 
long-run shifts in predominant social risks may influence evo-
lutions in welfare state expectations. In this case, the primary 
cohort substitute is the prevalence of new social risks when in-
dividuals were 15 years old, measured as the weighted percent of 
respondents in each cohort living in new social risk households. 
The age-period-cohort models can be specified as:

with εi ~ N(0, σ2).

yi = �1(risks@15)i + �x Xi + �i

yi = �1(risk prevalence@15)i + �x Xi + �i
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7Social Policy & Administration, 2026

TABLE 1    |    Characteristics of respondents' household exposure to old and new social risks at 15 years old and at the time of surveying.

15 Years old Time of survey

Old social 
risk 
exposure

Sickness/disability 
or unemployment 
from a manual job

Living with father and mother; AND
Father not in paid employment due to 

illness or disability; unemployment from 
a profession classified in ISCO08 groupsa 
6, 7, 8, 9, 0; retirement; or another reason

Living in a household with at least two adults 
in a relationship (married or unmarried) 

and ≥ 1 child < 18 years old; AND
One adult not in paid employment due (at least 
in part) to illness or disability; unemployment 
from a profession classified in ISCO08 groupsa 

6, 7, 8, 9, 0; retirement; or another reason

Sickness/disability 
of the mother

Living with father and mother; AND
Father in paid employment; AND
Mother not in paid employment 

due to illness or disability, 
retirement, or another reason

Living in a household with at least two adults 
in a relationship (married or unmarried) 

and ≥ 1 child < 18 years old; AND
Female adult not in paid employment due 

(at least in part) to illness or disability; 
retirement; or another reason

Widowhood Living with either father or mother 
because the other parent is deceased

Ego is widowed

Absent parents Living with neither father nor mother NA

Poverty in old age NA Living in a household with ≥ 1 adult 
in old-age retirement; AND

Equivalized household incomeb is in the 
lowest quartile of the sample; AND

The reference person in the household, 
when considering the total of the 

household's income and expenses, reports 
that currently the household eats into its 

assets and savings, or gets into debtsc

New 
social risk 
exposure

Dual-earner 
household with 

children

Living with father and mother; AND
Father in paid employment; AND

Mother in paid employment

Living in a household with at least two 
adults in a relationship (married or 

unmarried) and ≥ 1 child under 16; AND
Two adults in paid employment

Parental 
unemployment 
from a service 

sector job/irregular 
employment history

Living with father and mother; AND
Father not in paid employment 

due to training, or unemployment 
from a profession classified in 

ISCO08 groupsa 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

Living in a household with at least one 
active adult who experienced unemployment 

from a profession classified in ISCO08 
groupsa 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 at least twice in the 

18 months preceding the survey

Living with father and mother; AND
Mother not in paid employment 

due to training, or unemployment 
from a profession classified in 

ISCO08 groupsa 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

Single parenthood Living with either father or mother; AND
The non-cohabitating parent 

is not deceased

Living in a household consisting of ego 
and ≥ 1 child < 18 years old; AND

Ego is not a widow(er)

Care obligations Living in a household with 
another relative who is not 

the main income earner

Living in a household with ≥ 1 
adults and no children; AND

≥ 1 adult not in paid employment due 
(at least in part) due to the fact that they 

are fulfilling care responsibilities
aISCO08 1-digit groups: 1 = Managers; 2 = Professionals; 3 = Technicians and Associate professionals; 4 = Clerical support workers; 5 = Service and Sales workers; 
6 = Skilled Agricultural, Forestry and Fishery Workers; 7 = Craft and Related Trades Workers; 8 = Plant and Machine Operators, and Assemblers; 9 = Elementary 
Occupations; 0 = Armed Forces Occupations.
bThis is measured using the OECD modified scale for equivalised net household income; weights: 1st adult = 1, subsequent adults = 0.5, children = 0.3.
cCombining objective and subjective measurements of poverty in old age in Switzerland is recommended because saved contributions in the 2nd and 3rd pillars of the 
retirement system can be paid monthly or as a lump sum, making it difficult to measure poverty with objective income information alone (Guggisberg et al. 2013).
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The preferences y of each individual i are modelled as a func-
tion of risk prevalence at 15 years old, as well as several predictor 
variables, including age and period, contained in the vector X 
with their respective coefficients β, and respondent residual εi.

Each empirical step estimates models for each of the four out-
come variables, and I report additional models that include 
national contextual factors during the formative years as 
predictors.

4   |   Results

4.1   |   Social Risk and Contextual Developments

I begin by investigating how social risk exposure, as well as la-
bour force and policy contexts, have changed over the long run. 
Figure  2 shows that the proportion of respondents exposed at 
the household level to old social risks in the formative years has 
declined from an average of 12% for people born in 1930 to 4% 
for people born in 1990. On the other hand, new social risk expo-
sure increased steadily across people born before the 1970s from 
an average 35% to 53%, before plateauing and declining slightly 
among people born after 1980. This decline can be explained by 
a larger proportion of respondents born in the 1980s who grew 
up exposed to neither type of risk. Further analyses suggest that 
the trend towards greater exposure to new social risks during 
the formative years continues among people born after 1991.11 
The LOESS fit of the estimated percent of respondents in house-
holds exposed to new social risks across cohorts, represented by 
the dotted line in the righthand panel of Figure 2, will act as one 
cohort substitute in the age-period-cohort models.

I then plot the unemployment and female labour force par-
ticipation rate, as well as spending on unemployment bene-
fits and family policies across birth cohorts. Figure 3 displays 
these time series data and shows that the unemployment rate 
remained high at the end of the Great Depression, before de-
clining to 0% in the 1960s and early 1970s. Thereafter, it in-
creased to around 4% up to the early 1990s. The female labour 
force participation rate has increased across birth years for 
which data are available, from 39% to 80%. Note that a break 

in the data occurred in 1991 due to a measurement change, al-
though this should not substantially bias the results due to the 
use of the LOESS fit as predictor. Both unemployment benefits 
and family policies spending increased as a proportion of GDP 
over the cohorts for which data are available. These spend-
ing increases appear to occur together with growing unem-
ployment in the 1990s and a steady increase in female labour 
force participation, suggesting that the Swiss welfare state re-
sponded to changing labour market conditions, and that it did 
not remain ‘frozen’ (Esping-Andersen 1996).

Overall, the patterns presented here suggest that cohorts born 
more recently spent their formative years disproportionately ex-
posed to new social risks at the household level, and at the na-
tional level to a higher unemployment rate, to a high proportion 
of women in paid employment, and to somewhat higher spend-
ing on unemployment and family policies than those born and 
raised earlier.

4.2   |   Welfare Spending Preferences

With these social risks and contextual developments outlined, 
the analyses turn to how socialisation during the formative years 
may correlate with spending preferences later in life.12 Table 2 
provides evidence that respondents' household characteristics at 
the age of 15 influence spending preferences. Compared to those 
who did not experience either type of social risk, exposure to old 
social risks is mildly associated with higher support for retire-
ment, unemployment benefits, and childcare in some models, 
and exposure to new social risks is associated with higher sup-
port for childcare and for social aid, all else equal. Being catego-
rised as exposed to both types of social risks at age 15, however, 
is not associated with any significant differences in support. 
The magnitude of most effect sizes for exposure to both types 
of social risks is similar to the other categories of this predictor 
variable, and the 95% confidence intervals are somewhat larger. 
This could suggest that exposure to both types of social risks 
does not produce statistically significant results because the low 
number of observations in this group (N = 120, see Supporting 
Information S1: Table 2). These models also control for respon-
dents' current household conditions, age, the year in which they 

FIGURE 2    |    Weighted sample percent of respondents exposed to old and new social risks at the household level at the age of 15 showing how 
predominant risk exposure has evolved over the long run. The dotted lines represent the LOESS fit. NB: The lower X-axis displays the year of birth, 
and the upper X-axis displays year of birth +15, or the year to which the respondent refers when answering the retrospective survey questions. The 
scatterplot begins at birth year 1930 due to the low number of observations of individuals born before then.
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9Social Policy & Administration, 2026

responded to the survey, and other sociodemographic character-
istics, helping to ensure that confounding temporal and social 
group effects are reduced.

Several remarks can be made from these results. First, they 
present evidence that past risk exposure during the formative 
years influences attitudes later in respondents' lives, at the 
time of surveying. The family circumstances that respondents 
experienced early in life may be an important socialisation 
mechanism for developing durable expectations of the welfare 
state. More specifically, those exposed to either type of social 
risk appear to support higher spending than those who grew 
up in more secure households, suggesting that early-life expo-
sure to old or new social risks is associated with higher sup-
port for welfare spending (Hacker and Rehm 2022). However, 
the type of social risk with which people come of age appears 
to condition the type of redistributive actions that they prefer 
as adults. People who grew up in a context of old social risks 
seem to be weakly more favourable to compensatory policies 
such as retirement and unemployment compared to those 
exposed to neither risk. The association between early-life 
exposure to new social risks and support for more childcare 
spending at the time of surveying is strong, suggesting that 
this type of risk exposure may be correlated with support for 
employment-oriented policies. Exposure to new social risks 

at 15 years of age is also correlated with support for higher 
spending on social aid, a domain that may cover both old and 
new social risks. For those who did not grow up in a household 
that conformed to the male breadwinner model—for example, 
living with a widowed parent—social aid may have been an 
effective protection against poverty. It may also effectively 
cover new social risks when strict eligibility requirements ex-
clude people from receiving other types of protection, or when 
demographic changes increase the risk of poverty for certain 
social groups such as the elderly (Huber and Stephens 2007).

These results taken together suggest that exposure to so-
cial risks in the household during the formative years is as-
sociated with higher support for welfare spending, leading 
Hypothesis  H1 to be accepted. Additionally, there may be a 
differentiation in support patterns between people exposed to 
different types of risks at the age of 15, with old social risk 
exposure being correlated with support for compensatory pol-
icies and new social risk exposure being correlated with fa-
vourability for more childcare and social aid spending. This 
leads me to conditionally accept Hypothesis H2, with the ca-
veat that the dichotomy between old social risk exposure and 
support for compensation, versus new social risk exposure 
and support for activation should be nuanced. This discussion 
is elaborated in the conclusion.

FIGURE 3    |    Labour market and policy conditions by year. The dotted lines represent the LOESS fit. NB: Data for FLFP before 1949 and from 
1951 to 1959 are missing. Spending data are unavailable before 1980. The dotted lines represent the LOESS fit. The lower X-axis displays the year of 
birth, and the upper X-axis displays year of birth +15, or the year defined as the formative moment for a given birth cohort.  Source: Gauthier 2011; 
ILO 1946, 1955; OECD 2024a, 2024b.
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10 Social Policy & Administration, 2026

Beyond the family context, there is some evidence that female 
labour force participation and spending on family policies 
during the formative years may be associated with spending 
preferences at the time of surveying. Growing up with a higher 
proportion of women in the labour force and greater spending 
on family policies appears to be correlated with higher support 
for childcare, suggesting that socioeconomic change and policy 
adaptation may socialise individuals to desire greater state in-
tervention in this welfare domain, creating positive feedback. 
Importantly, this seems to act as an additional socialisation 
source to early-life social risk exposure, suggesting that both 
family conditions and institutional arrangements may socialise 
welfare attitudes. Nevertheless, these results should be inter-
preted carefully, given the birth cohorts and number of observa-
tions that can be included in these models is restricted by lack of 
policy data for much of the postwar era.

Overall, these models suggest that people may not just consider 
their immediate circumstances when asked about their support 
for the welfare state, but may also be marked by their past con-
ditions as they were coming of age. What consequences may 
this finding hold for intergenerational shifts in spending pref-
erences? As cohorts born more recently grow up in a context of 

prevalent new social risks, they may also increasingly support 
an activating policy framework, contributing to an intergenera-
tional shift in welfare state expectations.

As mentioned, I use the predicted LOESS fit of the percent 
of respondents exposed to new social risks when respon-
dents were 15 years old as predictors for support for spend-
ing. Table  3 presents the temporal results, and Supporting 
Information S1: Table 5 presents the full results. Although the 
direction of the effects appears to suggest that an increasing 
prevalence of new social risks in the population when respon-
dents were 15 years old is associated with a mild increase in 
support for childcare spending and a decrease in support for 
other domains, these effects are only occasionally statistically 
significant.

This may be because the growth in predominance of new social 
risks across cohorts is not sufficiently robust to capture a defin-
itive effect. Recall that new social risk exposure plateaued and 
declined among people born since the 1970s in the sample, sug-
gesting that there may not be a strong differentiation in social 
risk exposure across generations. In other words, the prevalence 
of new social risk exposure is similar between people born in 

TABLE 2    |    The estimated effect of risk exposure at 15 years old on spending preferences later in life.

Spending on

Retirement Unemp. Bens. Childcare Social aid

Risk type @ 15: Old (ref: Neither) 0.047* 0.048* 0.047* 0.021 0.050* 0.044 −0.071 0.015

(0.019) (0.019) (0.020) (0.034) (0.025) (0.026) (0.044) (0.023)

Risk type @ 15: New (ref: 
Neither)

0.012 0.018 0.017 0.008 0.065*** 0.067*** 0.083*** 0.028*

(0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.015) (0.013) (0.013) (0.019) (0.012)

Risk type @ 15: Both (ref: 
Neither)

0.022 −0.027 −0.023 0.050 0.015 −0.043 −0.046 −0.067

(0.053) (0.054) (0.054) (0.108) (0.069) (0.072) (0.140) (0.064)

Unemployment rate @ 15 (% of 
labour force)

−0.022

(0.015)

Spending on unemployment 
benefits @ 15 (% GDP)

−0.008

(0.041)

FLFP @ 15 (% female population 
15–64)

0.012***

(0.003)

Spending on family policies @ 15 
(% GDP)

0.386*

(0.160)

Controls not shown (see Appendix)

Constant 0.249*** −0.332*** −0.098 −0.361* 0.176 −1.043* −1.473*** −0.170*

(0.072) (0.073) (0.180) (0.164) (0.093) (0.411) (0.406) (0.086)

Observations 12,955 12,955 12,830 5072 12,955 12,429 5072 12,955

R2 0.076 0.053 0.053 0.049 0.065 0.067 0.101 0.058

Adjusted R2 0.072 0.050 0.050 0.040 0.061 0.064 0.093 0.055

Note: NB: Controls for the household risk exposure at the time of surveying, the period effect (the year of surveying), age, age2, sex, highest educational attainment, 
and region of residence are not shown. Supporting Information S1: Table 4 presents the full results.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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11Social Policy & Administration, 2026

1960 and 1990. Additional analyses (Supporting Information S1: 
Figure 1) show that new social risk exposure increased to the 
highest levels among people born in the mid-1990s and who fall 
outside the inclusion criteria of the sample. Future research that 
accounts for cohorts born more recently than 1991 may there-
fore be warranted. Nevertheless, the results presented here lead 
to the rejection of Hypothesis H3, that an increasing predomi-
nance of new social risks over birth cohorts will be associated 
with an intergenerational increase in spending support for 
employment-oriented policies.

Turning to the other temporal effects in these models, support 
levels for retirement appear to increase gradually over time, 
and to decrease for other spending domains (Table  3). A cou-
ple interpretations can be put forward for these period effects. 

First, they may be attributable to a decrease in exposure to risks 
of poor outcomes like job loss or poverty after the 2008 global 
financial crisis and as the Swiss economy improved over the 
2010s. Second, political narratives may also play a role, given the 
success of the far-right, Swiss People's Party in 2015. This could 
partially explain the decrease in spending support on domains 
that often benefit immigrants like unemployment and social aid, 
compared to Swiss citizens like retirement. Testing these inter-
pretations is beyond the scope of this article, although I discuss 
the possible influence of political narratives over the long run in 
more detail in the conclusion.

Regarding age effects, support appears to take on an inverse-U 
shape across the life cycle for most spending domains and 
model iterations (Table 3). For example, support for retirement 

TABLE 3    |    Age, period, and cohort substitute effects models.

Spending on

Retirement Unemp. Bens. Childcare
Social 

aid

New Social Risk 
Predicted Percent @ 15 
(0-100)

−0.003* −0.003 −0.003 −0.001 0.001 0.005* 0.008 −0.002

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.005) (0.002) (0.002) (0.006) (0.002)

Unemployment rate @ 
15 (% of labour force)

−0.019

(0.015)

Spending on 
unemployment benefits 
@ 15 (% GDP)

−0.009

(0.041)

FLFP @ 15 (% female 
population 15–64)

0.014***

(0.004)

Spending on family 
policies @ 15 (% GDP)

0.380*

(0.165)

Year: 2014 (ref: 2011) 0.029* −0.093*** −0.090*** −0.076*** −0.051*** −0.083*** −0.075** −0.140***

(0.011) (0.011) (0.012) (0.020) (0.015) (0.017) (0.027) (0.014)

Year: 2017 (ref: 2011) 0.072*** −0.086*** −0.081*** −0.091*** −0.072*** −0.131*** −0.121*** −0.088***

(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.025) (0.015) (0.021) (0.035) (0.014)

Age 0.009*** 0.017*** 0.010 0.010 −0.003 0.014* 0.042* 0.009**

(0.002) (0.002) (0.006) (0.016) (0.003) (0.007) (0.020) (0.003)

Age2 −0.0001*** −0.0001*** −0.0001 −0.0001 0.00004 −0.00003 −0.001* −0.0001

(0.00002) (0.00003) (0.0001) (0.0002) (0.00003) (0.00005) (0.0002) (0.00003)

Controls not shown (see Appendix)

Constant 0.341*** −0.236** −0.040 −0.314 0.231* −1.360** −1.402*** −0.108

(0.083) (0.084) (0.180) (0.167) (0.108) (0.443) (0.405) (0.100)

Observations 12,844 12,844 12,844 5086 12,844 12,443 5086 12,844

R2 0.076 0.052 0.053 0.049 0.063 0.065 0.096 0.058

Adjusted R2 0.073 0.049 0.049 0.041 0.060 0.062 0.089 0.055

Note: NB: Controls for sex, highest educational attainment, and region of residence are not shown. Supporting Information S1: Table 5 presents the full results.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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is estimated to peak between 50 and 60 years old, which is per-
haps unsurprising from a self-interest perspective as people 
are likely to support the policies that benefit them most at 
their point in the life cycle. Meanwhile, support for unemploy-
ment benefits and social aid are estimated to increase across 
much of the life course, not peaking until well after retirement 
age. This is surprising in the case of unemployment benefits, 
which could be expected to peak during the working years. I 
postulate that this may reflect cumulative exposure to unem-
ployment risk over the career, so that people who worked for 
three or four decades may have been more likely to experi-
ence risk of job loss than those who recently joined the labor 
market. Finally, support for childcare is estimated to remain 
quite stable over the life course. This may reflect the fact that 
in the Swiss context where parents often rely on family for 
childcare solutions, both new parents and grandparents may 
be similarly supportive of robust childcare, leading estimated 
support to appear steady across the life course. Again, testing 
these interpretations extends beyond the scope of the article. 
The conclusion to be drawn here is that each temporal effect 
may be estimated more accurately when all three of the terms 
are appropriately included in the model.

5   |   Conclusion

This study investigates the influence of early-life socialisation 
on adults' welfare attitudes, and seeks to understand whether 
intergenerational shifts in socialisation experiences may cor-
respond to shifts in popular expectations of the welfare state. 
The analyses suggest that material conditions in the household 
during the formative, teenage years are associated with welfare 
spending preferences when people are older, and more specif-
ically that growing up in a family that was exposed to old or 
new social risks may influence higher redistributive support 
when individuals are surveyed later in the life course. This re-
mark suggests that past risk of relying on the welfare state for 
maintaining a decent standard of living may durably influence 
preferences for robust redistributive measures.

The analyses also provide evidence that experiences with old 
and new social risks are associated with favorability for com-
pensatory and employment-oriented policies, respectively. More 
specifically, growing up in a household exposed to old social 
risks is associated with greater support for retirement, and in 
some models, unemployment benefits and childcare spending 
than growing up exposed to neither risk. Two interpretations for 
these patterns can be advanced. First, old social risk exposure 
involves direct experiences with parents who were unemployed 
or retired from a manual job, suggesting a direct material source 
of socialisation. Second, growing up in a context of old social 
risks could also create a context conducive to the development 
of concerns with income insecurity. In this case, high support 
for retirement and even childcare—due to high childcare costs 
in Switzerland—could reflect political learning from risk expo-
sure, rather than direct, material socialisation.

The results present weak evidence that new social risk expo-
sure in the formative years is correlated with support for higher 
spending on social aid, perhaps reflecting support for a safety 
net in a social policy context that does not cover new social risks 

well. While social assistance can be understood as a welfare do-
main that may protect against poverty resulting from new social 
risk exposure (Huber and Stephens 2007), it is not explicitly an 
employment-oriented policy. The correlation between early-life 
new social risk exposure and support for childcare appears par-
ticularly strong. Spending the teenage years in a household with 
a single parent or where both parents were present and working 
may instill the need for more robust childcare, especially if these 
arrangements created difficulties for employed adults to recon-
cile work and family life. Taken together, these preference pat-
terns may be appropriately understood as reflecting the welfare 
domains that best cover the type of risk to which the individual's 
family was exposed while they grew up. While this division can 
be broadly viewed as a distinction between compensatory and 
employment-oriented policy support, as reflected by hypothe-
sis H2, these interpretations suggest a more nuanced story than 
a simple dichotomy.

The results find some evidence that an intergenerational shift 
in social risk exposure has been accompanied by a change in 
preferences in favour of greater childcare spending, although 
the effect is weak. This may be partially explained by the fact 
that the shift in social risk exposure across birth cohorts is not 
robust enough to lead to a clear intergenerational development 
in spending preferences. Nevertheless, future research should 
examine the possibility of intergenerational changes in redis-
tributive preferences, especially given that cohorts not captured 
in the sample of this study and born later in the 1990s appear 
to have the highest rates of new social risk exposure. From a 
methodological perspective, the appropriate inclusion of age, pe-
riod, and cohort effects can allow welfare attitudes researchers 
to more accurately identify each of the three temporal effects 
by reducing unobserved variable bias. The results presented in 
this study suggest that considering separate temporal effects in 
longitudinal studies of redistributive preferences is appropriate.

The study brings a few contributions to the social policy litera-
ture and to our understanding of individuals' welfare state ex-
pectations. First, the conditions under which people spend their 
formative years seem to matter for attitudes later in life, sug-
gesting that socialisation is associated with durable preferences. 
The study also sheds light on which early-life conditions are im-
portant for attitudes later in the life course. While research on 
welfare attitudes have primarily emphasised policy frameworks 
as the mechanism through which individuals are socialised 
into normative conceptions of the welfare state (Svallfors 2007), 
political scientists have pointed to the family as the most im-
portant agent of socialisation into political values (Hyman 1959; 
Inglehart 1977, 1990). The results presented in this study suggest 
that the family composition as individuals come of age may be 
an overlooked source of durable welfare attitudes. This provides 
a temporal extension to the remark that concurrent social risk 
exposure is an important influence on preferences (Rehm 2009; 
Rehm et  al.  2012). Finally, preferences also develop over time 
and across the life cycle, suggesting that age, period, and cohort 
all matter for welfare attitudes. While numerous studies have 
focused on the role that time and age play on attitude change, 
very few have paid serious attention to the influence of past 
conditions on current preferences. This study encourages a 
more complete temporal understanding of individuals' welfare 
state expectations in part because controlling for cohort draws 

 14679515, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/spol.70040 by U

niversitatsbibliothek, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [12/01/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



13Social Policy & Administration, 2026

attention to the ways in which past social and economic contexts 
continue to influence contemporary attitudes.

The study also comes with some limitations. First, the opera-
tionalization of social risk exposure is empirically driven and 
dependent upon data availability, meaning that there may be 
some misalignments with previous definitions of old and new 
social risks. Future research may wish to look more closely at 
specific types of risk exposure during the formative years and 
their possible consequences for welfare attitudes later in life. 
For example, how has the rise of dual-earner and single parents 
influenced a generational shift in support for different kinds of 
family policy? Second, data on past conditions are incomplete 
and need to be selected carefully by the researcher when study-
ing early-life socialisation effects. Data selection is theoretically 
justified based on past research—socialisation from the fam-
ily (Hyman 1959; Inglehart 1977) and from the policy context 
(Mau 2003; Rothstein 1998)—and the results are confirmed by 
ensuring the conclusions drawn from different model iterations 
remain similar. Nevertheless, some models in this study are re-
stricted by a lack of contextual information for people who ex-
perienced their formative years before the 1970s. Additionally, 
people born after 1991 were too young at the time of surveying 
to be included in the study. Further research should be con-
ducted on these cohorts whose members spent their forma-
tive years in a period that some researchers identify as an era 
focused on activation and social investment (Hemerijck  2013; 
Morel et al. 2012), and which began in the 2000s in Switzerland 
(Häusermann 2010).

Switzerland may be a likely case to find attitudinal consequences 
of new social risk exposure because its welfare state has been slow 
to protect against it. Nonetheless, this remark should be situated in 
a comparative perspective. Sweden has been shown to maintain a 
bedrock of support for its welfare state (Svallfors 2011). To what ex-
tent may this be different in Switzerland? To expand this research 
agenda, scholars may focus on a cross-country comparison of atti-
tudes (Ebbinghaus and Naumann 2017; Kumlin and Stadelmann-
Steffen  2014) that can be used to understand whether different 
welfare state adaptation strategies may attenuate or exacerbate 
changes in support across generations. This can help distinguish 
the attitudinal consequences of the political economy pressures 
that have transformed labor markets, family structures, and pre-
dominant social risk exposure similarly across high-income coun-
tries, and the policy responses individual welfare states have taken 
to protect their populations against these changes.

The welfare state has a dual task of ensuring smooth economic 
functioning and political legitimation among the population 
(Offe 1984; see also Habermas 1975). Empirical investigations of 
long-run developments in expectations of the welfare state shed 
light on popular perceptions of the fulfilment of this dual task, 
which I contend is crucial now as governments have had to adapt 
social policy frameworks to changing socioeconomic structures 
since the postindustrial turn (Pierson 1994, 1998, 2001). Material 
needs early in life appear crucial for the formation of durable wel-
fare expectations, suggesting that the legitimacy of the welfare 
state is reliant upon people's socialisation. From the aggregate 
level, any intergenerational developments in attitudes are conse-
quential for legitimation processes because they suggest perma-
nent change in popular expectations of the welfare state. This is 

because newer cohorts grow up to replace older ones in a process 
of generational replacement. As a result, future research should 
continue to examine cohort changes in welfare attitudes in more 
detail to uncover how perceptions of the welfare state's role may 
evolve over the long term.

A generational perspective is a new frontier for social policy 
(Daly 2020), and further consideration of how individuals' forma-
tive years may durably influence their welfare attitudes is war-
ranted. Doing so opens a new research agenda for shedding light 
on the attitudinal side of social change and welfare state adaptation 
over the long run. While we know much about the institutional 
shifts that have taken place since the post-industrial turn, the pop-
ular support patterns that can ease or challenge these changes in a 
democratic context remain understudied. Turning our focus back 
to this aspect highlighted in foundational texts in comparative so-
cial policy can help scholars complement their understanding of 
welfare state change in the long run.
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Endnotes

	 1	See the Appendix for replications of the main analyses on unbalanced 
panels.

	 2	The link between early-life risk exposure and support for retirement 
spending may reflect a broader concern with income security rather 
than direct experience with old-age risks during the formative years. 
Individuals who grew up in households facing financial instability 
may generalise these experiences into support for policies that ensure 
stability later in life, including pensions. This may be a more indi-
rect mechanism than for unemployment or childcare support, which 
may reflect more direct experiences with these risks in the household 
during the formative years. Nevertheless, the values on all four out-
come variables provide a wide coverage of welfare spending domains 
and may be consistent with the idea that early exposure to social risks 
fosters durable expectations of the welfare state.

	 3	This categorization of risk exposure is schematic and may contain 
some minor conceptual imprecisions. For example, care duties in a 
postindustrial context have generated increasing material and sched-
uling insecurities as dual-earner family arrangements and limited pub-
lic care provision intersect. This suggests that care obligations may not 
entail the same degree of social risk across generations, and therefore 
that they may not reflect the same level of vulnerability across the en-
tire sample. This possibility may not compromise the empirical results, 
but it suggests that they better reveal overall shifts in exposure patterns 
rather than the absolute intensity of any single risk.

	 4	Because risk exposure is operationalized at the household level, hav-
ing several dependent family members may raise the level of risk. Due 
to data limitations in the retrospective information, the categoriza-
tion does not take the number of dependent individuals, such as the 
number of ego's siblings, in the household into account.
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	 5	Controlling for the influence of institutional arrangements at the 
regional level during the formative is not possible because the re-
spondent's canton of residence at 15 years old is unavailable in the 
retrospective data. Although many welfare spending domains under-
went nationalisation processes before the 1980s, this data limitation 
is unfortunate given cross-cantonal heterogeneity in universality of 
some policies like unemployment insurance following WWII.

	 6	I limit these further analyses to these two outcome variables for two 
reasons. First, family and labor market protection policies have been 
at the core of welfare state change in recent decades (Ferragina 2022), 
suggesting that it is crucial to understand how intergenerational shifts 
in expectations for these two welfare domains may proceed. Second, 
time-series data to create macro contextual predictors that may influ-
ence individuals' attitudes towards specific spending domains during 
their formative years (e.g., the poverty rate for preferences for spend-
ing on social aid) are rarely available on a sufficiently long-term scale 
to capture a cross-cohort effect. This data limitation constrains the 
macro-level information that can be included in the models.

	 7	Supporting Information S1: Appendix Table 1 provides information on 
the correlation between risk exposure at 15 and at the time of surveying.

	 8	Educational attainment is categorised as 0. Incomplete compulsory 
school; 1. Compulsory school, elementary vocational training; 2. 
Domestic science course, 1 year school of commerce; 3. General train-
ing school; 4. Apprenticeship (CFC, EFZ); 5. Full-time vocational 
school; 6. Bachelor/maturity; 7. Vocational high school with master 
certificate, federal certificate; 8. Technical or vocational school; 9. 
Vocation high school ETS, HTL, etc.; 10. University, academic high 
school, HEP, PH, HES, FH.

	 9	This is equivalent to the 26 cantons of Switzerland. I group residents 
of Appenzell Innerrhoden and Appenzell Ausserrhoden together, and 
of Nidwalden and Obwalden together due to a low number of respon-
dents, yielding 24 geographical units.

	10	I do not control for parental or ego occupation because these are some-
what endogenous to the measure of social risks, which uses occupa-
tional categories for some groupings. For example, old social risks 
are primarily understood to affect people working in manual occupa-
tions that are predominant in an industrial labour market. However, I 
conduct robustness checks that include ego's occupation as a control 
(Supporting Information S1: Appendix Tables 6 and 7), and the results 
allow for nearly the same conclusions advanced in the main text.

	11	Specifically, they show that among the weighted sample of respon-
dents born between 1992 and 1997 (the youngest birth year for which 
there is data), 67.3% were exposed to new social risks at the household 
level at 15 years old, and only one of these birth years (1993) averages 
less than 60% exposure to new social risks. To show the numbers of re-
spondents included in these scatterplots, Supporting Information S1: 
Appendix Figure 1 visualises histograms of household risk exposure 
across all birth years for which there is data.

	12	The main text focuses primarily on presenting and interpreting 
temporal effects. Remaining regression results, notably sociodemo-
graphic differences in support, are presented and briefly discussed in 
the Appendix.
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