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Abstract

This article describes public attitudes toward government spending in Australia,
China, India, Japan, Russia, and the United States, the six major economies of the Asia-
Pacific region. An analysis of the 2008 AsiaBarometer Survey data shows that ordinary
citizens of the sample countries favored increased, rather than reduced, government
spending on a wide range of policy programs. It is also found that support for state
activism was stronger in former state socialist countries than in market capitalist
ones. Although economic interests, symbolic predispositions, and social positions
influenced spending preferences to varying degrees, left–right ideology was particularly
conspicuous in most countries surveyed. It is evident that the mass publics of the
major economies of the Asia-Pacific region did not strongly endorse state contraction
or retrenchment, even in the wake of economic globalization and the neoliberal reform
movement.

Introduction

This article examines public attitudes toward government spending in six major
countries of the Asia-Pacific region, including Australia, China, India, Japan, Russia,
and the US. The recent global financial crisis has resulted in a widespread demand
for state intervention, and the magnitude of the demand has been greater than ever
before. Before the crisis, the general trend for the six countries (as well as for others
around the world in general) had been that of state contraction or retrenchment arising
from global pressures, a trend that had existed for more than two decades. Australia,
Japan, and the US, encountering slow economic growth and growing budget deficits,
sought to transform their welfare states into neoliberal states by reducing the role of

∗ An earlier version of this article was presented at the AsiaBarometer workshop held in Tokyo on
December 17–18, 2008. The author would like to thank the reviewers of the Japanese Journal of Political
Science for their valuable comments.
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government in welfare provision (Levy, 2006). In contrast, China, Russia, and India,
experiencing a failure of state socialism, sought to transform command economies
into market-oriented ones by reducing the scope of government intervention in the
economy. Regardless of the types of political regime, they all experienced the problem
of ‘big government’ and sought after ‘small government’ by redefining the proper role
of government in the economy and welfare (Harvey, 2005; Bevir, 2007).

To the extent that public opinion determines the scope of government, it is
important to understand how supportive the general public is of state intervention
in the economy and welfare (Borre and Scarbrough, 1995). Assuming that attitudes
toward government spending indicate the level of support for state activism, this article
examines whether people favor increased government spending on a variety of policy
programs and determines the factors that shape citizen attitudes toward government
spending. These questions are explored in the context of the AsiaBarometer Survey
(ABS hereafter) conducted in the sample countries during the period from June to
August in 2008, just before the onset of the global financial crisis.1

Contexts

The six sample countries were chosen for the present analysis simply because the
2008 ABS data were available for them. We divided the countries into two groups.
One includes Australia, Japan, and the US. These are all advanced market economies
and liberal democracies. The other includes China, India, and Russia. These are all
emerging markets or transition economies with a legacy of state socialism; two of these
are non-democracies, and one is the world’s biggest democracy. According to the World
Bank (2007), the sample countries are all major economic powerhouses in terms of
GDP. In 2007, the US had the largest global economy; Japan was the second, and China
was the fourth, just behind Germany. Russia and India ranked eleventh and twelfth,
respectively, and Australia was ranked fifteenth.

According to the Economic Freedom of the World (EFW) index, whose values
range from 0 (the lowest score) to 10 (the highest), the degree of economic freedom
as measured by the size of government has varied considerably from one country to
another. In 2006, Australia ranked 52nd with a rating of 6.77, Japan was 71st with a
rating of 6.23, and the US was 39th with a rating of 7.12. On the other hand, India had a
rating of 7.14 and ranked 38th, China had a rating of 5.00 and ranked 101st, and Russia
had a rating of 5.64 and ranked 87th. Among the sample countries, India and the US

1 The American (N = 1,002), Japanese (N = 1,012), and Russian (N = 1,055) surveys were conducted
nationwide. In contrast, the Australian (N = 1,000), Chinese (N = 1,000), and Indian (N =
1,052) surveys were conducted in selected urban areas (five cities – Sidney, Melbourne, Brisbane,
Adelaide, and Perth – for the Australia survey; ten cities – Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Shenyang,
Chengdu, Xian, Wuhan, Tingdao, Kunming, and Taiyuan – for the Chinese survey; and seven cities –
Delhi, Mumbai, Chennai, Kolkata, Bangalore, Hyderabad, and Ahmedabad – for the Indian survey).
See the AsiaBarometer website: http://www.asiabarometer.org.
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had the smallest size of government, while Russia and China had the largest. Australia
and Japan fell somewhere in between (Gwartney and Lawson, 2006).

According to the United Nation’s Human Development Report (UNDP, 2007/8),
the 2005 Human Development Index (HDI hereafter) for Australia was 0.962 (3rd out
of 177 countries). The HDI for Japan was 0.953 (8th). The US had a value of 0.951 (12th).
In contrast, the HDI for Russia was 0.802 (67th). China had a value of 0.777 (81st), while
India had a value of 0.619 (128th). The peoples of the advanced market economies lived
a longer and healthier life, were more educated, and had a higher standard of living
than those of the emerging market economies.

Australia, Japan, and the US are widely known as welfare state laggards among
advanced industrial countries. In particular, Australia and the US are regarded as
liberal welfare state regimes where the market is the primary arena in the distribution
of resources and state provisions are relatively low (Esping-Anderson, 1990). Japan
is seen as a conservative welfare state regime where the reliance on the market as a
provider of welfare is limited and the role of family is more emphasized. Japan is also
known as a prototype of a developmental state where the government plays an activist
role in promoting economic development; the US, on the other hand, is considered a
prototype of a regulatory state where the government concerns itself with the rules of
economic competition (Johnson, 1982).

In contrast, Russia and China were command-and-control economies, where the
state performed the functions of regulation, distribution, and even production. Both
counties once eradicated private ownership. While India did not destroy capitalism, it
had followed the example of the Soviet Union for a long time. Nonetheless, they all
sought excessive state intervention in welfare and the economy. They are now transiting
to market economies from planned economies and replacing state socialism with a new
policy of liberalization.

The countries selected for the present study vary in the size of government, quality
of people’s life, types of economies and political regimes, and historical legacies. While
bearing in mind these cross-national differences, we now turn to how the mass publics
of the sample countries feel about government spending on a variety of policy programs.

Conceptualization and measurement

While analyzing attitudes towards the scope of government, Roller (1995) made a
useful distinction between range and degree. The range of government refers to the
extent of policy areas in which a government intervenes, while the degree of government
refers to the intensity with which a government intervenes in any given area. The former
is measured by attitudes toward the extent of government responsibilities, while the
latter is determined by attitudes toward the level of government spending (Huseby,
1995). This study focuses primarily on the degree dimension by examining attitudes
toward government spending on a variety of policy programs.

In order to ascertain attitudes toward government spending, the 2008 ABS asked
respondents whether they would like to see more or less government spending in each
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of the following policy programs: (1) the environment, (2) health, (3) policing and
law enforcement, (4) education, (5) the military and defense, (6) old age pensions, (7)
unemployment benefits, (8) public transport and telecommunications infrastructure,
(9) culture and the arts, and (10) the improvement of the social status of women. To
obtain responses, the survey used a five-point verbal scale: 1 (spend much more), 2

(spend more), 3 (spend the same as now), 4 (spend less), and 5 (spend much less).
It should be noted that this battery of questions addresses program-specific spending
preferences rather than general spending preferences.

The policy programs surveyed by no means encompass all activities of modern
government. For instance, housing and community development, key items of
government expenditure, were not included. Nonetheless, they constituted major
ones. The policy programs were grouped into four categories of public expenditure:
security, infrastructure, human capital, and welfare. First, defense and law enforcement
were considered as security-seeking functions of government. Second, transport and
telecommunications, the environment, and culture and the arts were categorized as
public investment in physical and cultural infrastructure, although the latter two are
also related to quality-of-life concerns. Third, health and education are often regarded as
welfare programs. However, since these are more related to investment in people rather
than the protection of the vulnerable, these need to be distinguished from traditional
welfare programs. Last, old age pensions, unemployment benefits, and women’s status
were considered as welfare concerns, although women’s status seeks to improve social
equality, while old age pension and unemployment benefits reflect social security. Of
these, old age pensions and unemployment benefits can be seen as key welfare programs
(Wilensky, 1976). Especially notable is that even these social insurance programs are
designed to benefit people in need but are not targeted to the poor like social assistance
programs.

Dimensions of spending preferences

To explore how the mass publics of the sample countries distinguish items of
government expenditure, we performed factor analysis on the ten programs and
estimated the proximity of their relations by country. The three advanced market
economies, as shown in Table 1, are addressed first, followed by emerging market
economies. First, public attitudes toward government spending in Australia were
grouped into three clusters: health, education, the environment, and transport and
telecommunications displayed primary loadings on the first factor; culture and the
arts, women’s status, and unemployment benefits, the second factor; and defense,
old age pensions, and law enforcement, the third factor. It is interesting that old age
pensions and unemployment benefits, which are key welfare programs, did not load on
the same factor in the minds of Australians. Notable is that spending for human capital
was viewed as closely related to spending for environmental protection and physical
infrastructure.
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Table 1. Dimensions of spending preferences: advanced market economies

Factor I Factor II Factor III Factor IV h2

Australia

Health 0.792 0.008 0.179 – 0.660
Education 0.676 0.094 0.244 – 0.526
Environment 0.532 0.386 −0.327 – 0.539
Transport & telecom 0.466 0.407 0.016 – 0.383
Culture & arts 0.071 0.740 −0.122 – 0.567
Women’s status 0.174 0.693 0.224 – 0.560
Unemployment benefits −0.016 0.649 0.267 – 0.493
Defense 0.047 0.082 0.764 – 0.593
Old age pensions 0.159 0.212 0.630 – 0.466
Law enforcement 0.512 −0.101 0.580 – 0.610

Japan

Environment 0.822 0.001 0.152 0.014 0.699
Health 0.707 0.447 0.021 −0.115 0.713
Education 0.564 0.073 0.321 0.234 0.481
Old age pensions 0.201 0.834 0.067 0.069 0.745
Unemployment benefits 0.023 0.801 0.248 0.084 0.710
Culture & arts 0.187 −0.073 0.828 0.142 0.747
Women’s status 0.256 0.282 0.690 −0.030 0.622
Transport & telecom 0.011 0.378 0.592 0.014 0.493
Defense −0.090 0.079 −0.008 0.898 0.822
Law enforcement 0.448 0.052 0.187 0.602 0.601

United States

Culture & arts 0.790 0.141 −0.175 – 0.675
Transport & telecom 0.763 0.106 −0.012 – 0.594
Women’s status 0.630 0.302 0.143 – 0.508
Unemployment benefits 0.552 0.179 0.454 – 0.542
Health 0.100 0.819 0.239 – 0.738
Education 0.221 0.741 0.211 – 0.643
Environment 0.312 0.719 −0.181 – 0.647
Defense −0.104 −0.107 0.796 – 0.655
Law enforcement 0.032 0.347 0.692 – 0.601
Old age pensions 0.452 0.240 0.472 – 0.485

Note: The reported loadings were from a principal component solution with varimax rotation
using the listwise deletion of missing data. Loadings of greater than 0.40 are in bold.
Source: 2008 AsiaBarometer Survey.

Second, public attitudes toward government spending in Japan were grouped
into four clusters: the environment, health, and education displayed primary loadings
on the first factor; old age pensions and unemployment benefits, the second factor;
culture and the arts, women’s status, and transport and telecommunications, the
third factor; and defense and law enforcement, the fourth factor. The Japanese clearly
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distinguished security-related spending from other kinds of spending. Notable is that
they distinguished key welfare programs from health and education. This finding
suggests that health and education are more closely related to investment in people
than the protection of the vulnerable in the minds of Japanese.

Third, public attitudes toward government spending in the US were grouped into
three clusters: culture and the arts, transport and telecommunication, women’s status,
and unemployment benefits displayed primary loadings on the first factor; health,
education, and the environment, the second factor; and defense, law enforcement, and
old age pensions, the third factor. Unemployment benefits and old age pensions failed
to load on the same factor, suggesting that they do not constitute social insurance
programs in the minds of Americans. Notable is that spending for human capital and
environmental protection was distinguished from other kinds of spending.

The three emerging market economies with a legacy of state socialism, as presented
in Table 2, are now addressed. First, public attitudes toward government spending in
China were grouped into three clusters: the environment, health, education, defense,
and law enforcement displayed primary loadings on the first factor; culture and the
arts, women’s status, and transport and telecommunications, the second factor; and old
age pensions and unemployment benefits, the third factor. The Chinese distinguished
key welfare programs from other non-welfare programs. They considered health and
education as more closely linked to investment in people than the protection of the
vulnerable. Notable is that spending for human capital was seen as closely related to
spending for national security and public order in the minds of Chinese.

Second, public attitudes toward government spending in India were grouped into
two clusters: women’s status, public transport and telecommunications, culture and
the arts, old age pensions, and unemployment benefits displayed primary loadings
on the first factor; and health, education, the environment, defense, and law
enforcement, the second factor. Indians failed to distinguish key welfare programs
from other non-welfare programs. Yet, in the eyes of Indians, health and education
were distinguished from social insurance programs.

Last, public attitudes toward government spending in Russia constituted a single
dimension. All programs displayed primary loadings on the same factor. They
rarely distinguished old age pensions and unemployment benefits from non-welfare
programs. They seldom differentiated government programs addressing market failure
from those designed to improve distributional equity.

The analysis shows that public attitudes toward government spending hardly con-
stitute a single dimension in all of the sample countries except for Russia. The results also
indicate that empirical dimensions of spending preferences do not correspond to con-
ventional types of state functions or goals taken on by government (World Bank, 1997).
Noteworthy is that programs designed to protect the vulnerable, such as the elderly and
the unemployed, did not constitute the same type of government activities in the US, In-
dia, and Australia. It was only in the minds of Japanese and Chinese that old age pensions
and unemployment benefits were clearly differentiated from non-welfare programs.
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Table 2. Dimensions of spending preferences: emerging market economies

Factor I Factor II Factor III h2

China

Environment 0.778 0.146 0.027 0.627
Health 0.709 0.043 0.298 0.593
Education 0.703 0.223 0.149 0.567
Defense 0.582 0.216 0.042 0.387
Law enforcement 0.524 0.329 0.171 0.413
Culture & arts 0.132 0.866 0.043 0.770
Women’s status 0.194 0.692 0.207 0.559
Transport & telecom 0.321 0.656 0.141 0.553
Old age pensions 0.192 0.089 0.850 0.767
Unemployment benefits 0.125 0.222 0.837 0.765

India

Women’s status 0.767 0.210 – 0.632
Transport & telecom 0.750 0.155 – 0.586
Culture & arts 0.695 0.049 – 0.485
Old age pensions 0.663 0.271 – 0.513
Unemployment benefits 0.585 0.392 – 0.496
Health 0.135 0.815 – 0.682
Education 0.088 0.782 – 0.619
Environment 0.352 0.650 – 0.546
Defense 0.143 0.633 – 0.421
Law enforcement 0.249 0.485 – 0.297

Russia

Education 0.741 – – 0.549
Health 0.719 – – 0.516
Environment 0.695 – – 0.483
Culture & arts 0.680 – – 0.463
Women’s status 0.655 – – 0.429
Old age pensions 0.630 – – 0.396
Law enforcement 0.590 – – 0.348
Defense 0.588 – – 0.346
Unemployment benefits 0.539 – – 0.291
Transport & telecom 0.514 – – 0.265

Note: The reported loadings were from a principal component solution with varimax rotation
using the listwise deletion of missing data. Loadings of greater than 0.40 are in bold.
Source: 2008 AsiaBarometer Survey.

Although health and education are often regarded as welfare programs, they were
found to be distinguished from old age pensions and unemployment benefits almost
everywhere. To the extent that health is primarily seen as public health intervention
rather than health insurance, it is likely to be distinguished from social insurance
programs such as old age pension and unemployment benefits. Similarly, to the extent
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that education is seen as promoting equality of opportunity rather than equality of
outcomes, it is likely to be differentiated from welfare programs designed to protect the
vulnerable. Furthermore, health and education were closely related to the environment
in the highly developed countries, while they were related to defense, law enforcement,
and the environment in the less developed countries. These findings suggest that health
and education are viewed as government programs addressing market failures rather
than improving social equity.

In brief, the number of dimensions of spending preferences and their constituent
programs differed considerably from country to country. The public attitudes toward
government spending were multidimensional and varied depending upon dimensions;
as such, the use of a simple analytic scale to measure the level of support for state
activism would be difficult to justify (Jacoby, 1994).

Distribution of spending preferences

How do the mass publics of the sample countries feel about government spending
across the policy programs? Which area of government spending is most or least
popular? Table 3 shows the percentage of respondents indicating support for increased
spending on each policy program by saying ‘spend much more’ or ‘spend more’. The
three advanced market economies are addressed first. In Australia, health was the most-
favored area of expenditure. Six of ten policy programs received the support of more
than a two-thirds majority, including health, education, old age pensions, transport
and telecommunications, the environment, and law enforcement. The least favored area
of expenditure was culture and the arts. Notable is that in this welfare state laggard,
the government protection of the elderly enjoyed overwhelming public support. It is
rather surprising that, in this advanced industrial country, public investment in physical
infrastructure received a high level of support.

In Japan, health was the most preferred area of expenditure. It was the only policy
program on which more than a two-thirds majority favored increased spending. The
least favored area of expenditure was defense, indicating its distinctive historical legacy.
It is interesting that, in this highly aging society, old age pensions were less popular
than environmental protection. In this conservative welfare state regime, none of the
key welfare programs enjoyed the support of a two-thirds majority.

In the US, the most favored area of expenditure was health, which was followed
by education. They were the only policy programs on which more than a two-thirds
majority favored increased spending. The least favored area of expenditure was culture
and the arts. Notable is that, in this most advanced country without a universal health
insurance program, increased spending on health received the highest public support
(Shapiro and Young, 1989).

The mass publics of these advanced industrial economies were most supportive of
health and education, while least supportive of defense and culture and the arts. Even
though these countries turned post-industrial and their peoples became increasingly
post-materialist (Inglehart, 1990), health was still given the highest spending priority,
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Table 3. Distribution of sending preferences by types of programs

Advanced market economies Emerging market economies

Australia Japan US China India Russia

Security
Defense 35 9 32 68 63 69
Law enforcement 68 24 45 71 54 50
Sub-total average 52 17 39 70 59 60

Infrastructure
Transport & telecom 75 18 40 58 43 54
Environment 70 62 54 78 62 76
Culture & arts 27 18 23 45 43 61
Sub-total average 57 33 39 60 49 64

Human capital
Health 91 76 75 80 67 91
Education 83 56 66 75 70 83
Sub-total average 87 66 71 78 69 87

Welfare
Old age pensions 81 58 55 79 47 92
Unemployment benefits 36 39 38 74 46 71
Women’s status 45 32 29 56 53 62
Sub-total average 54 43 41 70 49 75

Total average 61 39 46 68 55 71

(N) (1,000) (1,012) (1,002) (1,000) (1,052) (1,055)

Note: Entries are percentages favoring increased spending.
Source: 2008 AsiaBarometer Survey.

while culture and the arts were provided the lowest one. The mass publics of these
developed countries still remained strongly supportive of increased public investment
in people.

The three former state socialist countries are now addressed. In China, health
was the most favored area of expenditure. Seven of ten policy programs received the
support of more than a two-thirds majority, including health, old age pensions, the
environment, education, unemployment benefits, law enforcement, and defense.
The least favored area of expenditure was culture and the arts, the only area where
a minority favored increased spending. Notable is that, in this not yet post-industrial
society, environmental protection was one of the top three spending priorities.

In India, the most popular area of expenditure was education, which was closely
followed by health. They were the only policy programs on which more than a two-
thirds majority favored increased spending. The least favored areas of expenditure were
culture and the arts and transport and telecommunications. Notable is that, in this
developing country, public investment in physical infrastructure was given the lowest
spending priority.
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In Russia, old age pensions were the most favored area of expenditure. It was
closely followed by health. Nearly every Russian wanted more government intervention
in protecting the elderly. Six of ten policy programs received the support of more than
a two-thirds majority, including old age pensions, health, education, the environment,
unemployment benefits, and defense. The least favored area of expenditure was law
enforcement, although it still received the support of a bare majority.

Cross-national comparisons
A cross-national comparison shows that public demands for government

intervention varied from country to country and from program to program. Russia,
China, and India were distinguished from Australia, the US, and Japan in their higher
support for increased defense spending. China and Australia were most supportive of
more government action to maintain law and order, while Japan was least supportive.

Public support for increased spending on welfare programs varied considerably
from country to country. In China and Russia where the state used to guarantee full
employment, large majorities favored increased spending on unemployment benefits.
In sharp contrast, in liberal or conservative welfare state regimes, such as Australia, the
US, and Japan, only small minorities favored it. In India, one of the emerging market
economies with a history of state socialism, only a minority favored more government
action to protect the unemployed.

Russia, Australia, and China were distinguished from Japan, the US, and India
in their greater support for increased spending on old age pensions. As expected, the
former state socialist countries tended to display higher levels of support for government
protection of the elderly than the market capitalist countries. Australia and India
appeared to deviate from this pattern.

Notable is that the support for old age pensions was greater than the support
for unemployment benefits everywhere, perhaps because of the universality of aging
and uneven risks of unemployment (Pettersen, 1995). The finding suggests that public
support for welfare programs tends to vary depending upon the size of their potential
beneficiaries. That is, welfare programs benefiting larger constituencies garner a higher
level of support than those benefiting smaller constituencies (Taylor-Gooby, 1985).

Although health was the least contested area of government spending, the levels
of support varied from country to country. Russia and Australia were distinguished
from Japan, the US, and India in their higher levels of support. There existed nearly
unanimous public support for increased spending on health in Russia and Australia. It
remains unclear whether the higher support for health spending indicates support for
more government provision of social insurance, public health services, or both.

Public support for increased spending on education was also widespread. More
public investment in education received the support of a two-thirds majority in every
sample country except for Japan. It was indeed one of the most favored areas of
expenditure. The higher support for health and education indicates a strong popular
commitment to the accumulation of human capital, which is essential for development.
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In contrast, women’s status was one of the least favored areas of expenditure.
Notable is that the market capitalist democracies tended to display a lower level of
support than the former state socialist countries, which once pursued equality for all.
It is interesting that, in the male-centered Japanese society, more government action to
improve gender equality enjoyed a lower level of public support.

Irrespective of the level of industrialization, every sample country displayed
relatively high levels of support for increased spending on the environment. Notable
is that less developed China and Russia displayed higher levels of support than more
advanced Japan and the US. This finding suggests that public concerns for clean air
and safe water do not require value changes from materialism to post-materialism
(Inglehart, 1990).

China and Russia were distinguished from Japan in their greater support for
increased spending on transport and telecommunications. Notable is that the support
levels in India were similar to those in the US. More notable is that Australia was most
supportive of increased spending on physical infrastructure, despite its already highly
industrialized society.

Public support for more government subsidies for culture and the arts varied widely
from one country to another. Russia was particularly distinguished from Japan, the US,
and Australia in its greater levels of support. Notable is that, in the highly developed
countries, more government subsidies for culture and the arts enjoyed lower public
approval. This suggests that, in the developing countries, the support for increased
spending on culture and the arts may reflect public concerns on cultural infrastructure
rather than aesthetic aspects of quality of life.

Support for state expansion and contraction
In order to ascertain the overall support for state expansion, we averaged the

percentages favoring increased spending on the policy programs surveyed. As presented
in the bottom row of Table 1, Russia displayed the highest level of support for state
expansion. It was closely followed by China. In contrast, Japan displayed the lowest
level of support. It was followed by the US. India, and Australia fell between the two.
Overall, the former state socialist countries still displayed a greater level of support
for the activist role of government than the market capitalist countries. The exception
was Australia, where the level of support for state activism was higher than that in
Japan, the US, and even India. It remains to be seen whether this indicates a new trend
distinguishing Australia from other advanced market economies.

The table also shows the average percentages of favoring increased spending across
four types of policy programs. First, China, Russia, and India displayed a greater
level of support for security-related government activities than Japan and the US.
Second, Russia, China, and Australia were distinguished from Japan and the US in their
higher support for public investment in infrastructure. Third, Russia and Australia were
distinguished from Japan, India, and the US in their stronger commitment to public
funding for human capital. Last, Russia and China were distinguished from Japan and
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Figure 1 Support for government expansion and contraction.
Source: 2008 AsiaBarometer Survey.

the US in their greater support for welfare state activities. Overall, attitudes toward
government spending in China and Russia were markedly contrasted with those in
Japan and the US.

To simultaneously explore the support for state expansion and contraction, we
counted the number of policy programs on which each respondent wanted more to
be spent or less to be spent. As presented in Figure 1, there existed wide cross-national
differences in support for state activism. The market capitalist countries are addressed
first. The Japanese public wanted, on average, increased spending on 3.9 of ten programs
and reduced spending on 1.1 programs. The US public wanted increased spending
on 4.6 programs and reduced spending on 1.4 programs. In contrast, the Australian
counterpart desired increased spending on 6.1 programs and reduced spending on 1.0
program. There were fewer differences in the number of policy programs on which
reduced public expenditure was favored. Yet, there were notable differences in the
number of policy programs on which increased public expenditure was desired. It is
evident that there was a lack of support for state contraction or retrenchment. Yet, there
existed varying levels of support for state expansion.

Turning to the three emerging market economies, the Russian public, on average,
wanted increased spending on 7.1 programs and reduced spending on 0.4 programs. The
Chinese counterpart desired increased spending on 6.8 programs and reduced spending
on 0.5 programs. The Indian public favored increased spending on 5.5 programs and
reduced spending on 1.6 programs. Although they shared a legacy of state socialism,
Russia displayed a higher level of support for state activism than China. Moreover, the
former displayed a lower level of support for state contraction than the latter.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

14
68

10
99

09
99

01
44

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1468109909990144


public attitudes toward government spending in the asia-pacific region 89

Overall, Americans and Japanese were the least supportive of state activism, while
Chinese and Russians were the most supportive. Australians and Indians fell somewhere
in between. China and Russia exhibited a wider support for ‘big government’ than Japan
and the US. These findings suggest that not only levels of economic development, but
also distinctive historical legacies may account for the variation in support for state
expansion and retrenchment.

Determinants of spending preferences

Previous studies have emphasized a wide range of factors shaping individuals’
preferences for government spending, especially welfare spending (Borre and
Scarbrough, 1995; Svallfors, 1997; Mehrtens, 2004; Kulmin, 2007). They have suggested
that individual attitudes toward government spending reflect economic self-interests,
left–right ideology, values and beliefs, and social position, among others (Coughlin,
1980; Eismeier, 1982; Sanders, 1988; Hasenfeld and Rafferty, 1989; Pettersen, 1995).
Some have proposed that individuals calculate the economic benefits and tax burdens
of government spending and behave according to their own self-interests. Attitudes
toward government spending have been argued to reflect the impact of long-term
predispositions such as party identification and political ideology; values and beliefs
such as economic individualism, meritocracy, egalitarianism, and materialism/post-
materialism have been proposed to shape attitudes toward the scope and types of
government intervention; individuals’ positions within society and their associated
life experiences have been identified as helpful in understanding their preferences for
government spending.

Reflecting on prior studies, this study proposes the following hypotheses. First,
women are expected to be more supportive of welfare spending than men because a
welfare state makes it possible for women to work, whereas men would experience
an increased tax burden and unemployment rate. Second, age-related differences are
anticipated. Older people are expected to be more supportive of social insurance and
security-related spending than younger people. On the other hand, younger people are
expected to be more supportive of human capital-related spending than older people.
Third, people of high social status have less need of welfare services and more interest
in non-material aspects of life. Hence, people with a higher level of income or more
education are expected to be less supportive of welfare spending and more supportive
of quality of life-related spending than people with a lower level of income or less
education. Fourth, since greater government intervention is associated with left-wing
political parties, while lesser government intervention is related to right-wing political
parties, people on the political left are expected to be more supportive of additional
government spending, especially welfare spending, than people on the political right.
Finally, value priorities determine types of goals that people expect the government
to address. Hence, people with material values are expected to be more supportive
of physical- and economic security-related spending, while people with post-material
values of quality of life-related spending.
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The following section examines, through multiple regression analyses, how
individual attitudes toward government spending are related to four socio-
demographic variables (i.e., gender, age, education, and income) and two attitudinal
variables (i.e., left–right ideology and post-material values)2 and how their effects and
relative importance vary across the sample countries.

Advanced market economies
The three advanced market economies are addressed first (see Table 4). In Australia,

gender had a positive effect on health, education, and women’s status. Women were
more supportive of increased spending for human capital and gender equality than
men. Age had a positive effect on old age pensions, law enforcement, and transport and
telecommunications. Older people were more concerned with physical and economic
security than younger people. Educational attainment had a negative effect on defense,
law enforcement, and old age pensions and a positive effect on culture and the arts.
Income had a positive effect on education and a negative effect on unemployment
benefits. People with a higher social position were less supportive of welfare spending
than people with a lower social position. Post-material values had a negative effect on
defense, law enforcement, and old age pensions and a positive effect on the environment.
As expected, people with post-material values were less supportive of security-related
spending and more supportive of quality of life-related spending than people with
material values. Left–right ideology had a negative effect on unemployment benefits,
women’s status, the environment, and culture and the arts. People on the political left
were more supportive of welfare and quality of life-related spending than people on the
political right. Overall, educational attainment, left–right ideology, and post-material
values were significantly related to four of ten spending preferences. Values and beliefs
appeared to be more prominent than economic self-interest. Nonetheless, there was no
single dominant predictor of Australian attitudes toward government spending.

In Japan, gender had a positive effect only on unemployment benefits. It is
interesting that women were no more supportive of increased spending on gender
equality than men. Age had a positive effect on law enforcement and culture and the
arts. Notable is that older people were no more supportive of increased spending on
old age pensions than younger people. Educational attainment had a negative effect on
defense, old age pensions, and unemployment and a positive effect on the environment
and culture and the arts. The more educated were more supportive of quality of life-
related spending and less supportive of welfare spending than the less educated. As
expected, post-material values had a positive effect on the environment and education.

2 To measure materialism/post-materialism values, the following two questions were used: ‘If you have
to choose, which one of the things on this card would you say is the most important? And which
would be the second most important? (1) maintaining order, (2) giving people more say in important
government decisions, (3) fighting rising prices, and (4) protecting freedom of speech.’ Those choosing
the first and the third were given a score of 1 (materialist), those choosing the second and the fourth, a
score of 3 (post-materialist), and the rest, a score of 2 (mixed).
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Table 4. Multivariate analysis of spending preferences: advanced market economies

Post- Left–right
Gender Age Education Income materialism ideology R2 N

Australia

Security
Defense 0.010 0.052 −0.174∗∗ −0.098 −0.217∗∗∗ 0.020 0.059 558
Law enforcement 0.104 0.088∗∗∗ −0.112∗ 0.052 −0.148∗∗ 0.030 0.060 566

Infrastructure
Transport & telecom −0.038 0.053∗ −0.038 0.008 0.068 −0.022 0.019 566
Environment −0.052 −0.027 0.093 −0.051 0.148∗∗ −0.042∗ 0.042 559
Culture & arts 0.039 −0.046 0.237∗∗∗ −0.075 0.082 −0.097∗∗∗ 0.085 562

Human capital
Health 0.117∗ 0.036 0.027 0.008 0.006 −0.007 0.015 569
Education 0.142∗ −0.002 −0.043 0.110∗∗ 0.033 0.008 0.022 565

Welfare
Old age pensions 0.020 0.105∗∗∗ −0.132∗∗ −0.027 −0.103∗ −0.025 0.073 565
Unemployment

benefits
−0.051 −0.027 0.051 −0.313∗∗∗ −0.016 −0.062∗∗ 0.085 562

Women’s status 0.166∗ 0.013 0.021 −0.055 0.035 −0.068∗∗∗ 0.040 559

Japan

Security
Defense 0.070 0.022 −0.109∗ −0.014 −0.074 0.101∗∗∗ 0.050 640
Law enforcement −0.066 0.053∗ −0.005 −0.027 0.066 0.004 0.013 638

Infrastructure
Transport & telecom −0.090 0.042 −0.048 −0.021 −0.058 −0.046∗ 0.022 640
Environment −0.086 −0.028 0.118∗ 0.033 0.175∗∗ −0.033 0.041 640
Culture & arts 0.014 0.074∗∗ 0.171∗∗∗ 0.028 0.078 −0.032 0.039 635

Human capital
Health −0.059 −0.033 0.040 −0.021 0.080 −0.053∗∗ 0.026 645
Education 0.037 0.017 0.076 0.044 0.130∗ −0.016 0.020 642

Welfare
Old age pensions 0.036 0.032 −0.156∗∗ −0.035 −0.049 −0.060∗∗ 0.039 647
Unemployment

benefits
0.133∗ 0.023 −0.135∗∗ −0.061 −0.084 −0.055∗∗ 0.051 644

Women’s status 0.036 0.045 0.057 −0.056 0.074 −0.049∗∗ 0.026 637

United States

Security
Defense −0.065 0.025 −0.052 −0.212∗∗∗ −0.090 0.110∗∗∗ 0.064 642
Law enforcement 0.037 0.029 0.092 −0.152∗∗∗ −0.034 0.004 0.019 647

Infrastructure
Transport & telecom −0.136 0.013 0.091 −0.028 0.101 −0.068∗∗∗ 0.046 636
Environment 0.030 −0.057∗ 0.047 0.016 0.128∗ −0.146∗∗∗ 0.131 649
Culture & arts 0.066 −0.056∗ 0.159∗ −0.002 0.145∗ −0.093∗∗∗ 0.084 635

Human capital
Health 0.144∗ −0.001 −0.078 −0.173∗∗∗ −0.006 −0.082∗∗∗ 0.082 650
Education 0.091 −0.084∗∗∗ 0.037 −0.149∗∗∗ 0.120∗ −0.078∗∗∗ 0.086 650

Welfare
Old age pensions 0.057 0.081∗∗ −0.054 −0.082 −0.024 −0.071∗∗∗ 0.052 639
Unemployment

benefits
0.027 0.005 −0.129∗ −0.133∗∗ −0.028 −0.083∗∗∗ 0.071 643

Women’s status 0.294∗∗∗ −0.045 0.068 −0.113∗ 0.111 −0.097∗∗∗ 0.098 621

Notes: Entries are unstandardized regression coefficients. Variables are coded as follows: gender (male = 1
and female = 2); age (20–29 = 1, 30–39 = 2, 40–49 = 3, 50–59 = 4 and 60–69 = 5); educational attainment
(less than high school = 1, high school = 2 and some college+ = 3); income (low = 1, middle = 2 and high = 3);
post-materialism (materialist = 1, mixed = 2 and post-materialist = 3); and left–right ideology (10-point left–right
self-placement scale). ∗ P<0.05. ∗∗ P<0.01. ∗∗∗ P<0.001.
Source: 2008 AsiaBarometer Survey.
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Left–right ideology had a negative effect on old age pensions, unemployment benefits,
women’s status, health, and transport and telecommunications and a positive effect on
defense. Left-wing people were more supportive of welfare spending than right-wing
people. Notable is that key welfare spending preferences were consistently related to
left–right ideology and educational attainment. Income had no effect. This finding
suggests that the support for welfare programs reflects not so much economic interests
as symbolic predispositions. Overall, left–right ideology was significantly related to
six of ten spending preferences, while educational attainment, five. It seems that
political ideology and educational attainment were major, if not dominant, predictors
of Japanese attitudes toward government spending.

In the US, gender had a positive effect on women’s status and health. Not
surprisingly, women were more supportive of increased spending on gender equality
than men. Age had a negative effect on education, the environment, culture and the
arts, and women’s status and a positive effect on old age pensions. As expected, older
people were more supportive of increased spending on old age pensions than younger
people. Yet, the former were less supportive of quality of life-related spending than the
latter. Educational attainment had a positive effect on culture and the arts and a negative
effect on unemployment benefits. The more educated were less supportive of welfare
spending and more supportive of quality of life-related spending than the less educated.
Income had a negative effect on a wide range of spending programs. High-income
people were less supportive of welfare, human capital, and security-related spending
than low-income people. Post-material values had a positive effect on quality of life-
and human capital-related spending. Left–right ideology had a significant effect on all
spending programs except defense. People on the political left were more supportive of
welfare, human capital, and cultural and physical infrastructure spending than people
on the political right. In contrast, the left were less supportive of defense spending than
the right. Notable is that attitudes toward welfare spending were consistently related to
economic interest and left–right ideology, with the latter being stronger than the former.
Overall, left–right ideology was significantly related to nine of ten spending preferences,
while income, six. This evidently indicates that political ideology and economic interest
are dominant factors in shaping American attitudes toward government, underscoring
the influence of symbolic politics and self-interest in the US (Sears et al., 1980).

Emerging market economies
The three emerging market economies are now addressed (see Table 5). In China,

gender had a positive effect only on women’s status, indicating that women are more
supportive of an increased government action to improve gender quality than men.
Educational attainment had a positive effect on the environment, old age pensions,
and women’s status. The more educated were more supportive of increased spending
on clean air and safe water, the welfare of the elderly, and gender equality than the
less educated. Income had a positive effect on health, education, and law enforcement.
Notable is that people with a higher level of income were more supportive of increased
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Table 5. Multivariate analysis of spending preferences: emerging market economies

Post- Left–right
Gender Age Education Income materialism ideology R2 N

China

Security
Defense 0.028 −0.026 0.006 0.059 0.076 −0.033∗∗ 0.017 959
Law enforcement −0.030 0.014 0.045 0.088∗ −0.065 −0.039∗∗ 0.022 962

Infrastructure
Transport & telecom 0.066 0.017 0.078 0.031 0.082 −0.030∗ 0.017 961
Environment 0.019 0.028 0.110∗∗ 0.060 0.038 −0.052∗∗∗ 0.042 959
Culture & arts 0.051 0.012 0.065 −0.012 0.047 −0.021 0.007 958

Human capital
Health 0.099 0.020 0.013 0.129∗∗∗ −0.039 −0.048∗∗∗ 0.036 965
Education 0.091 −0.015 0.048 0.075∗ 0.034 −0.037∗∗ 0.026 958

Welfare
Old age pensions −0.001 0.019 0.091∗ −0.011 −0.033 −0.025∗ 0.012 955
Unemployment

benefits
0.079 0.028 0.054 0.019 −0.084 −0.026∗ 0.013 962

Women’s status 0.218∗∗∗ 0.022 0.115∗∗ −0.068 0.016 −0.025∗ 0.033 957

India

Security
Defense −0.043 0.003 −0.004 −0.079 0.097 0.001 0.006 848
Law enforcement −0.033 −0.002 −0.077 −0.043 0.152∗ −0.039∗∗ 0.019 849

Infrastructure
Transport & telecom −0.079 −0.051 −0.125∗ −0.037 −0.016 −0.001 0.011 820
Environment −0.017 −0.069∗ −0.080 0.001 −0.003 −0.005 0.008 849
Culture & arts 0.019 −0.048 −0.137∗∗ 0.034 −0.104 −0.003 0.015 839

Human capital
Health 0.004 −0.040 −0.026 −0.086 −0.091 −0.066∗∗∗ 0.041 857
Education 0.048 −0.081∗∗ −0.056 −0.123∗ −0.085 −0.061∗∗∗ 0.051 858

Welfare
Old age pensions −0.129 −0.073∗ −0.082 −0.109 −0.253∗∗∗ 0.041∗∗ 0.039 852
Unemployment

benefits
−0.089 −0.085∗ −0.219∗∗∗ 0.063 −0.191∗ 0.008 0.025 852

Women’s status −0.013 −0.032 −0.133∗ 0.040 −0.023 0.021 0.011 843

Russia

Security
Defense 0.061 0.027 −0.151 0.035 −0.040 0.042∗ 0.020 484
Law enforcement 0.116 −0.002 0.032 −0.081 0.002 0.031 0.013 488

Infrastructure
Transport & telecom 0.202∗ 0.108∗∗ 0.044 −0.078 −0.022 0.004 0.043 488
Environment 0.061 −0.009 −0.037 0.093 −0.054 −0.025 0.014 494
Culture & arts 0.132 0.043 0.038 0.000 −0.114 −0.005 0.019 479

Human capital
Health 0.141∗ 0.023 0.008 −0.006 −0.044 −0.016 0.020 504
Education 0.217∗∗∗ 0.008 −0.009 0.008 −0.029 −0.009 0.022 501

Welfare
Old age pensions 0.064 0.039 0.017 −0.045 −0.037 −0.030∗ 0.033 508
Unemployment

benefits
0.194∗ 0.024 −0.004 −0.201∗∗∗ 0.027 −0.007 0.044 490

Women’s status 0.374∗∗∗ −0.006 −0.115 0.007 −0.074 −0.010 0.056 470

Notes: Entries are unstandardized regression coefficients0. ∗ P<0.05. ∗∗ P<0.01. ∗∗∗ P<0.001.
Source: 2008 AsiaBarometer Survey.
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spending on human capital than people with a lower level of income. Left–right ideology
had a negative effect on a wide range of spending programs. People on the political left
were more supportive of increased spending on security, human capital, infrastructure,
and welfare than people on the political right. Age and post-material values had no
effect. Overall, left–right ideology was related to nine of ten spending preferences. This
suggests that political ideology is a single dominant predictor of Chinese attitudes
toward government spending.

In India, age had a negative effect on old age pensions, unemployment benefits,
education, and the environment. Unexpectedly, older people were less supportive of
increased spending on old age pensions than younger people. Educational attainment
had a negative effect on unemployment benefits, women’s status, transport and
telecommunications, and culture and the arts. The more educated people were less
supportive of increased spending on welfare and physical infrastructure than the less
educated. Income had a negative effect only on education expenditure. Post-material
values had a negative effect on old age pensions and unemployment benefits, but
unexpectedly a positive effect on law enforcement. Left–right ideology had a negative
effect on law enforcement, health, and education and a positive effect on old age
pensions. As expected, people on the political right were less supportive of government
intervention in health and education than people on the political left. However, right-
wing people were more supportive of old age pensions than left-wing people. Gender
had no effect. Overall, there was no major dominant determinant of Indian attitudes
toward government spending.

In Russia, gender had a positive effect on a wide range of spending programs,
such as health, education, unemployment benefits, women’s status, and transport
and telecommunications. Women were more supportive of increased spending on
human capital and welfare than men. Age had a positive effect only on transport and
telecommunications. Income had a negative effect only on unemployment benefits and
educational attainment had no effect. Socioeconomic status, as measured by education
and income, was hardly a prominent factor in determining spending preferences.
Left–right ideology had a positive effect on defense and a negative effect on old age
pensions. As expected, people on the political right were more supportive of defense
spending and less supportive of welfare spending than people on the political left.
Post-material values had no effect. Overall, gender was significantly related to five of
ten spending preferences. This suggests that gender is a major predictor of Russian
attitudes toward government spending. If there were a politics of government spending
in Russia, it would be neither self-interest politics nor symbolic politics, but gender
politics.

The results of multiple regression analyses show that the primary determinants of
public attitudes toward government spending vary greatly from country to country. Yet,
some notable patterns can be identified. In the US, left–right ideology and economic
self-interests constituted major fault lines for the politics of government spending.
In Japan, left–right ideology divided public attitudes toward government spending.
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In Australia, diverse factors such as post-material values, educational attainment, and
left–right ideology formed the bases of political conflict on government spending.
Overall, in the highly developed capitalist democracies, left–right ideology and their
political carriers played a prominent role in shaping public attitudes toward government
spending.

In China, left–right ideology emerged to divide public attitudes toward government
spending. People on the political right were inclined to support state contraction, while
people on the political left supported expansion, indicating that the right embraces
neoliberal ideologies, while the left adheres to the legacy of state socialism. In India,
there was no notable dividing line of conflict on government spending, although
left–right ideology played a limited role in shaping public attitudes toward spending on
human capital. In Russia, if there were a politics of welfare and social spending, it would
reflect the gender conflict. In some emerging market economies, such as China and
India, public disagreements about the scope of government seem to reflect a growing
ideological tension between neo-liberalism and state socialism.

Summary and conclusion

The recent global financial crisis has resulted in a widespread demand for more
state intervention, and the magnitude of the demand has been greater than ever before.
Before the crisis, there existed, due to global pressures, a period of state contraction or
retrenchment for more than two decades; in the wake of economic globalization and
the neoliberal reform movement, both rich democracies and poor non-democracies
had been forced to roll back the state (Levy, 2006). Against this backdrop, this study
examines public support for the scope of government by analyzing attitudes toward
government spending across a wide range of policy programs.

The analysis of the 2008 ABS data from six major countries of the Asia-Pacific
region suggests that ordinary citizens of the sample countries are more likely to favor
increased, rather than reduced, government spending. There was no popular support
for state contraction or retrenchment. Even in leading advanced market economies,
such as Japan and the US, the mass publics were not supportive of state contraction,
although they were the least supportive of state expansion. Public support for state
expansion remained very strong in China and Russia, former state socialist countries.
Surprisingly, public support for state expansion was stronger in Australia, an advanced
market economy, than in India, an emerging market economy with a long history of
state socialism.

Public support for social insurance programs such as old age pensions and
unemployment benefits was weaker in market capitalist countries such as the US
and Japan in comparison to those of former state socialist countries such as China
and Russia. Noteworthy is that, in the areas of health and education, there was a
universally strong support for state intervention regardless of types of political regimes
or levels of economic development. Since health and education are viewed as human
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capital investment essential for development, they were the least contested items of
government expenditure in not only advanced market economies but also emerging
ones.

The welfare programs benefiting larger constituencies, such as old age pensions,
enjoyed a higher level of public support, while those benefiting smaller constituencies,
such as unemployment benefits or women’s status, received a lower level of public
support. This finding suggests that the size of beneficiaries of spending programs may
account for the variation in support for them.

The analysis also shows that determinants of attitudes toward government spending
varied from country to country. It is found that, in many sample countries, economic
self-interests, as measured by income, were likely to influence attitudes toward
government spending. Individuals from high-income groups were opposed to welfare
spending while supportive of non-welfare spending associated with quality of life. In
many sample countries, left–right ideology played a key role in determining a wide range
of spending preferences. Especially notable is that, in the market capitalist democracies,
public disagreements over welfare spending reflected ideological differences. Social
status, as reflected by education, discouraged support for welfare spending and
encouraged support for quality of life-related spending. Life experiences associated
with gender were also occasionally related to attitudes toward welfare spending. All
these findings evidently indicate that the socially vulnerable, such as the poor, women,
and younger people, as well as the left, are more likely to favor more state intervention
in assisting people in need.

Overall, the mass publics of six major countries in the Asia-Pacific region did
not endorse state contraction or retrenchment in the wake of economic globalization
and the neoliberal reform movement. There was little public antagonism to state
intervention, particularly in human capital and universal social services. The ideal
scope of government that the majorities preferred is hardly smaller than it is right
now. Citizen demands for public goods and services appeared to be insatiable almost
everywhere. Despite neo-liberal calls for reductions in public expenditure for more than
two decades, ordinary citizens of the advanced and emerging market countries surveyed
displayed a wide support for state activism. There was, however, little indication of
popular support for state retrenchment.
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