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Abstract 
 
 
The political discourse on demographic change has gained momentum in many developed countries. 
Whereas in its beginning the discussion centred on the question of how to politically influence 
population ageing (e.g. by raising fertility rates), political decision makers now seem to be concerned 
about its consequences on societal dynamics, especially intergenerational relations. 

This is particularly evident in Germany, where the latest pension rise provoked a discussion on 
a possible transformation of the political system into a “gerontocracy”, in which the elderly control 
public resources to their own benefit. In this paper we investigate, if there is evidence for such a 
scenario by looking at two main questions: First, what is the effect of age on preferences toward social 
policies, which organise public transfers between generations (family and pension policies)? Second, in 
how far does a possible age effect depend on further demographic factors, such as parenthood and 
marriage, which organise an individual’s life-course? 

In order to answer these questions, we use recent survey data (GGS 2005 and PPAS 2003), 
which we analyse by applying standard linear models as well as Generalised Additive Models. The latter 
allow us to identify the trajectories of a possible age effect and its dependency on other demographic 
variables. 

In contrast to most existing studies, our analyses show clear age effects: Older people are less 
likely to support a variety of transfers to families than younger respondents. At the same time, the 
elderly are more likely to support pension policy reforms that put an even higher burden on the 
younger generation. We can also show that the age effects found are not always linear and follow 
different trajectories across the life course. We therefore argue that classical economic concepts cannot 
fully explain age-based support for intergenerational transfers. Age effects have to be seen in light of 
further demographic variables beyond a solely economically specified life cycle. 
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I Introduction 

Over the past decade, the discourse on demographic change has gained momentum in many 

developed countries, especially in Europe. Whereas in its beginning the discussion centred 

around the question of how to politically influence population ageing, e.g. by raising fertility 

levels or allowing for higher levels of immigration, political decision makers now seem to be 

more concerned about the consequences which demographic trends have on societal 

dynamics, especially intergenerational relations. This is particularly evident in Germany, where 

the latest pension rise has provoked a discussion on whether the country is about to become a 

“gerontocracy” – a system, in which political power is concentrated in the hands of the elderly 

as this group represents an increasing share of the electorate due to population ageing. A 

further basic assumption of this scenario is that the elderly use their (implicit and explicit) 

political power to control public resources in their own interest and against the needs of the 

young. 

On the other hand, also the elderly seem to be under increasing societal and political 

pressure: retirees are being held responsible for the current financial problems of the social 

security system as well as the future debts of the younger generation. As a consequence, there 

have been a range of political reforms which aim at cutting costs originating from transfers to 

the older generation; e.g. taxation on pensions has been extended since 2004, and in early 2009 

the German Bundestag passed the so called debt brake bill (“Schuldenbremse”), which limits 

the annual national debt to 0.35 percent of German GDP as of 2016 and was clearly 

motivated by a group of younger MPs arguing for more intergenerational justice. At the same 

time and as in many other European countries, more money has been spent for children and 

families; this for two reasons: First, the German Constitutional Court pointed out in several of 

its decisions that families had been economically disadvantaged. Second, a new family policy 

paradigm called “Sustainable Family Policy” (Gruescu and Rürup 2003) was introduced and 

set the “meta-aim” of German family policies to the increase of birth rates, which should be 

achieved by implementing an array of reforms, e.g. better childcare facilities or new parental 

leave benefit. The latter was introduced in 2007 and has resulted in additional costs of about € 

4 billion p.a. 

 Indications of an emerging generational conflict are also reflected in the current media 

discourse. Main German dailies are printing headlines such as: “Greedy pensioners – future 

generations have to pay the bill”, “Child-care ban: How child-unfriendly is Hamburg?” or “No 

hip-replacements for the very old”. 

This discussion of a conflict between the young and the old over public resources is 

fairly new in the German context; internationally it was first broached by Samuel Preston 

already in 1984. Preston analysed the situation in the United States of America – and his 

observation that a growing share of older people leads to higher spending for the elderly and 

subsequently to lower public transfers to children has been controversially discussed ever 

since. Most of the existing research in Demography, Sociology and Political Science has 

rejected the concept of generational conflict so far, often focussing on indeed still functioning 

generational relations within the family. However, this optimistic conclusion might be 

challenged, especially in the area of public generational relations due to a continuing increase 
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in the share of older voters, the need for reform of old age social security posed by population 

ageing, and the weakening of traditional family structures with more childless and unmarried 

people in the future. Very recent of the few existing studies have found either no effects of 

population ageing on redistributive public spending on the macro-level (Tepe and Vanhuysse 

2007) or limited evidence of age differences in related preferences on the individual level, 

especially in the German context (Busemeyer et al. 2009). All these studies use cross-country 

datasets, which come with limitations regarding questionnaires and sample size when looking 

at specific countries. Furthermore, they look solely at pension and education policies as 

proxies for upward and downward transfers and do not take family policies into account. They 

also base their analytical framework on classical political economy concepts, which 

conceptualise age in light of economic life cycle phases (education, labour market 

participation, retirement). We argue that adding a demographic perspective to these models 

contributes to the understanding of age differences in support for intergenerational transfers, 

as the underlying motives for social policy preferences are determined not only by an 

individual’s location within the economic life-cycle, but also within the demographic life-

course (marriage, parenthood, grandparenthood). 

In an earlier study (Wilkoszewski 2008) based on data from the 2003-wave of the 

Population and Policy Acceptance Survey (PPAS) we have already shown that large age-effects 

can be found for the German case when looking at preferences for monetary family policies 

(increase in child benefits) and that childlessness plays a significant role in determining these, 

too. In the paper at hand, we intend to extend this analysis by several dimensions to shed 

more light on how demography affects public transfer preferences. First, we include a set of 

12 additional family policy measures into our study, which represent all possible public 

downward transfer types (money, time, care, housing). Second, our findings for downward 

transfers are contrasted by adding a proxy for upward transfers: we analyse preferences for 

pension policy reforms. Third, additional statistical models are applied in order to identify the 

trajectories of the age-effects found over the life course as well as their dependency on 

demographic events. Finally, we apply our statistical models to a second large international 

survey (Generation and Gender Survey GGS, 2005) in order to test the robustness of our 

findings. 

The paper proceeds as follows: We first present the current state of research in the field 

and then derive our theoretical framework. Here, we extend in an ad-hoc manner the usual 

political economy concepts used for the research question at hand. Special attention is paid to 

the role of underlying motives for policy preferences. The third part of the paper introduces 

the research design including the datasets used as well as the statistical techniques applied. Part 

4 presents the findings of our empirical analysis. The paper ends with a short summary and 

directions for future research. 
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II Literature overview and theoretical considerations 

 

1 Research on demographic change, intergenerational relations, and preferences 

The question of demographic change and intergenerational transfers has been addressed 

mainly by economists aiming at measuring the extent and direction of transfers between 

generations as well as by sociologists respectively psychologists analysing the underlying 

motives of transfers. The latter two, however, focused on private intergenerational transfers 

rather than public ones. Only a few studies analysed possible age-effects in this context, even 

though – from a theoretical point of view – age is crucial to preference patterns: (political and 

social) interests of different groups in the modern welfare state largely depend on rights and 

duties to which they are entitled according to chronological age. Such an age-based system of 

access to and restriction of benefits can only be sustained as long as its character as a contract 

between age groups remains credible, i.e. every age group is treated in the same way as its 

respective counterpart in the past or in the future. However, demographic change poses major 

challenges to all modern welfare states. Unequal treatment for different age groups, therefore, 

is already moving up on the agenda and to be expected to gain importance in the future. 

Generally, existing studies come to the conclusion that family transfers exist to a 

significant extent and are given mostly from the elderly to the younger generations (e.g. 

McGarry/Schoeni 1997), whereas public transfers have been directed upwards (Lee 2003), 

even though recent generational accounting studies have added support to the hypothesis that 

– in the case of the U.S. – the net present value over the life cycle for current younger 

generations is positive (e.g. Bommier et al. 2004). According to Schokkaert, one of the most 

remarkable findings in the empirical work on the magnitude of transfers is the significant 

effect of age and education as to voluntary work and charitable giving: the highly educated, old 

people give more of their resources than the less educated and young members of society 

(Schokkaert 2006). 

 

1.1 Preferences toward intergenerational transfers 

The ongoing pension policy debate in Germany provides an apt illustration why motives or 

preferences – in this case public acceptance of the so-called generational contract – are crucial 

not only for family but also for public transfer flows between the generations. As long as the 

generation in the working age perceives contributions to the pension system as insurance rates 

– and not as taxes –, it seems plausible that workers are more willing to make these 

contributions to the elderly. On the other hand, a perception of pension contributions as 

being pure taxes creates welfare losses by lower support for these transfers, e.g. in the form of 

an increase of activities in the shadow-economy (Börsch-Supan/Reil-Held 2001). Surveys 

show that at the beginning of the current German pension system in the early 1960s most 

workers perceived pension contributions as fair rates, whereas now the majority considers 

pension benefits as transfers to the generation of the elderly, which are only linked loosely to 

own contributions (Boeri et al. 2001). 
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Given the importance of preferences for redistributive policies, it is surprising that most 

studies dealing with the analysis of attitudes focus on private intergenerational transfers in 

specific social interactions in the family context (e.g. Cox and Soldo 2004). By far less research 

has been devoted to the analysis of preferences towards public intergenerational transfers. 

This is partly due to the fact that the necessary survey data are available only to a limited 

extent. 

A comprehensive overview of studies on attitudes towards public intergenerational 

transfers is given by Kohli (Kohli 2005). Two data sources were used in these studies 

(Andreß/Heien 2001, Blekesaune/Quadagno 2003, Hicks 2001, Smith 2000, European 

Commission 2004, Kohl 2003), focusing on international comparison: (a) the International 

Social Survey Program (ISSP), a rather extensive (in terms of sample size) yearly survey with 

additional topical modules at larger intervals, and (b) the Eurobarometer, the regular survey of 

the European Union covering all member and candidate countries, although with smaller 

sample sizes than the ISSP, which makes the analysis of preferences according to age-groups 

difficult if not impossible. 

Concerning the general picture of preferences toward transfers (regardless of e.g. the 

effect of age), all recent studies basically offer the same findings: Hicks’ analysis (Hicks 2001), 

which is based on ISSP data, shows that the majority in all countries deprecate reductions of 

old age benefits. Furthermore, when asked if government spending on pensions should be 

increased “more” or “much more” – even at the cost of a general tax increase –, a 

considerable fraction of the analysed populations agree with this policy option. In Germany, 

13.5 percent of the population opt for “much more”, even a third for “more” public spending 

for the elderly, whereas only 3.9 percent respectively 0.4 percent support “less” or “much 

less” expenditures. With regard to the responsibility for the provision of pensions the study 

finds high support in all countries claiming that the state should be responsible for the income 

of the elderly. In Germany, this view even gained support during the last decade of the 20 

century (38 percent in 1992, 40 percent in 1999). 

Further findings on these issues are provided by a special Eurobarometer in late 2001 

covering public attitudes to the welfare state’s tasks, such as a guaranteed minimum pension 

or the pay-as-you-go system, which both can rely on support of a large majority of citizens 

throughout the EU, showing very little country differences (European Commission 2004).  

The drawbacks of these studies are on the one hand the data they are based on, which 

were collected during the 1980s and 1990s when demographic change had not yet played a 

significant role on political agendas, and on the other hand the fact that the statistical 

techniques they apply mostly remain on the descriptive level. In addition, they do not look at 

downward transfers, and if so only in form of education policies (Smith 2000); family policies 

are not considered, mostly because of data restrictions. It therefore remains an open question 

in these studies, whether there are differences in preferences toward the two directions of the 

public transfers. As people obviously tend to perceive the state as being the most responsible 

actor for social care (see above), it is plausible that the majority might support transfers to all 

age-groups, regardless of the cost. 
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Smith’s study somewhat addresses this gap by focusing on preferences concerning 

government expenditure on different policy fields (elderly, police, education, health), using 

ISSP data from 1985, 1990, and 1996 (Smith 2000). The main results of this study is that – on 

average – an increase in public spending for the health care sector is favoured over increased 

retirement benefits, which in turn ranks above all other government sectors. However, there 

exist relatively large country-specific differences. (West-)German respondents in 1985 and 

1990 for example were favouring to an enormous extent raises in expenditure for 

environmental protection (81.1 percent respectively 89.5 percent), even at the cost of higher 

taxes. Even though this study points into the right direction, its results have to remain at a 

limited explanatory level – as the government sectors, which have been included into the ISSP 

modules, cannot be directly connected to interests of either the young or the older generation 

– except for education, which unfortunately was not analysed in Smith’s study with regard to 

differences in age groups. This gap in adequate data also persists in very recent studies of 

international surveys. A Eurobarometer on the solidarity between generations (European 

Commission 2009) again focuses solely on upward transfers in form of pensions and old age 

care facilities. 

 

1.2 Socio-demographic influence on preferences: Does age matter? 

Whether or not age has an influence on attitudes toward public intergenerational transfers 

remains a controversial issue in the recent literature. Following Blekesaune and Quadagno’s 

and Hicks’ argument (Blekesaune/Quadagno 2003, Hicks 2001), Kohli draws the conclusion 

that “most attitude studies up to now show a level of acceptance of welfare policies that is 

much higher than the discourse on generational equity would lead us to think, with pensions 

being the most popular part of the welfare state. There is some differentiation along the age 

dimension, but much less than one would expect from an interest-based model of political 

preference” (Kohli 2005: p. 19). 

On the basis of Eurobarometer data Kohl also argues that differences in attitudes 

between age groups concerning the needs for social protection at old age are relatively small, 

even though he identifies indications of weaker support for the idea of intergenerational 

solidarity among younger people (Kohl 2003). 

In contrast, Smith – analysing ISSP data – finds systematic differences in support of 

governmental spending on pensions: “Across age groups the predominant pattern was for 

support for governmental spending for retirement benefits to rise with age […]. This occurred 

in 19 of 25 countries. The generational differences were often quite large.” (Smith 2000: p. 

12). Similar findings are presented in a very recent study by Busemeyer et al. (2009) using the 

1996-wave of the ISSP, which looks at age/retirement and income effects on preferences 

toward education, health, and pension spending. Variation across countries and policy fields is 

considerable, with Germany (West) showing the smallest age differences. In their analytical 

concept Busemeyer et al. frame age in an economic life cycle perspective; their framework 

does not consider further demographic variables, such as parenthood or marital status. 

The only existing research work, which extends the analysis by a broader demographic 

perspective are the studies by Logan and Spitze (1995) and Wilkoszewski (2008). Logan and 
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Spitze compare the levels of support between age groups 40 to 80+ in 10-year-intervals on a 

series of preferences toward parent-child relations and governmental programs for older 

people. Programs within the family sector are not taken into account. The data used in this 

study comes from interviews with 1,200 residents of the Albany-Schenectady-Troy 

metropolitan area, a region in the U.S. state of New York. As a main result, Logan and Spitze 

conclude from their analysis that older people’s attitudes in both mentioned spheres tend to 

be least likely selfish, i.e. representing the “pro-elderly” position, also if controlled for other 

variables. The number of children seems to have an effect, though: “People with more adult 

children are more likely to adopt attitudes favouring the younger generation.” Using recent 

survey data, Wilkoszewski, however, finds both large effects of age and parenthood on 

preferences toward family policies for the German case: Older and childless people are less 

prone to support increases in child benefits. 

 

1.3 Summary 

We can summarise that existing research remains inconclusive on the question of whether age 

has an effect on social policy preferences. The large bulk of studies is based on cross-country 

comparisons; some of these find certain evidence for age differences in support for 

intergenerational transfers, but with large variations across countries and – if at all – small 

effects for Germany.  

Except for one study, the focus lies on education and pension policies as proxies for 

downward and upward transfers respectively. Surprisingly, family policies, which cover various 

dimensions of redistributive policies to the younger generation (money, time, care, housing) 

are hardly considered, even though latest research has shown that large age differences can be 

found in related preferences. 

 

 

2 Theoretical considerations 

As far as the theoretical framework is concerned, the standard political economy approach to 

studying preferences on redistributive policies is based on concepts in which age as an 

explanatory demographic variable does not play a central role. Preferences for 

intergenerational transfers are rather explained by the individual’s position in economic terms, 

i.e. by his or her income and/or need for public transfers. Busemeyer et al. (2009) in their 

study extend this concept and assign age a more relevant function. They conceptualise age 

along different life cycle phases (education, labour market participation, retirement) and 

identify seven respective functional age-groups, e.g. “young and in education”, “young and in 

the labour market” or “old and in retirement”. The authors concede that age might bear more 

(demographic) explanatory power than just structuring economically (in-) active phases: 
 

“Given that education is focused on the young, it is to be expected that 
older people are less in favour of increases in education spending than 
younger people, controlling for their socio-economic status. Of course, 
older people will show a certain amount of support for education 
spending, either because they have (grand)children in education or 
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realize that an educated workforce is needed to sustain economic well-
being.” (Busemeyer et al. 2009: p 199) 
 

Yet, their main measure of age-differences in preferences is the comparison between 

individuals participating in the labour market (“middle-aged and in work”) and those out of 

the labour market (“old and retired”). Furthermore, Busemeyer’s et al. concept basically 

remains within a rational-choice framework, which considers self-interest (in terms of 

receiving benefits or the respective expectation to do so) as the main underlying motive for 

the observed policy preference. Variables such as parenthood or grandparenthood and related 

motivations (altruism), which could grasp the demographic life-course notion of possible age-

effects, are not included in their model. 

Therefore, inconsistencies identified in the empirical analysis by Busemeyer et al. cannot 

be explained: The fact that older retired people in Germany are less in favour of e.g. a 

decrease in unemployment or education spending than expected – even though they do not 

benefit from these transfers anymore – is counterintuitive to the self-interest motive. The 

authors conclude that more attention has to be paid to the underlying norms and values of 

preferences. 

In this paper, we suggest to tackle the obvious short-comings of a basic political 

economy approach by adding a demographic life-course perspective to the economic life-cycle 

phases. This will also enable us to look deeper into the underlying motives of preferences, as it 

allows for using altruism as an explanation for preferences, which are seemingly inconsistent 

in the self-interest context (see also Schokkaert 2006). In Busemeyer’s et al. case e.g. we would 

argue that older people are also very likely to have children and/or grandchildren, who are at 

risk to become unemployed; as a consequence, (grand)parents are dynastically altruistic and do 

not support cuts in unemployment benefits to the same extent as older people, who are 

childless. In order to test this, however, variables like (grand)parenthood would have to be 

included into the empirical model. In the following, we will briefly present our analytical 

framework, which is illustrated by Graph 1. 

 

 

From an economic life-cycle to a demographic life-course perspective 

In a simple redistributive context of a specific transfer, there are basically two groups of 

individuals: beneficiaries (recipients) and non-beneficiaries (contributors). The group of 

beneficiaries also includes those individuals, who are at risk for the benefit and therefore do 

not actually receive it but expect to do so at a certain time. The preference to support a 

specific benefit depends on the individual’s socio-economic position (income). As introduced 

by Busemeyer et al. it also depends on the individual’s position in the economic life cycle (= 

“age”), which also determines the individual’s likelihood to be beneficiary or not. Underlying 

motives for these preferences are various forms of self interest (e.g. material self interest, 

social prestige, reciprocity; for a systematic overview of motives for public transfers see 

Wilkoszewski 2008). As outlined above, this concept cannot explain the case of individuals 

who support a specific transfer, even though they are not recipients of this benefit or cannot 

expect to become beneficiaries in the future. Neither it is able to give reasons for a 
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(hypothetical) situation in which beneficiaries are not supporting the transfer they receive. 

Retirees for example could be willing to accept cuts in their pensions, if under budget 

constraints this is the only possibility to provide essential transfers to the younger generation. 

These at first sight counter-intuitive social policy preferences require another dimension 

of motives in order to be analysed and explained: altruism. Since the set of motivations for 

transfers can be understood as a continuum between pure egoism and pure pro-social 

attitudes, one can introduce sub-categories for altruism just as in the case of self-interest 

(Wilkoszewski 2008, Schokkaert 2006). In the context of the research question at hand we 

suggest to introduce two forms of altruism: dynastic altruism and societal altruism. Both kinds 

are triggered by demographic life-course events and phases respectively: parenthood, 

grandparenthood, and to a certain extent marriage. Dynastic altruism – in economic studies on 

intra-family transfers (bequests) also referred to as “intergenerational altruism” – motivates 

parents and grandparents to support public transfers, which they do not benefit from directly, 

but which are directed towards their children or grandchildren. Examples could be educational 

transfers or – in the case of grandparents – child benefits or other family policies. Societal 

altruism on the other hand assumes that individuals with offspring are also more likely to 

support transfers towards the younger generation in a society as a whole than childless people. 

The experience of having or not having raised own children (and by doing so contributing to 

the persistence of society), might determine a person’s general attitude on intergenerational 

relations beyond the private sphere.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Graph 1: Theoretical framework 
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III Research design, data, and methods 

 

Based on the research gaps identified in the literature overview as well as our theoretical 

considerations, we develop the following main hypothesis for the empirical analysis of this 

paper. 
 

 

(1) Social policy preferences differ across age. 

The elderly are less in favour of public transfers to the young than the 

younger generation and prefer public transfers channelled to the older 

generation. 

 
 

(2) Social policy preferences differ between (grand)parents and (grand)childless people. 

(Grand)childless people are less in favour of public transfers to the young 

and more in favour of public upward transfers than (grand)parents. 

 
 

(3) Social policy preferences differ between married and unmarried people. 

Unmarried people are less in favour of public downward transfers than 

married people. 

 

In addition to the main covariates of interest (age and (grand)parenthood), the statistical 

models developed hereafter will also control for further important factors such as sex, socio-

economic status, differences between East- and West-Germany, current benefit entitlements, 

and general attitudes. 

For our analysis, we use the most recent data suitable to addressing the questions at 

hand: the German Population and Policy Acceptance Survey (PPAS 2003) and the German 

Generations and Gender Survey (GGS 2005). Both cross-sectional datasets have a large 

sample size (over 4,000 and over 10,000 respondents, respectively) and include an identical set 

of questions concerning preferences on 13 family policies, which we use as a proxy for public 

downward transfers. By applying the same model of support for these transfers to two 

independent surveys, it is possible to test the robustness of the coefficients found. 

Furthermore, each dataset has its specific features, that justify the use of both surveys in our 

analysis: On the one hand, the PPAS contains a question on preferences with regard to eight 

pension policies, which allows for an complementary analysis of demographic effects on 

upward transfer preferences. On the other hand, the GGS provides information on 

grandparenthood, which unfortunately is not included in the PPAS dataset. 

As a first step, we apply classical Generalised Linear Models (GLM, logistic regression) 

to identify the impact of demographic factors on transfer preferences, in particular age. Since 

linearity of coefficients is one of the basic assumptions of these models, we use Generalised 

Additive Models (GAM) in a second step to assess the patterns of age effects found over the 

(synthetic) life course. This does not only allow us to identify possible age trajectories of social 
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policy preferences, but also enables us to reflect on the underlying motives of preferences 

outlined in our theoretical framework. In the following, we will present the model 

specifications used for both datasets in more detail. 

 

 

Model specifications – dependent variables 

The PPAS and GGS datasets contain a battery of practically identical items on 13 family 

policies, which cover a whole range of public downward transfers (money, time, education, 

and housing, see Table 1). Respondents were asked to evaluate the importance of each of 

these policies: 
 

“What do you think about the following policies, which are supposed to 
help having, raising and caring for children? Are you more in favour or 
more against these measures? These policies are not fictitious; most of 
the do exist in some European countries. A few have also been 
implemented in Germany or were taken into consideration by policy-
makers.” 

 

 Family policy Transfer type 

1 Better marital leave schemes for working 
mothers 

Time 

2 Lower income taxes for parents of minor 
children 

Money 

3 Better childcare facilities for children under 
the age of 3 

Time / Care 

4 
Better childcare facilities for children from 
the age of 3 to the age of primary school 
entry 

Time / Care 

5 Financial bonus for families with children 
(means-tested) 

Money 

6 Financial bonus at birth of a child Money 

7 
Financial assistance for mothers or fathers, 
who give up their jobs, because they want 
to look after their minor children 

Money 

8 A substantial increase of child benefits to € 
250 per child and month 

Money 

9 
Care facilities for children of school age for 
the time before and after school hours as 
well as during school holidays 

Time / Care 

10 Flexible working hours for working parents 
with small children 

Time 

11 More and better part-time work 
possibilities for parents with children 

Time 

12 Significantly cheaper costs for education Education / Money 

13 Better housing for families with children Housing / Money 

 

Table 1: Family policies and respective type of transfer 
PPAS 2003 and GGS 2005 (item 12 here: “More all day schools”) 
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For our empirical analysis, we use each of these family policies as a separate dependent 

variable (resulting in 13 logistic regression estimations). To do so, we dichotomise the 

variables with 1 representing those respondents who fully agree or agree with the proposed 

reform, and 0 for all other responses.a Depending on the transfer type, between 11 and almost 

30 percent of respondents oppose the proposed reforms in both datasets. The highest levels 

of rejection concern mostly money transfers (6 and 8). 

With regard to public upward transfers, only the PPAS contains a suitable question, 

which asks the respondents’ view on various policies to sustain the current pay-as-you-go-

pension system in Germany: 
 

“Many people fear that the state will not be able to pay for their public 
pensions, once they retire. There are several possibilities to secure the 
financial basis of the public pension system. Please select out of the 
following options the policy which you would prefer being implemented 
for that purpose.”b 
 

Respondents had to select from a range of 10 policies, some of them putting more burden on 

the younger generation, some of them asking for more contributions by the elderly to tackle 

the problem (see Table 2 below). 
 

 Pension policy Transfer direction 

1 Raising the official retirement age Downward 

2 Increase in income taxes Upward 

3 Reduction of monthly pension payments Downward 

4 Force children to support their parents Upward 

5 Abolish early retirement programmes Downward 

6 
Make amount of monthly pension 
payments dependent on number of own 
children 

Downward 

7 Put extra burden on certain groups within 
society 

Upward 

8 Fight unemployment n.a. 

9 More private pension plans n.a. 

10 Pay pensions only to those, who paid 
contributions into the system 

Upward 

 

Table 2: Pension policies and respective direction of transfer; PPAS 2003 

 

                                                 

a  Even though the sample size is rather big, some spells would contain too few cases when using ordered 
logistic regression, resulting in non-significance of most effects found. By dichotomising the variables we avoid 
this problem. 
b  Respondents were also asked to give a second choice. However, for our subsequent statistical analysis we 
will not consider the second policy option given by the respondent. We argue that in this type of question, the 
actual policy preference is made clear by ranking the policy option as the “preferred” one, leaving the second 
option with lesser power to identify policy preferences (as the question is not an “either-or” one). 
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We identify eight of these policy measures as proxies for upward and downward transfers 

respectively: 2, 4, 7, 10 are upward transfers, in the sense that they put a burden on the 

younger generation in order to ensure pensions for the older generation. 1, 3, 5, 6 put the 

burden on the older generation and can be therefore seen as a proxy for downward transfers. 

Policies No. 8 and 9 (fight unemployment and more private pension plans) cannot be clearly 

assigned to either direction of transfers. Hence, we exclude these from our sample (with a 

frequency of .5% and 1.9% respectively this also seems to be justified in terms of not 

influencing the sample too much). The dependent variable is constructed by recoding 

responses favouring upward transfers into 1, and those preferring downward transfers into 0, 

the latter making for roughly 20 percent of responses. 

 

 

Model specifications – independent variables 

The dependent variables of our binary logit model are predicted by a function of the following 

covariates (Table 3 below). 

 
Age of the respondent 
Range: 20 – 65 years (PPAS); 17 – 85 (GGS) 
 

Childlessness 
1 if the respondent is childless, 0 if else 
 

Grandparenthood 
1 if the respondent has grandchildren, 0 if else (not included in the PPAS data) 
 

Area of residence 
1 if West Germany, 0 if East Germany 
 

Current benefits 
1 if respondent receives child benefits, 0 if else (not included in the model for pension policies) 
 

Educational level 
1 if higher education, 0 if else 
 

Sex 
1 for male, 0 for female respondents 
 

Respondent’s marital status 
1 if married, 0 if else 
 

Conservativism 
Proxy for respondent’s conservatism; 1 if conservative, 0 if else 
 

Net household income 
1 if below the median (€ 2000.--), 0 if above 
 

Net household income (imputed) 
1 if below the median (€ 2000.--), 0 if above 
 

Imputation dummy 
1 if missing case in the household income variable was replaced by variable mean, 0 if else 
 

Table 3: Independent variables 
 

In addition to the demographic variables, we control for economic factors such as education 

and household income. The latter usually shows higher levels of missing cases as other 

variables. In order to evaluate the impact of these missing cases on our results, we run the 
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logit model with the original income variable as well as with an imputed variable.c When using 

the imputed variable, the model is extended by an imputation-dummy. 

We also include variables measuring potentially important attitudinal effects: first, a 

variable on the area of residence, since respondents in West and East Germany have 

experienced fundamentally different welfare state regimes; this might be reflected in different 

preference levels concerning child benefits. General political views might also play a role. A 

respondent who agrees with e.g. a significant increase in child benefits may want to support 

the younger generation. However, it may also be an expression of a conservative political 

view, since more generous state transfers to the child advantages the male-breadwinner model. 

Therefore, we include a covariate to test for these attitudes. In the PPAS, interviewees were 

asked several questions on the general relation between men and women and the role of the 

institutions like marriage or the family. One item asked, whether respondents feel that couples 

who want to have children should marry (dummy: yes/no). We use this variable as a proxy to 

identify possible effects of conservative attitudes on the dependent variable.d 

In the logit models on family policy preferences we finally also control for eventually 

strong positive attitudes of current beneficiaries of the policy measures under question. As a 

proxy we use information on whether or not the respondent received child benefits at the 

time of the survey, coding beneficiaries as 1, and all other respondents as 0. 

For each dependent variable we run up to 5 different model specifications: 1) including 

all covariates without imputing the missing cases of the household income variable; 2) 

including all covariates with imputation; 3) including only significant variables; 4) including 

only demographic variables; 5) including only demographic and significant variables.e 

The central specification for the Generalised Additive Models is the same as for the 

logit model, except for the fact that the independent variable age is entered into the model via 

a smoothing function (Hastie and Tibshirani 1990). For each of the dependent variable we run 

only two model specifications: 1) including all covariates and with imputation of the 

household income; 2) including age as the only covariate. The latter allows us to analyse the 

interaction between age and other covariates: In the full model we expect to identify the 

“pure” age-trajectory of policy preferences by controlling for all relevant other factors. In the 

restricted model with age as the only variable, we expect to find different patterns, as the age 

effect is distorted by other life-course effects, such as parenthood, which are not controlled 

for. As we aim at assessing the trajectories of age effects found over the life course and since 

the coefficient estimates of the GLM and the GAM are identical, we will only present the 

graphical results from the Generalised Additive Models. 
 

 

 

                                                 

c  Missing cases replaced by variable mean (€ 1993.--). 
d  Due to the different phrasing of attitudinal questions, we use a different proxy for the GGS-dataset: Here 
one item included the question, whether respondents support the idea of abolishing the right of divorce 
(dichotomous response yes/no). 
e  Model specification 5 only applicable depending on model results of other specifications. For the full 
model we test for collinearity of the covariates. The Variance Inflation Factors (VIF) are clearly below 2.5 for all 
covariates, thus giving no concern for collinear relationships between the variables included into the model. 
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IV Results 

 

This section of the paper contains the results of the GLM and GAM estimations. For the sake 

of a clear and efficient presentation of results, logistic regressions tables are only displayed for 

the PPAS dataset. The second part of this section will then address eventual differences 

compared to the coefficients obtained from the logit models based on the GGS dataset. The 

third part will highlight findings of the GAMs for both datasets combined. 

 

 

1 Demographic effects on transfer preferences 

1.1 Public downward transfers – family policies 

In the following, the results of the binary logit models for the 13 family policies are grouped 

according to the type of transfer (monetary, time, education, housing). 
 

Preferences towards monetary public downward transfers 

As outlined in Table 1, family policies which mainly address monetary transfers include lower 

taxes for parents (2), a means-tested financial bonus for families (5), a financial bonus at birth 

(6), financial assistance to parents, who give up their jobs (7) and a substantial increase in child 

benefits (8).f 

Tables 4 through 8 in the Annex present the results for all models concerning the 

preferences toward these policies. We find large and highly significant age effects in all of 

them, ranging between an odds ratio of 0.959 and 0.987 depending on the model specification 

and the monetary transfer type. The highest effect can be found with regard to a significant 

increase in child benefits (Table 8). In Model 4 the odds to support the introduction of this 

policy decrease by 4.1 percent per year of age. When comparing the youngest with the oldest 

respondent in the sample, the effect sums up to an odds ratio of 0.95945=0.152, i.e. the odds 

of a 65-year old respondent to (fully) agree with the policy are 84.8 percent smaller than the 

one of a 20-year old. 

Parenthood plays an equally important role in determining the preferences towards the 

five family policies, the coefficients found are large and highly significant for all models and all 

policies. The odds that a childless person supports the introduction of a significant increase in 

child benefits are almost 50 percent lower than the one of a respondent with own children 

(Models 1, 2, and 3 in Table 8); in the restricted Model 4 the odds are even 77.5 percent 

lower). The range of the parenthood-effect lies between an odds ratio of 0.312 (Model 4, 

Table 4, policy: lower taxes for parents) and 0.627 (Model 2, Table 7 in the Annex). 

With regard to the other demographic variables, only gender seems to have an effect on 

downward transfer preferences, the coefficients for marital status are all marginal and non-

significant. In general, men tend to support the five family policies to a lesser extent than 

women, with significant effects between 15 and 30 percent odds change for the following 

                                                 

f  Numbers in parentheses are referring to the order of policies in Table 1. 
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policy options: benefits for parents, who give up their job; financial bonus at birth; increase in 

child benefits. 

Large differences in preferences can also be found between respondents, who currently 

benefit from downward transfers and those, who do not: the odds to support e.g. an increase 

in child benefits for those respondents, who received this transfer at the time when the survey 

was conducted, are double as large as for those who did not (Table 8). 

Among the socio-economic factors included into our models, only educational 

attainment seems to influence social policy preferences, leaving household income with small 

and non-significant effects.g People with high school degrees support an increase in child 

benefits and a financial bonus at birth (Table 6) to a lesser extent than respondents with lower 

educational levels, corresponding to odds changes of about 20 and 40 percent respectively. 

There are also considerable and highly significant regional differences to be found. For 

respondents in Western Germany, the odds to support higher monthly payments for children 

are over 50 percent smaller than for interviewees in Eastern Germany (Table 8). With 65 

percent the odds change with regard to a financial bonus at birth (Table 6) is even higher. 

Finally, the covariate testing for the effect of broader attitudinal effects provides only 

significant coefficients in case of a financial bonus at birth. Here, conservative respondents 

have 40 percent higher odds to support this policy than more liberal interviewees (Table 6). 
 

Preferences towards public downward transfers providing more time for parents and families 

In a further step, we look at those downward transfers which are supposed to provide parents 

and families with more time, facilitating better childcare and parent-child relations. This 

transfer type includes the following family policies: better marital leave schemes for working 

mothers (1), better childcare facilities for children under the age of 3 (3), better childcare 

facilities for children from the age of 3 to the age of primary school entry (4), care facilities for 

children of school age for the time before and after school hours as well as during school 

holidays (9), flexible working hours for working parents with small children (10), and more 

and better part-time work possibilities for parents with children (11).h 

Tables 9 through 14 in the Annex present the results for all models concerning these 

policies. As in the case of monetary downward transfers, age does play role in determining this 

set of policies, however, on a considerably smaller scale. This is not surprising, as transfers in 

time do imply far smaller consequences for the state budget at first glance, hence providing 

less potential for conflict between age groups. 

A highly significant age-effect can be found concerning more flexible working hours for 

parents: the odds to support this policy decrease by about 1.5 percent per year of age, 

summing up to an odds change of about 50 percent when comparing a 20-year old with a 65-

year old respondent (Table 14). A smaller, but still significant age-effect of about 1.0 percent 

odds change appears with the policy options “better marital leave schemes” and “better part-

                                                 

g  The model results also show that changing sample sizes due to missing cases in the household income 
variable do not affect the coefficients found, as they have similar values and significance-levels in both imputed 
and non-imputed samples. 
h  Numbers in parentheses are referring to the order of policies in Table 1. 
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time work possibilities for parents” (Tables 9 and 13 [Models 4 and 5]). For the three other 

family policies age seems not to play a role. 

Parenthood, however, appears to be as important for determining public downward 

transfers in form of time as for monetary transfers. Here the coefficients found, too, are large 

and highly significant for all models analysing four out of the six family policies (flexible 

working hours, better part-time work possibilities, better childcare facilities after school, better 

day care for children above the age of 3). The odds that a childless person supports the 

introduction of flexible working hours for parents are more than 50 percent lower than the 

one of a respondent with own children (Table 14); in the case of better part-time work 

possibilities the odds change amounts to about 60 percent (Table 13).  

With regard to the other demographic variables of interest, the coefficients for marital 

status are all marginal and non-significant.i Again, only gender seems to have an effect on 

downward transfer preferences with high significance values and considerable coefficients for 

all model specifications and all six family policies. In general, men tend to support these to a 

lesser extent than women, with an odds change of about 25 to 35 percent. 

In contrast to the case of monetary downward transfers, whether the respondent 

received child benefits at the time of the survey, does not have an impact on the preferences 

for these six family policies – the coefficients are to a large extent marginal and all non-

significant. Also education and household income show no effect, except for the policy option 

“better part-time work” (Table 13), which respondents with higher education tend to support 

more than those with lower educational attainment. 

On the other hand, the differences between Western and Eastern German expectations 

towards transfers organised by the state seem to manifest themselves also in this set of “time” 

transfers. They are considerable and highly significant for all model specifications; with an 

odds change of about 20 (better marital leave schemes) to 60 percent (better childcare facilities 

after school and during holidays), Western Germans are clearly less in favour of these 

transfers than Eastern German respondents.  

Finally, when looking at the three policies, which focus on establishing more child care 

facilities of different kinds, conservative respondents are clearly less likely to support these 

transfers than interviewees with more liberal attitudes (odds changes from 17.2 to 25.5 

percent, see Tables 10, 11, and 12). 
 

Preferences towards public downward transfers providing lower education costs and better housing 

In addition to monetary and time downward transfers, our analysis includes also two further 

kinds of family policies, which are aiming at providing on the one hand cheaper education and 

on the other hand better housing to families. These goods are in a sense connected to 

monetary transfers; however, we argue that they form own categories, since they each target a 

specific policy field: education and infrastructure. Tables 15 and 16 present the results of the 

binary logit models. Compared to the other transfer types, age does not play an important role 

in determining preferences. The effects are either small or non-significant. 

                                                 

i  Except for the policy option “better day care for children below the age of 3”, which married people are 
less likely to support than unmarried people (26.8 percent odds change, see Model 4 in Table 10). 
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However, parenthood again seems to be of even greater importance: The odds that a childless 

person supports better housing for families are about 40 percent lower than for a respondent 

with own children (Table 16); in the case of lower education costs the effect varies between 

almost 50 percent and about 30 percent depending on the model specification (Table 15). 

Among the other demographic variables included in the model, we find the same picture as 

with regard to the other two sets of transfers with coefficients for marital status being 

marginal and non-significant, and those for sex with high significance and roughly the same 

magnitude of over 20 percent lower odds for men supporting the policies. 

Receiving benefits at the time of the survey has a clear impact on the preferences for 

lower education costs, but is non-significant for better housing, whereas household income 

has only an effect on the latter policy with odds of supporting the measure being about a third 

higher for household with a net income below the median. The effect of educational level 

appears to be of the same magnitude and significance as for monetary transfer policies. 

An interesting deviation of the effect of the area of residence can be observed: whereas 

in all other models Western Germans are clearly less likely to support the policy, their odds to 

be in favour of “better housing for families” is roughly 75 percent higher than the ones of 

respondents living in East Germany. A possible explanation for this could be that throughout 

West Germany housing for families is much more expensive than in the former area of the 

GDR, where there actually is an oversupply of housing. 

 

 

1.2 Public upward transfers – pension policies 

In order to complement our antecedent analysis on intergenerational family policies, we also 

look at preferences toward intergenerational upward transfers. As a proxy for these we use 

support levels for pension policy options, which would put more burdens on the younger 

generation in order to keep the German pension system sustainable. Table 17 in the Annex 

displays the results of the binary logit models. 

Commensurate with the negative age effect on preferences toward downward transfers, 

we find a clear positive age effect on preferences toward upward transfers: the older the 

respondent is, the more likely he or she favours a pension-policy mix that puts more burdens 

on the younger generation. The odds ratio changes by about 1 percent per year of age, 

depending on the model specification, and therefore is somewhat smaller than in the 

downward transfer models. Also the significance levels are lower; yet the effect is distinct: The 

odds of a 65-year old respondent to (fully) agree with the policy-mix are 71.1 percent (since 

1.01245=1.711) higher than the one of a 20-year old.  

The effect of parenthood is reversed, too. Whereas childless people are less in favour of 

family policies than fathers or mothers, they have significantly higher odds to support an 

increased burden for the younger generation: the odds change compared to parents ranges 

between 59.9 and 76 percent depending on the model specification. 

Of the other covariates only the East-/West-divide has a distinct and highly significant effect 

on upward transfer preferences; as in the downward transfer models, Western Germans see 

the state less responsible for organising transfers between generations. 
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2 Robustness of findings 

As the GGS-dataset contained the same set of questions on downward transfer preferences, 

we were able to test the robustness of our findings. Furthermore, the demographic variables 

contained in these data provided a larger age range (up to 85 years) as well as information on 

whether or not the respondent has grandchildren, which is one of the main explanatory 

factors within our theoretical framework. The following brief comparison is focusing on the 

demographic variables and will not present detailed regression tables. Differences in the other 

covariates can be considered to be marginal. 

 

Demographic effects on downward transfers – Age 

The effects of age found in the PPAS-analysis are extremely robust and can be replicated on 

basis of the GGS-data. Generally speaking, the odds changes are again higher for monetary 

transfers than for other types of transfers. However, we identify also some differences 

between the two datasets. Whereas in the PPAS-analysis, no age-effect was found for the 

policies concerning better day care for children below and above the age of 3, there are 

differences across age to be found in the GGS-data concerning this policy preference, with a 

highly significant odds-change of about 1 percent per year of life. In addition, the magnitude 

for the age-effect found with the policy “better marital leave schemes” is larger in the GGS 

than in the PPAS-data and shows higher significance levels. 
 

Demographic effects on downward transfers – Parenthood and Grandparenthood 

Next to age, parenthood seems again to be one of the most influential factors for shaping 

preferences toward public downward transfers also on the basis of GGS-data. Compared to 

the PPAS-analysis, we are able to replicate all results concerning this covariate, both with 

regard to the magnitude of the effect as well as its significance levels. Only when looking at 

the policies “lower taxes for parents” and “better day care for children above the age of 3”, 

the odds changes are slightly smaller than in the PPAS-analysis. 

Generally speaking, the odds for childless people to find public transfers to the younger 

generation “very important” or “important” are about 30 to 35 percent lower than for parents. 

In contrast to the PPAS-analysis, we were able to also control for grandparenthood on basis 

of GGS-data. Having or not having grandchildren might be of a similar importance for 

shaping public transfer preferences as having children or being childless – especially at older 

ages. 

In literally all models grandparenthood increases the odds to evaluate the two indexed 

variables as well as all 13 family policies separately as “very important” or “important”. In 

most of the models this effect is also significant or highly significant. With an odds change 

between 10 and almost 45 percent there is quite some variance in the results. The biggest 

effects can be found with regard to time-related public transfers. The highest odds changes 

concern the policies “flexible working hours for parents”, “better day care for children below 

and above the age of 3”, and “better marital leave schemes”. 
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3 Age trajectories of social policy preferences 

Generalised Linear Models assume linearity of the effects found, i.e. in our case a regular 

increase or decrease of the likelihood to support or to oppose certain transfer policies by each 

single year of age. 

However, our analysis has shown that preferences are highly dependent on time-varying 

demographic factors, such as parenthood. Therefore, the age-effects identified in our models 

might follow a non-linear pattern over the life course. They might be also dependent on 

economic factors as suggested by the life-cycle perspective. 

In order to investigate these possible trajectories, we will present the graphical results 

from the GAM estimations for both datasets. All graphs will compare the baseline-model, 

which includes only age as a covariate (therefore resulting in a “distorted” age-effect), to the 

full model, which controls for all relevant demographic and economic variables (therefore 

giving the “pure” age-effect). Based on our theoretical considerations, we expect that the 

baseline-model underestimates the negative age-effect found for most downward transfers and 

underestimates the positive age-effect found for the upward transfer during life-course phases, 

in which parenthood and grandparenthood are most likely. 

 

Age trajectories of preferences toward monetary public downward transfers 

Monetary public downward transfers included in our analysis cover the following five family 

policies: lower taxes for parents (2), a means-tested financial bonus for families (5), a financial 

bonus at birth (6), financial assistance to parents, who give up their jobs (7) and a substantial 

increase in child benefits (8).j In the following we will pay special attention to policy (2) and 

(8), since the age-effects found follow quite remarkable non-linear traits as shown in Graphs 2 

and 3 on the following page.k 

Whereas on the basis of the full model a rather clearly linear negative age-effect on 

support for a policy promoting lower taxes for parents can be identified (red line, Graph 2a), 

the restricted model (green line) reveals a pattern, which can partially be attributed to the 

economic life-cycle (“parenthood-hump” in the age-range 30 to 49). However, the 

“grandparent-hump” in the age-range 55 to 65 cannot be explained by economic self-interest 

motives, as tax-benefits are directed to parents and not grandparents. We argue that in this 

age-group the likelihood to become a grandfather or -mother causes an underestimation of the 

“pure” age-effect, as grandparents form their preferences in a setting of dynastic altruism, in 

which they support transfers directed to their grandchildren. Even though in the full model 

we do not control for grandparenthood, the variable “Childlessness” obviously captures much 

of its effect, since a large fraction of parents in that age-group also have grandchildren. When 

looking at the trajectories obtained from the GGS-dataset we find practically identical results 

with regard to parenthood. The trait for grandparenthood is not as pronounced as in the case 

of the PPAS. Yet, the restricted model overestimates the support for the downward transfer in 

the higher age-groups. 

                                                 

j  Numbers in parentheses are referring to the order of policies in Table 1. 
k  The letters refer to the two datasets used, where a = PPAS and b = GGS. Note that the age-axes of the 
two graphs differ. 
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Graphs 2a and b: Smoothed age effect on support for family policies (a=PPAS; b=GGS) 
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Graphs 3a and b: Smoothed age effect on support for family policies (a=PPAS; b=GGS) 

 

The second monetary family policy, which aims at a substantial increase of child benefits 

provides similar preference structures (Graphs 3a and b). When controlled for a range of 

possible life-course relevant covariates, the “pure” age-effect follows an almost perfect linear 

pattern, as shown in (red line in Graph 3a); the “distorted” age effect in the restricted model, 

however, remains marginal up until the age of 40 (again the period, in which respondents are 

most likely to be exposed to parenthood), and follows a rather steep slope thereafter. An 

almost identical pattern can be found in the trajectories based on GGS-data. In addition, we 

find a clear grandparenthood-effect here, which disappears in the full model when controlled 

for grandparenthood. Our interpretation of the corresponding underlying motivations 

(dynastic altruism) appears to be supported also in this case. 
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Age trajectories of preferences towards public downward transfers providing more time for parents 

The second group of public downward transfers included those policies which are supposed 

to provide parents and families with more time, facilitating better childcare and parent-child 

relations. This transfer type includes the following family policies: better marital leave schemes 

for working mothers (1), better childcare facilities for children under the age of 3 (3), better 

childcare facilities for children from the age of 3 to the age of primary school entry (4), Care 

facilities for children of school age for the time before and after school hours as well as during 

school holidays (9), flexible working hours for working parents with small children (10) and 

more and better part-time work possibilities for parents with children (11).l 

Policies (1), (3), (10), and (11) mostly follow some U-shape trajectory (parent- and 

grandparent-hump), but with less pronounced age-differences as compared to the monetary 

downward transfers. Results obtained from the two datasets show only marginal differences. 

In the following, we will focus on policies (4) and (9), as they produce more diverse 

trajectories (Graphs 4 and 5). 

In the linear models applied we could not find significant or only marginal age-effects 

for the preference to support better childcare facilities for children above the age of 3 or for 

schoolchildren before and after school. This holds for both datasets. 

When looking at the graphical results of the additive models, it becomes clear that the 

linear model will not detect effects where non-linear traits cancel each other out over the 

whole age-span, as it is the case for the PPAS-dataset. Graphs 4a and 5a display the respective 

age-trajectories, which add once again support to the hypothesis that preferences toward 

transfer-related policies are highly dependent on the life-course phase the respondent finds 

him- or herself in. Both trajectories show clear parent- and grandparent-humps: during the 

ages where these demographic effects are more likely, the negative age-effect is reversed. In 

case of school-related childcare, the first hump covers the age-range 25 to 45, which is exactly 

the period, where responding parents are likely to have children of school-age. When looking 

at the age-effect on support for better day care for children above the age of 3, we can identify 

a second, smaller parent-hump around the age of the parents, at which a potential second 

child would turn 3. These results can be basically replicated on the basis of the GGS-dataset 

only for preferences toward the policy “childcare for children above the age of 3” and not 

school-related childcare (Graphs 4b and 5b). 

 
 

                                                 

l  Numbers in parentheses are referring to the order of policies in Table 1. 
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Graphs 4a and b: Smoothed age effect on support for family policies (a=PPAS; b=GGS) 
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Graphs 5a and b: Smoothed age effect on support for family policies (a=PPAS; b=GGS) 

 

Age trajectories of preferences towards public upward transfers: pension policies 

Finally we look at the graphical results of the GAM analysing the support for upward 

transfers, which are shown in Graph 6. The baseline model gives a slightly U-shaped 

trajectory, with support ratios at younger ages being almost as high as the ones at higher ages. 

This seemingly “altruistic” preference can also be explained from a self-interest perspective: In 

a context of reciprocity, young people might be willing to bear higher burden for the sake of 

persisting high pension-levels, as they will be beneficiaries once they are old. However, we also 

find evidence for our demographic life-course framework: As expected, the baseline-model 

underestimates the positive age-effect with increasing age. When controlled for parenthood, 

the positive age-effect is at a higher level. 
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Graphs 6: Smoothed age effect on support for upward transfers (pension policies) 

 

 

 

V Summary 
 

This paper was motivated by the growing concerns about an emerging conflict between young 

and old over public resource in Germany, which is triggered on the one hand by demographic 

change and on the other hand by budgetary constraints as well as social policy shifts. In our 

introduction we pointed out that in contrast to the conventional view, demographic change 

cannot only be reduced to population ageing in the intergenerational context; its effects on 

family structures (growing numbers of childless and unmarried people) have to be taken into 

account as well, since they are crucial for determining redistributive policy needs, too. 

In order to assess the plausibility of a conflict over public intergenerational transfers, 

policy preferences of different demographic groups and their underlying motivations are key. 

Not much research has been devoted to this matter so far. Our literature overview identified a 

persisting research gap on the question of how demographic factors – in particular age – 

influence public transfer preferences. Furthermore, the few studies addressing this issue have 

provided contradictory results and frame their analysis often in an economic life-cycle 

perspective. Here, age is in principle conceptualised along phases of labour market 

participation (education, work, retirement), which constitute the beneficiary groups of 

different redistributive policies (education, unemployment, pensions). In this context, the 

underlying motives of related preferences can only be explained by forms of self-interest. As a 

consequence, the reasons for counter-intuitive, possibly altruistic preference outcomes remain 

open. We therefore suggested extending the conventional economic life-cycle concept by a 

demographic life-course perspective, which allows for including forms of altruistic 

motivations to explain seemingly inconsistent findings. In analytical terms, this required to 
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consider further demographic variables (parenthood, grandparenthood, marriage), which has 

hardly been done so far. 

The empirical analyses of this paper were designed accordingly and were based not only 

on standard statistical estimation procedures, but also on newer techniques, which allowed to 

identify possible age trajectories of social policy preferences over the life course. In terms of 

data we suggested to use a comprehensive set of family policies as proxies for downward 

transfers, since this made a stronger case for testing our demographic life-course perspective 

argument than using education like most existing studies do. Furthermore, we were able to 

test the robustness of our findings by applying our models to two large independent surveys. 

The results of the standard logistic regression models showed strong and highly 

significant effects of age, parenthood, and grandparenthood on social preferences. In general, 

older and childless respondents were less likely to support public transfers to families with 

children and more likely to prefer pension policies, which put more burden on the younger 

generation. However, the age-trajectories of our Generalised Additive Models revealed that 

there are significant deviations from this finding, especially when looking at grandparents, who 

tend to support transfers which they do not directly benefit from. Following our concept of a 

demographic life-course perspective, we explained this preference, which would be 

inconsistent in an economic life-cycle view, with dynastic altruism motives. All central findings 

were highly robust and could be replicated on the basis of the second dataset. 

Future research will further develop the ad-hoc theoretical framework provided in this 

paper with a special focus on underlying motivations for social policy preferences. As this 

paper focused on Germany, it is also envisaged to extend the analysis to further countries and 

a larger international comparison respectively. 
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Annex 

 
 

 Family policy Transfer type 

1 Better marital leave schemes for working 
mothers 

Time 

2 Lower income taxes for parents of minor 
children 

Money 

3 Better childcare facilities for children under 
the age of 3 

Time / Care 

4 
Better childcare facilities for children from 
the age of 3 to the age of primary school 
entry 

Time / Care 

5 Financial bonus for families with children 
(means-tested) 

Money 

6 Financial bonus at birth of a child Money 

7 
Financial assistance for mothers or fathers, 
who give up their jobs, because they want 
to look after their minor children 

Money 

8 A substantial increase of child benefits to € 
250 per child and month 

Money 

9 
Care facilities for children of school age for 
the time before and after school hours as 
well as during school holidays 

Time / Care 

10 Flexible working hours for working parents 
with small children 

Time 

11 More and better part-time work 
possibilities for parents with children 

Time 

12 Significantly cheaper costs for education Education / Money 

13 Better housing for families with children Housing / Money 

 

Table 1: Family policies and respective type of transfer 
PPAS 2003 and GGS 2005 (item 12 here: “More all day schools”) 
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 Pension policy Transfer direction 

1 Raising the official retirement age Downward 

2 Increase in income taxes Upward 

3 Reduction of monthly pension payments Downward 

4 Force children to support their parents Upward 

5 Abolish early retirement programmes Downward 

6 
Make amount of monthly pension 
payments dependent on number of own 
children 

Downward 

7 Put extra burden on certain groups within 
society 

Upward 

8 Fight unemployment n.a. 

9 More private pension plans n.a. 

10 Pay pensions only to those, who paid 
contributions into the system 

Upward 

 

Table 2: Pension policies and respective direction of transfer; PPAS 2003 

 
 

Age of the respondent 
Range: 20 – 65 years (PPAS); 17 – 85 (GGS) 
 

Childlessness 
1 if the respondent is childless, 0 if else 
 

Grandparenthood 
1 if the respondent has grandchildren, 0 if else (not included in the PPAS data) 
 

Area of residence 
1 if West Germany, 0 if East Germany 
 

Current benefits 
1 if respondent receives child benefits, 0 if else (not included in the model for pension policies) 
 

Educational level 
1 if higher education, 0 if else 
 

Sex 
1 for male, 0 for female respondents 
 

Respondent’s marital status 
1 if married, 0 if else  
 

Conservativism 
Proxy for respondent’s conservatism; 1 if conservative, 0 if else 
 

Net household income 
1 if below the median (€ 2000.--), 0 if above 
 

Net household income (imputed) 
1 if below the median (€ 2000.--), 0 if above 
 

Imputation dummy 
1 if missing case in the household income variable was replaced by variable mean, 0 if else 
 

Table 3: Independent variables 
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Table 4: Support for public downward transfers, regression results; PPAS 2003 
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Table 5: Support for public downward transfers, regression results; PPAS 2003 
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Table 6: Support for public downward transfers, regression results; PPAS 2003 
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Table 7: Support for public downward transfers, regression results; PPAS 2003 
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Table 8: Support for public downward transfers, regression results; PPAS 2003 
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Table 9: Support for public downward transfers, regression results; PPAS 2003 
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Table 10: Support for public downward transfers, regression results; PPAS 2003 
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Table 11: Support for public downward transfers, regression results; PPAS 2003 
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Table 12: Support for public downward transfers, regression results; PPAS 2003 
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Table 13: Support for public downward transfers, regression results; PPAS 2003 
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Table 14: Support for public downward transfers, regression results; PPAS 2003 
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Table 15: Support for public downward transfers, regression results; PPAS 2003 
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Table 16: Support for public downward transfers, regression results; PPAS 2003 
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Table 17: Support for public upward transfers, regression results; PPAS 2003 



 43 

Literature 

 

 

 

Andreß, Hans-Jürgen/Heien, Thorsten (2001): Four worlds of welfare state attitudes? A 
comparison of Germany, Norway, and the United States. In: European Sociological Review. Vol. 
17/4. PP. 337-356 

Blekesaune, Morten/Quadagno, Jill (2003): Public attitudes toward welfare state policies. A 
comparative analysis of 24 nations. In: European Sociological Review. Vol. 19/5. PP. 415-427 

Boeri, Tito/Börsch-Supan, Axel/Tabelloni, Guido (2001): Would you like to shrink the 
welfare state? The opinions of European citizens. In: Economic Policy. 32. PP. 7-50 

Bommier, Antoine/Lee, Ronald/Miller, Timothy/Zuber, Stéphane (2004): The development of 
public transfers in the US: historical generational accounts for education, social security, and medicare. Paper 
for the PAA annual meetings 2004, Boston 

Börsch-Supan, Axel/Reil-Held, Anette (2001): How much is transfer and how much 
insurance in a pay-as-you-go system? In: Scandinavian Journal of Economics. Vol. 103/Nr. 3. PP. 
505-524 

Browning, Edgar K. (1975): Why the social insurance budget is too large in a democracy. In: 
Economic Inquiry. 13. PP. 373-388 

Busemeyer, Marius R. et al. (2009): Attitudes towards redistributive spending in an era of 
demographic ageing: the rival pressures from age and income in 14 OECD countries. In: 
Journal of European Social Policy. 13. PP. 195-212 

Cox, Donald/Soldo, Beth J. (1994): Motivation for money and care that adult children provide for 
parents, Center for Retirement Research Working Papers 2004. 
http://escholarship.bc.edu/retirement_papers/11 

Cox, Donald/Eser, Zekeriya/Jimenez, Emmanuel (1998): Motives for private transfers over 
the life cycle. An analytical framework and evidence for Peru. In: Journal of Development 
Economics. Vol. 55. PP. 57-80 

European Commission (2009): Solidarity between generations. Special Eurobarometer. Opinion 
Research Group EEIG 

European Commission (2004): The future of pension systems. Special Eurobarometer 161/ Wave 
56.1, European Opinion Research Group EEIG 

Galasso, Vincenzo/Profeta, Paola (2002): The political economy of social security: a survey. 
In: European Journal of Political Economy. Vol. 18. PP. 1-29 

Hastie, TJ/Tibshirani, RJ (1990): Generalized Additive Models. New York: Chapman and Hall 

Hicks, Peter (2001): Public support for retirement income reform. OECD Occasional papers No. 55 

Kohl, Jürgen (2003): Principles of distributive justice in pension policies. Cross-national variations in 
public opinion, paper for the Annual Meeting of the ISA Research Committee 19. Toronto: 
August 2003 



 44 

Kohli, Martin (1996): The problem of generations. Family, Economy, Politics. Collegium Budapest: 
Public Lectures No. 14 

Kohli, Martin (1999): Private and public transfers between generations: Linking the family and the state. 
http://www-user.ined.fr/~mad/Rencontres-Sauvy-Paris/ Actes/Kohli.pdf 

Kohli, Martin (2003a): Intergenerational Family Transfers in Aging Societies. Section on Aging & 
the Life Course. Distinguished Scholar Lecture at the 98th Meeting of the American 
Sociological Association, August 19, 2003, Atlanta, Georgia 

Kohli, Martin (2003b): Generationen in der Gesellschaft. Forschungsbericht 73 der 
Forschungsgruppe Altern und Lebenslauf (FALL). Berlin: Freie Universität Berlin 

Kohli, Martin (2005): Aging and justice, Research Report 74 of the Research Group on Aging 
and the Life Course (FALL). Berlin: Free University of Berlin 

Kohli, Martin/Künemund, Harald (2001): Intergenerational transfers in the family: What motives for 
giving, Research Report 71 of the Research Group on Aging and the Life Course (FALL). 
Berlin: Free University of Berlin 

Lee, Ronald (2003): Intergenerational Transfers. In: Demeny, Paul and Geoffrey McNicoll 
(eds.): Encyclopedia of Population. New York: MacMillan. PP. 542-545 

Leisering, Lutz (2000): Wohlfahrtsstaatliche Generationen. In: Martin Kohli/Marc Szydlik 
(Eds.): Generationen in Familie und Gesellschaft. Opladen: Leske + Budrich. PP. 59-76 

Logan, John R./Spitze, Glenna D. (1995): Self-interest and altruism in intergenerational 
relations. In: Demography. Vol. 32/3. PP. 353-364 

Lüth. Erik (2001): Private Intergenerational Transfers and Population Aging. The German Case. 
Heidelberg. Physica-Verlag 

McGarry, Kathleen/Schoeni, Robert F. (1997): Transfer behaviour within the family. Results 
from the Asset and Health Dynamics (AHEAD) Study. In: Journal of Gerontology: Psychology and 
Social Sciences. 52B special issue. PP. 82-92 

Opaschowski, Horst W. (2004): Der Generationenpakt. Das soziale Netz der Zukunft. Darmstadt: 
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft 

Parsons, Donald O. (1982): Demographic Effects on Public Charity to the Aged. In: The 
Journal of Human Resources, Vol. 17, No. 1, 144-152 

Ponza, Michael/Duncan, Greg J./Corcoran, Mary/Groskind, Fred (1988): The guns of 
autumn? Age differences in support for income transfers to the young and old. In: The Public 
Opinion Quarterly. Vol. 52/4. PP. 441-466 

Preston, Samuel H. (1984): Children and the elderly. Divergent paths for America’s 
dependents. In: Demography. Vol. 21/4. PP. 435-457 

Rürup, Bert/Gruescu, Sandra (2003): Nachhaltige Familienpolitik im Interesse einer aktiven 
Bevölkerungsentwicklung. Berlin: Bundesministerium für Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend 

Schokkaert, Erik (2006): The empirical analysis of transfer motives. In: Kolm, S/ Ythier, 
Jean Mercier (Eds.): Handbook of the economics of giving, altruism and reciprocity. Volume I. Oxford: 
Elsevier. PP. 127-181 



 45 

Smith, Tom W. (2000): Public support for governmental benefits for the elderly across countries and time. 
Paris: OECD-report 

Tepe, Markus/Vanhuysse, Pieter (2009): Are Aging OECD Welfare States on the Path to the 
Politics of Gerontocracy? Evidence from 18 Democracies, 1980-2002. In: Journal of Public 
Policy, Vol. 29 

Wilkoszewski, Harald (2008): Demographic pressure and attitudes towards public 
intergenerational transfers in Germany – how much room left for reforms? In: Tremmel, 
Jörg (Ed.): Demographic change and intergenerational justice: the implementation of long-term thinking in 
the political decision-making process. Springer, 175-205 

 


