
Skills and Inequality

Skills and Inequality studies the political economy of education and train-
ing reforms from the perspective of comparative welfare state research.
Highlighting the striking similarities between established worlds of wel-
fare capitalism and educational regimes, Marius R. Busemeyer argues that
both have similar political origins in the postwar period. He identifies
partisan politics and different varieties of capitalism as crucial factors
shaping choices about the institutional design of post-secondary educa-
tion. The political and institutional survival of vocational education and
training as an alternative to academic higher education is then found to
play an important role in the later development of skill regimes. Busemeyer
also studies the effects of educational institutions on social inequality and
patterns of public opinion on the welfare state and education. Adopting
a multi-method approach, this book combines historical case studies of
Sweden, Germany, and the United Kingdom with quantitative analyses of
macro-level aggregate data and micro-level survey data.

marius r. busemeyer is Professor of Political Science in the Depart-
ment of Politics and Public Administration at the University of Konstanz,
Germany. His research focuses on comparative political economy and wel-
fare state research, education and social policy, public spending, theories
of institutional change, and, more recently, public opinion on the welfare
state. He has published a large number of journal articles and edited The
Political Economy of Collective Skill Formation (with Christine Tram-
pusch, 2011) and a special issue of the Socio-Economic Review on The
Political Economy of Skills and Inequality (with Torben Iversen).

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-06293-1 - Skills and Inequality: Partisan Politics and the Political Economy 
of Education Reforms in Western Welfare States
Marius R. Busemeyer
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107062931
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-06293-1 - Skills and Inequality: Partisan Politics and the Political Economy 
of Education Reforms in Western Welfare States
Marius R. Busemeyer
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107062931
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Skills and Inequality

Partisan Politics and the Political
Economy of Education Reforms
in Western Welfare States

marius r. busemeyer

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-06293-1 - Skills and Inequality: Partisan Politics and the Political Economy 
of Education Reforms in Western Welfare States
Marius R. Busemeyer
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107062931
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


University Printing House, Cambridge CB2 8BS, United Kingdom

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107062931

C© Marius R. Busemeyer 2015

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2015

Printed in the United Kingdom by Clays, St Ives plc

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data

ISBN 978-1-107-06293-1 Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of
URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication,
and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,
accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-06293-1 - Skills and Inequality: Partisan Politics and the Political Economy 
of Education Reforms in Western Welfare States
Marius R. Busemeyer
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107062931
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

List of figures page vi

List of tables viii

Preface and acknowledgments xi

List of abbreviations xiv

Introduction 1

Part I The political and institutional determinants of
education policy

1 Theoretical framework: partisan politics in context 29

2 The politics of education and training reform:
case studies 58

3 Worlds of skill formation: cross-national
quantitative analysis 123

Part II The impact of educational institutions on
outcomes and popular attitudes

4 Educational institutions and socioeconomic inequality 177

5 The impact of educational institutions on popular
attitudes and preferences 215

6 Conclusion 253

Appendix: Data sources for quantitative
analyses (all chapters) 266

Bibliography 269

Index 298

v

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-06293-1 - Skills and Inequality: Partisan Politics and the Political Economy 
of Education Reforms in Western Welfare States
Marius R. Busemeyer
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107062931
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Figures

1.1 De-commodification and stratification in
education systems page 32

3.1 De-commodification and stratification in education systems 124
3.2 Results of a hierarchical cluster analysis of countries 133
3.3 Public spending on educational institutions and social

policies as percentage of GDP, average values 1997–2008 135
3.4 Private share of education funding and public social

spending, 1997–2008 138
3.5 Partisan politics (1945–2000) and private share of

education spending (1997–2008) 139
3.6 Educational stratification and the ratio of VET enrollment

to the entry rate into higher education 146
3.7 Importance of VET relative to higher education and

combined cabinet share of Christian and social democrats 148
3.8 Share of upper-secondary students in VET

(average 1997–2008) and cabinet share of Christian
democrats (1945–2000) 151

3.9 Economic coordination and the apprenticeship
training share 155

4.1 Wage dispersion and educational inequality 182
4.2 VET share and inequality 191
4.3 Apprenticeship training and inequality 193
4.4 Higher education and inequality 194
4.5 VET and educational inequality 196
4.6 VET and youth unemployment 198
4.7 Predicted effect on inequality of an increase in the

respective independent variable by one standard deviation 205
5.1 Percentage share of respondents in favor of “more” or

“much more” government spending on education, ISSP
Role of Government IV, 2006 220

vi

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-06293-1 - Skills and Inequality: Partisan Politics and the Political Economy 
of Education Reforms in Western Welfare States
Marius R. Busemeyer
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107062931
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


List of figures vii

5.2 Share of respondents recommending general and academic
studies rather than VET to school-leavers, Eurobarometer
62.1, 2004 223

5.3 Comparison of the impact of income and educational
background on spending preferences 230

5.4 Levels of socioeconomic inequality and public support for
more government spending on education 239

5.5 Interaction between income and VET share 240
5.6 Interaction between income and private share of

education spending 242
5.7 Popular support for redistribution and private share of

tertiary education spending 251

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-06293-1 - Skills and Inequality: Partisan Politics and the Political Economy 
of Education Reforms in Western Welfare States
Marius R. Busemeyer
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107062931
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Tables

3.1 The diversity of education and training systems in
OECD countries page 125

3.2 Selected quantitative indicators, cross-national averages,
1997–2008 126

3.3 Partisan politics, social spending and the private share of
education spending, cross-sectional regression analyses 140

3.4 Partisan politics and the determinants of different types of
education spending, cross-sectional regression analyses 142

3.5 Educational stratification and enrollment patterns in
upper- and post-secondary education, average values
1997–2008 144

3.6 Partisan politics and enrollment patterns in upper- and
post-secondary education (I) 147

3.7 Partisan politics and enrollment patterns in upper- and
post-secondary education (II) 149

3.8 Determinants of private share of education spending,
1993–2008, panel-corrected standard errors and
panel-specific AR(1) error correction 160

3.9 Determinants of gross level of enrollment, 1971–2008,
error-correction model with country fixed effects 162

3.10 Regression analysis: left-wing government and gross
enrollment levels in tertiary education, 1993–2008,
panel-corrected standard errors with lagged
dependent variable 167

3.11 Determinants of levels of enrollment in VET, 1993–2008,
panel-corrected standard errors and panel-specific AR(1)
error correction 170

3.12 Determinants of levels of enrollment in apprenticeship
training, 1993–2008, panel-corrected standard errors and
panel-specific AR(1) error correction 172

viii

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-06293-1 - Skills and Inequality: Partisan Politics and the Political Economy 
of Education Reforms in Western Welfare States
Marius R. Busemeyer
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107062931
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


List of tables ix

4.1 Educational institutions as determinants of socioeconomic
inequality, cross-sectional regressions 200

4.2 Socioeconomic inequality and VET share, 1997–2008 202
4.3 Socioeconomic inequality and the public/private division

of labor in education financing, 1997–2008 204
4.4 Education spending and socioeconomic inequality

(Gini index), 1997–2008 206
4.5 Interactions between private involvement and

enrollment patterns 208
4.6 Educational institutions and wage inequality, 1997–2008 210
4.7 Determinants of youth unemployment, 1997–2008 212
5.1 Individual-level determinants of preferences on

education spending 225
5.2 The individual level determinants of preferences for social

spending, ISSP Role of Government IV, 2006 226
5.3 Multilevel regression of individual support for

government spending on education, ISSP 2006 234
5.4 Multilevel regression (cross-level interactions) of

individual support for government spending on education,
ISSP 2006 236

5.5 Multilevel regression of preferences for different kinds of
education, Eurobarometer 62.1, 2004 243

5.6 Multilevel regressions of preferences for redistribution,
ISSP 2006 246

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-06293-1 - Skills and Inequality: Partisan Politics and the Political Economy 
of Education Reforms in Western Welfare States
Marius R. Busemeyer
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107062931
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-06293-1 - Skills and Inequality: Partisan Politics and the Political Economy 
of Education Reforms in Western Welfare States
Marius R. Busemeyer
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107062931
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Preface and acknowledgments

This book represents the culmination and summary of my research on
education politics and policies over a period of approximately the last
five years. I started working on this topic during my doctoral disserta-
tion at the University of Heidelberg in a project directed by Manfred
G. Schmidt, who got me interested not only in education, but also in
the role of partisan politics as a crucial factor explaning differences
in policy output. I continued doing research on education during my
postdoc years at the Max Planck Institute for the Study of Societies in
Cologne. Working with Wolfgang Streeck and Kathleen Thelen broad-
ened my perspective and prompted me to give more serious considera-
tion to the role of vocational education and training and the impact of
socioeconomic institutions. Much of the theoretical perspective of this
book is motivated by the attempt to bring together these two different
theoretical perspectives of partisan theory and historical institution-
alism. Moving beyond these more conventional approaches to com-
parative public policy, however, this book also looks at the impact
of educational institutions on inequality and individual attitudes, two
topics that have dominated my research agenda in the past two years
and will continue to do so in the coming ones.

There are many, many people who have contributed directly and
indirectly to making this project possible. First and foremost, I would
like to thank my mentors, advisors, and employers – Manfred G.
Schmidt, Wolfgang Streeck, and Kathleen Thelen – who played a cru-
cial role in guiding me towards the study of education from different
perspectives during the various stages of my academic career. I have
also benefited enormously from the thoughts, comments, and ideas of
a large group of colleagues, co-authors, and collaborators. I feel at
once extremely privileged and humbled to be part of this academic
community of scholars, who are not only colleagues but also per-
sonal friends. There were several “critical junctures” in the last cou-
ple of years when the “positive feedback” I received from my peers

xi

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-06293-1 - Skills and Inequality: Partisan Politics and the Political Economy 
of Education Reforms in Western Welfare States
Marius R. Busemeyer
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107062931
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


xii Preface and acknowledgments

was crucial in motivating me to write this book. I am deeply grate-
ful for this support through the years and for the numerous invita-
tions to present parts of the book (or in exceptional circumstances
of extreme bravery, the entire thing) at research workshops, confer-
ences, and invited talks. It would take several pages to highlight the
critical input of each member of this group of scholars, which lies
beyond the scope of the present foreword. For this reason, I will ask
preemptively for your forgiveness (and for the understanding of any
who were inadvertently overlooked) before I present the following
list of colleagues in alphabetical order. Each of them contributed in
their own way to the success of the project, whether by commenting
on a paper or chapter, inviting me for a talk or a workshop, co-
authoring a paper, or simply sharing a meal: Klaus Armingeon, Frank
Castles, Maria A. Cattaneo, Ute Clement, Pepper Culpepper, Johan
Bo Davidsson, Thomas Deißinger, Bernhard Ebbinghaus, Werner
Eichhorst, Patrick Emmenegger, Simon Franzmann, Achim Goerres,
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I am grateful to Aurélien Abrassart, Michael Dobbins, Julian Garritz-
mann, Ulrich Glassmann, Susanne Münn, Erik Neimanns, Roula Nezi,
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