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be explained by differing attitudes toward the poor in Europe and the United States. Alesina, 
Glaeser, and Sacerdote (2001), for example, use data from the World Values Survey to show 
that Europeans are twice as likely as Americans to say they believe the poor are trapped in 
poverty, and almost twice as likely to say that luck determines income. Americans are twice 
as likely as Europeans to say that the poor are lazy. And Europeans are twice as likely as 
Americans to self-identify as leftists. To some extent, these data, which are shown in Table 
16.3, suggest that differences in attitudes toward the poor might be what is driving broad 
differences in the left-right placement of citizens between the United States and Europe. 
Although there is some truth to this, Alesina, Glaeser, and Sacerdote note that things are 
more complicated when we look at the individual level rather than the national level. It 
appears that many Europeans who are not leftists hold what might be thought of as chari-
table views toward the poor; indeed, the number of people holding these views is about twice 
as large as the number identifying as leftists.

There are at least two possible explanations for the lack of a close link at the individual 
level between attitudes toward the poor and self-identification as a leftist. One is that the 
presence of a large number of leftists in a country may shift the terms of debate about welfare 
in such a way that the attitudes they hold about the poor come to be accepted by some non-
leftists as well. The second is that leftists may not have a monopoly on these attitudes about 
the poor. In most European countries, for example, there are parties and substantial num-
bers of voters that ascribe to what are sometimes called “Christian democratic” attitudes. 
Christian democrats often espouse a form of conservatism, not often articulated in the 
United States, which combines interventionist social welfare attitudes with morally conser-
vative views on social issues. Thus, it may be that the large number of non-leftist Europeans 
expressing “charitable” views to the poor are Christian democrats.26 For this reason, some 

26. See Kalyvas (1996) for an explanation of the rise of Christian democratic parties in Europe and their relationship to 
traditional conservative parties.

Item European Union United States

Believe poor are trapped in poverty 60 29

Believe luck determines income 54 30

Believe the poor are lazy 26 60

Identify themselves as on the left of the  
  political spectrum 30 17

Source: World Values Survey data from 1981–1997 as reported in Alesina, Glaeser, and Sacerdote (2001, table 13).
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