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“A comprehensive strategy for tackling inequality requires policy packages that promote greater 

equality of opportunities”. (OECD, 2018, pg 7).  

This analysis draws on Esping-Andersen’s (1999) welfare typology to demonstrate the 

heterogeneous effects of the welfare state on stratification. Esping-Andersen (1999) presents 3 

ideal types of welfare states; Conservative, Social Democratic, and Liberal, though this analysis 

focuses on Social Democratic and Liberal. The Social Democratic regime attempts to create a 

universal middle class through the universal provision of welfare (Esping- Andersen, 1999). 

Whereas, The Liberal regime type allows the market to take its course, with minimal equality 

generating interventions (Esping- Andersen, 1999).  

Welfare states are not a monolith, they have different stratification logics and therefore do not aim 

to produce identical stratification patterns (Esping- Andersen, 1999). General assumptions around 

the most effective actions of 

welfare states, take income equality 

as a panacea. This assumption 

appears to hold when a correlation 

is taken of a spread of countries, 

across welfare regime type. Nations 

with lower income inequality 

appear to beget greater social 

mobility; there is a strong 

correlation between income 

inequality and intergenerational 

mobility (an R squared of .47) 

(Kenworthy, 2012).  
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However when disaggregated without 

the social democratic regimes, the 

strength of this correlation falls 

significantly, the R squared falls to .16 

(Kenworthy, 2012). 

We can see there must be some 

variable that so strongly begets social 

mobility, which is not covered by the 

Conservative, and Liberal regime types. 

It seems most plausible to argue that 

this factor is early childhood intervention strategies. Around 50% of the variance in lifetime 

earnings are determined by factors decided by the age of 18 (Heckerman, 2008). The efficacy of 

these interventions can be seen when the social democratic regime type is seen in comparison to 

the liberal regime type.  

Social democratic; Sweden  

Sweden structures bottom-up mobility, barely touching the privileged (Esping-Andersen, 

2015). Children in the lowest quintile in Scandinavian countries have a greater than a double 

chance of being upwardly mobile than their US counterparts (Esping-Andersen, 2015). This 

effect originates from gender equalising policies which have a second-order effect on 

equalisation (Esping-Andersen, 2015). Sweden has a universal provision of childcare to 

facilitate the return to work of mothers (Esping -Andersen, 2015). In 2012, 84% of children, 

aged 1 to 5 were in government childcare; well above the EU target (Perfar, 2019). Public 

childcare is guaranteed to all, and provided for whole days (Perfar, 2019).  

Liberal; USA 

In contrast to Sweden, the US has no universal provision in early child care and preschool, this 

system is largely reliant on private provision and therefore income, resulting in a heterogeneity of 

the quality of provision and dualisms (Esping-Andersen et al, 2012). In terms of the limited public 

provision of subsidies for low-income parents, access to this is not universal, or homogenous in 

quality (Esping-Andersen et al, 2012). For example, the Head Start Programme, which provides 

free education to three or four-year-olds, is only taken up by 50% of eligible low-income children 

(Esping-Andersen et al, 2012). This reflects Petitclerc et al’s (2017, cited in OECD, 2019) 

assertion that we see higher participation rates in early education or early childcare, when the 

provision is through universal subsidies, especially for children from low-income families.  



 

Summary 

The Social Democratic regime type structures provision of early years intervention universally, 

and thus we see an unrivalled bottom-up levelling effect (Esping-Andersen, 2015). By 

comparison, it has been shown that the US mirrors Liberal stratification logics, through the 

private provision of such programmes thus creating dualism.  
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