
Welfare 
State and 
Population 
in Denmark, 
Germany and 
the UK

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   1116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   1 27/05/2022   20.4527/05/2022   20.45



Welfare State 
and Population in 
Denmark, Germany
and the UK

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   2116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   2 27/05/2022   20.4527/05/2022   20.45



Welfare State 
and Population in 
Denmark, Germany
and the UK

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   3116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   3 27/05/2022   20.4527/05/2022   20.45



Welfare State and Population in Denmark, 
Germany and the UK 
© The ROCKWOOL Foundation Research Unit
and Gyldendal A/S, Copenhagen 2022
Graphic presentation: Kim Lykke L/7
Printing: Narayana Press
Photographs: See back of the book for provenance
Printed in Denmark 2022
ISBN: 9788702372304

Copying of this book is only permitted at institutions that 
have entered into an agreement with Copydan, and only un-
der the terms set out in said agreement.

Gyldendal Non-fiction
Klareboderne 3
DK-1001 Copenhagen K
www.gyldendal.dk
A part of Gyldendal Group 

1st edition, 1st print

Book editing completed in January 2022

Published with financial support from
The ROCKWOOL Foundation

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   4116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   4 27/05/2022   20.4527/05/2022   20.45



ROCKWOOL 
FOUNDATION 
RESEARCH 
UNIT

Aspects of the 
Development since 
the 1960s 

Grete Brochmann, 
Bent Jensen, 
Bodil Wullum Nielsen, 
and Jan Rose Skaksen

Welfare 
State and 
Population 
in Denmark, 
Germany and 
the UK

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   5116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   5 27/05/2022   20.4527/05/2022   20.45



Ritzau / Scanpix

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   6116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   6 27/05/2022   20.4527/05/2022   20.45



Over the course of more than 30 years, the ROCK-
WOOL Foundation Research Unit has published a 
series of studies of the everyday lives and conditions 
of the Danish people, and has recently expanded the 
scope of these studies to include comparative studies 
of conditions in selected countries, with the emphasis 
on socially and economically sustainable welfare states.

In 2020, we published the book entitled Velfærdsstat 
og befolkning i Skandinavien. Træk af udviklingen siden 
1960’erne. As the title [Welfare State and Population 
in Scandinavia. Developmental traits since the 1960s] 
indicates, this work presented an in-depth analysis of 
the Scandinavian or universal welfare state during the 
period mentioned, after welfare had begun to develop 
at an almost explosive pace.

In Welfare State and Population in Denmark, the UK 
and Germany, we are now seeking to present a corre-
sponding comparative analysis of the development in 
the welfare states in Denmark, the UK and Germany, 
and of what, measured on a variety of parameters, 
distinguishes and differentiates the three countries. 
This publication, which is an English translation of 
the original Danish version, is intended to provide the 
reader with insight into what distinguishes citizens of 
Denmark, the UK and Germany, as well as the traits 
that shape lives and conditions in these three coun-
tries. The book looks at how the populations live, how 
demographics have developed, how the citizens work 
and take education, how they are taxed, how they 
act politically and how they perceive the societies in 
which they live.

For the period from 1960 through 1990, the study 
of Germany is primarily limited to West Germany as a 
representative of the continental welfare state. During 
that period, the German Democratic Republic (GDR) 

was a state whose existence was completely depen-
dent on the Soviet Union, and thus bereft of the dem-
ocratic process that so clearly defines welfare states 
of the European type. In order to understand the con-
ditions in the reunified Germany, however, occasional 
references will be made to the GDR years. The United 
Kingdom encompasses England, Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland.

The presentation takes the form of a contemporary 
snapshot, and every effort has been made to ensure 
that the information is fully up-to-date, such that it 
reflects the situation as close as possible to the date 
of publication. For the reader to be able to assess 
the current situation, the book is rich in comparisons 
stretching back in time, included in order to allow the 
establishment of a temporal perspective. The use of 
OECD and EU averages in a range of figures and tables 
makes it possible to perform broader comparisons.

In connection with the preparation of the book, I 
would especially like to thank – next to my co-authors 
Professor Grete Brochmann of the University of Oslo, 
external consultant Bent Jensen and Bodil Wullum 
Nielsen, Communications Manager at the ROCKWOOL 
Foundation – Lars Højsgaard Andersen, Research Pro-
fessor at the ROCKWOOL Foundation Research Unit, 
who commented on Chapter 12, concerning the de-
velopment of criminality in the three countries, as well 
as student assistant Frederik Kølby Christensen, who 
was responsible for preparing the figures and tables 
used in the book, collected a wide variety of statistical 
information, and ran a data check on the text. Frederik 
has also read and commented on the text as a whole. 
At the ROCKWOOL Foundation, technical assistant 
Henrik Dahl assisted with the purchase of secondary 
literature on the themes covered by the book, while 

Preface
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research assistant Naeim Samadari helped with the 
acquisition of articles from scientific journals.

As an expert in developments in Germany, Marc-Chris-
toph Wagner, who has an MSc in Political Science 
from Aarhus University and Humboldt-Universität zu 
Berlin, and who has spent many years covering con-
ditions in Northern Europe for German radio and the 
German TV station ARD, made an extremely signifi-
cant contribution with his knowledgeable comments 
on the presentation in its Danish version. I would like 
to thank in equal measure the authors of the book 
entitled Storbritanniens historie fra Britannia til Brexit 
[The history of Great Britain from Britannia to Brexit], 
Steen Christophersen (MSc), and Lars Peter Visti Han-
sen (MSc), as experts in British conditions. Birgit Kris-
tensen (BA) has commented the text as the societally 
interested test reader. I would also like to express a 
special thanks to the translator of this book, Jon Berry. 
His  thoroughness and expertise  has been essential 
for this publication.

With regard to our publisher, Gyldendal Non-fiction, 
in the persons of Publishing Manager Michael Jan-
nerup and Production Manager Astrid Tyge Nielsen, 
I am happy to state that the friendly, patient and skilful 
assistance we are used to receiving from this quarter 
also applied in full to the production of this publication.

Photographer Stig Stasig devoted the autumn of 2021 
to travelling through Denmark, the UK and Germany 
taking photos to supplement the textual presentation 
of life in these three countries. Graphic Designer Kim 
Lykke has brought his habitual level of competence 
to ensuring that text and photos neatly complement 
one another, utilising in exemplary fashion the mag-
nificent layout he developed for our publication about 
Scandinavia.

Last but not least, I would like to thank the ROCK-
WOOL Foundation in the persons of Merete Eldrup, 
Chair of the Board, and Elin Schmidt, Director, for the 
consistently great and unswerving interest in the work 
of the unit – and in the creation of this book.

Copenhagen, January 2022
Jan Rose Skaksen

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   8116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   8 27/05/2022   20.4527/05/2022   20.45



116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   9116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   9 27/05/2022   20.4527/05/2022   20.45



Part l: The population
1. The three North-West European welfare states: 
delimitation and introduction     19

1.1. Introduction and geographical limitation   21
1.2. Development during the years immediately 
          after the end of World War ll     21
1.3. Denmark: the universal welfare state    31
1.4. The UK: Towards the welfare state after
         World War ll and a Conservative turn in the 1980s  31
1.5. Germany: the continental welfare state   35
1.6. The welfare state over time: challenges and changes  37
1.7. Summary: globalisation and the welfare state   40

2. The population in Denmark, Germany  and the UK  47
2.1. Population and area      48
2.2. Fewer children and longer lives    48
2.3. Change in age distribution     52
2.4. A peek into the future     53
2.5. Summary       53

3. Geographical distribution of the population   59
3.1. Regional development in Denmark    60
3.2. Regional development in the UK    61
3.3. Regional development in Germany    66
3.4. Population shifts at regional level
         from the 1990s to the present day    67
3.5. Social and ethnic segregation: Denmark as an example 72
3.6. Segregation in the UK     73
3.7. Segregation in Germany     77
3.8. Summary       77

4. Housing and family life      81
4.1. Acute need for housing and construction boom  82
4.2. Single life       87
4.3. Family creation and dissolution    87
4.4. What do families spend their time doing?   89
4.5. World Happiness Report: Are the
         three populations happy with their lives?   91
4.6. Summary       92

Content

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1b.indd   10116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1b.indd   10 30/05/2022   08.4530/05/2022   08.45



5. Immigration       95
5.1. Immigration to Denmark     96
5.2. Immigration to the UK     98
5.3. Immigration to Germany     101 
5.4. The immigrant populations in the three countries today 106
5.5. Integration on the labour market    107
5.6. Summary       107

Part ll: The welfare state
6. The development in the three countries’ political systems 115

6.1. Collaborative representative government in Denmark  117
6.2. The break-up of the party system in Denmark   117
6.3. Political development in the UK    123
6.4. Majority vote in single-member constituencies
         defines party structure and the formation of the government 134
6.5. Political development in the Federal Republic 
         until around 1980      134
6.6. New parties formed in Germany after 1980   141
6.7. Development in Germany after 1980    142
6.8. The 2021 election      146
6.9. Voter turnout for parliamentary elections   153
6.10. Summary       153

7. The three welfare states, 1960–2020    159
                        7.1. The Danish universal model     160

7.2. Features of the development of the welfare state in the UK 162
7.3. Features of the development of the German welfare state 167
7.4. The public labour market in the three countries  172
7.5. The financing of social security    176
7.6. Comparison of state benefit     176
7.7. Public sector finances     179
7.8. Summary       180

8. Taxes in North-West Europe     183
8.1. Development in the tax burden: 
         Denmark one of the world leaders    185
8.2. Composition of taxes      185
8.3. Tax on the last earned krone, pound or euro earned  187 
8.4. Other taxes and duties     188
8.5. How much tax is avoided in the three countries?  196

 8.6. Summary       196

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   11116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   11 27/05/2022   20.4527/05/2022   20.45



9. A high and rising level of education    199
9.1. Expenditure on education     200
9.2. The share of pupils in private schools    202
9.3. More people educated to a level higher
          than lower secondary school     202
9.4. Development in the share with a qualifying education  206
9.5. Performances on Pisa test     210
9.6. Summary       210

10. Marginalised young people in North-West Europe  215
10.1. Introduction      216
10.2. The proportion of marginalised young people over time 216
10.3. Marginalisation and general unemployment   216
10.4. Marginalisation by gender     219
10.5. Regional differences in marginalisation   219
10.6. Summary       225

11. Health and sickness      229
11.1. Introduction      230
11.2. The three healthcare systems    230
11.3. The infrastructure of the healthcare system   230
11.4. Development in life expectancy    232
11.5. Own estimation of health     237
11.6. Illness and death      237
11.7. Overweight       238
11.8. Healthy – and unhealthy – habits    240
11. 9. The three welfare states during the Coronavirus pandemic 246
11.10. Summary       247

12. Crime, punishment and imprisonment    251
12.1. Increasing crime from 1960 to the 1990s   252
12.2. The hidden number has changed over time   255
12.3. The prison populations in Denmark
            and Germany are lower than in England and Wales   255
12.4. Other forms of sanctions     257
12.5. Summary       259

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   12116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   12 27/05/2022   20.4527/05/2022   20.45



Part lll: Economic development,
the labour market, incomes and
consumption
13. Economic development      265

13.1. Economic development in Denmark    266
13.2. Economic development in the UK    267
13.3. Economic development in Germany    277
13.4. The share of employment of the principal professions 
            in the three countries     281
13.5. Summary       282

14. Employment and the labour market    291
14.1. The labour force participation rate
            among men fell, while it rose among women   293
14.2. Development in the labour force    293
14.3. The employment rate     298
14.4. Unemployment      298
14.5. Nations of wage-earners     299
14.6. The trade union movement and the labour market  299
14.7. Summary       306

15. Incomes, consumption and savings    311
15.1. Rising incomes since 1970     312
15.2. Distribution of the incomes     312
15.3. Consumption since 1960     314
15.4. Some of the income is saved    316
15.5. Public sector consumption is high in Denmark  319
15.6. Summary       319

16. How have the countries performed in a globalised economy? 323
16.1. International trade as a welfare driver   324
16.2. Exports and imports over 50 years    324
16.3. Development in GDP relative to the United States  325
16.4. Development in investments and productivity  331
16.5. Terms of trade develop differently in the three countries 331
16.6. The economic balance with foreign countries  331
16.7. Summary       333

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1b.indd   13116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1b.indd   13 30/05/2022   08.4430/05/2022   08.44



Part lV: Perspectivation

17. European welfare models – a bumpy terrain   339 
17.1. Immediate pre-history – significant events   340
17.2. Working life, welfare state and immigration 
            – three different models     341
17.3. Three welfare regimes     343
17.4. Germany       345
17.5. The UK       350
17.6. Denmark       357
17.7. Summary       361

 Further reading      365
 Index        375
 Literature       381 
 Authors       392

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   14116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   14 27/05/2022   20.4527/05/2022   20.45



15

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   15116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   15 27/05/2022   20.4527/05/2022   20.45



16

WELFARE STATE AND POPULATION IN DENMARK, GERMANY AND THE UK

Part I: The 
population

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   16116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   16 27/05/2022   20.4627/05/2022   20.46



17

BEFOLKNINGEN I DANMARK, STORBRITANNIEN OG TYSKLAND

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   17116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   17 27/05/2022   20.4627/05/2022   20.46



18

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   18116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   18 27/05/2022   20.4627/05/2022   20.46



19

1. The three

and introduction
delimitation

This chapter presents a brief introduction to the starting 
point of the three welfare states post-1945 and what 
distinguishes them as welfare states today. It likewise 
includes a brief outline of how they have performed over 
the past 60 years on the basis of several key economic 
and social parameters.

North-West European
welfare states: 
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THE THREE NORTH-WEST EUROPEAN WELFARE STATES: DELIMITATION AND INTRODUCTION

1.1. Introduction and geographical limitation
In this book, we focus, from a comparative perspec-
tive, on the shaping of the welfare state and the lives 
of the various populations in the period from 1960 to 
the present day in three North-West European coun-
tries. Throughout the book, Denmark is limited to the 
Kingdom of Denmark itself, excluding the Faeroe Is-
lands and Greenland, and the United Kingdom (The 
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland) 
is limited to England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ire-
land.1 Germany was divided from 1949 through 1990, 
and with regard to this period, the focus of the book 
is overwhelmingly on the Federal Republic of Germa-
ny – more commonly known as “West Germany”. This 
was the only part of Germany at that time to feature 
a welfare state of western type, under a widespread, 
functional democracy.

The approach is largely empirical. Our aim is to 
document development over time and to analyse 
similarities and differences today. We do so through 
a numerically based elucidation of a range of themes 
that are conventionally linked to analyses of welfare 
states and the lives of their populations. Through this 
approach, we may perhaps come closer to a true un-
derstanding of the three welfare states than via more 
generalised historical or politological works.

The approach in the 
book is largely empirical.

As the first years after World War II largely defined 
the appearance of the welfare state in 1960, we begin 
with a discussion of key traits in the development dur-
ing the immediate post-war years. After 1945, states 
that had previously had a primarily controlling function 
in relation to law and order and the maintenance of 
national security, began to shift their focus towards 
the production and the distribution of security- and 
welfare-generating services for individuals and house-
holds.2 The extent to which this proved possible was 
largely dependent on how social groupings and their 
political representatives succeeded in working together.

1.2. Development during the years imme-
diately after the end of World War II
Denmark was occupied by the forces of Nazi Germany 
from April 1940 until May 1945, retaining its political 
system intact until August 1943. This was achieved 
through a policy of collaboration with the occupying 
forces that took rather wide-ranging forms. During 
the final years of the war and following the collapse of 
the policy of collaboration, the resistance movement 
succeeded in mobilising an uprising against the oc-
cupying forces, which meant that Denmark was rec-
ognised as being on the side of the Allies on the ces-
sation of hostilities in 1945.

In the spring of 1945, the Danish Freedom Council 
(Frihedsrådet) and the political parties succeeded in 
forming a government that ran the country until the 
first post-war elections were held in October 1945. 
The liberation government was composed of equally 
many ministers from the resistance movement and the 
political parties, and the transitional justice was not 
of the violent nature witnessed in several other coun-
tries that had been occupied by German forces. From 
October 1945, the political and parliamentary system 
was fully restored, initially with the Danish Liberal Party 
(Venstre) forming the government.

The following years saw an adaptation to the new 
world order with the United States and the Soviet Un-
ion as the predominant military superpowers, and with 
Denmark, having joined NATO in 1949, aligning with 
the United States-led block.

From the perspective of domestic politics, the 
country followed a course marked by collaborative   
democracy without major political contradictions and 
conflicts. As early as in the 1930s, the dominant par-
ties had abandoned their positions as clearly marked 
mouthpieces for separate class interests, in favour of 
becoming popular parties with a broad backing among 
the voters. Key to this development was a workers’ 
movement featuring a high degree of union and polit-
ical organisation, which succeeded in securing polit-
ical compromises with different parties in the Danish 
Parliament (Folketinget).

Since the 1930s, there had been a strong tradi-
tion of collaboration between the Social Democrats 
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(Socialdemokratiet) and the parties representing the 
agricultural sector. From the 1960s onwards, this re-
form policy became directed towards universal welfare 
services, i.e. services which, without special terms 
and conditions, were available to all citizens affected 
by a social incident such as unemployment, disability, 
illness or old age. Around 1960, the country saw the 
start of a wave of economic growth that made it pos-
sible to expand the universal welfare state on a grand 
scale, which is described briefly below in Section 1.3, 
and in more detail in Chapter 7.

During the war, an all-party coalition government 
with the Conservatives and the Labour Party in front 
ran the British war effort. The Conservative Winston 
Churchill was the charismatic Prime Minister, and with 
strong involvement of capable Labour ministers in the 
wartime cabinet.3

Great Britain emerged from the war as one of the 
four great victorious powers, but with the loss of many 
overseas assets from the pre-war period and with a 
crushing foreign debt to the United States. This debt 
crisis made its effects felt at a time when the global 
British system of colonies was starting to crumble.

Great Britain emerged 
from the war as one of 
the four great victorious 
powers.

World War II took a heavy toll on the entire pop-
ulation of Britain, and as the war progressed, it was 
accompanied by a growing demand among the pop-
ulace for political reforms that would guarantee a fin-
er meshed social security system and an economic 
policy with the emphasis on full employment. The 
vision was popularly formulated as a desire for this 
“people’s war” to be followed by a “people’s peace”.4 
As regards mentality, a radicalised perception began 
to emerge of the obligations of whichever party held 
power at the time. British governments should no longer 
solely guarantee individual freedom, provide a certain 

amount of access to education, guarantee domestic 
and external security and maintain a minimum level 
of social security for the poorest strata of the popu-
lation. In future, the state was also to ward off social 
problems and concerns among the entire population.5

This resulted in the formation of a Labour govern-
ment with an absolute majority in the House of Com-
mons following a landslide victory in the first election 
held after the end of the war in summer 1945. Despite 
the economic challenges facing the country, a majority 
of the population nurtured hope of a new life liberated 
from sustained unemployment and absolute poverty, 
with the state playing a crucial role in this liberation.

Throughout its history, as the predominant party of 
the working man, Labour has suffered from exhausting 
internal battles between the left-wing and more tradition-
al factions. The years leading up to 1950 were unusual 
in this respect, in that there was general agreement 
within the party regarding the objective of capturing 
governmental power. In regard to the union movement, 
a period of “civil peace” prevailed until around 1950.

Labour laid out a programme with the emphasis on 
controlling the economy through Keynesian instruments 
and nationalisations, and via the implementation of a 
reform policy covering the key welfare areas of health, 
social security, housing and education.

Up until 1951, when the Conservatives returned to 
power, the Labour government under Clement Attlee 
introduced reforms that created a welfare state and saw 
the nationalisation of large parts of the transport sector, 
energy supplies and key sections of the iron and steel 
industries. In the establishment of the welfare state, 
interest was focused on universal, insurance-based 
services at a relatively low level, which subsequent 
governments supplemented with insurance and sav-
ings schemes supplied on market terms.

As regards foreign policy, the line taken featured 
strong adhesion to the North Atlantic partnership com-
bined with extensive dependence on American weap-
ons technology. Great Britain was crucial for  the NATO 
accord, launched its own nuclear defence programme 
at an early stage, and maintained large defence budg-
ets that were shored up by colonial ambitions deep in-
to the 1950s. The costs associated with rearmament 
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became a recurring topic for discussion in the Labour 
movement in 1950–51, where a left wing faction crys-
tallized, buoyed by the fact that the government was 
seeking to pay for the steadily rising defence budget 
through cuts in the national health service.6

This split in Labour between a more traditional right 
wing and an increasingly activist left wing, with sup-
port from large parts of the union movement, would 
flare up repeatedly over the coming years, and all the 
way up to the 1980s. The internal split in the party 
was also one of the key reasons for Labour’s election 
defeat in 1951.7

In German history, 8 May 1945 is marked as Stunde 
Null – Zero Hour – referring to the unconditional sur-
render from which a new, denazified Germany was to 
be rebuilt.8 The nation that had been united in 1871 
under militaristic, Prussian dominance, but also under 
a wave of popular rejoicing, had been utterly defeated 
in 1945, militarily, politically and morally.9 In fact, the 
German state no longer existed, divided as it was into 
American, British, French and Soviet occupied zones 
under military governance, with the crucial decisions 
in the post-war years being taken by these powers.

In German history, 8 
May 1945 marks the 
Stunde Null – Zero Hour.

The creation of the four zones was agreed jointly by 
the United States, Great Britain and the Soviet Union at 
the Yalta Conference in February 1945. To some extent, 
these zones followed the boundaries that existed prior 
to German unification in 1871. The intention was not 
originally to grant France an occupied zone, but the 
country was eventually allocated one – carved from 
the British and American zones – to accommodate 
the need to include a continental occupying power in 
the agreement.10 The division was ratified at the Pots-
dam Conference in July-August 1945 and was solely 
intended to fulfil administrative purposes, in that the 
Allies’ initial plan was to re-establish a unified, but 

permanently weakened Germany.
The total collapse of Germany is clear to see in all 

significant aspects. In contrast to the situation after 
World War I, Germany had been beaten on all fronts 
and the majority of the military forces had been tak-
en prisoners. Moreover, at the end of World War I, the 
German Reich still existed and Germany still had a 
government. At the end of World War II, in contrast, 
the victors occupied every square metre of Germa-
ny and exercised absolute power.11 In the immediate 
post-war years, reconstruction, the establishment of 
the political and economic system and the programme 
of denazification were completely in the hands of the 
victorious Allies, who agreed to an indefinite period 
of occupation until it would be possible to enter into 
a satisfactory peace treaty with a democratic, demil-
itarised Germany.12 Other differences between the 
situation in 1918 and in 1945 included Nazi Germa-
ny’s incontrovertible crimes against humanity, and the 
fact that responsibility for the outbreak of hostilities in 
September 1939 could be laid exclusively at the feet of 
Germany, whereas the responsibilty for the outbreak 
of World War I was more unclear. In 1945, Germany 
was hated, and the Germans considered evil by nature 
and laden with guilt.

Germany was hated 
and the Germans 
considered to be evil by 
nature.

The crimes against humanity and the violations of 
the rules of war were so horrendous that they initiated 
moral-philosophic reflections on the concept of evil. 
The German philosopher and cultural critic Hannah 
Arendt, who herself, as a Jew and antinazi, had fled 
the horrors in Germany, published the book The Ori-
gins of Totalitarianism in 1953. Here she reinterpreted 
a concept from Kant – radical evil. Where radical evil 
to Kant reflected uncontrolled self-interest in conflict 
with morality, Arendt saw radical evil as systemic in 
totalitarian regimes like Nazism and Stalinism, where 
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man is deprived of any form of independent meaning. 
According to Arendt this new 20th century form of 
evil does not originate in self-interest, but serves to 
strengthen totalitarian control.  

A minority of Germans were preoccupied with the 
question of guilt, but to the majority it was an impos-
sible process to recognize that all the suffering had 
been in vain. On one hand West German politicians 
had to convince the surrounding world that the Nazi 
structures had been defeated, and on the other hand 
they had to attempt to integrate the Germans with 
their Nazi background in the new system. Against 
the great mass of small-time Nazis punishment was 
therefore avoided.  

The German impotence, lawlessness and deprival 
of control was underlined by the presence of 12 mil-
lion displaced Germans from East Prussia and the 
Sudetenland, displaced ethnic Germans from the 
countries of Eastern Europe, and several million for-
mer concentration camp prisoners and workers from 
countries previously occupied by Germany. All these 
people were on an unceasing hunt for food and shelter 
in bomb-ravaged towns. The economy was in ruins, 
tending towards a regression to a barter economy with 
a flourishing black market that was largely bolstered 
by food rations under subsistence level. The country’s 
infrastructure showed the same degree of destruction.

The victors transferred all areas east of the Oder 
and Neisse rivers to Poland and the Soviet Union, and 
Germany was stripped of the territories it had annexed 
in the late 1930s and during World War II. In terms of 
area, the cessions from the German Reich amount-
ed to a quarter of pre-1939 Germany.13 Prior to 1945 
Berlin, the former capital, was located in the centre 
of Germany. In 1945, this metropolis suddenly found 
itself relocated to the periphery of the country, barely 
80 km from the Polish border.14 The explicit objective of 
the four occupying forces was to ensure that Germany 
should never be in a position to re-establish itself as a 
military threat to Europe.15

This existence as an isolated and reviled nation 
would, however, change rapidly over the coming years, 
against the background of the escalating Cold War be-
tween the United States and the Soviet Union. Already 

during World War II and at the Potsdam Conference, 
there had been full-blown disagreements between the 
Allies, and over the course of 1946 and 1947, the two 
blocks moved towards even greater tensions. In 1946, 
Churchill stated in a speech that an Iron Curtain had 
descended across Europe, and the Truman Doctrine 
from the spring of 1947 declared that it was the pol-
icy of the United States to support free peoples who 
resisted subjugation by armed minorities or outside 
pressures.16

The increasing tensions demanded continued 
military presence from the British and Americans, 
and as occupying powers, they were obliged under 
international law to assure the delivery of food sup-
plies to the German population. In other words, the 
occupation was extremely resource-intensive. There 
were therefore strong incentives to re-establish eco-
nomic activity in the western occupied zones to ease 
the resource-related pressure from the occupation 
on the western powers, as well as to set up a political 
system that assured the greatest possible political 
stability. An impoverished and politically destabilised 
West Germany could be open to a Communist take-
over, and there was a pronounced need to establish 
a buffer zone between east and west.

In June 1947, the British and American zones were 
merged to reinforce the economic cooperation in the 
two areas, and in the same month saw the announce-
ment of the Marshall Plan, offering significant loans 
to the European countries that signed up for the aid 
– including West Germany. As France was also quick 
to take up the offer of aid, the French zone was soon 
assimilated into the British/American zone.17

West Germany’s acceptance of Marshall aid from 
1948 until the early 1950s resulted in a significant 
capital injection and transfer of American technolo-
gy. More decisive, however, was a de facto division of 
Germany when the Soviet Union refused to allow the 
East Zone to receive the aid.

An American-executed currency exchange in 
1948 exacerbated the contradictions, and a division 
of Germany was now only a matter of time. The cur-
rency exchange, masterminded by Ludwig Erhard – 
who went on to become Financial Minister and later 
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Figure 1.1. The four occupied zones, autumn 1945
Great Britain occupied North-West Germany up to the border with Denmark. This zone included the Ruhr region, with its important mines and steel industry. France occu-
pied an area along the Rhine bordering France, where Saarland was designated an autonomous region outside the Federal Republic of Germany and in economic union 
with France until 1957, while the United States occupied the south-western region that included Bavaria and its capital, Munich. The Soviet Union occupied the zone 
marked in red on the map. Berlin was divided between the four powers. East Pomerania, Silesia and the eastern part of Brandenburg were given to Poland, while East 
Prussia was divided between Poland and the Soviet Union. Königsberg, Kant’s old university town, was assigned to the Soviet Union.

 User:52 Pickup, CC BY-SA 2.5, via Wikimedia Commons

To the east, the contours of a political system 
based on the Soviet model were emerging.
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Chancellor of Germany – replaced the old German 
mark (Reichsmark) with the D-mark (Deutsche Mark) 
at a low exchange rate, and as a part of the currency 
exchange programme, restrictions were lifted from 
the market. Maximum prices were discontinued, as 
was rationing. The reform, which replaced an almost 
worthless currency with a hard currency, resulted 
almost immediately in the restoration of the supply 
of goods and the disappearance of the black market 
but also made the continuation of a unified Germany 
impossible. The Soviet Union reacted to the currency 
reform by blockading road transport from West Ger-
many to the western zones in Berlin.

To the east, the contours of an economy and a po-
litical system based on the Soviet model were simul-
taneously emerging in the form of nationalisations of 
industry, compulsory land reforms and the suppression 
of oppositional forces. Already on the same day that 
Hitler committed suicide, Stalin had sent a client ad-
ministration of German, Communist cadres from Mos-
cow to Berlin. Historians have long discussed whether 
Stalin and the Soviet Union had manifest imperialist 
ambitions, or whether the development in the East 
Zone rather reflected the fact that the Russian occupy-
ing power only had experience from the Soviet Union 
of the 1930s to draw on when building a new society. 
Whatever the underlying intent, American politicians 
and analysts interpreted the development as indicating 
that the Soviet Union had global ambitions, and that 
a reunified, revitalised Germany under Soviet control, 
combined with the Soviet Union’s enormous military 
resources, would constitute a dangerous adversary.18

The task was now to integrate West Germany into 
the western block, to strengthen its economy and, in 
the longer term, to establish an effective West German 
military under western control, and political forces 
in West Germany were ready to play their part. The 
Western Allies had allowed the formation of political 
parties at local level as from the summer of 1945, and 
municipal elections were held starting in 1946. These 
were followed by elections to the regional assemblies 
(Landtag) with a view to allowing those elected to draft 
constitutions for their respective states (Länder).19 
Even though these drafts were controlled by the oc-

cupying forces, the point is nevertheless that moves 
to establish a local and regional political democracy 
were under way as from 1946. At the same time, the 
union movement was carving out a strong position for 
itself, from both institutional and organisational per-
spectives, and becoming a key player in the democ-
ratisation processes.

The framework for an independent state was pre-
sented to the prime ministers of the different Länder 
by the Allies in 1948, whereupon a parliamentary 
council was convened to draft a constitution for the 
future republic in dialogue with the occupying powers. 
In the preparation of this draft, historical experiences 
regarding the Weimar Republic and Nazi Germany 
weighed heavily.

With the minimum share of the vote necessary for 
representation in parliament set at just two percent 
and a large number of small parties and extremist or-
ganisations keen for conflict, the governments formed 
under the Weimar Republic had been unstable and 
often short-lived. The new constitution raised elector-
al threshold to five percent, and what was known as 
“positive parliamentarism” was introduced, whereby 
the government and Chancellor had to have a majority 
behind them in Parliament (the Bundestag).

It was not until the rise of Hitler that power was se-
riously centralised and monopolised, and one of the 
lessons learned from this was that the new constitu-
tion had to establish a balance of power between the 
Länder, whose borders often dated back to pre-unifi-
cation Germany, and the central, federal government. 
During the work on the constitution, the Western Allies 
were therefore keen to avoid a much too centralised 
state and to move power closer to the people.20 The 
Social Democratic Party of Germany (SPD), which 
ever since its formation had accorded the state a de-
cisive role in the move towards socialism, was a firm 
advocate of more centralised governmental power, 
while the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) favoured 
a more decentralised structure. The German Länder 
(States) have their own parliaments, where they pass 
laws within their own jurisdiction,21 including educa-
tion, culture and the environment.

In order to establish an additional control mecha-
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nism on the central state power, a second assembly 
(the Bundesrat) was introduced. The members of the 
Bundesrat are appointed by the governments of the 
individual Länder from among the members of gov-
ernment, on the basis of proportional representation. 
In addition, a constitutional court was set up which, 
on its own initiative or on the basis of petitions from 
citizens, can verify whether legislation passed by the 
sitting government at any time is in compliance with 
the constitution.

Finally, the significance of economic stability and 
social guarantees was emphasised through the estab-
lishment of what is known as the “social market econ-
omy”. The economic unrest and the impoverishment 
of large sections of the population under the Weimar 
Republic had contributed strongly to the success of 
the Nazi seizure of power in 1933. Conversely, it was 
considered that economic growth and a relatively equal 
standard of living would assure popular backing for 
democracy, and the state was obliged to assure evenly 
distributed economic progress among the population.

This focus on economic and political stability, as 
well as the balancing of regional and central political 
decision-making centres, was to form the framework 
for much of the development up to the present day.

On this basis, a democracy was established in 
1949 in the form of the Federal Republic of Germa-
ny – Bundesrepublik Deutschland – with Bonn as the 
provisional capital. The Basic Law (Grundgesetz) of 
the Federal Republic, which had been approved in 
advance by the Länder parliaments, came into effect 
in May 1949. Against the background of historical 
experience, the federal constitution emphasised the 
legal rights of the individual towards the state, where 
the first paragraph of the German Basic Law declares: 
“Die Würde des Menschen ist unantastbar. Sie zu acht-
en und zu schützen ist Verpflichtung aller staatlichen 
Gewalt. (Human dignity shall be inviolable. To respect 
and protect it shall be the duty of all state authority.)”

The first elections to the West German Parliament 
(the Bundestag) in 1949 resulted in a slim conservative 
majority, with Konrad Adenauer (CDU), the former May-
or of Cologne, elected the first Federal Chancellor.22 
Adenauer and the CDU pursued a political programme 

with the emphasis on the full integration of West Ger-
many into the western sphere. In practice, this found 
expression in participation in the European Coal and 
Steel Community in 1951, the European Atomic Ener-
gy Community in 1957, membership of NATO in 1955 
and, in particular, active involvement in the formation 
of the EEC in 1957.

Through participation in the western cooperative, 
the Federal Republic could simultaneously seek to re-
gain acceptance of Germany and the German people 
following the horrors of the war and underpin oppor-
tunities for West German industry. The admission of 
West Germany into the European collaboration project 
as an equally entitled part of an integrated Western 
Europe was promoted as an anti-Nazi project in stark 
contrast to the Nazi plans for a racially divided Europe 
established on the basis of the needs and interests of 
the German people.23 This orientation towards the West 
and Western institutions under Chancellor Adenauer 
from 1949 through 1963, and the further political de-
velopment, is examined in more detail in Chapter 6. 
Here, we shall simply conclude that the Adenauer years 
was a period in which confidence in West Germany 
and the German people was largely restored and con-
solidated, and where the Federal Republic gradually 
obtained international recognition in line with that of 
other West European countries.

Shortly after the establishment of the Federal Re-
public in 1949, a state featuring traits of the Soviet 
model was created in the Eastern Occupied Zone: the 
workers’ and farmers’ DDR – Deutsche Demokratische 
Republik (GDR, German Democratic Republic) – with 
the Communist Walter Ulbricht as General Secretary. 
This fledgling state was governed by the Socialist 
Unity Party of Germany – Sozialistische Einheitspartei 
Deutschlands, SED. Berlin remained outside the for-
mation of the two states and continued to be occupied 
by the four victorious powers.24

Both the Federal Republic and the GDR claimed 
to represent the true Germany, and the two states re-
fused to recognise each other.
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Both the Federal 
Republic and the GDR 
claimed to represent 
the true Germany.

The SED was formed by a merger of the Communist 
and Social Democratic parties in the Eastern Zone in 
the spring of 1946. This merger took place on Russian 
initiative, with support from the German Communists 
in the Eastern Zone, and a few years later the SED 
was transformed to follow a Marxist-Leninist doctrine. 
Surveys among Social Democrats in Berlin revealed 
overwhelming opposition to the merger, and in the 
West, Social Democrats rejected any suggestion of a 
merger. The rebuilding of the GDR was initially ham-
pered by the fact that the Soviet troops had dismantled 
large parts of the production apparatus as a part of the 
war reparations, while a planned economy phased in 
as from 1948 hindered a rise in prosperity in line with 
that experienced by the people of West Germany.25

The Federal Republic gradually obtained signifi-
cantly more autonomy in domestic politics than the 
GDR. Under the watchful eyes of the Western occu-
pying powers, the political project of a democratic, 
western-oriented republic was carried through by the 
popular parties, the CDU, in partnership with the par-
ty’s Bavarian sister party the Christian Social Union 
(CSU) and the Social Democratic Party of Germany 
(SPD). These parties was joined by the Liberal Free 
Democratic Party (FDP), which initially formed an al-
liance with the CDU and later with the SPD.

A majority in the Bundestag selected the Federal 
Chancellor, and while domestic policy was decided in 
Bonn, there were limitations on foreign policy regard-
ing relations with the GDR and the Eastern Bloc.26 The 
General Secretary of the SED – and thus the leader of 
the GDR – was chosen by Moscow, whose power over 
the GDR, however, gradually declined over the years.

The two states were dependent on the United 
States and the Soviet Union, respectively, in the area 
of external security, which laid the foundations for 

permanent channels of influence for the United States 
and the Soviet Union up through the Cold War years. 
With a repressive system, domestic security in the 
GDR was also dependent on the presence of Soviet 
troops in the country. This was clearly demonstrated 
in 1953 when an uprising took place as a reaction to 
the falling standard of living and the political suppres-
sion. On this occasion, it was only thanks to Soviet 
tanks that the SED succeeded in maintaining control 
of the GDR. It was an experience that remained in the 
consciousness of the East German cadres until the 
dissolution of the state.

The two states were 
dependent on the 
United States and 
the Soviet Union, 
respectively, in the area 
of external security.

Having witnessed around three million East Ger-
mans leaving the GDR in the period up to 1961, the 
East German government constructed the Berlin Wall 
in August of that year, severely limiting interaction 
between the peoples of East and West Germany.27 
Those who fled the East before the construction of 
the wall were typically young and well-educated, and 
this posed a significant threat to the existence of the 
GDR. The construction of the wall secured the stabil-
ity of the GDR for a while, but it seriously undermined 
the legitimacy of the state among the population.28

West Germany was accepted as a member of NA-
TO in 1955, simultaneously with the creation of the 
Federal Armed Forces (Bundeswehr), and the GDR 
joined the Warsaw Pact in the same year, making the 
two states frontline states during the Cold War. Both 
sought perfection through economic growth and loyal 
adherence to their respective systems in an effort to 
combat the special German stigma carried over from 
World War II. In the west as good democrats. In the 
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east as good Communists. The GDR continued to ex-
perience economic difficulties, however, on account of 
a production apparatus unable to meet the demands 
of the population, even though the GDR was the sec-
ond-most important industrial nation in the Eastern 
Bloc, after the Soviet Union.

The continued political development in the Federal 
Republic is examined in more detail in Chapter 6, while 
the economic and commercial development form the 
subject of Chapter 13. Here, we would simply like to 
conclude that towards the end of the 1980s tension be-
tween the two German states started to soften up, and 
the East German economy had long been dependent 
on loan guarantees from the Federal Republic. In the 
wake of widespread demonstrations against the ruling 
Socialist Party, the Berlin Wall went down in 1989 and 
reunification with the Federal Republic was achieved in 
1990. The commencing meltdown of the Soviet Union 
and a more open attitude to a unified Germany among 
the Soviet leadership opened the door to the possibility 
of reunification. The process was further bolstered by 
a positive view of German reunification in the United 
States, and a corresponding, if a little more hesitant, 
acceptance in France and the UK.

Following the reunification, the Bundestag was re-
located from Bonn to Berlin, and the former GDR was 
assimilated into the Federal Republic as five new Länder 
along with the reunified Berlin, which was included as 
the sixteenth Land (State) of the Federal Republic.29 
Almost none of the GDR’s institutions survived the re-
unification, and more-or-less everything was organised 
along the same lines as in the west.

As early as the 1980s, the Federal Republic had 
shown itself to be the central power in Europe, and this 
position was only reinforced in the years leading up to 
the new millennium. Germany is the predominant eco-
nomic power in Europe and the hub of political issues 
that affect the EU and, from a broader perspective, the 
continent of Europe up to the Polish-Russian border.

1.3. Denmark: the universal welfare state
After 1960, Denmark developed a welfare state with 
universal and, eventually, wide-ranging rights for its cit-
izens under the social security system and in relation 

to the state-supplied services in the fields of health, 
care and education. Simply being a Danish citizen se-
cured access to a wide range of public sector servic-
es and transfer incomes.

High, progressive taxes and extensive redistribu-
tion via transfer incomes resulted in a high degree of 
equality – from an international perspective – that pro-
vided cohesion and broad adherence from the different 
social groups. The Danish welfare state likewise aims 
to deliver services that are so contemporary and of 
such quality that it is not only the most disadvantaged 
groups that wish to take up its offers. This helps ensure 
backing for the political project from the new middle 
class of educated salaried employees. In the sphere 
of politology, this model is designated the universal, 
social democratic or Scandinavian welfare state.30

After 1960, Denmark 
developed a welfare 
state with universal and 
wide-ranging social 
rights.
1.4. The UK: Towards the welfare state af-
ter World War II and a Conservative turn in 
the 1980s

In the United Kingdom, the immediate post-war years 
saw the introduction of a series of comprehensive 
and mutually coherent social-political reforms which 
– through a consensus between the Conservatives 
and Labour – were kept in place until the early 1970s 
as a special variant of the North-West European wel-
fare state. The programmes replaced a formerly frag-
mented and needs-tested system for the provision of 
social security with rights-based services, and the so-
cial political focus was realigned from having been 
targeted specifically at disadvantaged groups to en-
compass broad strata of the population.

The reforms were prepared by a state commission 
under the leadership of the Liberal national econo-
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mist Sir William Beveridge. In The Beveridge Report 
on Social Insurance and Allied Services – which was 
published even before the end of World War II, in 1942 
– the respected economist presented proposals for 
a state-organised new programme of social security 
“from cradle to grave”, as well as suggestions for a sin-
gle-line, tax-financed national health service, and this 
pamphlet became the most important social document 
during the war.31 The press enthusiastically reported 
it as a social policy Magna Carta, and demands were 
put forward by leaders of the three major parties – the 
Conservatives, the Liberals and Labour – for a British 
New Deal.32

The basic allowance 
was the same for all 
British citizens – flat-
rate benefits.

The spirit of the age also permeated the title of 
Beveridge’s next pamphlet, which he published as a 
private person, with private financing: Full Employment 
in a Free Society. The concept of “full employment” 
became something that all governments in Western 
Europe had to take into consideration after the end 
of World War II, irrespective of which type of welfare 
state was established in the individual countries. In 
practice, an objective of all British governments up to 
the 1970s was to prevent unemployment from rising 
above one million.33

The main plank of the social security system was to 
be a mandatory, state-administrated insurance scheme. 
Everyone of working age, with the exception of married 
women, was to pay an identical contribution to this 
scheme. In the event of a need of a social service, the 
amounts granted were the same for all citizens – flat-
rate benefits – although they were adapted to match 
family circumstances. For example, they took into ac-
count whether the recipient was single or married, as 
well as the number of children in the family.

As Beveridge was adamant that the state should 

not undermine the responsibility of the individual for 
his/her own life, and that there should be no compre-
hensive transfer of income from one social stratum 
to another, the social benefits paid according to the 
proposal should only be sufficient to ensure a “toler-
able existence”. Given that everyone was to contrib-
ute to the scheme, the contributions had to be based 
on what the least affluent members of society could 
afford to pay. Ensuring a continued high standard of 
living in the event of a social incident thus remained 
the responsibility of the individual citizen, through sav-
ings and voluntary insurance schemes available from 
private sector providers. In addition, all citizens were 
to be guaranteed free access to fundamental health 
and care services.

The reform work was initiated before the general 
election in July 1945 by the government which, through 
the Family Allowances Act introduced a child allow-
ance for the family’s second child and any subsequent 
children. Around ten percent of the children in the UK 
suffered from some kind of malnutrition at the time, 
and payments made to mothers could therefore have 
great effect.

Labour had fought an election with the establish-
ment of the welfare state as its overarching and con-
sistent theme, and following its victory in July 1945, the 
Labour government continued the project, strongly 
inspired by Beveridge’s philosophy.

The National Insurance Act of 1946 introduced 
flat-rate benefits for insured individuals affected by 
a social incident. All members of the workforce were 
to pay a weekly contribution to the scheme and were 
then entitled to receive payments to help guarantee a 
socially acceptable minimum sustenance in the form 
of, for example, unemployment benefit, survivor’s pen-
sion, maternity- and sick pay, and old age pension. Fu-
neral aid was also included.34 As some citizens with no 
connection to the labour market were not covered by 
The National Insurance Act, the establishment of The 
National Assistance Board in 1948 assured coverage 
for these people as well.

The National Health Service Act (NHS) of 1948 es-
tablished a public healthcare service comprising tax-fi-
nanced doctors, dentists and hospitals, as well subsi-
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dised opticians’ appointments. General Practitioners 
(GPs) and dentists remained independent operators, 
but were fully integrated into and paid by the national 
system. The Labour government also committed to 
the construction of more, and healthier, housing, im-
provements to the education system, an active regional 
policy, nationalisations and state control of the econo-
my to ward off significant unemployment, and thus to 
assuring the financial foundation for the welfare state.

Some observers commented that the UK had un-
dergone a peaceful socialist revolution. This analysis 
was far from justified, however, despite the fact that 
the result in the form of a British welfare state provid-
ed a fine-meshed and well-coordinated social security 
system, and even though the new British model was 
the most daring attempt in North-West Europe to cre-
ate a welfare state in the immediate post-war years.

With the low benefits available through the social 
security system, the middle classes were still moti-
vated to join insurance and pension schemes offered 
by the private market. In the healthcare system, the 
payment-oriented activities survived in the form of 
private GPs with access to “purchase” beds in hospi-
tals, and the reforms made no impact on the private 
and boarding schools favoured by the upper class. In 
practice, the British welfare state did achieve some 
redistribution of incomes, but after a few years this re-
distribution became relatively less than that achieved 
through the Scandinavian and German models,35 and 
the reforms did nothing to change the stark division 
into social classes that distinguished British society. 
Nor did the nationalisations allow room for increased 
employee influence as the existing management con-
ditions remained unchanged.36

Over the following years, the welfare system was 
gradually redeveloped without being fundamentally 
changed, but with increased emphasis on being able to 
take out supplementary insurance policies with a view 
to preventing major losses of income in connection 
with a social incident, and to assuring a status-main-
taining standard of living through this voluntary sup-
plement to the mandatory scheme.

The 1980s under Margaret Thatcher marked a 
turning point in British social policy and patterns for 

redistribution of income via the state, with the more 
affluent strata of the population benefiting most from 
the reforms. The changes to the social security system 
were thus at the very heart of the Thatcher govern-
ment’s neo-liberal assault on the heritage of Clement 
Attlee and the work of the first Labour government 
after World War II.

One of the means used was tax reforms, which ben-
efited the wealthiest sections of the population. Tax 
percentages and marginal taxes were reduced with 
the objective of stimulating the business community 
and individual accumulation of wealth. Compensa-
tion for the tax income lost by the state was found in 
increasing consumer duties; Value Added Tax (VAT) 
rose dramatically, and citizens witnessed a sharp rise 
in the contributions they were to pay to the social in-
surance schemes.37 At the same time, the scope of tax 
deductions for interest on mortgages in real property 
was expanded significantly, and considerable cuts 
were made to the social security system.

Several researchers position the British welfare state, 
with its increasing emphasis on services supplied by 
the market, where citizens themselves are responsi-
ble for assuring sufficient social security, within what 
is known as the liberal welfare model, which exists in 
a purer form in the United States.38 Where the British 
welfare state stands today, and where radical chang-
es in its development have taken place, is a topic we 
will attempt to elucidate in the empirical chapters of 
this book.

1.5. Germany: the continental welfare state
Despite its dependency on the United States, West 
Germany enjoyed relatively extensive self-determina-
tion in the area of domestic policy following the estab-
lishment of the Federal Republic. The newly founded 
state almost immediately directed itself towards a con-
tinuation of the welfare model from the early years of 
the country, in the form of what is referred to today as 
the “continental” or “central European” model.

This is a model that can trace its roots back to the 
period following the initial unification of Germany. In 
the 1880s, the country set up social security mecha-
nisms for industrial workers, covering illness, industrial 
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injuries, disability and old age. The expenses for health 
insurance, which all workers were obliged to take out, 
were covered in part by the workers themselves and 
in part by employer contributions. Old age pensions 
were financed through the mandatory contributions 
from employees and employers, supplemented by 
state financing.

The schemes were subsequently expanded to en-
compass a number of groups of salaried employees.39 

When employees reached retirement age, the pensions 
they received were proportional to the contributions 
they had paid, such that salaried employees were paid 
the highest pensions. This system, which provided 
relatively broad coverage for the workforce, was later 
supplemented by a publicly regulated unemployment 
insurance scheme under the Weimar Republic in 1927.

Social security was thus to be provided through cit-
izens’ participation in the labour market, via mandatory 
schemes based on a principle of insurance. In such a 
system, redistribution of income primarily takes place 
over the course of a lifetime, while the redistribution 
between different social groups is less pronounced.

On the basis of these principles, the German mod-
el up to the middle of the 1950s excluded almost half 
of the population with no connection to  the labour 
market from well-defined pension rights when they 
reached retirement age.40 Since then, relatively more 
citizens have been included in the scheme as a result 
of an increased rate of employment among women, 
and due to the mandatory schemes being expanded 
to include all professional groups. Towards the middle 
of the 1990s, the system achieved coverage of around 
75 percent, so now three out of four people could look 
forward to clearly defined pension rights when they 
reached retirement age.41

In the continental model, the solution to social issues 
is linked not only to the labour market, but also to the 
family, who takes over in many cases of social need.

In parallel with the labour market-dependent pen-
sions, there is a secondary public system. Here, as-
sistance is supplied at a lower level to people with no 
connection to the labour market who have no other 
opportunity to provide for themselves. Citizens with 
no labour market history thus have access to social 

security at a relatively low level, as well as to housing 
benefits.

Prior to the reunification with the GDR, it was agreed 
in May 1990 that the West German social security and 
pension system was to be introduced into the East 
German area. The idea was that equal and uniform 
conditions should gradually be achieved in the field 
of social security in both east and west.

The fundamental principles of the schemes have 
thus been retained under such different state organ-
isations as the German Reich, the Weimar Republic, 
the Third Reich and, most recently, the Federal Re-
public.42 Nevertheless, some significant modifications 
were made following the establishment of the Federal 
Republic, where the CDU/CSU held power until 1969, 
for some years in coalition with the Liberals and from 
1966 to 1969 in coalition with the SPD.

Social coverage was 
to be provided through 
citizens’ participation 
in the labour market, 
via mandatory schemes 
based on a principle of 
insurance.

In 1957, a pension reform was introduced that mod-
ified the principles of the pension system and consti-
tuted the most significant expansion of the German 
welfare state in the 1950s. Old age pensions were in-
creased considerably, and the pensions were linked 
to the development of wages, such that they did not 
lose ground in relation to earned income.43 The ob-
jective was to prevent a significant dip in income on 
retirement, in that the reform was targeted specifically 
at the commercially active section of the population. 
Pensioners were no longer to be forced into lives of 
poverty when they left the labour market. Secondly, the 
gap between the pension rights of white- and blue-col-
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lar workers was narrowed so that there was no longer 
such a major difference between the financial standing 
of the two groups when they withdrew from the labour 
market. The changes, which were implemented with 
the support of the Social Democrats, helped return 
the CDU government with an absolute majority in the 
first election held after the reforms.

Agenda 2010, which came into effect at the start 
of the new millennium, was another of the major re-
forms to the German welfare state and labour market, 
designed by a Red/Green coalition during a period of 
high unemployment and a serious deficit in the public 
budget following the assimilation of the former GDR 
into the Federal Republic.

These reforms made it easier for companies to set 
up temporary jobs, and employment services were 
reformed and streamlined, such that activation meas-
ures could be implemented early in the unemployment 
situation. At the same time, the period of entitlement 
to full unemployment benefit was reduced, it became 
less attractive to live on social benefits, and the retire-
ment age was raised, while the state pension was re-
duced and employers’ contributions to the mandatory 
social security schemes were adjusted. In addition, 
taxes were reduced at both the bottom and the top of 
the income range.

1.6. The welfare state over time:   
challenges and changes
The book aims to examine whether and if so, to what 
extent, there remain differentiating peculiarities with-
in the three North-West European nations as regards 
their respective models for the organisation of a wel-
fare state. This issue will be analysed in chapters that 
focus on different aspects of everyday life with the em-
phasis on the welfare state and its significance: de-
mography, immigration, living conditions, the public 
sector, the business community, time use, everyday 
family life, political life, education conditions and so on.
The chapters will both describe the more long-term 
tendencies and present a status report on the situation 
today. The period covered by the book commences in 
the early 1960s and concludes in 2020. Viewed over 
a period of 60 years, the three states have all been 

obliged to tackle a number of significant challenges, 
which have at times risen to the level of actual crises.

The Danish economy suffered from substantial 
structural problems from the mid-1970s, which led to 
the introduction of comprehensive changes over the 
following decades: the fixed rate policy of the 1980s 
and the labour market reforms of the 1990s. The re-
form policy has continued into the new millennium, 
encompassing reforms of the retirement age, the early 
retirement scheme and taxation.

Similarly, the British economy was plagued by a 
continuous crisis in the 1970s, with the situation de-
teriorating even further in the early years of the 1980s. 
The crisis accelerated an ongoing deconstruction of 
classic industrial positions of strength, and the means 
chosen to combat it involved a reform of the policy on 
market conditions and social security, which had a se-
verely negative effect on employment. The measures 
actually created sky-high unemployment of such scope 
and duration that it had a significant effect on public 
expenditure under Margaret Thatcher.

The German economy entered a period of stagna-
tion, nascent mass unemployment and huge deficits 
in the national budget in the mid-1990s. This develop-
ment was overwhelmingly the result of the costs aris-
ing from the reunification with the GDR in 1990, which 
necessitated massive investments in infrastructure 
and large transfer incomes to the citizens of the former 
GDR. Another contributory cause was the existence 
of a rigid and locked structure on the labour market.

Taking into account specific national problems and 
opportunities, it is clear that the subject of this book is 
not a static phenomenon that has remained unchanged 
over a long period with immutable welfare states. Rath-
er, each of the three countries has developed its own 
individual solutions, within the frameworks of their 
different models. One trait they all share, however, is 
that all their versions of the welfare state have proved 
to be adaptable.
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Figure 1.2. GDP per capita in 2015 dollars, 1970–2020, adjusted for purchasing power

Figure 1.3. Unemployment among 15–64-year-olds, 1970–2020
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Note: Germany is taken to mean the unified Germany during the entire period. The figures are taken directly from the OECD but are based exclusively on 
West German growth rates from before 1991 and then GDP/capita in 1991. The data break is therefore attributable to this change in calculation method 
and not to any geographical change. This means that the figure contains an implicit assumption that the growth rate in East Germany is equivalent to that 
in West Germany during the period up to 1991, and that production in the two countries was identical in 1991. This is probably not completely correct, in 
that in 1991, West Germany recorded a GDP/capita figure approximately 11 percentage points higher than for the unified Germany.
Source: OECD. 

Note: Germany means West Germany up to and including 1990. The data break in 1984 is attributable to the switch to counting only unemployment among 
15–64-year-olds rather than all unemployed.
Source: OECD.
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Taking into account 
specific national 
problems and 
opportunities, it is clear 
that the subject of this 
book is not a static 
phenomenon.

The overview graphs represent key aspects of the 
development over 50 years: significant economic growth 
which, however, progresses at different levels, and with 
reversals measured in fluctuations in unemployment. 
To this should be added substantial differences in the 
tax burden and differences in the degree of inequality. 
In order to qualify the comparison even more clearly, 
OECD averages are included in certain places.

Figure 1.2 presents economic development meas-
ured as GDP per inhabitant, corrected for purchas-
ing power, in fixed 2015 US dollars. Data that are not 
shown in the figure, and which are subject to a degree 
of uncertainty, indicate that the East German GDP per 
capita immediately prior to the reunification amounted 
to barely 50 percent of the West German level.

Data indicate that the Danish GDP per capita has 
occasionally dipped to the German level, but has gen-
erally been positioned slightly above it and significantly 
higher than the British level. The oil crisis of 1973 with 
its consequential effects over the following years had 
the greatest impact on Denmark and the UK. The fi-
nancial crisis hit all three countries hard, but Germany 
was the quickest to recover. The Covid-19 crisis like-
wise had a significant impact on all three countries, 
although the UK came off worst of all. It is interesting 
to note that for long periods, the UK is in line with the 
OECD average, but ends up marginally below it in 2020.

More generally, all three countries showed solid 
economic growth over the 50 years in question, even 
though there is a constant and significant difference 
in prosperity between Denmark and Germany on one 
side, and the UK on the other.

Figure 1.3 illustrates how structural and market 
conditions have influenced unemployment since 1970. 
In order to reinforce comparability backwards, OECD 
figures are used once again. All three countries have 
experienced periods of high unemployment, and a 
general experience is that traditional Keynesian crisis 
politics were no longer an option after the mid-1970s.

Keynesian crisis politics 
were no longer an option 
after the mid-1970s.

Denmark has experienced periods of high unem-
ployment since 1970 – in the early 1980s and 1990s, 
for example. The UK experienced a period of high un-
employment starting in the late 1970s, which compro-
mised the ambition of never allowing unemployment 
to exceed one million, and the problem soared to new 
heights under Thatcher in the 1980s. For a period of 
several years starting in the early1990s, Germany had 
to deal with unexpectedly high unemployment, due 
to factors such as economic problems following the 
reunification of the two German states and rigidity in 
the organisation of the German labour market. By the 
end of the period studied, all three countries were re-
cording low unemployment figures once more, with 
the UK and Germany in particular approaching full 
employment before the outbreak of the pandemic.

Inequality is often measured using what is known 
as the “Gini coefficient”. This approach involves view-
ing the total mass of income, which is the sum of all 
persons’ income for the population being examined. 
The coefficient can be between zero and 1. In the 
event of completely equal distribution of income, the 
Gini coefficient will be zero. So the greater the ine-
quality in distribution, the higher the Gini coefficient 
will be. The value of 1 is achieved if one single person 
receives all the income.

As a rule, the Gini coefficient is calculated on the 
basis of incomes after direct taxation. This is also the 
case in Figure 1.4, which presents the calculation for 
households in the different countries. The data take 
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into account that the individual households have dif-
ferent support obligations, in that the incomes have 
been “equivalised”. See the note to the figure for details.

The figure presents development from 1980 through 
2018 in the three countries. Historical and current data 
indicate that more-or-less all highly developed coun-
tries return a Gini coefficient of between approx. 0.2 
and 0.4 in recent times. For example, the United States 
and Japan recorded Gini coefficients of 0.38 and 0.32, 
respectively, in 2013. Following historically low levels 
around 1980, inequality generally increased in West-
ern Europe. The figure therefore includes an average 
for Western Europe.

It is clear to see that on average, inequality has been 
and remains higher in Western Europe as a whole and 
in the UK and Germany than in Denmark, even though 
inequality in Denmark has risen over the past 25 years 
or so. The universal welfare state with universal income 
transfers at a high level – from an international per-
spective – and redistributing taxes counteract rising 
inequality in income earned on the labour market and 
through ownership of property and capital.

As regards the UK, there is noticeable growth in 
inequality from the beginning of the 1980s until 1990, 
followed by a period of stagnation up to 2000, where 
inequality suddenly spikes. Thereafter, inequality de-
creases gradually, continuing after the financial crisis, 
before starting to rise again in 2013. In Germany, a long-
term tendency towards rising inequality commences 
in the latter half of the 1990s, with the upward devel-
opment continuing after reforms of the labour market 
and the social policy in the first half of the noughties. 
This puts inequality in Germany on a par with the av-
erage for Western Europe.

Figure 1.5 presents the development from 1965 
through 2019 in the tax burden, defined as tax as a 
percentage of GDP. In other words, the figure reveals 
how the various forms of welfare state were financed 
from the middle of the 1960s and thereafter.

It is clear that a more strongly redistributing state 
such as Denmark recorded higher rates of increase 
in the rate of taxation than the two other countries in 
the formative years of the welfare states. Towards the 
end of the 1980s, the tax burden hits a ceiling, where it 

remains for the remainder of the period analysed, with 
the Danish tax burden staying consistently higher than 
the burdens in the other countries, finishing in 2019 
fully 7.5 percentage points higher than the German tax 
burden, and 13.4 percentage points higher than the 
British level. However, a comparison of Figure 1.2 with 
Figure 1.5 reveals that a high tax burden is not neces-
sarily an obstacle to high rates of economic growth.

1.7. Summary: globalisation and the  
welfare state
The advent of globalisation has made it more difficult 
to maintain national control of market conditions and 
structure policy, and to sustain the peculiar nation-
al traits in the European welfare states. With expo-
sure to the tough competition at international level, 
including from extremely large operators that trade 
under WTO trade agreements, but actually provide 
comprehensive state subsidies to own enterprises, 
fewer choices are now available. Moreover, much of 
the political power to make decisions has been relo-
cated from national parliaments to EU bodies, which 
likewise applies to the UK from 1973 up to the end of 
the period analysed in this book.

To this should be added the international migrations 
which, since the 1960s, have changed the ethnic, cul-
tural and religious uniformity that was a characteristic 
until then, while international conventions are limiting 
the power of nations to act upon and regulate these 
migrations.

In spite of these tendencies, the chapter demon-
strates – on the basis of some important macroeco-
nomic data – that the three countries still feature mu-
tually differentiating peculiarities. For example, Den-
mark and Germany have achieved higher economic 
growth and prosperity than the UK, which in return 
operates with a significantly lower tax burden than 
Denmark in particular.

Other differentiating traits include unemployment 
percentages over time, which are not overly synchro-
nised, as well as differences in economic equality, 
which are largely dictated by specific national policies 
regarding redistribution via the state. The UK stands 
out in particular here, recording the greatest inequality 
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Figure 1.4. Income inequality measured using the Gini coefficient, 1980–2019

Note: Germany is taken to mean West Germany until 1991. The data break in 2014 is attributable to a switch in source from the Luxembourg Income 
Study to Eurostat. As such, two different sources are used in a figure, where the methodical handling of the data differs between the sources, and such 
differences can be substantial. Income inequality is measured as the equivalised disposable household income for everyone in the population. The 
concept covers the fact that allowance has been made for how many members of the household are to share the income, and the effects of taxes and 
transfer income payments have also been included. The Western Europe series spans an ongoing, unweighted average of the Gini coefficient for the 
countries of Western Europe where data, including interpolation, are available at the time in question. These countries are: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, 
Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and the UK. 
Source: Luxembourg Income Study and Eurostat, as well as own calculations.

Figure 1.5. Tax burden, 1965–2019

Note: Germany means West Germany up to and including 1990. The figures for 2019 are estimated.
Source: OECD.
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throughout the period. Following a rise in inequality 
after the mid-1990s, Germany is positioned around the 
average for Western Europe in 2019, while Denmark 
recorded – and continues to record – the lowest fig-
ures as regards economic inequality.

The following sections of the book will now focus 
on highlighting similarities and differences in the de-
velopment of the three welfare state models, and on 
analysing what may explain these and other differenc-
es and development traits.

In a time when there is much talk of liberalisation, 
it is worth noting that this liberalisation in North-West 
Europe has not progressed further than to a point 
where states continue to lay claim to between a third 
and almost half of the value creation. So there is, ap-
parently, still some room for the impact of politics in 
the shaping of society.

Notes
1 Christophersen and Hansen (2020). The official name is the 

United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (UK).
2 Esping-Andersen (1990).
3 The Conservatives became organised as a serious party in the 

1870s. Labour grew out of the union movement towards the 
end of the 1800s.

4 Propaganda was circulated among the armed forces in an at-
tempt to document that the troops were not only fighting to win 
the war. Rather, they could look forward to coming home to a 
socially reformed and modernised society. The Army Bureau 
of Current Affairs under the War Offices published pamphlets 
with titles such as Beveridge Report (1942), Town Planning 
(1942), The Nation’s Health (1943), Social Security (1943) and 
What about our Schools? (1943).

5 Titmuss (1950).
6 In the financial year 1950–51, Great Britain devoted almost 8 

percent of the national budget to defence (Christophersen and 
Hansen (2020)).

7 Morgan (1990).
8 In Russian history texts, the date cited is 9 May.
9 Bender (2016).
10 Other nations and nationalities were also represented among 

the occupying forces. For example, Denmark contributed a small 
contingent of troops who were sent to the North German town 
of Itzehoe (Øhrgaard (2009)).

11 Bender (2016).
12 Nedergaard (2014).
13 Bender (2016).
14 Until 1918, the German Reich extended all the way to the border 

with Russia.
15 “They largely brought their power to bear against one another. 

But in the shadows they were also working together. Their battle 
for Germany almost approached actual war, but they remained 
tightly knit in their resolution never to allow Germany to become 

a threat again.” See Bender (2016, p. 39) regarding the United 
States’ and the Soviet Union’s simultaneously opposing and 
aligned interests regarding Germany.

16 From Hawes (2019).
17 Hawes (2019).
18 Leffler (1996).
19 Nedergaard (2014).
20 Nedergaard (2014).
21 Nedergaard (2014).
22 Adenauer had been Mayor of Cologne from 1917 until 1933, 

when he was deposed by the Nazis, and then again for a short 
period in 1945. He was the driving force behind the formation 
of the CDU.

23 Lammers (2008).
24 Lammers (2006).
25 The GDR was accepted as a member of COMECON in 1950. 

The first five-year plan was launched in 1951.
26 We will not analyse developments in the particularly complex 

relations between the Federal Republic and the GDR in depth 
here; we will simply mention that a tentative relaxation of ten-
sions between the two was triggered by the Social Democrat-led 
government under Willy Brandt in around 1970. Even increased 
tensions stemming from the missile race between the United 
States and the Soviet Union did not succeed in destabilising re-
lations between the two German states. A detailed explanation 
of the situation, with the emphasis on the personal character-
istics of the key players, can be found in Bender (2016).

27  The border with West Germany had been closed previously, 
but the option to cross freely between the two German states 
remained open in Berlin until the construction of the wall.

28 Lammers (2006).
29 Lammers (2006), who outlines the process in 1989–90.
30 Esping-Andersen (1990).
31 Fully 100,000 copies of the report were sold within the first 

month after publication, and a total of 630,000 were sold in all, 
clearly demonstrating that there were demands from the pop-
ulation on politicians to introduce social reforms (Pugh (2017)).

32 Harris (1992).
33 Pugh (2017).
34 For an almost contemporary review of the various schemes, 

see Robson (1947).
35 Korpi (2002).
36 Morgan (1990).
37 Pugh (2017).
38 Jensen (2004), Mogensen (2010).
39 Torp (2016).
40 Korpi (2002).
41 Korpi (2002).
42 Elements of the continental model were also retained in the 

GDR, although within a single-line system that included all pro-
fessional groups in order to strengthen links with the state. In 
the middle of the 1960s, the insurance contributions amounted 
to ten percent of the workers’ wages/salary (Mählert (2006)). 
The trades union were responsible for the health insurance. A 
distinguishing feature of the social insurance system was the 
right to work written into the GDR’s constitution. For details of 
the development of this right within the European labour move-
ment, see Jensen (2008).

43  Torp (2016).
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and the UK
Germany

in Denmark,
2. The population

Ageing populations are exerting pressure on the economic 
sustainability of the three welfare states. This chapter 
examines the changes that have taken place since 1960, and 
the population-related challenges facing the countries today 
and in the coming years. Are any of the three welfare states 
under particular pressure?
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2.1. Population and area
Table 2.1 presents the principal figures for the three 
populations as of 1 January 2019.1 Germany has the 
biggest population: 83 million people, compared to 
almost 67 million in the UK and almost 6 million in 
Denmark. Viewed in relation to the total population 
of the EU-27 countries in 2020 of 448 million, close 
to 20 percent of the EU population is resident in Ger-
many, whereas the population of Denmark is insignif-
icant in this context. However, the Scandinavian wel-
fare model encompassing the countries of Denmark, 
Norway and Sweden applies to a total of around 21 
million people, so as a representative of this model, 
the Danish situation is worthy of attention.

The table also presents the geographical area and 
the population density, where post-unification Germany 
has the largest area and a central location in Europe. 
Looking at England in isolation, the population density 
is clearly highest here. However, if we expand our view 
to include the UK as a whole – with the less densely 
populated countries of Scotland and Wales – the Brit-
ish density figure approaches that of Germany, while 
the density in Denmark is lowest by a good margin.

Table 2.1 Area, population size and density 
as of 1. January 2019

Population Area (in 
1000 km2)

Population 
density (per km2)

Denmark 5.8 43 135
The UK 66.8 243 268

England 56.3 130 432
Germany 83.0 357 232
Note: The figures for the UK are from mid-2019. 
Source: Own construction on the basis of data from the Office of National 
Statistics and Eurostat.

Figure 2.1 shows the development from 1960 to 
2019, where the population size in 1960 is set at index 
100. It appears that the rate of growth, expressed in 
the slope of the curve, is relatively uniform throughout 
the period in Denmark and the UK. Germany (West 
Germany alone up to 1990) shows a tendency to stag-
nate for long periods and presents an actual decline in 
specific years both before and after the reunification.

Over the course of 60 years, the UK has witnessed 

an increase in its population of 15.2 million, while 
Germany has seen a rise of 27 million over the same 
period – almost 16 million of whom arrived all at once 
when the GDR was dissolved and assimilated into the 
Federal Republic in 1990. Growth over the period in 
Denmark amounted to 1.2 million.

2.2. Fewer children and longer lives
The number of births fell in North-West Europe in the 
second half of the 1900s. Figure 2.2 presents the de-
velopment in fertility from 1950 to 2018. The crucial 
factor in relation to this figure is that more than 2.1 
live births per woman is necessary if a population is 
to maintain its size. This level is referred to as the re-
placement rate and is shown in the figure as a hori-
zontal line.

We can see that this level of reproduction has not 
been achieved in Denmark and Germany since the 
end of the 1960s, and that the situation was replicated 
a few years later in the UK. In 2018, the figures for all 
three countries were between 1.5 and 1.7, i.e. a good 
way below the replacement rate. In Germany, the figure 
actually dipped as low as 1.2 in the middle of the 1990s, 
which is one of the lowest European reproduction fig-
ures. The fact that Figure 2.1 still shows an increase 
in the population, in spite of a fertility level below the 
replacement rate, can be explained by comprehensive 
net immigration – a topic we will return to in Chapter 
5. Towards the end of the period, it can be seen that 
the three countries are approaching the same level, 
which indicates a general regional tendency in the 
development of fertility in North-West Europe – no 
matter which welfare model you choose.

The falling birth rates align with the fact that from 
the 1960s and onwards, many more married women 
chose to remain on the labour market after they had 
started a family. This tendency accelerated strongly in 
Denmark in the 1960s and to a more modest extent in 
the UK and West Germany at around the same time.2 A 
large number of children did not suit a lifestyle where 
both parents worked away from home, and new types 
of contraception such as the IUD and the pill enabled 
more effective birth control for the first time in human 
history. West Germany was the first country to make 

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   48116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   48 27/05/2022   20.4627/05/2022   20.46



49

THE POPULATION IN DENMARK, GERMANY AND THE UK

Figure 2.1. Development in the population, 1960–2019; year 1960 = 100

Note: Germany means West Germany up to and including 1989. The data break in 1957 for West Germany is attributable to the inclusion of Saarland.
Source: Destatis for Germany, the UN for other countries in the period 1950–1960, the World Bank thereafter.

Note: Germany means West Germany up to and including 1989. The population figures for the UK are recorded in the middle of 
the year, while they are recorded at the end of the year for other countries.
Source: Destatis for Germany and the UN for other countries. 
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the pill available in 1961, although initially only to mar-
ried women. The UK followed suit in 1963, but likewise 
only for married women. Single women were granted 
access to the pill in 1967. The pill was made available 
in Denmark in 1966. The idea of social and economic 
equality between the genders generally gained mo-
mentum after the mid-1960s, carried forward by the 
increased participation of women on the labour market, 
an active and well-argued women’s movement, and a 
rising level of education among women.

A family with numerous 
children did not match 
a way of life with two 
working parents

On condition that it was approved by two doctors, 
abortion became legal in the UK in 1968. Thousands of 
women who, for social reasons, had previously risked 
lives and limbs by having illegal abortions performed 
by people with no medical training, now had access to 
a safe procedure. Free abortion until the twelfth week 
of pregnancy was similarly introduced – after an emo-
tionally charged public debate – in Denmark in 1973 
and in West Germany in 1974, where it was disallowed 
again by the constitutional court shortly afterwards. In 
the GDR, abortions until the twelfth week of pregnan-
cy were allowed as from 1972. Today, it is possible in 
Germany to have an abortion after a consultation with 
a doctor and a short period to think things over after 
this consultation. In Germany, it is Section 218 of the 
Criminal Code that regulates abortion, which has been 
discussed and debated for decades. The number of the 
section itself has become a synonym for the debate.

In Table 2.2, data for the UK have been divided 
into three areas, because the attitude to abortion in 
Northern Ireland, with its share of Catholic population 
and restrictive legislation, differs significantly from 
the prevailing view in England, Scotland and Wales.5

The level in Northern Ireland is much lower and de-
clines over time, while in England, Scotland and Wales 

it is gradually increasing. Until as late as 2020, women 
in Northern Ireland were generally obliged to travel to 
England if they wanted a legal abortion. Even though 
the upper age limit in England and Wales is set at 44 
years of age – i.e. lower than in Denmark and Germa-
ny, thus focusing on the most fertile age groups – the 
level is nevertheless noticeably higher. With 200,000 
abortions performed in England and Wales in 2018, it 
is clear that the practice has an impact on the devel-
opment of the population.

The level in Germany is relatively low, second only 
to Northern Ireland. This could, for instance, reflect 
the Catholic influence on around a quarter of the to-
tal German population. The level in Denmark is a little 
higher, although the frequency is declining over time.

Even though the populations of North-West Europe 
currently do not reproduce themselves at a sufficient 
rate, the birth rates remain slightly higher than in sev-
eral countries in Southern and Eastern Europe. In Bul-
garia and the Czech Republic, for example, the birth 
rate around the turn of the millennium was as low as 
1.1 live births per woman.

In the EU-27 countries, the average was 1.5 in 
2020, which is marginally below the level in the three 
countries examined in this study. The higher fertility 
rate in North-West Europe compared to Southern and 
Eastern Europe may reflect more favourable conditions 
for families with children: Denmark in particular pro-
vides better coverage with day-care institutions, and 
all three countries offer better maternity schemes, 
child allowances and free access to a well-functioning 
education system.

At the same time as the number of children has 
declined, the mean life expectancy increased signifi-
cantly. In 1960, life expectancy was a little over 70 years 
for men and somewhat higher for women in Denmark. 
Table 2.3 illustrates that it has since increased to its 
current mark of 79 years for men and, again, a little 
more for women. In 1960, the average life expectan-
cy for men was slightly lower in the UK and Germany 
than in Denmark, with the same tendency evident for 
German women as well. By 2018, these differences 
had been erased.

The rising life expectancy, which represents an 
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Table 2.2. Number of abortions in thousands, and general abortion rate, 1990–2018, The UK

Year
England and Wales Scotland Northern Ireland

Abortions Rate Abortions Rate Abortions Rate
1990 173.9 14.9 10.2 9.1 1.9 5.4
1995 154.3 13.9 11.1 10.1 1.5 4.4
2000 175.5 16.3 12.0 11.1 1.5 4.2
2005 186.4 17.1 12.7 11.9 1.2 3.1
2010 189.6 16.9 12.9 12.2 1.1 2.9
2015 185.8 16.0 12.1 11.7 0.8 2.3

2018 200.6 17.4 13.3 13.0 1.1 2.9
Note: The figures refer to the number of abortions performed for citizens in their own country, with the exception of Northern Ireland, where the figures include the 
number of abortions performed in England on women from Northern Ireland. From the middle of 2017, it was decided that the British healthcare system – the NHS 
– would pay for abortions performed in England on women from Northern Ireland. Before that date, the women had to pay for the procedure themselves. The abor-
tion quotient is the number of abortions per 1,000 women aged 15–44.
Sources: The Office of National Statistics, the Department of Health and Social Care, the National Health Service, and own calculations.

Table 2.2. Number of abortions in thousands, and general abortion rate, 1990–2018, Denmark and Germany

Year Denmark Germany
Abortions Rate Abortions Rate

1990 20.6 15.9 145.3 7.5
1995 17.6 13.6 97.9 5.0
2000 15.9 12.7 134.6 6.8
2005 15.4 12.5 124.0 6.3
2010 16.8 13.4 110.4 5.9
2015 15.7 12.4 99.2 5.6
2018 14.2 11.2 101.0 5.8
Note: The figures refer to the number of abortions performed for citizens in their own country. Data break in 2015 for the abortion quotient in Germany. 
The abortion quotient is the number of abortions per 1,000 women aged 15–49 in Denmark, and women aged 15–50 in Germany.
Sources: Statistics Denmark, Eurostat, Destatis and own calculations.

   

Table 2.3. Average life expectancy in years for women and men, 1960 and 2018
Denmark The UK Germany

1960 Women 74.0 74.2 72.4
Men 70.4 68.2 66.9

2018 Women 82.9 83.1 83.3
Men 79.1 79.5 78.6

Sources: Destatis for West Germany in 1960, the World Bank for other figures.
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important welfare-related benefit, should be seen in 
the context of improved living conditions and the de-
velopment of both the healthcare system and medical 
technologies. Lifestyle-related conditions have had an 
effect with mutually contradictory tendencies, which 
are largely socially defined: more exercise, healthier 
diet and fewer people smoking. However, there is al-
so an epidemic of obesity and many people consume 
alcohol at levels that exceed recommendations from 
the healthcare authorities.

2.3. Change in age distribution
The increasing average life expectancy combined with 
the falling birth rates has led to a change in age distri-
bution in the three populations, which are all ageing. 
This condition is illustrated in the population pyramids 
for 1950 and 2020 presented in Figures 2.3–2.8. The 
classic graphic representation of the distribution of 
ages in traditional, pre-industrialisation societies took 
the form of a pyramid with a broad base, tapering off 
towards the top as the older age groups became less 
and less populous. This form is repeated in 1950 in 
Denmark, where the age groups above 50 start to thin 
out, and where the large birth years immediately after 
the war give the pyramid a relatively broad base. The 
10–25 age groups are less strongly represented as a 
result of the crisis in the 1930s, where birth rates de-
clined in Denmark in the same way as in most of the 
rest of Europe.

The youngest and young age groups are relatively 
weakly represented in the pyramid for 2020. They are 
either in line with or slightly below the middle-aged 
groups. For the 50+ age groups, the drop-off rate is 
slower, and there are relatively many people aged 70 
or more. The 80+ age groups are still strongly repre-
sented, bringing with them appreciable pressure on 
health and social care expenses. The figure no longer 
resembles anything like a pyramid.

The pyramids for the UK and West Germany in 
1950 differ from the Danish pyramid in the same year 
as a consequence of these countries’ involvement in 
World War II.

The birth rate in the UK was low during the deep 
crisis of the 1930s, where unemployment remained 

stubbornly above 10 percent, negatively affecting the 
desire to have children, while from September 1939 
through August 1945, the war cost around 350,000 
lives. In the same way as in Denmark, the cessation 
of hostilities was followed by a baby boom with high 
birth figures. These three conditions are reflected in 
the broad-based population pyramid, where there are 
fewer than expected members of the 5–20-year-old age 
group, and where the relevant age groups for the war 
effort are decimated – without, however, approaching 
German conditions.

In Germany, the total fertility rate was below 2.1 
from 1926 through 1938. It was not until 1939 that the 
desire for an expansive population policy in the Third 
Reich began to have an effect in practice, with a total 
fertility rate of 2.4, which persisted during the first full 
year of the war (1940), after which it began to decline 
in step with the increase in the costs of the war.

The losses in Germany vary greatly depending on 
the source consulted. Zeit.online estimates that around 
6.3 million Germans died during World War II, of whom 
5.2 million were soldiers.3 This is not including the huge 
loss of German soldiers in Soviet camps after the war. 
In other words, the greatest excess mortality was to be 
found among the men, which is reflected in the popu-
lation pyramid with pronounced over-representation 
of women in the relevant age groups. However, there 
is also clear dip for women in the 30–40-year-old age 
group. The first five years after the war are then marked 
by low birth rates, resulting in a pyramid with a rela-
tively narrow base. In 2020, the ageing of the popula-
tion is clearest in Germany as a result of the low – in 
some years extremely low – fertility levels post-1970.

The war resulted in the 
loss of approximately 
6.3 million lives in 
Germany.
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The increasing share of elderly people is illustrat-
ed in Figure 2.9, which depicts the share of people 
aged 65+ from 1950 through 2019, with a projection 
of developments up to 2040. The share has increased 
from 9.0 to 20.0 percent in Denmark, from 10.8 to 18.5 
percent in the UK and from 9.3 to 21.8 percent in Ger-
many. The number of Danes aged over 80 is expect-
ed to increase by 150,000 over the coming ten years.

As seen in figure 2.9, Germany, with its low repro-
duction rates, is the welfare state that will face the 
greatest challenges in the form of shortage of labour, 
combined with substantial expenses for the health and 
care of an ageing population. Almost one in three Ger-
mans will have turned 65 in 2040, compared to one in 
four Danes and Britons. Another factor to consider is 
that the elderly age groups are significantly healthier 
from both a physical and mental perspective today 
than they were 50 or 100 years ago.

2.4. A peek into the future
Using the UN population prospects allows us, in Fig-
ure 2.10, to estimate the population development in 
the three countries and in Europe until 2050.

The population figure has been indexed with 2020 
set with the value of 100, allowing a direct compari-
son between the growth rates in the three countries 
and Europe. However, it must be emphasised that a 
number of assumptions apply to a forecast of this na-
ture. In other words, what is shown here is a cautious 
estimate of an uncertain future.

On account of low birth figures and an ageing 
population, the total population of Europe will be re-
duced by 5 percent in 2050. Up until 2030, a part of 
this decrease can be countered through immigration, 
but the rate of decrease will then accelerate. With one 
of the oldest populations in Europe, Germany is set to 
follow the development pattern in the rest of Europe, 
despite continued immigration. Denmark and the UK 

will experience growth in their populations, which will 
be strongest in the UK.

2.5. Summary
The composition of the population has undergone 
a significant change in the three countries. One im-
portant explanation is that fertility has declined in 
all three countries, especially in the period between 
1960 and 1980. Back in the 1950s and 1960s, fertility 
rates were markedly different in the three countries, 
whereas they had become almost identical by the end 
of the period studied.

The change in the composition of the population 
means that elderly people outside the commercially 
active age group are accounting for an increasingly 
large share of the populations. This development is 
relatively similar in Denmark and the UK, but accen-
tuated even further in Germany. The changing de-
mography has the potential to become a challenge 
to the economic sustainability of the welfare state in 
North-West Europe.

Denmark and the UK share a trait in that they are 
facing relatively smaller issues with the composition 
and development of their populations than several 
countries in Eastern and Southern Europe, and the 
situation in these two countries is also a little better 
than in the rest of Europe. Germany is facing greater 
demographical challenges if it is to maintain its wel-
fare state in a sustainable form.

Notes
1 As mentioned in Chapter 1, Greenland and the Faeroe Islands 

are not included in the Danish figures, and this applies to the 
whole of this book.

2 British women were also buoyed by extensive labour market 
experience from the war years. 

3 Zeit.online, downloaded 12 November 2021. The National WWII 
Museum estimates that around 5.5 million German soldiers lost 
their lives in the war.

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   53116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   53 27/05/2022   20.4627/05/2022   20.46



54

WELFARE STATE AND POPULATION IN DENMARK, GERMANY AND THE UK

Figure 2.3. Population pyramid, Denmark, 1950
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Figure 2.4. Population pyramid, Denmark, 2020
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Source: UN Department of Social and Economic Affairs, World Population Prospects.

Source: UN Department of Social and Economic Affairs, World Population Prospects.
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Figure 2.4. Population pyramid, Denmark, 2020
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Figure 2.5. Population pyramids, the UK, 1950

Figure 2.6. Population pyramids, the UK, 2020
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Figure 2.8. Population pyramid, Germany, 2020

Figure 2.7. Population pyramid, Germany, 1950

Source: UN Department of Social and Economic Affairs, World Population Prospects.

Source: UN Department of Social and Economic Affairs, World Population Prospects.
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Figure 2.9. Share of people aged 65+ in the total population, 1950–2019, with projections up to 2040

Note: Germany means West Germany up to and including 1989. The data break in 2011 is attributable to the fact that the figures for the period 2011–19 
are based on the census in 2011, while projections from the UN are used for 2020 and subsequently.  
Sources: Destatis for the period 1950–2019 for West Germany and Germany, the UN Department of Social and Economic Affairs, World Population   
Prospects for all other data points, and own calculations.

Source: UN Department of Social and Economic Affairs, World Population Prospects.
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Figure 2.10. Population forecasts up to 2050; the year 2020 = 100
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population
distribution
3. Geographical

Urbanisation is the trend almost all over the world, with a growing share of the 
population living in large towns and cities. There are many dilemmas linked to 
this ongoing tendency. On the one hand, the growth of towns and cities can 
help optimise the localisation of the workforce in relation to production. On the 
other hand, overly disparate development between regions can actually lead 
to an inequality that threatens to undermine support of the welfare state and 
national unity. This chapter examines whether the development that has taken 
place has been uniform or differentiated, and analyses the extent to which the 
population lives ethnically and socially separated.

of
the

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   59116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   59 27/05/2022   20.4627/05/2022   20.46



60

WELFARE STATE AND POPULATION IN DENMARK, GERMANY AND THE UK

As highly industrialised societies, the three countries 
have experienced an urbanisation process whereby 
the population has migrated towards the towns and 
cities, drawn by the promise of better opportunities 
for work and education. This process was seen first 
in the UK, as the earliest industrialised country, fol-
lowed by Germany. Denmark has also spent a pro-
tracted period under the influence of the same forc-
es. These dynamics have resulted in unequal regional 
development, with the best paid jobs and the most ad-
vanced courses of education to be found in the cities.
In all three countries, the governments have occa-
sionally attempted to implement policies intended to 
counteract the uneven impact of the market forces on 
the geography and living conditions of the population.

3.1. Regional development in Denmark
In the 1960s, the various governments attempted to 
use regional development subsidies to reduce high 
unemployment in the peripheral reaches of the coun-
try.1 The attempt met with apparent success, given that 
parts of the industrial apparatus relocated from the 
Greater Copenhagen Area to Jutland. This change in 
the location of the industry was, however, more funda-
mentally attributable to the fact that in a period of full 
employment and rising prices on land in urban areas, 
available labour and inexpensive industrial property 
were to be found in the western part of the country. 
At the same time, the expansion of the road network 
made to new location patterns possible.

In 2010, there were more industrial workplaces 
in the City of Aarhus than in the City of Copenhagen, 
which lost a great many industrial jobs as from the end 
of the 1970s. As such, in 2012 the City of Copenhagen 
had only marginally more industrial workplaces than 
the Municipalities of Esbjerg and Aalborg, which in 
turn were only slightly ahead of the Municipalities of 
Sønderborg, Viborg, Kolding, Horsens, Herning and 
Ringkøbing-Skjern. Industry was still strongly repre-
sented in some of the municipalities just outside Co-
penhagen itself – Gladsaxe and Ballerup, for example 
– and in a number of local authorities on Zealand, such 
as Kalundborg. Otherwise, the general impression was 
that industry had relocated to the west.

The rising number of transfer incomes, which were 
paid within the framework of the expanding welfare 
state without regional consideration, also contributed 
to levelling out geographical differences in incomes 
and helped slow the shift in the population towards 
the towns and cities. Unemployment benefit, nation-
al and disability pensions, payments to families with 
children, state subsidy and early retirement schemes 
provided a subsistence basis for many people in ar-
eas with weak business communities. And the more 
the progression was increased in the tax system, the 
stronger became the effect of this levelling out.

At the same time, more and more assignments were 
handed over to the local authorities. The ambition was 
– and remains – that the municipal service level should 
be independent of the local tax basis, and that it should 
be positioned at a reasonably uniform, high level, while 
also taking into account municipal autonomy that could 
find expression in different prioritisations. This policy, 
combined with ongoing delegation of assignments to 
the local authorities, created a large number of jobs in 
the sparsely populated parts of the country.

More recently, changing governments have relo-
cated a number of state workplaces to bases outside 
the Danish capital in an attempt to compensate for the 
geographically defined differences that nevertheless 
still existed. The same compensatory objective was to 
be found in the municipal levelling out scheme includ-
ing the latest changes to same, as well as the easing of 
regulations in planning legislation that allowed the estab-
lishment of new commercial activities in the rural zone.

The structural reforms of the noughties had a con-
trary effect, however, with the closure of hospitals, ar-
my barracks and education institutions, and regional 
differences have become more pronounced in recent 
decades. This development is attributable to the pri-
vatisation of the real estate market, with dramatic in-
creases in the price of housing in the largest towns 
and cities, general commercial development, and 
changes in the structure of the education system. In 
peripheral areas, employment remains below the level 
from before the financial crisis, while the geographical 
distribution of the population measured by level of ed-
ucation is uneven, with strong over-representation of 
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highly educated people in the large towns and cities.2

Following the change in location of the industrial 
apparatus and the associated service enterprises, rel-
atively many unskilled and skilled workers live outside 
the large towns and cities today. The new stratum of 
highly educated people has instead taken over large 
parts of the housing mass in Copenhagen, Aarhus, 
Odense and Aalborg. These cities have seen massive 
increases in highly paid jobs in the fields of financ-
ing, insurance and pensions, as well as consultancy, 
research and education, and administration. Income 
levels outside Copenhagen are correspondingly below 
those in the Capital Region. This has been highlight-
ed by bodies including the ROCKWOOL Foundation 
Research Unit, which has analysed developments in 
consumption opportunities for children since 1987.3 
Families with children in the Capital Region are far out-
pacing comparable families in other parts of Denmark, 
a development that became increasingly pronounced 
in the wake of the financial crisis.4

The housing sector has been liberalised, and mu-
nicipal properties in Copenhagen, for example, have 
been sold off by the local authority. Rents and prices 
of real estate have gradually risen to such a height in 
Copenhagen and the most expensive parts of Aarhus, 
Odense and Aalborg that housing in these areas has 
largely become the preserve of highly-educated and 
self-employed people with incomes significantly above 
the national average. These groups have enjoyed rela-
tively higher rises in income than the rest of the pop-
ulation and, at the same time, the size of the groups 
themselves has i.a. increased in step with substantial 
growth in the share of highly educated people.5

Denmark has seen an increase in geographical 
differences over recent decades. However, this has 
taken place within a framework of generally increasing 
incomes and a welfare society of universal and – still 
– redistributive nature, where a range of public sector 
services and transfer incomes is generally available if 
the need arises.

3.2. Regional development in the UK
The welfare-political ambitions of the Labour govern-
ment for a fairer, more equal society after World War II 

found expression in regional policy as laid out in The 
Distribution of Industry Act, which was passed in 1945. 
Through a licensing policy and physical planning, new 
production facilities for the automotive industry, the 
chemical industry and the electronics industry were 
established in Wales, the North of England and the 
industrialised parts of Scotland.

Even though the general tendency of the age was 
for migration from the peripheral areas of the country 
towards London and the South-East of England, unem-
ployment in the peripheral regions was kept low for a 
time through related government initiatives which, in 
the early 1960s, provided subsidy for the positioning 
of technologically advanced industries in the outlying 
areas.6 With the nationalisation of the mining industry 
immediately after World War II, alternating governments 
maintained a safety net under a coal mining sector that 
was often lacking economic foundation.

From the mid-1960s, globalisation in connection with 
the phasing out of international restrictions on trade 
had an increasingly negative effect on employment in 
industry, as a general de-industrialisation set in and 
continued over the following decades, reinforced by a 
number of specifically national problems in the British 
commercial sector (see Chapter 13). It is neverthe-
less true that a range of public sector initiatives were 
implemented in an attempt to continue to counteract 
uneven regional development, and the establishment 
of the Highlands and Islands Development Board in 
1965 should be viewed from this perspective. Similar-
ly, in 1967 the Labour government offered significant 
deductions for investments in industry in areas where 
unemployment was rising. However, these initiatives 
had to compete against strong centralising factors.7

The general winding down of industrial activity 
had an especially hard impact on the major industrial 
centres in the Midlands – such as Coventry, Liverpool 
and Manchester – as well as on the city of Glasgow 
in Scotland, where thousands of well-paid industrial 
jobs were lost. Figures 3.1 and 3.2 show the regional 
distribution of the number of workplaces in industry 
and the mines in the UK in 1951 and 2019. It is clear 
to see that there has been a sharp decrease over the 
period, and that this decrease is especially pronounced 
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Share
23.9%

38.8%

53.7%

Figure 3.1. Share of employed people working in 
mining and manufacturing, UK, 1951

Sources: The University of Portsmouth, on the basis of national censuses, as well as NISRA.
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Share
2.2%

7.2%

12.1%

Figure 3.2. Share of employed people working in 
mining and manufacturing, UK, 2019

Note: 2019 used on account of Covid-19. 
Source: ONS.
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in the previously industrialised areas of the Midlands. 
The more peripheral regions have also suffered a sig-
nificant decline.

Manchester, which was the first industrialised me-
tropolis in the world and a centre for trade in industrial 
goods, perfectly illustrates the development. In 1961, 
there were 220,000 jobs in industry there. In 2001, 
there were 35,000.8 This loss was partly offset by the 
restoration of the old centre of the city, with the empha-
sis on service jobs linked to the experience economy, 
centred around the city’s legendary football teams and 
supplemented by a rich range of museums. However, 
many of the jobs in these services were part-time po-
sitions at lower wages that could not compensate for 
the loss of well-paid industrial jobs for men.

The discontinuation 
of the industries had 
a particularly hard 
impact on the major 
industrial towns, where 
thousands of well-paid 
jobs were lost.

Under the Conservative government of Edward 
Heath (1970–74), and in an attempt to reverse the policy 
of the immediate post-war years, plans were prepared 
to reduce subsidies to the outlying regions. However, 
these plans were quickly shelved when unemployment 
threatened to destabilise social adhesion in the coun-
try. For example, there were threats of militant unrest 
along the banks of the River Clyde in Scotland if the 
shipyards were closed.9

Independence movements in both Scotland and 
Wales gained momentum in connection with the eco-
nomic stagnation and the increasing regional differ-
ences. The Celtic disquiet to the north and west were, 
however, nothing compared to the violence in Northern 
Ireland from the end of the 1960s, when the age-old 
conflict between Protestants and Catholics erupted 

once more, leading to the loss of a great many lives.10

British troops were moved into Northern Ireland 
from 1969, when they were initially welcomed by the 
Irish Catholics who were under pressure from para-
military Protestant groups. However, the Catholic com-
munity soon came to view the troops as exponents of 
an occupying power committed to preventing a united 
Ireland. Events had repercussions in the United States, 
where Irish immigrant groups collected funds to sup-
ply the Irish Republican Army (IRA) with weapons and 
ammunition, which flowed easily across the 500 km 
border between Eire and Northern Ireland.11

The Celtic disquiet to 
the north and west were 
nothing compared to 
the violence in Northern 
Ireland.

The violence was founded on the discrimination by 
the Protestant majority against the Catholic minority. 
The roots of this discrimination could be traced back 
to the division of Ireland in 1921 and the Protestants’ 
– i.e. the Unionists’ – monopolization of government 
power in Northern Ireland. The conflict was exacer-
bated by the fact that the downturn in industry had a 
particularly strong impact in Belfast and Londonderry/
Derry, which saw a string of closures among business-
es in the important textile industry. Unemployment 
in Northern Ireland hovered around 20 percent well 
into the 1980s.

Brexit has increased the potential for renewed un-
rest in the province, with the placement of a customs 
border in the Irish Sea, i.e. between Northern Ireland 
and England, Scotland and Wales. Northern Ireland 
has a population of 1.9 million, of whom half are Prot-
estants keen to maintain the union with London, while 
almost half are Catholics – known as Nationalists – 
where the majority is more in favour of unification with 
the Republic of Ireland (Eire). With the introduction of 
the Brexit agreement, Northern Ireland is in practice 
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included in the EU internal market from the perspective 
of trade and customs. This translates into free trade 
without customs checks or other restrictions between 
the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland, but not 
between Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK. The 
purpose of this arrangement is to avoid what is known 
as a “hard border” between the Republic of Ireland 
and Northern Ireland, even though the new customs 
border hinders free trade across the Irish Sea and is 
the cause of continued tensions between the EU and 
the British government. The Protestant Unionists in 
Northern Ireland are severely dissatisfied with this 
customs border.

During the years of the Thatcher government, glo-
balisation and the enormous growth of particularly 
the unskilled section of the international workforce, 
continued to alter the corporate structure, adversely 
affecting large parts of what remained of the tradition-
al industries: textiles, coal mines and shipyards. The 
Thatcher government was powerless to reverse this 
development, and in view of its neo-liberal tendencies, 
it was not inclined to make any significant attempt to 
ease the situation.12 The rationalisation of the coal mines 
was greatly accelerated, and through tough labour 
conflicts, Thatcher smashed the coal miners’ unions 
and closed unprofitable mines – which naturally had a 
significant effect on employment. Local communities 
in Yorkshire and South Wales were left with no viable 
means of support, and those mines that remained 
operational were transferred to private ownership, 
resulting in additional rationalisations and lay-offs.13

Against the background of this historical develop-
ment, an OECD analysis from 2017 reveals, somewhat 
surprisingly, that unemployment and employment rates 
are relatively even across the UK. Nevertheless, large 
and enduring differences in productivity do translate 
into substantial regional differences in income gener-
ation.14 These differences have actually grown since 
the start of the 2000s, and especially in the wake of 
the financial crisis.15

The regional imbalance is primarily attributable to 
the disproportionately high productivity of the London 
region, combined with the low regional average outside 
London. The other regions of the UK thus find them-

selves only just meeting the regional OECD average. 
With the highest level of urbanisation in the OECD, 
this means that productivity in the large UK towns and 
cities outside London is lower than productivity in the 
average OECD metropolises. Of 15 big city regions, 11 
record lower productivity than the OECD average for 
large towns and cities.16

The accumulation of knowledge-intensive jobs has 
continued in the London region. Employment in the 
finance and insurance sector, information and com-
munication, creative professions, management and 
research are strongly over-represented, with value 
generation per employee clearly above the average. 
Productivity in the financial sector is particularly high 
among employees who are part of a global labour mar-
ket with job opportunities in London, Frankfurt, Paris, 
New York and San Francisco. Before Brexit, the UK 
recorded the highest regional inequality in the EU.17 
London itself has a high level of internal geographical 
inequality, featuring run-down areas such as the Bor-
oughs of Barking and Dagenham, Newham, Hackney, 
Tower Hamlets and Islington. At the same time, income 
inequality in the UK is most pronounced in London.18

The regional differences are mirrored in the expan-
sion of the infrastructure, where 29 percent of infra-
structure investments in 2015/16 are centred on the 
Greater London region. Per capita investments here 
totalled approx. GBP 1,000 compared to GBP 500 in 
Scotland, GBP 400 in Wales and less than GBP 250 in 
Northern Ireland. The problems of an outdated infra-
structure are hindering economic growth in the UK, 
and the failure to invest in the other parts of the UK 
serves only to reinforce the regional inequalities.19

Up until 2010, a number of regional development 
councils continued to work to boost employment in 
the economically disadvantaged areas. Since 2011, 
however, focus has shifted to a model whereby the 
local authorities participate in a partnership with the 
business community to invest in infrastructure and 
commercial buildings financed via the government’s 
Local Growth Fund. The agricultural regions can also 
apply for funds to boost productivity in farming and 
forestry, and the different government ministries are 
obliged to evaluate the potential impact of new legis-
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lative initiatives on the rural areas.20

The initiatives also encompass enterprise zones 
and tax incentives, combined with fewer administra-
tive requirements. Other opportunities for renewed re-
gional development include the right of municipalities 
to levy tax on commercial properties to finance new 
initiatives. A large number of the activities have also 
been delegated to the authorities in Northern Ireland, 
Scotland and Wales.21

The most recent Conservative governments have 
also sought to develop infrastructure outside London 
by establishing planning committees and launching 
investment programmes, but the problems linked to 
a non-cohesive infrastructure remain substantial. An 
OECD study from 2020 suggests that Brexit will exac-
erbate the regional differences,22 with the manufactur-
ing sector in the UK being hardest hit in all areas. For 
example, vehicles, transport equipment and vehicle 
parts manufactured in the UK are utilised in EU pro-
duction chains, and it is estimated that the drop in ex-
ports for such goods will be in excess of 15 percent. It 
is likewise estimated that textile exports will decrease 
by 12–13 percent.23 Exports of services, on the other 
hand, will not suffer to the same extent. The drop in 
exports of industrial products will affect the North and 
North-Eastern areas of England and Wales in particular. 
In contrast, the effect in London and the South-East 
of England will be much milder given that the empha-
sis here has lain so decidedly on exports of services.

The drop in industrial 
exports will affect the 
North and North-Eastern 
areas of England and 
Wales in particular.

Naturally, forecasts in this regard are purely esti-
mates. It may transpire that in certain sectors, Brexit 
will provide a kind of import protection for industrial 
enterprises, which on account of the currently much 
more complicated bureaucracy regarding cross-border 

trade, will then become effectively shielded from tough 
competition from the Continent. Political declarations 
from the Labour party also indicate the possibility of 
active protectionism in the event of a change of gov-
ernment. An economic plan for the UK on a possible 
election victory for Labour would likely entail public 
authorities and institutions favouring British providers 
following the change of government, and the public 
sector would probably be required to evaluate how 
their projects will benefit the local areas.

In 2021, in the wake of Brexit, the government has 
placed greater emphasis on an objective of more equal 
regional development, where citizens in outlying ar-
eas should not need to move away from their home 
regions in the search for good jobs.

However, these activities have failed to hold back 
an increasing push for independence from London, 
especially from north of the Scottish border. The de-
sire for independence has been intensified by Brexit, 
where a majority of voters in both Northern Ireland 
and Scotland expressed a desire to remain in the EU 
which has followed an active regional development 
policy since the mid-1970s – under pressure from e.g. 
the Labour government at that time.

3.3. Regional development in Germany
Prior to the formation of the German Reich in 1871, 
there were appreciable regional differences in urban-
isation and industrialisation between the states that 
were to make up the new nation. As a result, the new 
country was founded against a background of major 
regional differences, which the German population 
considered natural to an extent. East Berlin has al-
ways been less affluent than West Berlin, Mecklen-
burg-Western Pomerania has always been more rural 
than the Ruhr region. The differences are not purely 
defined along an east-west axis, however, they are al-
so to be found across the north-south divide. For ex-
ample, from the establishment of the Federal Repub-
lic to the present day, Bremen has always been less 
affluent than Bavaria and Baden-Württemberg.

The urbanisation process was far advanced at an 
early stage in parts of West Germany as a result of the 
strong wave of industrialisation that followed unification 
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in 1871. Large sections of the population were drawn 
to big cities such as Essen, Düsseldorf and Dortmund 
in the industrial powerhouse of the Ruhr district, and 
following the foundation of the Federal Republic, a 
range of measures were implemented to favour the 
less densely populated areas.

Far and away the greatest challenge arose in 1990 
when the GDR was reunified with the Federal Re-
public, and a whole new social and regional balance 
had to be established. Productivity in the industrial 
sector in the GDR was at a much lower level than in 
the Federal Republic. At the same time, towns, cities 
and infrastructure were all run down in the GDR, and 
around two million jobs were lost in connection with 
the privatisation and restructuring of the economy that 
took place in the early 1990s.24

This resulted in steeply declining production, sharply 
rising unemployment and a wave of migration to the 
west among the most mobile and best educated sec-
tion of the workforce. The rural areas were hardest hit 
by relocation, although some of the towns and cities 
in these areas were also affected. Schwerin in Meck-
lenburg, for instance, lost a quarter of its population 
post-1990, while Frankfurt an der Oder and Rostock 
witnessed drops in their population on almost the 
same level.25 Large areas of the country were almost 
completely depopulated and stripped of economic ac-
tivity. The overall result of what were already significant 
regional differences in the former German Reich and 
unequal economic development in the two German 
states up to the reunification in 1990, is a continuation 
of the substantial regional differences in the share of 
employed people between west and east, as well as 
disproportionately high employment in Southern Ger-
many, see Figure 3.3.

Often completely uninhibited pollution, including 
extreme air pollution, was one of the great environ-
mental problems affecting the former GDR. For exam-
ple, the area around Leipzig, where highly sulphurous 
lignite had been extracted and utilised for decades, 
was notorious for its environmental degradation.26 As 
a result of the implosion of the economy in the former 
GDR, the city lost 90,000 jobs between 1990 and 1993, 
and appreciable migration to the west occurred at the 

same time as unemployment among the remaining 
workforce totalled fully 20 percent.27

Since 1990, different governments in the Federal 
Republic have made energetic efforts involving the 
transfer of huge sums of money to the new Länder. 
Around the turn of the millennium, the transfers from 
west to east were valued at around 1,000 billion 
Deutsche marks.28 Solidarity pacts were intended to 
ensure a reasonable distribution between the Federal 
government and the states, and between the states 
and the local authorities regarding the increasing ex-
penses from the reunification.

Following the reunification, programmes were 
launched to rebuild the infrastructure: motorway con-
struction, modernisation of the rail network, renewal 
of the telecoms system, and both urban and housing 
renewal.29 In spite of the huge transfers, however, it 
proved exceedingly difficult to establish competitive 
industry in the former GDR. Around the turn of the mil-
lennium, productivity was at 65–70 percent of the West 
German level, while average wages were between 10 
and 30 percent lower.30 Industry was fragmented, with 
too small a share of small and medium-sized enterpris-
es, and weak synergy between them.31

Since the start of the new millennium, regional 
differences in Germany have decreased, and some 
technologically and organisationally strong industries – 
particularly linked to automotive manufacture, the food 
industry and the chemical industry – have established 
themselves in the former GDR. In Leipzig, for example, 
it has proved possible to set up production facilities 
for Porsche and BMW, with the derivative effects on 
infrastructure and employment.32

3.4. Population shifts at regional level 
from the 1990s to the present day
The regional shifts in the population from 1991 to 
2019 are presented in Figures 3.4–3.6. In Denmark, 
progress has been recorded in all regions. That said, 
the Capital Region clearly shows the strongest growth, 
followed by Central Jutland. However, the regional pic-
ture conceals decreases in a number of municipalities.

Progress has also been registered in all regions in 
the UK, but it is clear to see the continued strong ten-

GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION OF THE POPULATION

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   67116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   67 27/05/2022   20.4627/05/2022   20.46



68

WELFARE STATE AND POPULATION IN DENMARK, GERMANY AND THE UK

Figure 3.3. Employed people as a share of the population of the states, 2019

Note: Provisional figures - 2020 not used on account of Covid-19. “Share of employed people in the population” is used as a 
measurement to avoid the risk of a dysfunctional labour market being hidden by disillusioned unemployed people withdrawing 
completely from the labour market, thus lowering the observed unemployment percentage. 
Source: Destatis.
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Growth
4.6%

12.2%

19.7%

Figure 3.4. Growth in regional population, 
1991–2019, Denmark

Note: 1991 has been chosen as the base year because this is the first year where 
Germany is unified; this also helps avoid unreliable statistics from  
the GDR.
Source: Statistics Denmark.
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Tilvækst
3,0%

17,1%

31,2%

Figure 3.5. Growth in regional population, 
1991–2019, the UK

Note: 1991 has been chosen as the base year because this is the first year where Germany is unified; this also helps avoid 
 unreliable statistics from the GDR.
Source: NOMIS.
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Growth
−22.3%

0.0%

13.2%

Figure 3.6. Growth in regional population, 1991–2019, Germany

Note: 1991 has been chosen as the base year because this is the first year where Germany is unified; this also helps avoid 
unreliable statistics from the GDR.
Source: Destatis.

Tilvækst
−22,3%

0,0%

13,2%

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   71116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   71 27/05/2022   20.4627/05/2022   20.46



72

WELFARE STATE AND POPULATION IN DENMARK, GERMANY AND THE UK

dency towards concentration in the South-East, with 
the London region as the centralising force.

Germany has witnessed significant migrations from 
east to west, and Germany is the only of the three coun-
tries to show negative growth rates in some regions. In 
some cases, the decrease has been approximately 20 
percent over the 30-year period studied. The affluent 
south of Germany, Bavaria in particular, is something 
of a population magnet, while Berlin is not spurring 
a population increase to the same extent as the two 
other metropolises. In the immediate post-war years, 
Berlin was isolated in the GDR and surrounded by a 
wall. As such, the city moved from being the geopolit-
ical centre of the country to a geographical periphery.

3.5. Social and ethnic segregation:  
Denmark as an example
In a welfare society, the ideal is for the population 
not to appear too clearly divided – from ethnic or so-
cio-economic perspectives – in the context of settle-
ment. In this context, “segregation” is taken to mean 
a situation where immigrants live in areas separated 
from the population of the host country. Socio-eco-
nomic segregation refers to a situation where popula-
tion groups with different levels of income, education 
and dependence on transfer incomes live in geograph-
ically separated areas. Segregation entails groups of 
individuals with clearly defined, different characteris-
tics living in geographically separated areas.

Segregation entails 
individuals with clearly 
different characteristics 
living in geographically 
separated areas.

Ethnic segregation can have a negative impact 
on integration, measured through participation in ed-
ucation, work, criminality, health and social involve-
ment.33 Settlement in areas with high proportions of 
fellow countrymen can also hinder the ability to learn 

the language of the host country.34 Similarly, strong 
socio-economic segregation can obstruct social mo-
bility through the absence of positive role models and 
strong networks in the local community. The official 
policy has therefore been to strive to counteract strong 
ethnic and socio-economic spatial separation. But how 
has development progressed over the past decades, 
during a period where the number of immigrants has 
increased sharply, and where economic inequality is 
on the rise?

We will start by presenting a number of Danish 
studies, before taking a more concise look at the situ-
ations in the UK and Germany. The surveys shed light 
on developments from the 1980s to the present day.

A study from the ROCKWOOL Foundation Research 
Unit demonstrated one way to approach the topic, 
using two indices to track the changes in Denmark 
from 1985 to 2003.35 The first was what is known as 
the D-index – Dissimilation index. This measures how 
dissimilarly the population lives. Dissimilation is the 
opposite of assimilation, in the sense of “merging”. In 
other words, this allows us to express in figures how 
disparately different groups live. The D-index measures, 
on a scale of 0 to 100, how large a proportion of a pop-
ulation group would need to move from one housing 
area to another in order to achieve a completely even 
distribution of the group in question. If the figure is 
zero, the group is completely evenly distributed. The 
reverse applies if the figure is 100. The group then 
lives utterly separately from the rest of the population.

It is often assumed that a D-index of below 30 is of 
only minor significance. Such a low figure indicates 
that the population is relatively well integrated. It is not 
until the figure rises above 60 that it is possible to talk 
of a segregated or separated population. However, it 
should be noted that the D-index is sensitive to how 
large a geographical unit is used, and that the analy-
sis for the three countries is not a direct comparison 
given that the geographical base unit and, in addition, 
the grouping of the immigrant populations varies.36 
What can be compared is the relative development 
over time, i.e. whether the spatial separation becomes 
more or less pronounced.

The second index that was used is known as the 
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isolation index. This measures the likelihood of a ran-
dom person meeting someone from his/her own group 
when the person steps out of his/her front door. If the 
figure is 50, for example, this means there is a 50 per 
cent likelihood of the person meeting someone from 
his/her own social or ethnic group.

The study reveals that from 1985 through 2003, 
there had been no increased polarisation in Danes’ 
settlement patterns. However, the share of non-Western 
population rose sharply from 1985 to 2003. In 1985, this 
group accounted for 1.5 percent of the population, but 
this figure had risen to 5.9 percent in 2003 – i.e. it had 
almost quadrupled. This increase is clearly reflected 
in the isolation index, which rose from 9 to 23 percent. 
The D-index was at 54 percent i 2003. This means 
that in 2003, non-Western immigrants lived relatively 
largely separated from the rest of the population, and 
to a much greater extent than in 1985.

Several analyses of settlement patterns have been 
completed since 2003.37 In connection with the discus-
sion of immigrant segregation, a study conducted by 
Hans Skifter Andersen in 2015 holds a prominent po-
sition. The researcher analysed the period from 1985 
through 2008, dividing the country into 9,000 rural and 
urban areas, with an average of 600 residents in each.

In 1985 there were 91 areas with more than 20 per-
cent non-Western immigrants. This had increased to 
1,030 areas in 2008, when there were 170 areas with 
more than 50 percent. The highest proportion in a sin-
gle area was 45 percent in 1985, compared to 90 per-
cent in 2008. Over the period as a whole, the number 
of ethnically dominated areas increased – especially 
in the 1990s – although the rate of growth decreased 
after the turn of the millennium. The reason for the rise 
in the number of ethnically dominated areas is con-
tinued immigration, combined with the large number 
of births of children with a non-Western background. 
Up until 2000, there was a relationship between the 
share of ethnic minorities in the individual areas and 
the growth of same. It was, in fact, a self-perpetuating 
development, where areas that were already home to 
dense immigrant populations saw the highest growth 
in the proportion of immigrants living there.

This development decreased from 2000 to 2005, 

and areas with the most immigrants tended to show 
the lowest rates of growth post-2005 as well. This 
can be interpreted as meaning that an urban policy 
with area-specific initiatives and residential renting 
regulation is beginning to have an effect. This is par-
ticularly prevalent in municipalities with a high level 
of public housing, probably because they have more 
opportunities to implement a dissemination policy. The 
D-index calculated on the residential areas included 
in the study has fallen from 56 in 1985 to 48 in 2008.

The Danish Ministry of Housing, Urban and Rural 
Affairs as was at that time, discovered in a 2014 study 
that there was a rising tendency towards socio-eco-
nomic segregation in the four largest urban areas as 
regards income groups, education groups and groups 
on social welfare. This tendency is identified again in 
a 2018 study by Deloitte and Kraka, which focuses on 
the development in settlement patterns among fami-
lies with children.38 The dissimilation index for the 20 
percent most affluent families with children increased 
from 27 in 1995 to 35 in 2017, and for the 20 percent 
least affluent families, it rose from 24 to 28 over the 
same period. The study does, however, emphasise that 
this level is low in an international context.

A study from 2021 highlights a clear tendency of 
skilled and unskilled workers in Denmark being forced 
out of the large towns and cities on account of the 
sharply rising house prices, aggravated by increased 
economic and educational inequality. Given that many 
jobs are still to be found in Copenhagen and Aarhus, 
this translates into a disproportionately large amount 
of time spent commuting between the home and the 
workplace.39

Looking at Denmark as a whole, it can be conclud-
ed that segregation of population groups is on the 
rise from the socio-economic perspective, but not as 
regards ethnicity.

3.6. Segregation in the UK
Several researchers have noted increasing segrega-
tion in the UK over the last decades of the twentieth 
century and up to 2001.40 In some of the former in-
dustrial towns and cities, non-Western immigrants 
gradually became the dominant ethnic population in 
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the old workers’ districts, and a degree of “ghettoisa-
tion” took place.

One expression of the social and ethnic conflicts 
that attracted a great deal of attention in the media 
was the series of violent riots in Bradford, Burnley and 
Oldham in 2001. Bradford was home to an Asian popu-
lation totalling around 20 percent of the city’s total pop-
ulation and comprising immigrants from Bangladesh, 
India and Pakistan. The Asian residents were limited 
to specific areas of the city, and the civil disorder was 
provoked by a march by extreme right-wing groups 
through the city. The conflict escalated, resulting in 
around 300 people injured and 300 arrested. These 
conflicts helped turn the spotlight on ethnic segrega-
tion in the UK, whose statistics authority maintains – 
on the basis of social considerations – statistics based 
on ethnicity, see Chapter 5. Publication of the 2001 
census which, as mentioned above, revealed rising 
segregation, therefore attracted appreciable interest.

The next census in 2011 revealed a number of 
tendencies that indicated a continuation of the ethnic 
segregation, along with several traits that suggested 
a decline.

In London, the British-born, white section of the 
population dropped from 60 percent of residents in 
2001 to 45 percent in 2011, and today, the British 
capital is distinguished as being a city with homoge-
neous, clearly delimited ethnic quarters, often locat-
ed on the outskirts of Greater London or in the East 
End.41 In Birmingham and Manchester, the ethnic 
white British population totalled slightly under 60 
percent in the 2011 census, while in individual cities 
such as Leicester, Luton and Slough, ethnic minorities 
actually accounted for the majority of the residents in 
that year.42 Conversely, the white British population in 
certain municipalities accounted for as much as 98 
percent of the residents there.43

Generally speaking, the greatest exodus of white 
British citizens occurred from areas that were already 
home to the highest share of foreigners. At the same 
time, the increase in the non-Western populations of 
these areas was above the average increase for the 
UK as a whole.

In 2011, the highest concentration of Indian citizens 

was to be found in Leicester, where they accounted for 
28 percent of the total population of the city, while for 
Pakistani citizens it was in Bradford (20%), for immi-
grants from Bangladesh it was in Tower Hamlets (32%), 
for the black African community it was in Southwark 
(16%), and for coloured immigrants from the Caribbe-
an it was in Lewisham (11%).44

The greatest exodus 
occurred from areas 
that were already home 
to the highest share of 
foreigners.

The changes are also highlighted in a report from the 
Demos think-tank, which notes that in 2001, around a 
million people from an ethnic minority lived in districts 
where less than half of the residents were ethnic whites. 
In 2011, this figure had risen to 4.1 million people.45

However, a more detailed study at truly local level 
points towards an opposite tendency, in the form of a 
slight reduction in geographic separation from 2001 
to 2011.46 This study suggests that ethnic groups are 
increasingly moving away from districts with high 
concentrations of ethnic residents. In this way, they 
are demonstrating a dissemination pattern that al-
so applied historically to groups of immigrants who 
moved out of districts with high immigrant densities 
as soon as they established an economic foothold in 
the country. The current internal migration patterns 
indicate that the segregation was of more social than 
ethnic nature when new cohorts of immigrants settled 
together in districts with run-down – and therefore fi-
nancially affordable – housing.

The decrease in segregation between the census-
es of 2001 and 2011 is also indicated by a drop in the 
dissimilation index for the major ethnic groups. For 
example, the index for the Indian population in Eng-
land dipped from 69 to 63.47 Correspondingly changes 
can be noted for the other large groups of non-West-
ern immigrants.
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It is also significant to mention that the dissimilation 
indices for the main non-Western groups in England 
were high, lying between 63 and 80. The most highly 
segregated group comprises immigrants from Bangla-
desh, where no less than 80 percent of the population 
would have to be disseminated to achieve completely 
even geographical distribution in relation to the Eng-
lish majority population. Previously in this chapter, 
we mentioned that figures higher than 60 indicate a 
strongly segregated population – and this is clearly 
the case for Bangladeshi immigrants in England. The 
least segregated group is the Indian population, which 
returned the low level cited above.

It should also be noted that the index has risen for 
the majority population of white Britons, although the 
increase in question is extremely small. However, as the 
figure does refer to the settlement patterns of the ma-
jority population, it is attracting a good deal of interest.

3.7. Segregation in Germany
Developments in Germany have been elucidated in 
multiple studies. Some present measurements of seg-
regation for each of the major immigrant groups, as 
well as data for different cohorts and sub-groups of 
immigrants defined by education qualifications. Oth-
ers supplement the spatial dimension by citing figures 
for workplace segregations calculated on the basis of 
different background variables.

One study from 2012 traces the development in 
segregation among immigrants with foreign citizen-
ship in the period from 1973 to 2008.48 The study in 
question does not differentiate between immigrants 
with Western and non-Western backgrounds, and it 
analyses the development in two dimensions: spa-
tial segregation illustrated by the dissimilation index, 
along with an index for segregation at the workplace.

The study reveals significant and largely unchanged 
segregation during the 30 years up to 2008, and this 
applies at both geographical and workplace level. How-
ever, the ethnic segregation does decline over time for 
the individual cohorts of immigrants. This means that 
the longer the immigrants have been in Germany, the 
lower the level of segregation.

A status description in 2008 reveals an index for 

segregation at the workplace of 58, which indicates 
that immigrants largely work separated from German 
workers. The geographical segregation stands at an 
index of 36, which is slightly above the score of 30 
mentioned above as being insignificant. Divided by 
professional groups, unskilled workers tend to be more 
segregated. Divided by ethnic groups, Turks and Asians 
are the most segregated in housing, while Turks, Poles 
and Asians are the most segregated at the workplace.

Drawing on different assumptions, a method-orient-
ed study from 2020 returns somewhat lower results for 
the dissimilation index for German towns and cities.49 
This study concludes that the level of segregation in 
most German towns and cities is low to moderate, al-
though some cities such as Berlin and Dortmund have 
a dissimilation index close to 40. However, if a num-
ber of corrections are applied, the indices for these 
cities drop appreciably. All in all, the study indicates 
that neither the dissimilation nor the isolation index is 
particularly high in Germany.

3.8. Summary
In the UK, significant regional inequality combined 
with the general pre-history of the formation of the 
state constitutes an issue with the potential to un-
dermine the nation. In Germany, an enormous effort 
has been made since the reunification to remedy run-
down, fragmented and worn-out infrastructure in the 
former GDR, which has been partially successful. Nev-
ertheless, Germany remains the only one of the three 
nations to have experienced a significant reversal in 
population development in some regions. Denmark 
features some small, but still manifest, regional vari-
ations that have been exacerbated in the wake of the 
financial crisis.

This chapter shows that ethnic segregation exists 
in all three countries. Such segregation is clearly more 
modest in Denmark, however – a situation likely mirrored 
in Germany – while it is more pronounced in the UK.

Notes
1 The initiative was launched with the passing of the Regional 

Development Act, cf. Jensen (2008).
2 Danish Ministry of  Industry, Business and Financial Affairs 

(2020).
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3 Madsen and Skaksen (2020).
4 See Madsen and Skaksen (2020), p. 120 for a more detailed 

description of the calculation method.
5 Olsen et al. (2021).
6 Morgan (1990).
7 Morgan (1990).
8 Schett (2011/12). 
9 Morgan (1990).
10 For a brief overview, see Christophersen and Hansen (2020).
11 The events in Northern Ireland also resulted in strong criticism 

from the United States – buoyed by strong lobbying by Irish im-
migrant groups – of the British government’s approach to the 
issue of Northern Ireland.

12 Glennester (2020).
13 Christophersen and Hansen (2020). In 1947, there were 958 un-

derground mines in the UK, providing employment for 718,000 
people. In 1996, only 16 of these mines remained open, em-
ploying barely 1,300 people. The last mine was closed in 2015. 
Open cast coal mining did, however, continue in a few places.

14 OECD (2017).
15 OECD (2017).
16 OECD (2017).
17 Hatherley (2020), here based on Butler (2021).
18 Hatherley (2020), here based on Butler (2021).
19 OECD (2017).
20 OECD (2019a).
21 OECD (2019a).
22 OECD (2020a).
23 OECD (2020a).
24 Lammers (2006).
25 Kitaj (2015).
26 Schett (2011/2012).
27 Schett (2011/2012).

28 Øhrgaard (2009).
29 Lammers (2006).
30 Blum (2019).
31 Blum (2019).
32 Schett (2011/2012).
33 Kornstad et al. (2018).
34 Damm et al. (2021), which, however, also indicates that this 

effect is linked with opportunities to find employment in local 
ethnic networks.

35 Damm, Schultz-Nielsen and Tranæs (2006).
36 Kornstad et al. (2018).
37 The Danish Ministry of Housing, Urban and Rural Affairs (2014), 

which does not, however, analyse ethnic segregation, Samson 
(2009), H.S. Andersen (2015) and Vasiljeva et al. (2018).

38 Vasiljeva et al. (2018).
39 Olsen et al. (2021).
40 Poulsen (2005), Poulsen and Johnson (2006), Simpson (2007) 

and Peach (2009).
41 Harris (2014a), which likewise indicates that the proportion of 

ethnic white citizens did not decline correspondingly as a result 
of the immigration of labour from the EU. Likewise, many people 
of non-Western background have either been born in the UK 
or are naturalised British. The 2011 census thus revealed that 
three-quarters of the population held British citizenship (Harris 
(2014b)). See Semyonov and Glikman (2009).

42 Harris (2014a).
43 Harris (2014b).
44 Harris (2014b).
45 Kaufman (2013).
46 Harris (2014a and b).
47 Harris (2014b).
48 Glitz (2012).
49 Meister and Niebuhr (2020). 
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This chapter examines the degree to which family 
patterns and housing have changed in the three 
countries over time. It also examines whether there 
have been any changes in the way families use the time 
available to them. To what extent has the focus shifted 
from the labour market towards more leisure and well-
being in the family?

family life
and

4. Housing
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The years immediately after World War II saw an acute 
and comprehensive need for housing in Germany, and 
the need was also extensive in Denmark and the UK. 
Increases in prosperity and developments in tech-
nology have – in combination with state-subsidised 
housing construction and rent relief, as well as tax 
deductions for interest on mortgages – largely elimi-
nated this problem. Nevertheless, changes in forms 
of cohabitation, falling birth rates and a rise in divorc-
es have transformed family life since the 1960s, such 
that households consist of fewer individuals today. For 
the same reasons, the actual number of households 
has increased, contributing to the pressure on large 
towns and cities and their infrastructure.

4.1. Acute need for housing   
and construction boom
Conditions in the old part of the housing stock in 
Denmark were often poor, and in the early 1960s it 
was difficult for young families to find an apartment 
in the large towns and cities. The building boom only 
arrived later in the decade, stimulated by a rise in re-
al wages, technological progress in the field of con-
struction and the breakthrough in private motoring.1 
It was now possible to live in the suburbs of a town 
or city and still work in the centre. This development 
was strongly promoted by political decisions target-
ed at creating contemporary residences for the citi-
zens of the welfare state.

Many of the old districts in the largest towns and 
cities were renewed in the 1960s and 1970s, followed 
by people moving into new housing complexes in 
neighbouring municipalities or on the outskirts of 
the old town. Around 70 percent of the public hous-
ing established by public housing associations with 
public subsidies was built after 1960, and especially 
expanded from 1965 to 1975.2 Rent relief facilitated 
access to modern housing for industrial workers, while 
favourable tax regulations with large tax deductions 
for interest payments combined with high inflation 
boosted the construction of individual homes for Mr. 
and Mrs. Middle-class. In the mid-1970s, the Danish 
towns and cities were growing by 26 ha per day, which 
translated into 77 km2 of urban construction in the 

course of a year.3 Half of this was devoted to residential 
neighbourhoods, which had to be provided with new 
roads, in all 380 km a year.4 In addition the period saw 
an expansion of the motorways and the other parts of 
the road network.

Following many years of dilapidation and occupancy 
by immigrants from non-Western countries, a propor-
tion of the multi-storey constructions from the 1960s 
and 1970s can be considered “marginalised residen-
tial areas” today, with Mjølnerparken in Copenhagen, 
Gellerup Parken in Aarhus and Vollsmose in Odense 
as prime examples. Some of the housing built in that 
period has already been demolished. Other areas have 
been marked out for comprehensive renovation. On 
the other hand, privately owned housing from the pe-
riod has retained its attraction.

The UK and, to a much greater extent, Germany 
were subjected to aerial bombardment by the enemy 
air forces that largely hit urban residential areas, given 
that the war against the civilian population was a stra-
tegic aim in itself.5 In addition, Germany suffered the 
Allies’ conquest of its own territory, including highly de-
structive battles in several of Germany’s biggest cities.6

The UK and Germany 
were both subjected to 
aerial bombardments 
by the enemy air forces 
largely targeting urban 
residential areas.

Even though considerable construction had taken 
place in the UK in the inter-war period, much of the 
available housing at the start of World War II consist-
ed of slums built during the industrialisation of the 
1800s, and conditions in the workers’ districts were 
a recurring theme in the social debate of the 1930s.7 
The situation was greatly exacerbated during the war, 
when the Luftwaffe destroyed around 250,000 homes 
and damaged almost four million more out of a total 
housing mass of around ten million units.8 At the height 
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of the wave of air raids, from August 1940 through 
June 1941, more than 2.2 million people were made 
homeless. Desperation drove the homeless citizens 
to occupy deserted barracks and buildings at airfields, 
as well as empty offices in the towns and cities in the 
immediate post-war years,9 and housing was high on 
the list of priorities when Labour formed a majority 
government in 1945. In the run-up to the election, nu-
merous Labour politicians used the housing situation 
as a key argument for electing a Labour government.

A total of 1.4 million houses – many under munic-
ipal control – were built until Labour was voted out of 
government in 1951. In spite of limitations on access 
to building materials, many of these homes were of a 
relatively high standard, with a flushing toilet, a bath-
room and 3–4 rooms. Some even had a small garden 
attached. Some of the homeless people were able to 
move into the more than 150,000 prefabricated bunga-
lows that were erected in the period 1944–48 through 
government initiatives. Thousands of them are still in 
use today. The state planning of the construction pro-
jects included the suburbs and introduced designs 
for new satellite clusters – “new towns” – featuring a 
high level of cohesion in the local environment. These 
new towns served to develop the early twentieth cen-
tury ideas of “garden cities”, and the model was taken 
further in the 1960s and 1970s. The buildings were a 
visible, physical expression of the social ambitions of 
the welfare state, and they strengthened the support 
of the population for the national project.10

The buildings were 
a visible, physical 
expression of the 
ambitions of the 
welfare state and they 
strengthened the 
support of the population 
for the national project.

When the Conservatives took back power in 1951, 
the housing shortage was far from eliminated and new 
construction was still high on the agenda, with 300,000 
houses built in 1956. Legislation for new housing was 
liberalised, resulting in increased construction of private 
housing, at the same time as the municipal building 
programmes were retained by a Conservative govern-
ment that acknowledged the social ambitions of the 
post-war years and the vision of national unity.11 Credit 
associations offered cheap loans and home ownership 
became an achievable aim for many skilled workers.

Nevertheless, the housing shortage was still an 
issue in 1960. Rises in prosperity, technological in-
novations in the construction industry and favourable 
tax deductions on prioritised debt all contributed to 
lessening the problem over the years that followed. 
The 1950s saw the expansion of the use of concrete 
blocks in the construction industry, raising construc-
tion productivity but not necessarily quality of life in the 
new residential areas. Much of the new construction 
after 1960–70 was built in the suburbs and satellite 
towns, while town and city centres were ignored and 
descended into disrepair.

Under Thatcher, house prices sky-rocketed, boost-
ed by favourable deductions on interest on debt in real 
property.12 In an extension to the general privatisation 
of public sector activities, more than 1.2 million council 
houses were sold to their tenants for prices far below 
their market value.13 Through this programme, set out 
in The Housing Act of 1980, many working class fam-
ilies took possession of their own homes. However, 
the conversion from public to private ownership also 
signalled a definitive break with the social housing pol-
icy that had been followed since 1945 as an integral 
part of the vision of a special British welfare state. The 
housing policy thus became the area of politics where 
Thatcher first showed her true colours as a champi-
on of neo-liberal values.14 Only the best houses were 
sold off, which resulted in the remaining council hous-
es slipping more and more towards slum conditions.

In Germany, whole districts in the cities of Bremen, 
Darmstadt, Essen, Frankfurt am Main, Hamburg, Magde-
burg, Mannheim, Stuttgart, Würzburg and many more 
were literally flattened by the Allied air raids and during 
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intense fighting on the ground. The loss of human lives 
in some of the air raids was utterly overwhelming.15 
In Frankfurt am Main, for example, only half of the 
1939 population survived the raids. As the hostilities 
continued and the Germans increasingly lost control 
of their own air space from 1944 onwards, the bomb-
ings intensified. The towns and cities to the east were 
targeted by British and American aircraft in the winter 
of 1944–45. Perhaps the most notorious raid was the 
utter destruction of Dresden – previously known as 
the “Florence of the Elbe” on account of its numerous 
unique historical buildings – in February 1945.16 The 
capital city itself was destroyed in the Battle of Berlin, 
which raged in April–May 1945.17

The housing shortage 
was exacerbated by 
almost 12 million 
refugees and displaced 
persons from the ceded 
regions in Prussia and 
from the Sudetenland in 
Czechoslovakia.

The housing shortage was exacerbated by the al-
most 12 million refugees and displaced persons from 
the ceded regions in Prussia and from Sudetenland in 
Czechoslovakia, where the expulsion was particularly 
ruthless. Many refugees continued to live in camps until 
the 1950s. Others were forcibly lodged in the remain-
ing housing, where they crowded together with the 
original residents.18 Saxony and Bavaria received the 
majority of people displaced from Sudetenland, which 
resulted in an “injection” of highly educated industrial 
workers and helped spur an industrial development 
of the previously highly agricultural Bavaria. Mecklen-
burg and Schleswig-Holstein, for their part, received 
refugees from the overwhelmingly agrarian East Prus-
sia. Schleswig-Holstein, with its large rural areas that 

featured neither lodgings nor major industries, saw 
its population almost double against a background 
of loud protests from the local population, including 
the Danish minority.19

After the war and up through the 1950s, a large 
number of what were known as sozialer Wohnungs-
bau [social housing areas] were created. To this day, 
Berlin is distinguished by the architecture of buildings 
that had to be constructed quickly, using cheap ma-
terials, during the two first post-war decades. Under 
Chancellor Adenauer, in the 1950s, legislation and 
incentives were introduced to promote the construc-
tion of private housing. Willy Brandt’s chancellorship, 
in contrast, was marked by a classic social-democratic 
housing policy of increased rent relief for low income 
groups and higher subsidies for social housing con-
struction. In the same way as in Denmark and the 
UK, much of the housing established in the immedi-
ate post-war years took the form of apartment blocks 
built using concrete as the principal material. At the 
start of the 1970s, it became increasingly clear that 
the widespread housing shortage had largely been 
eliminated. The focus thereafter shifted to renovation 
and improvement of the remaining housing mass – in 
parallel with conditions in the other EEC countries at 
that time.20 The varying priorities in relation to housing 
construction and ownership of course continued to be 
politically defined. In the 1980s, the CDU government 
decided to withdraw the majority of state support for 
the construction of social housing. Berlin in the 1990s, 
in contrast, saw a construction boom buoyed by fa-
vourable amortisation regulations.

The housing mass in the GDR was older than in 
the Federal Republic. Around half of the housing had 
been built before the war and was therefore much 
more run down. Concrete buildings shot up rapidly 
after the war, and were often largely constructed using 
cheap materials. Thousands of buildings in the former 
GDR were in condemnable condition in the 1990s, or, 
in any case, were far from attractive to tenants with 
reasonable incomes. The Federal Government made 
tax benefits available for construction projects in East 
Germany with such success that the housing mass 
exceeded demand, and this tax-financed bubble burst 
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when the tax benefits ceased in 1998.
The distribution between owners and tenants in 

the three countries is presented in Figure 4.1. The 
figure shows that the share of privately owned homes 
is lowest in Germany, even though the proportion is 
just above 50 percent. The UK has the highest share of 
privately owned homes (65%), due to a housing policy 
that largely favoured home ownership. 

Figure 4.2 illustrates construction activity from 1960 

to 1990. Much of the economic growth was converted 
to increased housing consumption, most noticeably 
in Denmark and Germany, where it also lasted longest 
– up until the early 1970s, when the oil crisis of 1973 
led to a sharp drop.

As mentioned previously, the wave of construction 
was supported by welfare state measures in the form 
of state-backed incentives, either directly as actual 
subsidies for building social housing, or indirectly as 
tax deductions for interest on loans in real property.21 
Rent relief also made it possible for less affluent peo-
ple to increase their housing consumption.

Homes became bigger in step with the easing of 
the housing shortage. As a result of unequal grouping 
in the national statistics, the home sizes represented 
in Table 4.1 are not completely comparable, nor has it 
proved possible to project the data all the way to the 
present day. Nevertheless, the table does present the 
general traits regarding households’ access to floor 
space in their homes, where the medium sized (50–99 
m2) and large (over 100 m2) homes are clearly most 
common in all three countries. The share of small 
homes (under 50 m2) that were previously dominant 
in number and often housed an entire family, is now 
less significant.

A derivative phenomenon from the move out to the 
suburbs was that of commuting often long distances, 
followed by expansion of the road and rail networks. 
Nevertheless, rush hour traffic became a daily irrita-
tion, with citizens having to devote longer and longer 
time travelling to and from work – often frustratingly 
large amounts of time!

This problem is particularly pronounced in and 
around London. Stripped of inflation, the price of real 
property in London has risen by more than 500 per-
cent since the 1970s, compared to slightly more than 
160 percent in other parts of the UK.22 In step with the 
sharp rises in the price of real property, many mem-
bers of the working and middle classes have been 
obliged to buy or rent their homes far from the centre 
of the global metropolis, with daily commutes to and 
from work often measured in hours rather than min-
utes. The problem of traffic jams on the roads is not 
a purely British issue, however, as the same phenom-

Table 4.1. Households per size of home, 2014,    
share in percent
Denmark Share

Under 50 m2 7.6
50–74 m2 21.7
75–99 m2 23.0
100–124 m2 16.1
125+ m2 31.6

The UK Share

Under 50 m2 9.0
50–69 m2 21.8
70–89 m2 29.9
90–109 m2 15.9
110+ m2 23.4

Germany Share

Under 40 m2 4.2
40–59 m2 16.3
60–79 m2 24.1
80–100 m2 17.0
100–120 m2 12.1
120+ m2 26.2

Sources: Statistics Denmark, Destatis, Ministry of Housing, Communities, 
and Local Government.

Table 4.2. Share of single person households, 
1966, 2000 and 2018, percent

1966 2000 2018
Denmark 15.4 26.0 44.1
The UK 21.9 32.0 30.5
Germany 20.3 38.0 41.7

Note: Germany = West Germany, and the UK refers to England and Wales 
for the first column. West Germany’s figures are for 1961 and the figures for 
England and Wales are from 1965 in the first column. 
Sources: The UN and Eurostat.
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Figure 4.1. Home ownership, 2018

Figure 4.2. Newly built homes per 1,000 citizens, 1960–1990
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enon can be observed in the Capital Region in Den-
mark and around Hamburg and Berlin in Germany.23 
A lot of people also commute over long distances in 
Denmark and Germany. 

4.2. Single life
Homes became larger and larger at the same time as 
a change was taking place in patterns of cohabitation. 
In the wake of substantial changes in approaches to 
living together and the number of live births after 1960, 
the share of households comprising more than one 
person has been in steady decline. Citizens are living 
alone to a much greater extent than previously, which 
goes some way to explaining the need for more and 
more housing. Table 4.2 (p.85) illustrates this devel-
opment and also highlights peculiarities in the sep-
arate countries. In the UK, for example, there seems 
to have been a slight fall in the share of single house-
holds between 2000 and 2018, possibly stimulated 
by the high rents in the biggest towns and cities. In 
2018, around four out of ten households in Denmark 
and Germany comprise just one person, while this 
applies to almost one household in three in the UK.

Table 4.3 supplements the presentation by focusing 
on the average number of persons per household cal-
culated at ten-year intervals from 1961 to 2019. In all the 
years after 1961, we see a higher average for the UK.

4.3. Family creation and dissolution
The tendency to get married in the period 1965 to 2019 
is illustrated in Figure 4.3, which shows how many in-
dividuals from a group of 1,000 were married in each 
year. As there have been a number of changes in the 
age- and education-based distribution of the popu-
lation – and as the figure does not correct for these 
changes – it does not tell the whole story. Nor does 
it correct for the substantial immigration of citizens 
from non-Western countries with other cultural tradi-
tions with regard to starting a family. It should also be 
noted that homosexual marriages became possible 
in Denmark in 2012, replacing civil partnerships. This 
did not occur in the UK until 2014 (and not until 2020 
in Northern Ireland), and in Germany in 2017, show-
ing a completely different gender morality than in the 

early 1960s. Nevertheless, we can still cautiously de-
rive a number of development trends.

In Denmark, there is a declining tendency until 
the beginning of the 1980s, when the frequency in-
creased again towards the turn of the millennium. 
This was followed by a period of stagnation and then 
another decline after the financial crisis. Figures for 
Germany reveal a long-term decline from 1965 until 
the final year analysed, interrupted by a brief and slight 
increase from the late 1970s until the 1980s. In the UK, 
the marriage frequency dropped noticeably during the 
war, although the immediate post-war years demon-
strated that this certainly did not mean the dream of 
a happy life as a family had faded. The frequency here 
increased slightly during the first years covered by 
the figure (1965–73), after which a long-term decline 
commenced and continued until the end of the period 
analysed. There are only minor differences between 

Table 4.3. Average number of persons 
per household, 1961–2019

Denmark The UK Germany
1961 3.0* 3.0 2.9
1971 2.7* 3.1 2.7*
1981 2.5* 2.7 2.5
1991 2.3* 2.5 2.3
2001 2.2* 2.4 2.2
2011 2.2* 2.4 2.0
2019 2.1 2.4 2.0

Note: Germany = West Germany up to and including 1981. An asterisk indi-
cates that the figure was calculated in the year with a 0 as the last digit. For 
example, the “Germany 1971” registration actually refers to West Germany in 
1970. Sources: Statistics Denmark, the ROCKWOOL Foundation, Destatis, 
Office for National Statistics and A Vision of Britain Through Time, University 
of Portsmouth.

Table 4.4. Average age for women and men to mar-
ry for the first time, 1980 and 2015
Women Denmark The UK Germany
1980 24.8 23.0 23.4
2015 31.9 31.5 30.9
Men Denmark The UK Germany
1980 27.5 25.3 26.1
2015 34.3 33.4 33.6

Note: Germany = West Germany in 1980. The UK refers only to England and 
Wales. Sources: The United Nations Economic Commission for Europe and 
Eurostat.
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Note: Germany means West Germany up to 1991. Linear interpolation between 2003 and 2007 for the UK.
Source: Eurostat. 
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Figure 4.3. Marriages per 1,000 citizens, 1965–2019
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the marriage frequencies in the three countries today. 
Denmark and Germany are more-or-less on the same 
level, while figures for the UK are marginally lower. 
Changes in lifestyle and social values have negatively 
affected the marriage frequencies in populations that 
are generally older today than at the start of the 1960s.

There are only 
minor differences 
between the marriage 
frequencies in the three 
countries today.

The average age when getting married has increased 
and is now almost identical in the three countries, as 
illustrated in Table 4.4. (p. 87.) The background for the 
increasing age on getting married for the first time 
is a lifestyle pattern where young couples often live 
together for years without formalising their relation-
ship before they have a child together and then marry 
a year or two later. Women’s age on having their first 
child has also increased steadily. In addition, young 
people today are spending more time in education 
than previous generations.

Figure 4.4 illustrates the tendency of families to 
break up, in the form of the number of divorces per 
100 marriages from 1965 to 2019. There was still a 
strong stigma associated with divorce around 1960. 
The Divorce Act in the UK generally permitted the dis-
solution of a marriage only in cases where one party 
admitted infidelity, and the divorce process itself was 
extremely protracted. This situation changed over the 
course of the 1960s with the gradual loosening of sex-
ual morality. A law was passed in 1969, for instance, 
which permitted the dissolution of a marriage if both 
parties still agreed to a divorce three years after filing 
their initial petition for same. In 1974, 23 percent of 
marriages ended in divorce after ten years. The Matri-
monial and Family Proceedings Act of 1984 permitted 
couples to file for divorce after as little as one year of 
marriage.24

The figure shows that the level is almost the same 
in all three countries today, where the frequency of di-
vorce has risen noticeably since the mid-1960s – by a 
factor of 4 in the UK, for example. Today, however, the 
divorce frequency appears to be in decline.

Figure 4.5 (p. 92) shows forms of cohabitation when 
the families have children. It is rare for fathers to live 
alone with the children. This applies both in 1980 and 
in 2018. In contrast, around one in five mothers are 
single in the three countries in 2018.

4.4. What do families spend    
their time doing?
The period since 1960s has seen significant reduc-
tions in the amount of time citizens spend on the la-
bour market. This change has taken place in step with 
large rises in productivity in the business communi-
ty. So do individuals devote the extra time at their dis-
posal to their families – spending more time with their 
children, for example?

Studies of the population’s time use have been 
conducted in almost all industrialised countries in 
a long period of time.25 Table 4.5 presents data from 
studies of time use on the labour market in the period 
1983 to 2020. The table shows a general decrease in 
the amount of time used on the labour market during 
that period. The increase in productivity on the labour 
market thus translates into an increase in leisure, as 
well as into a rise in material prosperity. At the same 
time, a study focused specifically on Denmark reveals 
that men and women are increasingly making similar 
use of the 24 hours of the day.26

The decrease in hours devoted to work on the la-
bour market is a general trend in industrial societies. 
The average amount of time worked annually in OECD 
countries fell from around 2,000 hours in 1970 to a lit-
tle over 1,750 hours i 2015.27

In 2020, British men worked the most hours, with 
an average of almost 40 hours a week. This industrious 
level was a fair way above the figures for Danish and 
German men, who worked 36 and 38 hours a week, 
respectively. Danish and British women, for their part, 
spent approximately 2 hours more at work than their 
German counterparts. This difference is confirmed by 
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OECD figures for 2016. The average annual time worked 
for Britons was slightly less than 1,700 hours that year, 
while Danes and Germans recorded annual time worked 
of a little under 1,400 hours – which is far below the 
OECD average.28

Table 4.6 focuses on the time devoted to “household 
tasks” and care. “Household tasks” encompasses time 
spent on shopping, housework, DIY tasks and caring 
for children. The time-spans of the most recent studies 
vary, but they do indicate that Danish and German men 
are more active when it comes to work in the home than 
their British counterparts, and that British women and 
men have a greater tendency to avoid spending time on 
household tasks.

Table 4.7 illustrates the time devoted by adults to 
children. The time men spent on children has increased 
since the turn of the millennium, reaching relatively high 
levels for Danish men in particular. A European compar-
ison from the start of the new millennium indicated that 
Danish fathers with children aged under 7 were exceed-
ed only by Norwegian and Swedish fathers with regard 
to the time they spent on these children. For children in 
the 7–17 age group, however, the time spent by Danish 
fathers on them was second only to that spent by Swed-
ish fathers.29

The time men spent on 
children has increased 
since the turn of the 
millennium and reaches 
a high level especially for 
Danish men.

In a time use survey from 2018, the ROCKWOOL 
Foundation Research Unit has been able to trace the 
development in Denmark back to 2001. In this period, 
the amount of time spent by men on children has in-
creased from 1 hour and 7 minutes on active care days 
to 2 hours and 15 minutes. Danish mothers continue to 
spend more time on their children, however, recording 
almost 3 hours per day in 2018.30

Table 4.5. Average time worked per week, 
1983–2020 Hours:minutes
Denmark 1983 1991 2000 2010 2020
Men 41:54 36:54 37:54 38:15 36:18
Women 32:06 31:18 31:13 32:24 31:45
The UK 1983 1991 2000 2010 2019
Men 42:06 42:36 41:29 39:47 39:35
Women 29:00 30:24 29:55 30:32 31:30
Germany 1983 1991 2000 2010 2020
Men 43:12 42:18 42:40 40:24 37:52
Women 35:30 29:18 32:24 30:25 29:50

Note: Germany = West Germany in 1983. Covers both primary and secondary 
jobs from 1991. Source: Ilostat.

Table 4.6. Time spent on unpaid household tasks and ca-
re in the three countries, selected years. Hours:minutes
Denmark 2001 2009
Men 02:25 02:43
Women 03:30 03:44
The UK 2001 2015
Men 01:56 01:40
Women 03:33 03:03
Germany 2002 2013
Men 02:31 02:24
Women 04:15 03:49

Source: The World Bank.

Table 4.7. Time spent by fathers and mothers on 
caring for children, on active care days in the three 
countries, multiple years, index. First study = 100 
Denmark 2001 2009 2018
Men 100 129.9 201.5
Women 100 103.4 150.9

The UK 2001 2015
Men 100 109.9 —
Women 100 99.5  —
Germany 2002 2013
Men 100 113.2 —
Women 100 100.5  —

Sources: The ROCKWOOL Foundation Research Unit and Eurostat.

Table 4.8. Time spent by fathers and mothers on 
caring for children, on active care days in Denmark, 
selected years. Hours:minutes

2001 2009 2018
Men 01:07 01:27 02:15

Women 01:56 02:00 02:55

Sources: The ROCKWOOL Foundation Research Unit and Eurostat.
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Table 4.9 presents an overview of how much time 
is spent on different leisure activities. Most time is 
spent on TV, radio and music in all three countries. 
British men and women are at the bottom of the list 
with regard to sport and exercise, although levels are 
largely similar in all three countries.

4.5. World Happiness Report: Are the 
three populations happy with their lives?
Are the populations of the three countries happy with 
their lives as they have organised them in the welfare 
state? There is much to suggest that they are. Every 
year, the UN publishes a list of how satisfied the popu-
lations of more than 150 countries are with their lives 
in the World Happiness Report.

The report is prepared on the basis of surveys of 
representative sections of the different countries’ pop-
ulations. Citizens are interviewed about a number of 
conditions that affect their perception of welfare, in-
cluding income, how long the populations can expect 
to live in good health, their perception of freedom and 
social security, mutual trust and the slightly abstract 
concept of “generosity in society”. The respondents 
are asked to rate statements on a scale of 0 to 10, with 
10 referring to the greatest feeling of happiness.

The differences between the countries that place 
highest on the list are only small. Precisely which coun-
try ranks best in a given year can therefore be rather 
arbitrary. Nevertheless, Denmark ranks at or near the 
top, year in, year out. So with all the reservations re-
garding ranking that must always be applied to global 
comparisons of this nature, the figures suggest that 
happiness lives in a place called Denmark.

Happiness lives in a 
place called Denmark.

The scores from the six most recent editions of 
the World Happiness Report are presented in Table 
4.10. Denmark ranks consistently highest, with a not 
inconsiderable difference compared to the UK and 
Germany in the earliest surveys. However, it seems that 
values are rising in both Germany and the UK, but the 

Table 4.9. Use of spare time. Hours:minutes
Denmark, 2009 Men Women
Reading 00:26 00:38
Social interaction 01:11 01:19
TV, radio, music 02:34 02:13
Leisure activities/hobbies 00:58 00:39
Exercise/sport 00:26 00:25
Entertainment/Culture 00:11 00:14
Other (including 
transport)

00:58 01:01

Total 06:44 06:29

The UK, 2015 Men Women
Reading 00:17 00:20
Social interaction 00:55 01:10
TV, radio, music 02:37 02:16
Leisure activities/hobbies 00:50 00:29
Exercise/sport 00:23 00:15
Entertainment/Culture 00:08 00:09
Other (including 
transport)

00:49 00:48

Total 05:59 05:27

Germany, 2013 Men Women
Reading 00:32 00:35
Social interaction 01:15 01:20
TV, radio, music 02:16 02:02
Leisure activities/hobbies 00:57 00:33
Exercise/sport 00:30 00:27
Entertainment/Culture 00:13 00:14
Other (including 
transport)

00:55 00:55

Total 06:38 06:06

Sources: Bonke (2009), Eurostat.

Table 4.10. Happiness index, 2015–20
Denmark The UK Germany

2015 7.5 6.7 7.0
2016 7.5 6.7 7.0
2017 7.6 6.8 7.0
2018 7.6 7.1 7.0
2019 7.6 7.2 7.1
2020 7.5 6.8 7.3

Source: World Happiness Report.
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turbulence surrounding Brexit and the pandemic that 
hit the UK particularly hard breaks the increase in the 
British index. The information in this table can be com-
pared with the index for other large countries in 2019: 
France 6.6 and the United States 6.9. The difference 
between Denmark and its universal welfare state on 
the one hand and the major industrial nations on the 
other is not huge, but it is nevertheless clear enough.

The 2018 report also included a statement con-
cerning the countries’ foreign-born populations based 
on data collected between 2005 and 2017. One of the 
principal findings was that the index of these popu-
lations was approaching that of the host-countries’ 
populations. Finland topped the list with a score of 7.7, 
followed by Denmark on 7.5. The happiness indices of 
the British and German immigrant populations placed 
20th and 28th on the list, respectively, with scores of 
6.7 and 6.4. The Danish welfare society with its largely 
universal services and the secure, free conditions of 
life thus appears to provide the basis for a good place 
to live for immigrants, too.31

4.6. Summary
The three countries have fundamentally developed in 
the same direction with regard to family life, including 
use of housing, how they spend their time, and their 
willingness to get married – and then to divorce at a 
later date if circumstances dictate. There are differ-
ences in some specific areas, however. Britons – both 
men and women – tend to spend more time on the la-
bour market and then to devote correspondingly less 
time to household work and care. Fewer Britons live in 
single-person households, and there is a greater ten-
dency for them to own their own homes.

When it comes to satisfaction with life in the welfare 
state, Danes were until recently substantially happier 
than their British and German counterparts, and they 
remain generally happier with their lives. The popu-
lations of the other two countries, however, seem to 
be experience an increase in welfare, although hap-
piness among the British population suffered some-
thing of a setback in 2020 as a result of Brexit and a 
raging pandemic.
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Notes
1 In 1953, there were 153,000 vehicles registered in Denmark; 

this figure then increased to almost 400,000 in 1960 and fully 
1,245,000 in 1973 (Poulsen and Rüdiger (2020)).

2 Brochmann et al. (2020).
3 Bidstrup (1977).
4 Jensen (1991).
5 Tröger (1987).
6 Denmark was generally spared large-scale air raids. One ex-

ception was the Russian bombing of Rønne and Nexø in May 
1945 when the German occupiers refused to surrender to the 
Russian forces, cf. Jensen (1996) and Poulsen (2021).

7 Morgan (1990).
8 Harris (1992). London was particularly hard hit in 1940, but other 

cities also experienced draconian air raids. The Midlands city 
of Coventry was attacked by the Luftwaffe in November 1940 
“and reduced to melted lead and red-hot brick and stone” (McK-
ay (2020) p. 23). Towns and cities that had no connection with 
the war effort found themselves in the firing line as a result of 
German attempts to demoralise the population through the 
destruction of irreplaceable historical buildings: Exeter, Bath, 
York and Canterbury, for example. In the summer and autumn of 
1944, the German High Command followed up with attacks on 
London using V1 flying bombs and V2 rockets. The intention to 
demoralise the British population was unsuccessful, however. 
Before the war, English sociologists were concerned that the 
English working class in particular would become panic-strick-
en and therefore easy pickings for demagogues demanding an 
immediate declaration of peace. This situation never arose in 
the UK, nor did it in Germany, whose population was subjected 
to even heavier and more destructive air raids (Solnit (2009)). 
As long as the supply situation was relatively acceptable, the 
German people carried on working.

9 At the end of the war, there were around 200 airfields in the UK, 
most of which were abandoned during the following years.

10 Morgan (1990).
11 Morgan (1990).
12 Pugh (2017).
13 Christophersen and Hansen (2020). The programme of selling 

off council houses continued under New Labour, with more 
than 2.6 million council flats sold off by 2010 (Hugh (2017)).

14 Morgan (1990).
15 In his Krigsdagbog [War diary](1964), Ernst Jünger made the 

following entry for 17 August 1943: “The attack on Hamburg 
is, for example, the first event of its kind in Europe that defies 
population statistics. The civil registers are simply unable to 
establish how many people died. The victims died like fish or 
spiders, outside history, in the elementary zone that knows no 
registers.” The supreme commander of the British bomber raids 

that focused on what were known as “carpet bombing” – i.e. 
destruction of entire city districts – was RAF Air Marshal Sir Ar-
thur Harris. In his memoirs, published in 1947, he quoted from a 
confidential German document, which described the bombing 
as an attack that exceeded the bounds of human comprehen-
sion; Harris added his own note: “that it must have been, if that 
were possible, even more cataclysmic than the detonation of 
the two atomic bombs over the Japanese cities”. (quoted here 
according to McKay (2020), p. 118). It has been estimated that 
around 37,000 people lost their lives in the raid, which started a 
fire storm that raged up to 1.5 km above the city. The Luftwaffe 
had originally introduced the creation of fire storms over Euro-
pean metropolises with its raid on Rotterdam in the spring of 
1940.

16 McKay (2020).
17 Several histories have been published about the Russian con-

quest of Berlin. The most recent and most authoritative is Beever 
(2020).

18 Bender (2016). Around 225–250,000 of these East Prussian 
refugees originally arrived in Denmark in the spring of 1945, 
immediately prior to the liberation of the country (Havrehed 
(1987), Jensen (2000) and Harder (2020)).

19 In 1946, the population numbered 2.7 million, of whom 1.2 mil-
lion were refugees and displaced persons.

20 European Economic Community Commission (1973). The com-
mission does, however, note a new problem in the form of rising 
housing costs, which made housing relatively more expensive.

21 Significant housing construction also took place in the GDR. 
For example, a comprehensive construction programme was 
launched in the Berlin suburbs in 1977. Over the following 
decade, more than 94,000 homes were built in the immediate 
vicinity of the city (Mählert (2009)).

22 Butler (2021, p. 21): “London in the 21st century has been a 
landlord’s paradise”.

23 Prices have also risen substantially in the large towns and cities 
in Denmark, while house prices in Germany remained relatively 
constant for a long time. For example, the nationwide index of 
house prices in Germany remained completely flat from 1996 
until 2011. During the same period, the corresponding index 
in Denmark rose by 100 percent (Pedersen et al. (2014)).

24 Morgan (1990).
25 For an overview, see Bonke and Jensen (2012).
26 Bonke and Jensen (2012).
27 Andersen (2019a).
28 Andersen (2019b).
29 Bonke (2009).
30 Bonke and Wiese (2018).
31 Old-age pensions are not universal, but dependent on the num-

ber of years lived in the country.
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Immigration to welfare states can be both a blessing and a 
curse. On the one hand, immigration can help make up for 
shortfalls in the workforce, providing the opportunity for tax 
revenues that can contribute to financing the welfare state. On 
the other hand, there is a risk that the welfare state will attract 
immigrants motivated by access to public sector services and 
transfer incomes, who will thus place a strain on the welfare 
state finances. This chapter looks at the challenges that the three 
countries have found themselves facing in this respect. 

5. Immigration
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Immigration since 1960 has resulted in far-reaching 
changes to the societies of North-West Europe. In this 
chapter, we examine immigration to the three coun-
tries as from the time when immigration became more 
substantial, and attempt to establish the size of the 
immigrant population today. We then look at the pro-
gress of integration into the labour market.

5.1. Immigration to Denmark
At the start of the 1960s, immigration to Denmark was 
still modest. It was not until the latter half of the dec-
ade that Danish industry – during a hectic economic 
boom – started to employ foreign, primarily Turkish la-
bour, and more significant immigration of workers com-
menced. A homogeneous population is often viewed 
as a precondition for the establishment of ambitious 
welfare states,1 and characteristically, this rise in im-
migration was soon met with a wave of opposition. 
The trades union movement was concerned that im-
migrant labour could take jobs from Danish workers, 
with the movement’s economists arguing that large-
scale immigration of cheap, unskilled labour would 
delay modernisation of the business sector and thus 
damage competitive strength.2

In 1970, the government temporarily halted the issue 
of first-time work permits, and when the oil crisis hit in 
1973, this ban became permanent. However, the ban 
on immigration did not apply to citizens of the Nordic 
countries or the EEC, which Denmark joined in 1973. 
A key part of the purpose of the EEC was precisely to 
ensure the free mobility of labour.

Immigration from non-Western countries contin-
ued, although in new ways. Many immigrant workers 
obtained permanent residence permits and brought 
their wives, children and parents to Denmark under 
the rules of family reunification. Many immigrant de-
scendants subsequently found spouses in their parents’ 
countries of origin.3 These “chain migrations”, where 
immigrants who are established in the host country 
bring relatives or acquaintances in from their home 
countries, generally formed the basis for the most 
comprehensive wave of immigration to Western Eu-
rope in the 1990s.4 Convention-based considerations 
made it difficult to stop these chain migrations, and 

ethnic groups grew into ethnic minorities.
In 1983, the Danish Parliament passed a liberal im-

migration act, which gave immigrants the legal right to 
reunification with parents aged over 60 and children 
younger than 18. The new law also made it easier to 
seek and obtain asylum.5 In combination with the global 
rise in the number of refugees and the drop in the price 
of long-distance travel, the new legislation triggered a 
sharp rise in the number of asylum applications.6 The 
ban on migrations for the purpose of work in 1973, in 
combination with the more relaxed access to asylum 
applications and family reunifications resulted in a rad-
ical change in the composition of immigration, and a 
permanent immigration surplus appeared as from the 
end of the 1980s. Many more people were now coming 
to the country for reasons other than work, and they 
were arriving during a period of difficult conditions on 
the labour market.

The ban on migrations 
for the purpose of 
work in 1973 resulted 
in a radical change in 
the composition of 
immigration.

In the latter half of the 1990s, the employment rate 
among the non-Western immigrants in Denmark was 
extremely low. The debate in the media and among pol-
iticians then centred on the necessity of implementing 
a fundamental change to the country’s immigration and 
integration policy. Transfer incomes to immigrants was 
accounting for an ever-increasing share of the public 
sector budgets,7 and there was little prospect of better 
integration into the labour market.

As a consequence of the uneven composition of 
the flow of immigrants, immigration policy became in-
creasingly strict at the end of the 1990s.8 The intention 
was to reduce the number of immigrants seeking to 
enter the country for purposes other than work or ed-
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ucation, i.e. to reduce the number of people entering 
Denmark for family reunification or as asylum-seekers. 
In 2001, a right-wing government came to power, with 
the immigrant-averse Danish People’s Party (Dansk 
Folkeparti) as part of the parliamentarian basis of the 
government. This resulted in additional tightening of 
the immigration policy, which made it harder to obtain 
permanent residence permits in connection with family 
reunification and applications for asylum.

The number of people arriving in Denmark for fam-
ily reunification was more than halved between 2001 
and 2003, remaining at a low level for the rest of the 
period examined here. Immigration based on asylum 
applications likewise fell sharply in the years after 2001 
and did not begin to rise markedly again until around 
2012, when it was spurred by the civil war in Syria. In 
2015, the number of asylum-seekers reached new 
heights, although it remained far below the relative 
level in Germany.

At the same time as the rules for family reunification 
and application for asylum were tightened up, initia-
tives were being introduced to make it easier for immi-

grants to look for work. The most remarkable change, 
however, was the strong rise in immigration from EU 
countries following the expansion of the European 
Union to the east in 2004, with unlimited immigration 
permitted from these countries as from 2009, when the 
final transition regulations disappeared.9 At the end of 
the period covered by the present study, this category 
of labour immigrants from East European EU Member 
States comprised a larger number of immigrants than 
all the other categories put together.

Since immigration seriously commenced in the 
second half of the 1960s, it is thus possible to trace 
a process starting with labour-based immigration up 
to 1973, followed by immigration largely compris-
ing asylum-seekers and family members arriving for 
reunification, and then, after progressive tightening 
up of the opportunity for humanitarian immigration, 
labour-based immigration becoming the dominant 
form again in recent years. Figure 5.1 presents data for 
immigration and emigration from 1953 to the present 
day and reveals that net immigration in recent years 
is approaching zero.

Source: Statistics Denmark.

Figure 5.1. Migration to and from Denmark, 1953–2019
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5.2. Immigration to the UK
Up until World War II, the British population – with the 
exception of the numerous Irish immigrants – was no-
ticeably homogeneous, despite the fact that London 
was the hub of the greatest empire the world had ever 
seen. In the 1950s and 1960s, the business commu-
nity had the opportunity to recruit labour from among 
the large groups of West Indians and Asians who had 
migrated to Britain from its former and current colo-
nies, although no actual “guest worker” system had 
been developed.

The first wave of immigrants arrived from the Car-
ibbean, followed in the late 1950s by immigrants from 
India and then from Pakistan, culminating in the 1970s. 
Refugees from Vietnam and East Africa started to arrive 
in the UK during the same decade. The East African 
refugees were primarily Indians, who had relocated 
to East Africa during the colonial period. Ugandan 
dictator Idi Ami expelled all Asians from “his” coun-
try in 1972. A new wave of immigrants arrived from 
Bangladesh, peaking in the 1980s. This was not the 
end of it, however. The UK’s obligations arising from 
its former status as an empire and its involvement in 
wars in the Middle East and Afghanistan added new 
groups to the mix. Since 2020, there has also been 
some immigration from Hong Kong after China tight-
ened its grip on the pro-democracy movement in the 
former British Colony. In January 2021, the UK intro-
duced new visa regulations for Hong Kong citizens, 
making it easier for them to come to the country. At 
the end of 2021, 65,000 people had applied for visas 
under the new rules.

The 1950s saw the arrival 
of immigrants from the 
Caribbean, followed by 
a wave of immigration 
from India towards the 
end of the decade.

The generally unskilled immigrants from the for-
mer colonies principally found work in industry, and in 
the same way as elsewhere in Western Europe, they 
tended to settle in the large towns and cities. In the 
1950s and 1960s, they found work in the industrial 
powerhouses of Northern England, taking jobs in the 
textile sector, which was on the verge of collapse but 
found a temporary lifeline in paying immigrant workers 
low wages. In London and other large cities, the new 
immigrants took over many of the jobs that had previ-
ously been carried out by the immigrant Irish workers. 
These largely took the form of unskilled work in the 
transport sector and in hospitals and other parts of the 
public sector. Generally speaking, the labour market 
presented plenty of job openings until the end of the 
1960s. In this context, a number of inter-ministerial 
commissions concluded that immigrants were only 
receiving transfer incomes to a limited extent and had 
no difficulty in finding work.10

In the industrial towns and cities, the immigrant 
populations settled – without any attempt at public 
sector planning – in the run-down central districts. As 
the immigrants were often confronted with housing 
property owners who were unwilling to rent to “col-
oureds”, it did not take long for ghetto-like conditions to 
become established in areas such as Brixton in London 
and the dilapidated central areas of Bradford, Leeds, 
Leicester, Luton and Manchester. Racial disturbances, 
social issues and continued immigration combined to 
promote a political need to control immigration – an 
approach that also had the backing of the trades un-
ion movement. The 1962 Commonwealth Immigrant 
Act introduced a qualification system, whereby skilled 
immigrants and immigrants with an employment con-
tract were given priority access to the UK. The 1962 act 
was followed by other initiatives aimed at limiting the 
migrations from the former colonies. The immigrant 
population nevertheless continued to swell, and the 
1971 census registered 1.4 million people from the 
ethnic groups, of whom one-third were born in the UK.

The ongoing immigration led to public debate that 
was openly hostile to foreigners and incidents of “Pa-
ki-bashing” – the popular term for violent attacks on 
young Pakistanis and other non-Western immigrants 
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– were becoming increasingly common towards the 
middle of the 1960s. The National Front – a violent 
amalgamation of Neo-Nazis and other generally rac-
ist groups – was founded in 1967. Even though “the 
Front” achieved only limited membership, its actions 
were soon mirrored by groups of young skinheads 
and hooligans linked to traditionally working class 
football clubs such as West Ham United FC. Within 
the established political system, Enoch Powell, the 
former Conservative minister of health, emerged as 
a gifted orator and a 24-carat xenophobe. Since then, 
other extreme right-wing groups hostile to immigrants 
and immigration have appeared on the scene, includ-
ing the British National Party (1982) and the English 
Defence League (2009).

The oil crisis ushered in an even more restrictive 
policy, after which immigration was maintained via 
family reunification that had started strongly in the 
1960s, despite moves by the government to tighten 
the regulations in the 1980s. A rise in the number of 
asylum-seekers was also noted in that decade. Even 
though attempts had been made to limit the number 
of asylum-seekers through changes to asylum legis-
lation in 1993 and 1996, the pattern of immigration 
became much more differentiated with a sharp rise in 
immigrant asylum-seekers from the former Yugosla-
via, for example, prior to the turn of the millennium.11 

Immigrants from the EEC and later the EU, which the 
UK joined in 1973, were freely allowed to enter the 
country and seek employment.

The oil crisis ushered 
in a more restrictive 
policy, after which 
immigration was 
maintained through 
family reunification.

Alongside registrations of citizenship, the authori-
ties practised registration of people designated ethnic 
minorities. This is carried out from the perspective 
of the necessity of applying an especially supportive 
policy for the minorities so as to assure social equali-
ty for them. People with this designation need not be 
foreigners, nor immigrants, however. Ethnic minorities 
are defined in the statistics as immigrants from Asia 
and the Caribbean, and coloured Africans, as well as 
their descendants. This means that the statistics refer 
to the ethnic aspect and not necessarily the specific 
immigrant history of the individual.

In 1991, the authorities registered 3.1 million people 
of ethnic background. In 2001, the ethnic minorities 
amounted to 4.6 million people, or almost 8 percent 
of the population.12 Indian immigrants and their de-
scendants comprised the largest group, followed by 
immigrants and descendants from the West Indies 
and Pakistan, as well as Africans and immigrants and 
descendants from Bangladesh. In total, immigrants 
and descendants from these groups accounted for 
slightly more than 70 percent of the ethnic minori-
ties. As many had arrived in the country in the 1950s 
and 1960s, and as fertility was high among these im-
migrants, the majority were born in the UK and a sig-
nificant proportion belonged to the third generation. 
People born in non-Western countries accounted for 
around 5 percent of the total population.13

In parallel with the wave of immigration, considera-
ble emigration of British citizens to Australia, Canada, 
New Zealand, South Africa and the United States was 
taking place, especially in the 1960s. Between 1946 
and 1998, emigration totalled 10.5 million, while im-
migration amounted to 9.0 million.14 These figures do 
not include Irish immigrants, however.

Following the Labour Party’s victory in the 1997 
elections and on account of a shortage of certain 
types of labour, more permits for work-based immigra-
tion were issued to countries outside the EU. In 2002, 
the government launched The Highly Skilled Migrant 
Programme, which was intended to promote the flow 
of highly qualified labour from non-EU countries. This 
programme introduced a points system that took into 
account aspects such as education, work experience 
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Figure 5.2. Immigration from the EU to the UK, 2000–2019
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Figure 5.3. Migration to and from the UK, 1953–2019

Sources: The Bank of England and the Houses of Parliament.

-200,000
-100,000

0
100,000
200,000
300,000
400,000
500,000
600,000
700,000
800,000

19
53

19
56

19
59

19
62

19
65

19
68

19
71

19
74

19
77

19
80

19
83

19
86

19
89

19
92

19
95

19
98

20
01

20
04

20
07

20
10

20
13

20
16

20
19

Immigration Emigration Net migration

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   100116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   100 27/05/2022   20.4627/05/2022   20.46



101

IMMIGRATION

and previous income level. The programme was tar-
geted in particular at doctors. The granting of an entry 
visa was conditional upon immigrants being able to 
document that they were able to provide for themselves 
and, where relevant, their families.

Meanwhile, the asylum channel continued to be of 
vital importance to immigration from countries outside 
the EU during the first few years of the new millennium. 
In 2002, first-time asylum-seekers totalled 103,000, 
after which the number fell sharply. The Labour gov-
ernment introduced a range of restrictions, including 
sanctions for companies that broke people-trafficking 
regulations, a reduction in the right to appeal rejection 
of asylum applications, internment and welfare benefits 
in the form of vouchers rather than transfer incomes.

The huge wave of labour entering the UK follow-
ing the expansion of the EU to the east proved, in the 
long term, to be a significant cause of the decision to 
hold a referendum in 2016 on the issue of continued 
membership of the EU.15 Figure 5.2 shows that from 
2007 to 2019, 200,000 or more immigrants arrived in 
the UK from the EU each year, reaching its highest 
point of 300,000 in 2015.

Total migrations from 1953 are presented in Figure 
5.3. For long periods, there was negative or only insig-
nificant net immigration to the UK, despite the large 
numbers of immigrants. As from the early 1990s, net 
immigration began to rise, passing 200,000 in 2004 
and remaining at between 175,000 and 300,000 an-
nually during the last years of the period.

5.3. Immigration to Germany
The recent immigration history of Germany differs from 
that of the rest of Western Europe on account of the 
fact that a large number of East Europeans of German 
heritage sought to enter the country until deep into 
the 1990s. In the period from 1945 to the mid-1950s 
alone, almost 12 million war refugees and displaced 
persons from formerly German regions of Prussia and 
the Sudetenland headed back to Germany. 

The industrial sector in West Germany re-estab-
lished itself remarkably quickly after the war, and 
over the course of the 1950s, the injection of ethnic 
German workers was no longer sufficient to cover the 

requirements for labour, even though many Germans 
were arriving from the GDR. As from the middle of the 
1950s, where the West German economic miracle (the 
Wirtschaftswunder) was well under way, the West Ger-
man government therefore entered into agreements 
with a number of foreign countries for the “import” of 
labour, namely: Italy (1955), Greece and Spain (1960), 
Turkey (1961), Portugal (1964) and Yugoslavia (1968). 
The systematic recruitment of unskilled labour com-
menced early and on a large scale. The budding im-
migration of guest workers in the second half of the 
1950s was given an added boost when the Berlin wall 
was constructed by the communist government in East 
Germany in the autumn of 1961, preventing emigration 
from east to west.

The recruitment 
of unskilled labour 
commenced early and 
on a large scale.

Against the background of the combination of an 
expansive economy, closed borders to Eastern Europe 
and an active recruitment policy in Southern Europe 
and Turkey, immigration increased rapidly. Towards the 
end of the 1950s, there were around 100,000 guest 
workers in the country, principally Italians. However, 
even at the start of the 1960s, these people accounted 
for less than one percent of the West German popula-
tion. In 1965, the figure had risen to around a million, 
and five years later it had climbed to approximately 2 
million. The majority of these immigrants now came 
from Turkey – including a large proportion of Kurds – 
and Yugoslavia. The immigration system was entirely 
a “guest worker” system, in that the foreign workers 
were expected to return home if market conditions 
worsened or if the employment rate began to decline. 
Most of the immigrants were single young men, and 
those who were married did not bring their spouses 
with them.
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The foreign workers 
were expected to 
return home if market 
conditions worsened.
When the oil crisis struck in the autumn of 1973, the 
federal government reacted by halting immigration 
in November of that same year, and also sought to 
encourage guest workers to return home, although 
this policy was limited by political and humanitari-
an considerations. After 1973, immigration was limit-
ed to people arriving for family reunification and asy-
lum-seekers, as well as citizens from other EU coun-
tries and ethnic Germans. In the 1980s, the number 
of immigrants increased against a background of hu-
manitarian admission requirements, and Germany ex-
perienced a considerable amount of illegal immigra-
tion during this period.16 One particular feature was a 
wave of immigration from Poland from 1981 until its 
culmination in 1988, where around 650,000 Poles left 
their home country, and around 360,000 travelled to 
Germany. Most arrived on short-term visas and sim-
ply did not return home, while others claimed to be 
of German origin.17

Immediately prior to the oil crisis, a 1972 census 
revealed that foreign citizens accounted for 6.4 per-
cent of the population. After 1973, these foreigners 
were no longer joined by new groups of single young 
men, but rather by their own relatives – spouses and 
children – who arrived in the country under re-unifi-
cation regulations.

 Following a strong wave of migration of asylum-seek-
ers – in some years, Germany received up to 60 percent 
of all asylum applications in Europe18 – opportunities 
to seek asylum were greatly limited in 1993. The rules 
concerning repatriation were also changed to make 
it easier for the authorities to repatriate migrants, and 
the opportunities to seek asylum were limited through 
rejection and returning asylum-seekers to other EU 
countries or to safe third countries. However, an eco-
nomic boom immediately after German reunification 
created a need for extra labour, and a range of agree-

ments for temporary immigration were entered into 
with several East European countries, which were also 
spurred by political considerations regarding the new 
liberalised economies to the east.19

At the turn of the millennium, the government in-
troduced a “Green Card” scheme intended to accom-
modate the demand for highly qualified IT specialists. 
The scheme led to a debate about the necessity of an 
actual immigration act that could regulate immigration 
under a single set of regulations and improve the in-
tegration of foreigners with permanent residence in 
the country. Following four years of negotiation, new 
legislation was finally passed in 2004. The new act 
permitted immigration of labour if the immigrants were 
highly qualified, while independent entrepreneurs, who 
were expected to be able to create jobs, would also be 
granted permission to enter the country. EU citizens 
from the old Member States could likewise continue to 
obtain residence and employment without restrictions. 
Citizens from the new EU Member States were subject 
to a number of reservations during a transition period.

The collapse of the Eastern Bloc at the end of the 
1980s led to a new wave of immigration comprising 
ethnic Germans. These people, whose families had 
emigrated to Eastern Europe generations previously, 
had a constitutional right to return to Germany, where 
they were additionally entitled to claim citizenship after 
spending six months in the country. This right can be 
traced back to 1949, when the West German Constitu-
tion opened up the opportunity for persecuted ethnic 
Germans in Eastern Europe to return home.

The fall of the Iron 
Curtain at the end of 
the 1980s led to a new 
wave of immigration 
comprising ethnic 
Germans.
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Following the dramatic changes in Eastern Eu-
rope towards the end of the 1980s, emigration policy 
was relaxed in the East European countries and large 
groups of ethnic Germans made their way to Germa-
ny. In 1989, fully 377,000 ethnic Germans emigrated 
to West Germany from Eastern Europe, and they were 
followed by 397,000 more in 1990. Immigration totalled 
slightly over 200,000 per year in the period 1991–95, 
after which the figure decreased steadily towards the 
turn of the millennium.20 The overwhelming majority 
of the ethnic Germans came from the former Soviet 
Union, Poland and Romania, although many other East 
Europeans sought to enter Germany as well, often as 
asylum-seekers. Moreover, in the same way as in the 
other countries of Western Europe, the civil war in 
the former Yugoslavia added impetus to the flow of 
immigrants – powered by the extremely liberal, con-
stitutionally assured opportunity to seek asylum in 
Germany until 1993. The assimilation of the GDR into 
the Federal Republic and the comprehensive recon-

struction in the new states also spurred an increase 
in work-related immigration during the first half of the 
1990s, before unemployment began to rise sharply in 
Germany. Immigration to the now reunified Germany 
peaked in 1992 at 1.5 million.21

In 2015 and 2016, Germany received almost 1.2 
million first-time asylum-seekers in connection with 
the civil war in Syria. This was without compare the 
largest influx to a single European country of asy-
lum-seekers during the chaotic flood of migration, 
and the open policy led both to widespread criticism 
of the Merkel administration and to a shift to the right 
of the AfD (see Chapter 6).

The annual movements in the migrations are illus-
trated in Figure 5.4. When interpreting the numbers, it 
is relevant to note that the floods of ethnic Germans 
that characterise immediate post-war years and, later 
on, the period after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, 
are not included in the figure basis. That said, it is easy 
to identify a pattern of large movements into and out 

Figure 5.4. Migration to and from Germany, 1953–2019

Note: The data break in 1964 is attributable to the switch from year books as the source, to modelled and more time-consistent data. 
The data break in 1991 is attributable to the reunification of Germany. Before 1990, the graph describes West Germany. 
Source: Destatis.
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of Germany, with a significant surplus of immigration 
up to the oil crisis, with the exception of 1967, when 
there was a slight recession. The period from the 
mid-1980s up to the turn of the millennium was distin-
guished by significant net immigration, repeated after 
the financial crisis, which did not have nearly as hard 
an impact on the German economy as on the econo-
mies of Denmark and the UK.

As in other West European countries, immigrants 
entering Germany showed a strong predisposition to 
settle in the large towns and cities. In addition, feder-
al states with above-average industrial activity tend 
to attract relatively most immigrants. These were the 
areas that drew the guest workers until 1973, and 
employment opportunities in industry are still better 
than in the former GDR, where the proportion of im-
migrants is only small. This is not only due to the fact 
that almost no guest workers sought to emigrate to 
Communist Eastern Europe, but also because the for-
mer GDR was hit by higher unemployment and lower 

economic growth. However, a relatively large group of 
Vietnamese guest workers did live and work in East 
Berlin prior to the fall of the Wall.

5.4. The immigrant populations in the 
three countries today
Table 5.1 presents the immigrant populations in the 
three countries in 2019. Immigrants are counted as 
persons born in a foreign country to parents of non-na-
tional origin, i.e. first-generation immigrants. Their 
descendants are categorised differently in the three 
countries’ population statistics. In Denmark, immi-
grant descendants are defined as persons born in the 
new country to parents who were both born abroad. 
In the UK, as mentioned previously, there are no relat-
ed statistics, while it is sufficient to have one parent of 
non-national origin to be counted as the descendant 
of an immigrant in Germany. The table differentiates 
between people of Western and non-Western origin 
because research has demonstrated significant dif-
ferences between the living conditions and participa-
tion in the labour market of these groups.

The old immigration country of Germany shows a 
higher level for the group of non-Western immigrants, 
with a proportion of almost 10 percent in relation to the 
total population, compared to 7 percent in Denmark 
and 7.5 percent in the UK. The share of non-Western 
descendants is approximately twice as high in Ger-
many as it is in Denmark, although based on a less 
exclusive definition, while – as mentioned previously 
– no figures for this proportion are available for the UK.

The nature of Germany as an immigration country 
stands out even more clearly if we include the size of 
the group of Western immigrants and descendants. 
In all, around one in four people resident in Germany 
today comes from an immigrant background, bearing 
in mind that the definition of a “descendant” here dif-
fers from that used in Danish statistics and does not 
appear at all in British statistics.

Table 5.2 shows how large a proportion of immi-
grants and descendants have been naturalised. Den-
mark stands out as having a lower proportion of im-
migrants who have become citizens.

Figure 5.5 and Table 5.3 show the arrivals of first-

Table 5.1. Share of immigrants and descendants in 
percent, 2019 

Denmark The UK Germany
Non-Western immigrants 7.0 7.5 9.6
Non-Western descendants 2.9 --- 6.3
Western immigrants 4.5 6.9 7.1
Western descendants 0.5 --- 3.0
Note: Dual citizenship is counted in both countries. No data are available re-
garding descendants in the UK. For Germany, former immigrants from East to 
West (and vice versa) are not counted as immigrants. In Germany, people are 
counted as descendants if they have just one immigrant parent. In Denmark, 
both parents must be immigrants.
Sources: Destatis, ONS, Nordic Statistics, and Statistics Denmark. 

Table 5.2. Share of immigrants and descendants 
who hold citizenship in the countries, in percent, 
2019

Denmark The UK Germany
Immigrants who hold 
citizenship in the 
country

24.7 38.3 37.5

Descendants who 
hold citizenship in the 
country

66.3 --- 79.3

Note: See the note to Table 5.1. 
Sources: Destatis, ONS, Nordic Statistics, and Statistics Denmark. 
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Table 5.3. Number of first-time asylum-seekers in 
thousands, 2000–20

Denmark UK Germany
2000 10.3 98.9 78.5
2001 8.3 91.6 88.3
2002 6.1 103.1 71.1
2003 4.6 60.0 50.5
2004 3.2 40.6 35.6
2005 2.2 30.8 28.9
2006 1.9 28.3 21.0
2007 1.8 28.3 19.1
2008 2.3 31.3 22.1
2009 3.8 30.6 27.6
2010 4.9 22.6 41.3
2011 3.8 25.9 45.7
2012 6.2 27.9 64.5
2013 7.6 29.9 109.6
2014 14.8 31.4 173.1
2015 21.3 38.8 441.9
2016 6.4 38.5 722.4
2017 3.5 33.5 198.3
2018 3.5 37.5 161.9
2019 2.6 44.5 142.5
2020 1.4 36.0 102.6
Sources: The Home Office, and UNHCR. 

time asylum-seekers from 2000 to 2020. The special 
position of Germany is clear to see, with peaks in 2015 
and 2016, where the relative level was far above the 
level in Denmark. However, what is most noticeable 
in the figure is the extremely low level in the UK. Even 
during the giant European refugee crisis of 2015–16, 
the numbers remained at a consistently low level.

5.5. Integration on the labour market
Figure 5.6 provides information about the employ-
ment status of the non-Western immigrants in 2019, 
based on data from Eurostat. The biggest differences 
between employment of the majority population and 
that of the non-Western immigrants are to be found 
in Denmark. In 2019, the difference in employment 
rates between Danish and non-Western, foreign-born 
men aged 15–64 was 11.5 percentage points, while 
for women it was fully 21.4 percentage points. Meas-
ured in the same way, these differences were 7.1 and 
18.7 percentage points in Germany. In the UK, the dif-
ference was actually just -1.3 for non-Western men, 
who thus enjoyed slightly higher employment than 
British men, and 13.0 percentage points for non-West-
ern women.22

Minimum wages are noticeably higher in Denmark, 
which is one of the explanations for the weaker inte-
gration on the labour market. Many non-Western im-
migrants do not have sufficient qualifications to fulfil 
the high productivity requirements that accompany 
high minimum wages.23

However, there is evidence to suggest that inte-
gration on the labour market is also lower in a univer-
sal welfare state like the Danish one as a result of a 
weaker incentive structure. We do not have sufficient 
data to be able to qualify this view in detail. Neverthe-
less, the net contribution in Denmark from the public 
sector to an immigrant from the Muslim countries is 
at a divergently high level, which may be attributable 
to the weaker incentives, cf. Table 5.4. By way of com-
parison, the table presents related figures for the UK 
from 2016, as corresponding data are not generated 
for Germany.

With the low rate of employment, non-Western 
immigrants constitute a significant burden on the 

public coffers in a universal welfare state such as that 
in Denmark, which can represent a challenge to the 
long-term sustainability of the model and, in particular, 
the backing of the population as a whole.

In the British model, the burden circles  around 
zero – marginally positive in some years, marginal-
ly negative in others.24 However, the significance of 
immigration from Eastern Europe prior to Brexit indi-
cates that the consequences on state finances are not 
necessarily crucial to the attitudes of the population. 
Here, other conditions such as the intensified compe-
tition for unskilled jobs and an increased burden on 
the healthcare system as a result of the immigration 
weighed more heavily.

5.6. Summary
A comparison of the immigration histories of the three 
countries reveals a number of differentiating traits. 
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Figure 5.5. First-time asylum-seekers per 1,000 inhabitants, 2000–20

Note: “Western countries” does not completely follow the definition from Statistics Denmark, in that Monaco, Andorra, Vatican City and San Marino are not 
included, while Greenland and a number of small island states, primarily in Oceania, are included.
Sources: Labour Force Survey, and Eurostat.

Note: The figures include family members of asylum-seekers (co-applicants). The data break in 2003 is attributable to the switch from data from the 
Home Office to data from the UNHCR (which are, however, the same in shared years).
Sources: The Home Office, and UNHCR.
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Germany was the first of the three countries to de-
velop – from the mid-1950s – an organised and sys-
tematised guest worker programme featuring bilat-
eral agreements between the German Government 
and the countries of origin in Southern Europe and 
Turkey. Another differentiating trait was the flood of 
ethnic Germans from Eastern Europe, which encom-
passed around 12 million people in the immediate 
post-war years, and which continued in the 1990s 
with renewed strength following the collapse of the 
Soviet Union and the socialist countries in Eastern Eu-
rope. Denmark never developed an organised guest 
worker programme, and did not start receiving guest 
workers until the middle of the 1960s.

In the UK, the industrial sector recruited large num-
bers of immigrants from the former colonies over the 
course of the 1950s. Attempts were made to slow this 
wave of immigration as from the early 1960s, however, 
which was much earlier than the attempt to limit the 
immigration of non-Western labour to Denmark and 
Germany. In fact, these two countries did not manage 
to halt non-Western labour immigration effectively until 
around the time of the first oil crisis in 1973.

After 1973, immigration to the three countries was 
largely defined by humanitarian considerations in con-
nection with rising numbers of asylum-seekers and 
people entering the country for family reunification. 
The rate of immigration in all three countries increased 
sharply with the large wave of asylum-seekers from 
the Middle East and Africa as from the mid-1980s, and 
with the expansion of the EU in 2004, which opened up 
the opportunity for citizens from the new EU member 
states to seek work and education in Western Europe. 
The arrival of the large numbers of asylum-seekers 
resulted in a conflict between humanitarian consid-
erations and a fear of being overwhelmed by immi-
gration from non-Western countries. This, in turn, led 
to a series of legislative measures that sought to limit 
this immigration.

The special status of Germany in European migra-
tion history became manifest once more in relation to 
the almost exodus-like migrations in 2015–16, where 
the country received an extremely large share of the 

total wave of asylum-seekers and undocumented la-
bour immigrants. Today, the special German status 
in the context of migration is reflected in the large 
share of immigrants resident in the country in relation 
to the total population, as around one person in four 
with permanent residence in Germany stems from an 
immigrant background. All in all, and for historical rea-
sons, migration in the period since World War II has 
been a phenomenon experienced by many German 
families who have either lived through it themselves, 
or had contact with it via their circle of acquaintances.

Notes
1 Lindert (2007).
2 Jensen (2000). Conversely, employers and the big right-wing 

newspapers were strong advocates of importing foreign labour 
to help ease bottlenecks on the labour market.

3 Pedersen (1999).
4 Coleman (1999).
5 Pedersen (1999).
6 For a review of the newspaper debate about the new law and 

its consequences, see Jensen (2000).
7 Wadensjö (1999).

Table 5.4. Net contribution for persons resident in 
Denmark and the UK, divided by origin, relative to 
the average citizen in the country, DKK 1,000
Denmark, 2018

Danish origin 5
Immigrants from Western countries 36
Immigrants from MENAPT-countries -88
Immigrants from other non-Western 
countries -7

The UK, 2016
British origin -1
Immigrants from EEA-countries 20
Immigrants from non-EEA-countries -7

Note: The MENAPT-countries comprise: Syria, Kuwait, Libya, Saudi Arabia, 
the Lebanon, Somalia, Iraq, Qatar, Sudan, Bahrain, Djibouti, Jordan, Algeria, 
the United Arab Emirates, Tunisia, Egypt, Morocco, Iran, Yemen, Mauritania, 
Oman, Afghanistan, Pakistan and Turkey. The EEA comprises: EU Member 
States, as well as Liechtenstein, Iceland and Norway. Western countries 
follow the Statistics Denmark definition. The 2016 figure for the UK covers 
April 2016 through March 2017. British net contribution converted to DKK at 
the exchange rate on 1 October 2016. The table has not been corrected for 
inflation which, in the period October 2016–July 2018, was running at around 
2 percent in Denmark. German figures are not available in a comparable 
format.
Sources: The Danish Ministry of Finance, Oxford Economics for Migration Ad-
visory Committee under the British Government, and exchangerates.org.uk.
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8 See Pedersen (1999) for an overview.
9 Malchow-Møller et al. (2009).
10 Morgan (1990).
11 Coleman (1999).
12 Jensen (2005).
13 Jensen (2005).
14 Coleman (1999).
15 While parts of the East European workforce were – and re-

main – particularly mobile, millions of unemployed people in 
Southern Europe chose to stay home.

16 Coleman (1999).
17 Coleman (1999).
18 Coleman (1999).
19 Coleman (1999).
20 Coleman (1999).
21 Jensen (2005).
22 Labour Force Survey, Eurostat. Special run. The data are 

available on request. “Western countries” covers the catego-
ries: EU28, EFTA, North America and Australia & Oceania as 
defined by Eurostat.

23 Tranæs (2005).
24 For an overview, see: Skaksen and Jensen (2016).  
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While the welfare states examined in this book were established under 
different political systems, a trait they share is that from the 1980s 
onwards, a number of dilemmas arose regarding the welfare state. One 
key question was whether the immigration policy was appropriate, and 
with the relocation of workplaces, globalisation tested the economic 
and social sustainability of the different states. This chapter focuses on 
the development in the political parties and the various governments 
formed during the period. The presentation should be viewed as 
background for the following chapters, which provide specific data 
about the status and development of the welfare states.

political
in the three countries’

6. The development

systems
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It was in 1901 that parliamentarism was introduced 
in practice in Denmark, with the effect that govern-
ments could no longer remain in power against a ma-
jority in the Danish Parliament. Women were granted 
the right to vote through an amendment to the consti-
tution in 1915 and with the introduction of the gener-
al and equal right to vote for both genders, combined 
with parliamentary constitutional practice, democra-
cy was a fact. The reform in 1915 also ushered in a 
transition to proportional representation, replacing the 
practice of simple majority vote in single member con-
stituencies. This new way of distributing seats in par-
liament ensures that even small political parties have 
the opportunity to obtain representation.

A balance of power between the king and parliament 
in England was established at the end of the 1600s. At 
that time, parliament consisted of two “houses”, with a 
limited, income-dependent right to vote for members of 
the House of Commons, along with inherited seats for 
the upper nobility in the House of Lords. The House of 
Commons took precedence over the House of Lords 
and gradually won more and more power in relation 
to the King. Expressions of this power included par-
liamentary control of the public finances, ministerial 
responsibility, the establishment of a party system, 
freedom of the press and a general public engaged 
in the political debate.1

From the middle of the 1800s, the Prime Minis-
ter has had the backing of a majority in the House of 
Commons, and a series of electoral reforms expanded 
the number of people eligible to vote. Women over the 
age of 30 gained the right to participate in elections to 
the House of Commons in 1918, and all men over 21. 
The voting age became the same for both genders in 
1928. Seats in the parliament were allocated via ma-
jority vote in single member constituencies, a method 
that favours a small number of large parties, where 
Labour/New Labour and the Conservatives have had 
a decisive influence on the formation of governments 
since World War II.

Prior to the establishment of the Federal Republic, 
Germany had only a short tradition for widespread 
democracy. After the creation of the Imperial State of 
Germany in 1871, each state not only sent represent-

atives to the Reichstag in Berlin, but also elected a 
regional assembly (Landtag), with the Prussian Land-
tag handling the day-to-day business of two-thirds of 
the Imperial State. The right to vote in elections to the 
Landtag was based on how much the citizen paid in 
tax, and in some constituencies in East Prussia, the lo-
cal estate owners (the Junkers) dominated the election 
proceedings. Elections to the Reichstag, in contrast, 
were open to all male voters. The Reichstag could not 
depose the Chancellor, however, as this right was the 
exclusive reserve of the Emperor.2 A parliamentary 
system was therefore still a long way off when World 
War I broke out in 1914.

Before World War 2, 
Germany had only 
a short tradition for 
widespread democracy.

In 1919, the so called Weimar Republic introduced 
parliamentarism with secret and free proportional 
elections, where both men and women were entitled 
to vote. As a result of a weak political centre, a large 
number of small parties and extreme, confrontation-
al parties on both the right- and the left wing, the po-
litical democracy was progressively undermined up 
to the point where Hitler was able to assume power 
in the spring of 1933 following the last “democratic” 
elections. Economic shocks in the form of the hy-
perinflation of the 1920s and the Great Depression 
starting in 1929 contributed to the destabilisation of 
a democratic practice.

When the Federal Republic was established in 1949, 
only the flimsiest of foundations existed for democrat-
ic work. Democratic parties had been prohibited from 
1933 through 1945, and a great many social democrats, 
communists and other anti-fascists had been murdered 
or forced to emigrate to evade political persecution.

As described in Chapter 1, the Federal Republic 
is a federally based republic. The German Länder 
(States) have their own parliaments, where they pass 
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laws within their own areas of competence,3 such as 
education, culture and the environment.

6.1. Collaborative representative  
government in Denmark
The establishment of an actual system of parties and 
universal suffrage led to increased involvement in elec-
tions, with more than 70 percent of the electorate vot-
ing actively in the 1930s. The ruling Social Democrat 
party established its credentials as a party of the peo-
ple, which – during the crisis years of the 1930s – en-
tered into political settlements with the farmers’ po-
litical representatives so as to protect the interests of 
the workers and the agricultural community.

The predominant crisis compromise of the dec-
ade was the “Kanslergade Agreement” (Kanslergade-
forlig) of 1933, which was reached by the government 
(consisting of Social Democrats and the social liberal 
party) and the Danish Liberal Party in Prime Minister 
Thorvald Stauning’s apartment on Kanslergade. This 
agreement lessened the impact of the crisis on the ag-
ricultural sector and paved the way for a social reform 
in 1933 that secured living conditions for marginalised 
workers. It also saw the launch of a number of public 
sector construction projects in order to promote em-
ployment. Finally, the agreement defused a potential 
major conflict on the labour market in the form of a 
comprehensive lockout warning from the employers.

This collaborative representative government with 
a finely developed political network of roots helped 
protect Denmark from the totalitarian movements 
that were raging through Europe and which ultimately 
led to the outbreak of World War II in 1939. Voting in 
the elections was largely defined by social affiliation 
in a system that nevertheless featured appreciable 
cohesion. Symbolically, the Kanslergade Agreement 
was reached on the same day – 30 January 1933 – 
that Hitler rose to power in Germany. After the war, 
the political system in Denmark stabilised quickly, 
even though there had been widespread mistrust of 
the old parties that were responsible for the policy of 
collaboration with the occupying forces until August 
1943. The first steps towards a welfare state that had 
been taken in the 1930s went on to be expanded up 

through the 1960s to produce the “Scandinavian”, the 
“universal” or the “social democratic” welfare state. 
From the 1930s until well into the 1960s, this develop-
ment principally took place under governments led by 
the Social Democratic Party.4 The party system, with 
the more right-wing opposition collaborating with the 
strong labour-oriented government, was more-or-less 
solidly maintained by an electorate that was predomi-
nantly true to the party of its social affiliation.

6.2. The break-up of the party system   
in Denmark
The welfare state and democracy have never seri-
ously been challenged in Denmark on election day. 
That said, the game of politics has been fundamen-
tally changed since the early 1970s. In what has be-
come known as the landslide election (jordskredsvalg) 
of 1973, ten parties won seats in the Danish Parlia-
ment rather than the previous five, and the tradition-
al parties suffered significant losses. The right-wing 
protest party Fremskridtspartiet (The Progress Party) 
captured 16 percent of the votes, becoming the sec-
ond-largest party in parliament despite having no pre-
vious parliamentary experience. The background for 
the protest election in 1973 comprised rising taxes, 
the frank exchange of views during the referendum on 
Denmark’s proposed membership of the EEC, dissat-
isfaction with burgeoning bureaucracy, and a cultural 
showdown, where unskilled workers and people resi-
dent in outlying areas of the country voiced their dis-
pleasure with the elite culture policy in Copenhagen.

The break-up was foreshadowed by a declining 
level of organisation in the political parties. Around 
1960, the parties were still mass parties with voter 
associations throughout the country, and approxi-
mately 600,000 Danes were registered members of a 
political party.5 The parties could be called upon to put 
forward the demands of groups of the population in 
the political system. Popular movements such as the 
trades unions and the fishery and agriculture organ-
isations recruited leading politicians, and the trades 
union movement often had decisive influence on the 
Social Democrats.

The results of the political break-up were the forma-
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tion of less stable government coalitions and voters with 
only limited party loyalties. Government composition 
became increasingly defined by minor shifts in votes on 
election day. The proportion of the population that were 
registered members of a political party also continued 
to fall. The parties became professional organisations, 
where party office-holders possessed real influence, 
and where the number of members who actually had 
a say in which candidates stood in the elections was 
limited in practice. The party organisations today are 
strongly media-oriented, with the principal objective 
of raising the profile of the party politicians. No issue 
becomes seriously political until it has been debated 
in the media, with the social media taking on greater 
and greater importance.

The political break-up 
was foreshadowed 
by a decline in 
organisational affiliation 
to the parties.

During the first half of the 1960s, backing for the 
Social Democrats in the general elections remained 
relatively steady at around 40 percent, after which it 
began to decline. In the landslide election of 1973, the 
party captured a meagre 25 percent of the vote. The 
share then rose again, although with variable back-
ing, and at the end of the period covered in this study, 
opinion polls recorded it at around 30 percent, largely 
caused by the popularity of Prime Minister Mette Fred-
eriksen during the health crisis of 2020–21.

In the new political landscape, a number of parties 
came to the fore championing specific causes such 
as environmental issues and gender equality. The 
strongest party, with the greatest impact, was Dansk 
Folkeparti (the Danish People’s Party) with its clear 
focus on immigration and welfare. Dansk Folkeparti 
enjoyed almost constant progress from its formation 
in 1995 up to the general election of 2015, when it 
became the second-largest party in the country with 

21 percent of the vote. However, the party did suffer 
a reversal in the next election in 2019.

Dividing the votes cast into the “blue block” (the tra-
ditional right-wing parties), the “red block” (the parties 
further to the left) and the “yellow block” (the parties 
most focused on immigration policy), the distribution 
of votes in the two most recent elections is presented 
in Table 6.1. In relation to the “block designations”, it is 
important to emphasise that the tradition of a collab-
orative representative government, with the capacity 
to enter into long-term and sustainable political com-
promises, remains intact. Major agreements normally 
remain in place through the next election, which, in 
contrast to the situation in several other European 
countries, prevents political zig-zagging.6

Denmark is home to strong political and social cap-
ital which makes it possible to assure the future of the 
model. At the same time, there is general agreement 
about what ensures a good life for the citizens of the 
country, and about the crucial importance of the wel-
fare society in this context.

Through the working relationships in the Danish 
Parliament, the domestic political model is still able 
to deliver efficient policy-making – also in the long 
term, too. In addition, there is a tradition for the labour 
market organizations and a variety of committees and 
experts to provide important input for the political 
decision-making processes, further contributing to 
consensus and objectivity.

Table 6.1. Share of votes cast for the three blocks at 
the two most recent general elections, in percent

Red block Blue block Yellow block
2015 42.9 30.4 21.1
2019 49.2 32.3 11.1

Note: The numbers do not add up to 100 as they only include votes cast for a 
party that gained a seat in parliament, and because Alternativet (The Alterna-
tive) is not aligned with any of the blocks. Red block: Red-Green Alliance, the 
Socialist People’s Party, the Social Democrats and the Social Liberal Party. Blue 
block: the Liberal Party, the Conservatives and Liberal Alliance. Yellow block: the 
Danish People’s Party and the New Right. Source: Statistics Denmark. 

The regional distribution of votes for the three 
blocks at the most recent general election is present-
ed in Figures 6.1–6.3. Applying regional rather than 
municipal distribution, it is clear that the Red block 
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Figure 6.1. Proportion of votes for the Blue block per large constituency in Denmark, 2019 general election
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Note: The “Blue block” comprises the Liberal Party, the Conservatives and Liberal Alliance.
Source: Statistics Denmark.
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Figure 6.2. Proportion of votes for the Red block per large constituency in 
Denmark, 2019 general election

Note: The “Red block” comprises the Red-Green Alliance, the Socialist People’s Party, the Social 
Democrats and the Social Liberal Party.
Source: Statistics Denmark.
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Share of the vote
39.5%

50.7%

61.9%

Note: The “Yellow block” comprises the New Right and the Danish People’s Party. 
Source: Statistics Denmark.

Figure 6.3. Proportion of votes for the Yellow block per large constituency 
in Denmark, 2019 general election
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held positions of strength in the Capital Region. The 
strongholds of the Blue and Yellow blocks are to be 
found in rural areas.

Figure 6.4 presents the distribution of seats in 
parliament following the 2019 general election. The 
Red block, including the Social Liberals, achieved a 
slim majority.

The background for the break-up of the old political 
order is complex. First and foremost, social conditions 
have changed fundamentally since the time of the 
classic industrial society. Commercial development 
has radically reduced the number of agricultural and 
industrial workers, who formed the core of the parties 
representing the agricultural and workers’ movements. 
Those workers who remained in traditional roles no 
longer necessarily identified as members of the work-
ing class with a fixed political affiliation. Many people 
bought their own homes and cars, the residents’ com-
position of old workers’ districts changed, there was 
large-scale relocation to the suburbs, and high taxes 
caused dissatisfaction.

Social conditions 
changed fundamentally 
with the transition to the 
service society.

The explosion in education created new interme-
diate social strata underpinned by the growth in the 
public sector and the service professions. The mem-
bers of these new academic middle-class strata were 
more focused on the ideal of self-realisation, i.e. iden-
tification of their own, purely individual qualities, with 
the associated realisation of their own potential in 
distancing themselves from the previous, class-des-
ignated social positioning.7 This self-realisation often 
entails forming political opinions on an issue-by-issue 
basis, and this layer of opinion-builders are calling for 
a reaction from groups who feel their voices are not 
being heard in the political process.

With the expansion of the welfare state, the politi-

13 14 48 16 5 43 12 4 16 4 4

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 110 120 130 140 150 160 170 180

Ø F A B Å V C I O D X

Figure 6.4. Distribution of seats following the 2019 general election

Note: Ø = Red-Green Alliance, F = Socialist People’s Party, A = Social Democrats, B = Social Liberal Party, Å = The Alternative, V = Liberal Party, C = 
Conservatives, I = Liberal Alliance, O = Danish People’s Party, D = New Right, X = representatives from Greenland and the Faeroe Islands (2 per country). 
There are a total of 179 seats in the Danish Parliament, so 90 are required for a majority.
Source: Statistics Denmark.
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cians also established – with the backing of the pop-
ulation – a fine-meshed social safety net and a wide 
range of public services. Not only was absolute pov-
erty eliminated, but the policy also aimed to assure a 
decent standard of living in the event of a social inci-
dent. No citizen should experience a social deroute 
as a result of unemployment or illness. Achievement 
of these goals shifted focus from the creation of the 
welfare state to other areas of life, and these issues 
were no longer necessarily closely linked to the old 
mass parties.

Developments in the 1960s and 1970s had, for ex-
ample, led to the introduction of free abortion and the 
legalisation of pornography. This formed the basis for 
conservative protests largely stemming from religious 
circles. Other issues included opposition to nuclear 
power and pollution, and the women’s movement’s 
work for gender equality. The expansion of the wel-
fare state also led to a steadily rising tax burden and 
an ever-expanding public sector. This was the direct 
cause of the establishment of Fremskridtspartiet and 
the party’s success in the 1973 election.

Immigration and opposition to it also play a major 
role in the political landscape, with parties hostile to 
immigration achieving significant parliamentary rep-
resentation. Early in the process, parties appeared that 
presented opposition to immigration as their central 
“call to arms”, giving disgruntled citizens a channel 
through which to express their dissatisfaction. Danish 
People’s Party (Dansk Folkeparti) applied its influence, 
obtaining several tightenings of Danish immigration 
policy from the start of the noughties.

Finally, it is relevant to note that the parties at the 
centre of the political spectrum have become increas-
ingly aligned from a political perspective. With only 
small differences in their policies, it does not take 
much to reposition voters from one election to the 
next, with election outcomes thus often being defined 
by a number of clearly limited and extremely specific 
issues. The distribution of mandates after the elections 
in 2019 can be seen in figure 6.4. the “Red Block”: the 
left wing together with the Social-Liberal party gained 
a small majority.

6.3. Political development in the UK
The years since 1945 have witnessed governments 
with radically different views on the welfare state, 
where the greatest change occurred with the elec-
tion of Margaret Thatcher as Prime Minister in 1979.

The period 1951–64 saw the Conservatives in pow-
er, having taken over from Labour in a parliamentary 
system comprising two predominant parties. Howev-
er, the policies of these Conservative governments 
did not differ radically from those of Labour, or of the 
increasingly insignificant Liberal Party. For example, 
while the Conservatives had criticised the continued 
rationing of foods, there was relatively broad agreement 
regarding the overarching political goals, which were 
based solidly on experience from the national unity ex-
hibited during the war. A reform and expansion of the 
welfare state was therefore still high on the agenda in 
the 1950s under Conservative government, where it 
was simultaneously possible to ease state intervention 
in the economy.8

The Conservatives likewise attempted to follow an 
accommodating policy with a view to avoiding con-
flicts with the trades union movement. Churchill was 
an advocate of a non-confrontational domestic policy 
in order to allow the country to make a difference on 
the international stage. The support for the major par-
ties was made abundantly clear in the 1951 election, 
when fully 97 percent of the votes cast went to either 
Labour or the Conservatives.

The Conservatives remained in power until 1964, 
overseeing a period where the population benefited 
from a rise in material wealth, while Britons generally 
shied away from significant political commitment. Soci-
ologists actually began to talk of the death of ideology.9

The general mood of agreement in the 1950s re-
garding the objective of the welfare state remained 
intact under Labour rule from 1964 to 1970. With 
Harold Wilson as Prime Minister, Labour had come to 
power on the basis of an election campaign promis-
ing administrative and technological modernisation. 
However, the incoming Labour government had to 
battle recurring inflation and shortfalls on the bal-
ance of payments. Attempts to limit the power of the 
trade unions through legislation were unsuccessful, 
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even though opinion polls pointed to dissatisfaction 
among the population with the strong control the un-
ions exerted over pay negotiations. The government 
was voted out in the 1970 election.

The general agreement 
during the 1950s 
regarding the objective 
of the welfare state 
remained intact under 
Labour rule from 1964 
to 1970.

The end of the 1960s also saw the emergence in 
the UK of a radicalised student movement founded on 
the ideology of the new left wing, outside the old com-
munist parties. Activities organised by this movement 
included university sit-ins, as well as demonstrations 
against the war the United States was waging in Viet-
nam, the apartheid regime in South Africa, the military 
dictatorship of the Greek colonels and the dictatorship 
in Chile. The new universities of the 1960s were the 
principal hotbeds of the student movement. The shift 
to the left was a contributory factor to the scepticism 
shown by employing authorities and institutions to-
wards candidates from these universities, which were 
playing the most prominent role in the movement. The 
activities petered out after a while, but had enduring 
implications on the consciousness of large sections 
of the population in the form of declining trust and 
confidence in the authorities, as relatively more peo-
ple graduated from university.

In 1968, the simmering conflict between Protes-
tants and Catholics in Northern Ireland escalated into 
street fights, assaults and stones thrown at opponents’ 
political demonstrations in the streets. The situation 
became so fractious that British troops were sent in, 
but events became increasingly violent and chaotic 
and in 1972 the government in London deposed the 
local government in Northern Ireland. During a Catho-

lic demonstration in January against the internment of 
almost 2,000 Catholics suspected of having ties to the 
Irish Republican Army (IRA), soldiers opened fire on 
the crowd, killing 13 people. From this point on, the 
conflict in Northern Ireland escalated to civil-war-like 
conditions. The IRA also succeeded in exporting the 
conflict to mainland Britain with attacks against targets 
such as the annual Conservative Party conference in 
1984 and an assassination attempt aimed at No. 10 
Downing Street – the official residence of Prime Min-
ister John Major at that time – in 1991. In 1996, the IRA 
detonated a 1.5-ton bomb in the centre of Manchester, 
causing significant damage.10

The Conservative Edward Heath was Prime Min-
ister of the UK from 1970 until 1974. In their election 
campaign, the Conservatives had promised to imple-
ment an economic policy with less state involvement, 
including an end to subsidies for struggling industries. 
The profile was generally anti-collectivist in nature, and 
was positioned solidly to the right of centre.11 However, 
as early as the year after its election victory, the Heath 
Government actually began implementing a Keynesian 
policy targeted at reducing the rising unemployment, 
which against all expectations was accompanied by 
spiralling inflation – soon to be referred to as “stagfla-
tion”. The state budgets reached new heights under 
Heath, even in areas such as health and education, 
with Margaret Thatcher as Minister for Education.

The Heath Government also reneged on its elec-
tion promises of more privatisation by nationalising the 
prestigious company Rolls-Royce, which was otherwise 
threatened with closure. In addition, the government 
passed significant subsidies for the likewise threatened 
Upper Clyde Shipbuilders, a shipyard that employed 
4,000 people. It was under Heath that the UK, in spite 
of the Euroscepticism of many Conservatives and a di-
vided Labour party, joined the EEC in 1973, the same 
year as Denmark and the Republic of Ireland.12 In the 
Labour party, opposition to membership of the EEC 
was voiced both by the left wing, which saw the EEC 
as a “capitalists’ club” and the more moderate Labour 
circles, which eyed a threat to British sovereignty.

Rising wages were a permanent threat to the econ-
omy. Facing the militant union movement of the time, 
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the Conservative government attempted to moderate 
the increases, before being shaken by a nationwide 
miners’ strike in January 1972. For a period, a neces-
sary rationing of energy reduced the working week 
to just three days, homes suffered blackouts and the 
government was eventually obliged to agree to a pay 
rise for mineworkers of between 17 and 24 percent.13 

The strike led to violent confrontations between the 
miners and the police, who were attempting to break 
the strikers’ blockades of coal depots. In practice, the 
strongest trade unions could more-or-less dictate the 
development of pay for their members, and the conflict 
involving mass-mobilised strikers (known as “flying 
pickets”) led to a radicalisation of other parts of the 
union movement.

As a result of their defeat at the hands of the unions, 
Heath and the Conservatives were unable to use an 
income policy that involved bringing pay rises in line 
with the development in productivity to tackle the high 
inflation affecting the country. The oil crisis in the au-
tumn of 1973, added new dimensions to inflation in 
the UK. In 1974 alone, wages rose by 22 percent and 
prices by 17 per cent. Productivity was simply unable 
to keep pace, and the shortfall in the balance of pay-
ments set new records. When the mineworkers threat-
ened a new nationwide strike, which commenced in 
February 1974, Heath chose to call an election under 
the banner of “Who governs Britain?”

For many people, the Heath years represented an 
ungovernable society, where Keynesian instruments 
proved useless and where the unifying national spirit, 
which had been evident in the UK since the war, had 
definitively collapsed. In leading media, right-wing 
journalists argued earnestly for a new economic 
agenda inspired by American monetarists, and inter-
nally within the Conservative party, Heath was ousted 
by frustrated party member in 1975 and replaced by 
Margaret Thatcher.

When Labour returned to power in 1974 under 
Harold Wilson, the economy was in tatters and the fi-
nancial foundation for the continuation of the welfare 
state by Labour and, later, the Conservatives, was se-
verely questioned.14

When Labour returned 
to power in 1974, the 
economy was in tatters.

Labour was not gifted the best starting point for 
a policy of reforms. The party had been weakened 
by internal conflicts between a more traditional wing 
which favoured initiatives such as using income policy 
to limit the shortfall in the balance of payment, and a 
radicalised, activist left wing which drew its strength 
from the militant wing of the union movement. The 
members of this group were fiery opponents of any and 
all attempts to enter into state agreements concerning 
developments in wages. There was a clear disconnect 
between the more right-wing members of the House 
of Commons and the grass roots members through-
out the country, where opinion was shifting to the left.

The government nevertheless succeeded in pass-
ing a package of cuts in social expenses. At the same 
time, unemployment rose to 1.3 million in 1976, ex-
ceeding the implicit goal for the economic policy of 
the post-war years.15

In his election campaign, Wilson had promised to 
renegotiate the conditions for British membership of 
the EEC, and in the wake of these negotiations, which 
improved terms for the UK in some areas, Wilson held 
an advisory referendum on continued British member-
ship. Of the 65 percent of the electorate who went to 
the polls in the summer of 1975, a majority of almost 
69 percent voted to remain in the EEC.16

Wilson resigned as Prime Minister in 1976, where-
upon Labour elected the centre-right politician Leon-
ard James Callaghan to lead the government. When 
Labour lost its absolute majority in the House of Com-
mons in 1977, Callaghan succeeded in holding onto 
power in coalitions with, initially, the Liberals, and then 
with Scottish and Northern Irish nationalists as par-
liamentary partners. The government had achieved 
some success with its income policy and cuts in the 
national budget, but then continued demands for 
wage restraint resulted in a new wave of strikes. The 
“Winter of Discontent” in 1978–79, where the strikes 
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Note: The graph appears to show equally long periods between each election, but this is not mirrored in the actual time period – as the 1974 elections 
clearly illustrate.
Source: The House of Commons.

Figure 6.6. Share of votes for the Conservatives, 1964–2019

Figure 6.5. Share of votes for Labour, 1964–2019

Note: The graph appears to show equally long periods between each election, but this is not mirrored in the actual time period – as the 1974 elections 
clearly illustrate. 
Source: The House of Commons.
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culminated in a veritable wave of chaotic shut-downs, 
saw Labour lose power in the 1979 election, voted 
out by a population tired of the power being exerted 
by the trade unions.

At the polls in 1979, Labour received 37 percent of 
the votes, marking the provisional low point of a long-
term decline. Labour’s share of the vote actually fell 
from 48 percent at the 1966 election to just 28 percent 
in 1983, see Figure 6.5. Labour’s dwindling popularity 
is likewise illustrated by figures for individual member-
ship of the party, which dropped from 830,000 in 1963 
to 680,000 in 1970.17

In the same way as in Denmark, this decline was 
attributable to a number of factors. First and foremost, 
the traditional working class was losing its significance 
as a political factor in step with the de-industrialisation 
of the country and the rise of the service professions 
(see Chapter 13). In addition, many workers no longer 
considered themselves to be “working class” per se. 
In this way, aspects such as home ownership had an 
influence on political orientation, and the share of the 
adult population that owned their own homes totalled 
62 percent in 1985.

A shift to the left within the Labour party was also 
of significance. The party’s campaign for the 1983 
election was founded on extensive nationalisations 
on the path to the introduction of socialism, unilateral 
disarmament, and withdrawal from NATO and the EEC 
– all moves that alienated many of Labour’s traditional 
core voters. The shift to the left also resulted in a splin-
ter group leaving Labour to form the new The Social 
Democratic Party in 1981, which initially ran candidates 
through a pact with the Liberals in 1983. Most Social 
Democrat candidates subsequently merged fully with 
the Liberals in 1988 to form another new party: The 
Liberal Democrats.

In British history, 1979 is considered as crucial a 
turning point for the welfare state as 1945, where La-
bour came to power with the objectives of establish-
ing the welfare state, developing Keynesian regulation 
of market conditions, and establish control of the key 
economic sectors.

In British history, 1979 
is considered as crucial 
a turning point for the 
welfare state as 1945.

Margaret Thatcher came to power in 1979 with a 
small parliamentary majority, but with an unswerving 
determination to deal with the post-war conglomerate 
of Keynesian economics, state intervention, a strong 
union movement and a redistribution policy targeted 
at promoting equality.

During her first years as Prime Minister she fol-
lowed a moderate policy, while nevertheless using 
sharp rhetoric directed against foreigners, state in-
terventionism, the EEC, socialism and – in particular 
– the trade unions. This should be seen in the light of 
the fact that she took over the reins of a Conservative 
party whose senior leadership was still imbued with 
post-war conservatism with the emphasis on national 
unity and social considerations. Gradually, however, 
as she appointed her own ministers into positions of 
power in the government, her true political intentions 
became clear and she succeeded in radically redirecting 
the Conservative party along a neo-liberal path – the 
New Conservatives – focused on deregulation of the 
market, combating the trade unions and implement-
ing less state intervention with the associated lower 
rates for transfer incomes. 

Despite a nascent recession around 1980, Thatcher 
pushed through an inflation-damping policy through 
tax hikes and a significant reduction in state borrow-
ing. This policy resulted in lower inflation, but also led 
to the most serious crisis since the 1930s in the form 
of rapidly spiralling unemployment. In 1982, unem-
ployment totalled 2.8 million, climbing to 3.1 million in 
1985. GDP plummeted by 3 percent in 1980–81, and 
a quarter of the country’s industrial base disappeared 
in the space of just a few years.18

The high numbers of unemployed people prevent-
ed Thatcher in achieving her central aim of cutting 
public expenditure on social services. On the other 
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hand, the high level of unemployment simultaneously 
produced an enduring weakening of the union move-
ment, as the unions lost millions of members during 
the crisis. A drawn-out conflict with the mineworkers 
in 1984–85 saw the government smash the formerly 
powerful miners’ unions, a move that received add-
ed impetus with the closing of a great many of the 
coal mines. The groundwork for the conflict with the 
mineworkers was laid in the form of plans to convert 
power stations from coal to oil, the establishment of 
huge stores of coal during the Thatcher administration, 
and new legislation that limited the industrial action 
options open to striking workers.

In the early years of the Thatcher government, a 
monetarist approach to control of the economy only 
served to exacerbate the crisis. With the overarching 
aim of reducing inflation, the government was seek-
ing to limit the amount of money in circulation. One 
tool to achieve this aim was to raise interest rates to a 
two-digit level, which had the unfortunate side-effect 
of stifling consumption and investments, while at the 
same time, consumption was further limited through 
the introduction of new duties and an increase in VAT.19

Under Thatcher, 
monetarist control of 
the economy served to 
exacerbate the crisis.

After a few years, the monetarist approach faded 
into the background as a means to economic gov-
ernance. The focus on privatisation, with the sale of 
a number of key, publicly owned businesses, and the 
establishment of a culture of entrepreneurship on a 
deregulated market continued unabated, however. In 
the latter half of the 1980s, the economy started devel-
oping positively once more. This gave a real boost to 
the market rhetoric in that the Conservatives boasted 
of having achieved an economic miracle with growth 
rates higher than those of other Western countries by 
the mid-1980s – and of having done so by liberating 

the market from the stranglehold of state intervention. 
One of the aspects that gave impetus to the economy 
was the British oil adventure, with the UK actually able 
to export oil in the 1980s and 1990s.

A key element of the new Conservatism was a re-
discovery of patriotism, with talk of the role of the UK 
as a heavyweight, significant player on the global stage 
– rhetoric that often distanced itself from the EU. Up 
through the 1980s, the Conservatives performed well 
in the elections, as depicted in Figure 6.6. One of the 
reasons why the party succeeded in remaining pop-
ular, in spite of sky-high unemployment and the loss 
of countless jobs in industry, was the Falklands War 
of March–April 1982, which effectively won the 1983 
election for Thatcher. Added to this were the problems 
Labour was experiencing with the electorate.

The nature of middle- and upper class politics came 
to the fore in the form of less redistribution via the 
state. A lid was placed on the development of social 
expenses, while tax reforms increased the inequality 
in society. While direct taxes were reduced, indirect 
taxes were increased, VAT almost doubled in 1979, 
and in 1988 the government introduced a new mu-
nicipal poll tax – i.e. a tax on all citizens over the age 
of 18 – of approximately GBP 350 in Scotland, before 
extending the scheme to encompass England as well 
in 1990.20 This tax, which so clearly placed the burden 
of taxation on the lower rather than the upper class-
es, significantly dented Thatcher’s popularity among 
the population.

The nature of middle- and 
upper class politics came 
to the fore in the form of 
less redistribution via the 
state.

The level of absolute poverty was rising, and so-
cial inequalities were becoming more pronounced. In 
1979, the top 20 percent of wage earners accounted 
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for 37 percent of income after tax. In 1988, this share 
had risen to 44 percent. Conversely, the lowest 20 
percent saw their share of income plummet from 9.5 
to 6.9 percent.21 Nevertheless, a debate about incen-
tives to work – or, rather, lack of incentives for low-paid 
people to work – was gaining momentum. One of the 
arguments put forward for the tax reforms of the period 
that included a reduction of the marginal tax rate and 
the introduction of the poll tax was, typically, that the 
government was keen to boost the incentive to work.22

Thatcher was finally brought down by internal 
opposition among the parliamentary Conservatives. 
Her fall was caused partly by the declining populari-
ty of the government during a burgeoning economic 
crisis featuring a record-high trade deficit, and partly 
by Thatcher’s ill-disguised EU-scepticism, which met 
opposition in the business community. 23

During his period in government from 1990 to 1997, 
Thatcher’s replacement John Major continued the 

privatisation programme, including splitting up and 
selling off the railway network. Major was, however, 
under constant pressure from MPs who approved of 
Thatcher’s EU scepticism, and the market conditions 
were so strained up to the time of the Conservatives’ 
election defeat in 1997 that many voters felt that the 
Conservatives were simply incapable of controlling 
the economy.

When Labour, led by Tony Blair, came to power in 
1997, it was in a rebranded form as New Labour, a party 
that appealed more strongly to middle-class voters, in 
accordance with the fall in the number of those who 
identified as working class. Against the background of 
the Conservatives’ plummeting popularity, New Labour 
was voted into parliament with the biggest majority in 
the House of Commons since the end of World War II.

Note: “Others” refers to the Liberal Democrats (11 seats), the Democratic Unionist Party (8), Sinn Fein (7), Plaid Cymru (4), the Social Democratic & Labour 
Party (2), the Greens (1) and the Alliance Party (1), as well as the “Speaker of the House of Commons” (1), who largely remains impartial. There are a total 
of 650 seats in the House of Commons, but one of them is the Speaker, so 325 are required for a majority. Source: The BBC.

Figure 6.7. Distribution of seats in parliament after the 2019 election, the UK
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When Labour, led by 
Tony Blair, came to 
power in 1997, it was as 
New Labour.

The party’s manifesto had previously stated that 
nationalised businesses were to play a significant 
role in the economy, but Labour was now abandoning 
the path to socialism via nationalisation programmes. 
The focus of the party was instead on tighter control 
of the economy against a background of general ac-
ceptance of the inevitability of globalisation, tougher 
sentences for criminals, a tax freeze and greater em-
phasis on education.

The package of reforms also contained an appre-
ciable boost to social and healthcare policy. Blair pro-
moted a “third way” between socialism and liberalism, 
where economic growth was, for example, to be used 
to improve the education system and the healthcare 
service. This political mindset was largely inspired 
by Anthony Giddens, former Director of the London 
School of Economics and Political Science.24

From 1997 until the financial crisis, the economy 
fared significantly better and unemployment fell. This 
was one of the main reasons why Labour, for the first 
time in the history of the party, won three general elec-
tions in a row and remained in power until 2010. The 
share of the population in absolute poverty was reduced 
as a result of measures including the introduction of 
minimum wages and new forms of tax benefits for the 
low-paid groups. Part of this progress was, however, 
powered by consumer loans in a deregulated financial 
sector, and most of Thatcher’s economic policy was 
retained by allowing private companies to take over 
operating assignments in the public sector.

One parliamentary innovation was the creation of 
a Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh in 1999, with leg-
islative authority in a range of areas and a limited right 
to levy taxes. Welsh autonomy was correspondingly 
strengthened. Scottish nationalism in particular had 
been on the rise since the 1960s and had received a 
strong boost with the discovery of significant oil de-

posits off the coast of Scotland. Blair also succeeded 
in bringing the long and bloody conflict in Northern 
Ireland to a close.

However, with his government’s backing of the Iraq 
war in 2003 and his steady move away from the party’s 
roots towards a more presidential style of leadership, 
Blair encountered increasing opposition from within 
his own party, despite achieving successes in several 
areas. Other points of contention were Blair’s increas-
ing centralisation of power and his close dependency 
on the media.

In 2007, Blair was replaced by Gordon Brown, who 
largely continued Blair’s economic policy. The belief 
among voters that New Labour had firm control of the 
economy was, however, shaken by the nascent bank-
ing crisis, which, in the autumn of 2008, culminated 
in the realisation that the Royal Bank of Scotland was 
bankrupt in practice, and could only be saved at the 
last moment by a government take-over.

At that time, the union movement had already 
distanced itself from New Labour. Voters were also 
influenced by the revelation of deep-seated corrup-
tion encompassing several members of parliament. 
While it is true that the compromised MPs came from 
all parties, the revelations only served to reinforce the 
perception of poor leadership. Other problem areas 
included major budget shortfall in the public finances.

In the same way as in Denmark, the combination 
of all these issues resulted in a drop in membership 
figures, which reduced the importance of Labour as 
a mass party. In 1997, the party had 405,000 official 
members, but this figure had dropped to 176,000 in 
2007, out of a population of around 60 million.25 The 
decline was attributable to the same factors: first and 
foremost the shift to a service society, where the clas-
sic industrial workers and the union movement were 
fast disappearing. Many workers also felt alienated 
from the party on account of its new orientation to-
wards the middle class and its general acceptance 
of economic liberalism.

The Conservatives were returned to power in the 
2010 election. After the election, David Cameron be-
came Prime Minister of the first coalition government 
since the war, sharing power with the Liberal Demo-
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crats. The new government started out by introducing 
a restrictive economic policy, replaced a few years lat-
er by an expansive financial policy that helped bring 
down unemployment.

Ever since joining the EEC in 1973, the Conservative 
Party had been home to a vocal group of opponents of 
the EEC (and later of the EU) and this group had grown 
progressively stronger in step with the increasingly 
tight integration of the EU – through the adoption of 
the Maastricht Treaty and the Lisbon Treaty, for ex-
ample. At the same time, EU opposition was becom-
ing more clearly articulated among the electorate. As 
we have touched on previously, this resistance was 
largely spurred by the large influx of labour from the 
countries of Eastern Europe following the expansion 
of the EU to the east, which had led to the arrival in 
the UK of up to 700,000 Poles and 400,000 Romanians 
and Bulgarians in the period up to 2017.26 The EU-crit-
ical party UKIP (United Kingdom Independence Party) 
rallied much of the EU opposition, and Cameron was 
also under pressure from the nationalist wing of the 
Conservative Party.

In order to clarify the opinion of the population, 
Cameron announced in 2013 that he would hold a ref-
erendum on the UK’s continued membership of the EU. 
In the 2015 general election, Cameron was re-elected 
Prime Minster with a solid Conservative majority in the 
House of Commons on the basis of this promise, while 
the Liberal Democrats suffered significant losses, large-
ly on account of having formed a coalition government 
with the Conservatives. Cameron himself was a strong 
advocate of continued membership. The referendum 
in June 2016, preceded by a long and tough campaign 
by both sides, revealed a win by four percentage points 
for those in favour of leaving the EU. Cameron resigned 
as Prime Minister the morning after the vote.

There was a clear age gradient in the referendum 
votes. The young and younger age groups voted to 
remain in the EU, while there was a clear majority in 
favour of leaving among voters aged 44 or older. Sim-
ilarly, there was a clear education gradient, in that 57 
percent of university graduates voted to remain in the 
EU. From the socio-economic perspective, there was 
a 64 percent majority for leaving the EU among the 

lowest income groups.27 In relation to the de-industri-
alisation of society and the social changes that were 
taking place, it was interesting to note how the elec-
torate’s perception of the 30 years leading up to the 
referendum affected how they cast their votes. Among 
those who voted to remain, almost three-quarters were 
of the opinion that the UK had become a better place 
to live. Conversely, three-fifths of those keen to leave 
the EU believed that the UK had become a worse place 
to live over the past 30 years.28

The young and younger 
age groups voted to 
remain in the EU while 
there was a majority 
for leaving among the 
voters 44 years or older.

Theresa May, who was herself cautiously in fa-
vour of remaining in the EU, replaced Cameron as 
Prime Minister until the summer of 2019, when she 
was brought down through her failure to pass a Brex-
it agreement with the EU. Her parliamentary position 
had before that been weakened in a general election 
in 2017, where the Conservatives lost their absolute 
majority in parliament and could only continue as a 
minority government with the support of the Northern 
Irish Unionists from the Democratic Unionist Party.

May’s resignation saw Boris Johnson become leader 
of the Conservative Party and the nation. He succeed-
ed in securing a majority in a general election in 2019 
on the basis of a hard-line Brexit policy that involved 
purging the Conservative Party of all EU-friendly Mem-
bers of Parliament. Shortly afterwards, the House of 
Commons voted for the UK to leave the EU as of 31 
January 2020. Their triumph was short-lived. In Janu-
ary 2020, the pandemic was developing strongly in the 
UK and the country entered lockdown on 23 March, 
which critics considered to be far too late. Towards 
the end of 2020, an exit agreement with the EU was 

THE DEVELOPMENT IN THE THREE COUNTRIES’ POLITICAL SYSTEMS

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   133116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   133 27/05/2022   20.4727/05/2022   20.47



134

WELFARE STATE AND POPULATION IN DENMARK, GERMANY AND THE UK

finally negotiated, but in the spring of 2021, a majority 
comprising the Scottish Nationalist Party (SNP) and the 
Greens came to power in the Scottish Parliament and 
promptly demanded Scottish independence from the 
UK. This situation arose after one Scottish referendum 
had already been held in 2014, where 44.7 percent of 
voters voted for independence. However, the recent-
ly completed Brexit fanned the flames of the Scottish 
independence once more.

Towards the end of 2021, Boris Johnson encoun-
tered a sharp drop in backing in the opinion polls, along 
with internal opposition in parts of the Conservative 
party as a result of several scandals, where voters were 
particularly disgusted with Downing Street’s relaxed 
attitude to the government’s own Covid regulations.

6.4. Majority vote in single-member con-
stituencies defines party structure and 
the formation of the government

Throughout the period from 1945 to the present day, 
the system of election to the House of Commons has 
been based on majority vote in single-member con-
stituencies. This strongly favoured the two main par-
ties, in that small parties with only a weak national par-
ty organisation found it hard to make their presence 
felt. The effect this had in the latest election in 2019 
is illustrated in Figure 6.8.

The figure does show, however, that the Liberal 
Democrats succeeded in making an impact in some 
constituencies, and that the parliamentary represent-
atives in London from Scotland, Wales and Northern 
Ireland are predominantly from nationalist parties. The 
almost total affiliation to the two main parties preva-
lent in the 1950s has thus been diluted. The question 
is whether the UK can continue as a single political 
unit in the wake of Brexit and the dissatisfaction with 
London among the peripheral regions.

6.5. Political development in the Federal 
Republic until around 1980
The Basic Law (Grundgesetz) of West Germany, which – 
with amendments – still applies to this day, was passed 
in 1949. The Basic Law established that Germany is a 

democratically and socially oriented federal republic.
The parliament consists of the Bundestag as the 

lower house and the Bundesrat as the upper house. 
Federal laws are passed in the Bundestag and then 
presented to the Bundesrat, which has a limited pow-
er of veto.

The Bundesrat consists of members of govern-
ment from the individual federal states with propor-
tional representation of the population. Prior to the 
preparation of the German constitution, a number of 
states – Länder – had therefore been established or 
re-established in the three Western occupied zones, 
each with its own parliament and prime minister (see 
Chapter 1). These states have sovereignty in selected 
areas including culture, education and the environment, 
and their representation in the Bundesrat can often 
provide the opposition with a power base in relation 
to the government, because opposition parties will in-
evitably form the governments of a number of states.29

The members of the Bundestag are elected through 
direct elections every four years. One half of the mem-
bers of parliament are elected in single-member con-
stituencies, while the other half are elected through 
party lists. For elections to the Bundestag, the elec-
toral threshold is set at five percent, which excludes 
the small parties.30 However, the minimum share rule 
is waived if a party wins at least three seats in sin-
gle-member constituencies. As explained in Chapter 
1, the high minimum share of the vote necessary for 
representation should be seen against the background 
of the experience from the Weimar Republic, where a 
low electoral threshold allowed a flood of small parties 
to obtain parliamentary representation. This contrib-
uted to the formation of volatile governments, with 
some only remaining in power for a matter of months.

The Bundestag elects the Chancellor through an 
absolute majority – positive parliamentarism. This 
method has resulted in a tradition for majority coalition 
governments in the Bundestag, rather than the minor-
ity governments often seen in Denmark. In addition, 
Germany elects a president as the head of state with 
primarily representative duties. A powerful constitu-
tional court controls that legislation is in accordance 
with the Constitution.
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Lab Con SNP Others

Lab Con SNP Others

Figure 6.8. Distribution of seats per party for all constituencies in the UK, 2019

Note: “Others” refers to the Liberal Democrats, the Democratic Unionist Party, Sinn Fein, Plaid 
Cymru, the Social Democratic & Labour Party, the Greens and the Alliance Party, as well as the 
“Speaker of the House of Commons”, who largely remains impartial.
Source: The House of Commons.
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The Bundestag 
elects the Chancellor 
through an absolute 
majority – positive 
parliamentarism.

The first elections to the Bundestag following its 
establishment in 1949 saw the return of members of 
parliament and parties that sowed doubts as to wheth-
er the Germans were actually ready to become good 
democrats. For example, the small but extremely right-
wing Deutsche Partei (German Party) was a member 
of the first government coalition alongside the CDU/
CSU and the FDP in 1949.

Nevertheless a finely functioning parliamentary 
system was established over the course of the 1950s, 
with the conservative Christlich Demokratische Union 
(Christian Democratic Union, CDU) and the CDU’s Ba-
varian sister party the Christlich-Soziale Union (Chris-
tian Social Union, CSU), the Sozialdemokratische Partei 
Deutschlands (Social Democratic Party of Germany, 
SPD) and the Freie Demokratische Partei (Free Dem-
ocratic Party, FDP) as the bearing pillars. The accept-
ance of democracy by the German people was helped 
along by the economic progress that brought with it 
almost full employment, rising real wages and improve-
ments to the social security network in the form, for 
example, of a pension reform in 1957, see Chapter 1.

Memories of the draconian horrors during the war 
likewise contributed to promoting democracy. The 
population was war-weary and simply did not have 
the energy to pursue anything other than ordinary de-
velopment under the inspection of the Allies. Against 
the background of the parliamentary experiences 
during the 1950s and the stable economic progress, 
the Allied powers could be justifiably confident that 
democracy and the German welfare state were firmly 
established around 1960. The people of the Federal 
Republic westernised themselves with the CDU/CSU 
in government, and became full members of the West-
ern community as good Europeans.31

The major parties defined themselves as people’s 
parties. Fundamentally, the ambition of these “people’s 
parties” was for the CDU/CSU to cover the political 
spectrum to the right of centre, while the SPD covered 
the political spectrum to the left. Based on experiences 
from the Weimar Republic, there should ideally be no 
parties to the right and left, respectively, of these two. 
In practice, the FDP took on the role of bridge-builder 
and the central king-maker, in exactly the same way 
as the Social Liberals did in Denmark for many years.

The two Christian-Conservative parties appealed 
both to Catholics in South and West Germany and to 
Protestants in the north and east of the country, which 
would have been practically impossible during the 
Weimar Republic.32 Christianity as a common base 
became a significant driving force against what was 
presented as the threat from the east from an athe-
ist-communist government.33

Ideologically, the CDU in the 1950s tended towards 
the “third way” between communism/socialism and 
pure capitalist market economy. Drawing inspiration 
from the Catholic social doctrine and, again, bear-
ing in mind experiences from the Weimar years, the 
social dimension was pronounced.34 In practice, the 
Christian-Conservative governments sought to com-
bine the market forces with restrained state control 
and improvements in the social policy (see the next 
chapter for details). For example, wage earners were 
largely secure in their employment relationship, the 
welfare state was expanded, and employee repre-
sentatives were allocated seats on the boards of the 
major companies.

The originator of this Soziale Marktwirtschaft (Social 
Market Economy) or Rheinischer Kapitalismus (Rhine 
Capitalism) was Ludwig Erhard, Adenauer’s iconic 
Minister of Economic Affairs in the period 1949–63, 
who played a key role in the transformation of West 
Germany into a stable, western democracy. It is true, 
however, that the “third way” in the form of the social 
market economy was toned down over the years. What 
endured, however, was the certainty that even in peri-
ods of crisis, it was unthinkable that a CDU/CSU-led 
government could so much as think of implementing a 
neo-liberal social revolution on a par with Thatcher’s.35
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In 1959, at the party conference in Bad Godesberg, 
the Social Democrats – the world’s oldest social dem-
ocratic party, founded in 1863 – ceased to define itself 
as a Marxist party. Instead, the party adopted a less 
ideological programme, thus targeting both tradition-
al workers’ votes and votes from the emerging middle 
class. The background was also increasing opposition 
to communism and socialism among the electorate 
following the Soviet Union’s intervention in the GDR 
in 1953 and invasion of Hungary in 1956.

The major German 
parties defined 
themselves as people’s 
parties.

The FDP was formed in 1948 by former members 
– from the Weimar years – of a Conservative, nation-
al-liberal party and a social-liberal party. Here, too, there 
was a clear tendency to form a less distinctly defined 
party and more of a “people’s party” than had been 
the case during the Weimar Republic. For long periods, 
the FDP has comprised a more national-liberal wing 
and a more social-liberal wing. The FDP also attracted 
a number of former Nazis in its early years, but they 
were quickly expelled from the party.

This liberal-leaning party represented a secular-
ised alternative to the CDU/CSU for right-wing voters, 
and its policies included a school system free from 
religious influence, in line with the fact that there is 
no state religion in the Federal Republic. It also pro-
moted a returning emphasis on the value of a liberal-
ised market and low taxes. When the Bundestag was 
debating the issue of West Germany joining the EEC, 
the party, on the basis of its belief in the free market, 
voted against joining, because the liberal forces be-
lieved that the EEC would erect unwelcome customs 
barriers in Europe.

The governments from 1949 until 1969 were formed 
by the CDU/CSU, early on with the FDP as the junior 
partner, and from 1966 to 1969 in coalition with the 

SPD. Voter support for the CDU/CSU was on a level 
with that for the Social Democrats in 1949, but the 
popularity of the two sister parties was on the rise 
on account of the economic upturn. The CDU/CSU 
distanced themselves from the Social Democrats, 
reaching their zenith in the 1957 elections when the 
two right-wing parties obtained more than half of the 
seats in the Bundestag, after which they were able – 
having broken with the FDP in 1956 – to form a ma-
jority government without the aid of junior partners.

Adenauer established a centre-oriented policy with 
an agenda featuring economic growth, full employ-
ment, social improvements and good contacts with an, 
in principle, politically independent union movement. 
The strategy was predictability against a background 
of economic and social security.

In the context of foreign policy, the shifting Chris-
tian-Conservative governments positioned the Fed-
eral Republic unequivocally as a part of the Western 
World, to such an extent that Adenauer’s Westbindung 
(ties to the west) drew criticism from the Social Dem-
ocrats, who viewed such strong association with the 
Western countries as an obstacle to a future reunifi-
cation of Germany. Another pillar of the CDU/CSU’s 
policy was a strong anti-communist sentiment, which 
nevertheless did not prevent the pragmatic Adenauer 
from establishing diplomatic relations with the Soviet 
Union. At the urging of the government, the West Ger-
man Communist Party was banned as being contrary 
to the constitution by the constitutional court in 1957, 
the year after the Soviet Union’s invasion of Hungary.36

The major parties’ character as “collaborative peo-
ple’s parties” was obvious in the “great coalition” of 
1966. This consisted of a coalition between the CDU/
CSU and the SPD, which were the two biggest parties 
in the Bundestag. The coalition was formed during an 
ongoing electoral period following a break between 
the CDU/CSU and the FDP over the issue of increasing 
taxes, and it ceased again after the 1969 election. The 
SPD’s Willy Brandt, formerly Mayor of West Berlin for 
many years, then became the Chancellor of Germany 
in a Social Liberal coalition government with the FDP. 
This change in the government constellation marked 
the definitive end of the post-war phase, and showed 
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West Germany as a normal democracy, where different 
parties replaced one another in forming governments.37

Support for the SPD had been rising ever since the 
introduction of the popular former Mayor of Berlin as 
a candidate for Chancellor, and the spirit of the age 
called for a break with the 20-year-old Christian-Con-
servative monopoly on the post of Chancellor. Up 
through the 1950s, German society had been largely 
authoritarian on the labour market, in the family, in its 
political life and in its education institutions, but this 
blind faith in the authorities was starting to dissolve in 
the latter half of the 1960s. Specific to Germany was 
a strong element of confrontation between the young 
generation – which was starting to ask questions about 
the country’s Nazi history – and their parents, who for 
all the world wanted to smother it in silence, as they 
had done throughout the 1950s. Willy Brandt actually 
ran an election campaign under the slogan of Mehr 
Demokratie wagen (Let’s dare more democracy), which 
was characteristic of the mood in society at that time.

Support for the SPD had 
been rising since the 
introduction of Willy 
Brandt as candidate for 
Chancellor.

Willy Brandt’s slogan can be interpreted as an at-
tempt to deepen the culture for democracy among the 
German population with new forms of engagement, 
as well as to reach out to new generations, who later 
paved the way for parties such as The Greens.

With regard to foreign policy, Brandt strove, through 
his “Ostpolitik” (New Eastern Policy) to build bridges 
to the east, although without ever giving up on or even 
slowing the pace of Germany’s integration into the 
Western structures and organisations. Brandt thus, 
with the blessing of the United States, embarked on 
a policy of de-escalation with the Soviet Union, the 
GDR and other Eastern European countries based 

on the realization that West Germany simply could 
not normalise its relations with Eastern Europe with-
out involving Moscow. Normalisation in relation to 
the GDR did not extend as far as actual recognition, 
with ambassadorial representation in East Germany, 
but the Federal Republic did move close to de facto 
recognition. In parallel with his New Eastern Policy, 
Brandt reinforced West Germany’s involvement in the 
EEC project.

When it came to domestic policy, the Brandt 
government launched, on the basis of a classic so-
cial-democratic reform policy, a series of important 
social reforms, along with reforms of the education 
system, accompanied by expanded budgets. Brandt 
nevertheless lost his position of Chancellor in 1974 
when Günter Guillaume, a member of his inner cir-
cle, was revealed to be an East German spy. Govern-
ments led by the SPD in coalition with the FDP then 
continued to run the country until 1982, with Helmut 
Schmidt as Chancellor.

In the same way as heads of government elsewhere 
in Europe, Helmut Schmidt was faced with the eco-
nomic recession that hit the Western World in con-
nection with the oil crisis in 1973. Schmidt pursued a 
relatively tight economic policy backed by guarantees 
that assured the business community extended loan 
opportunities during the crisis, which West Germany 
overcame relatively quickly. It is true that the oil crisis 
of 1973 did have a negative impact on the country’s 
economy, but even during this period, the government 
strove to expand the welfare state and to provide secu-
rity for the lowest strata of society, both economically 
and through the establishment of more public librar-
ies, culture centres, etc. Schmidt also faced problems 
linked to the terrorist activities carried out by the Rote 
Armee Fraktion (Red Army Faction).

As regards mentality in the 1950s, many West Ger-
mans, still marked by the horrors of the war, showed 
a tendency to step back from the field of politics in 
favour of a life centred around working and acquir-
ing material goods.38 In the second half of the 1960s, 
however, large sections of the post-war student gen-
eration became politically active under a wave of left-
wing radicalisation. This took the form of a rebellion 
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against the participation of their parents’ generation 
in the Nazis’ excesses, and of protest against the fact 
that former Nazis continued to hold senior positions 
in the public administration.39

The Auschwitz trials in Frankfurt in 1963–66 shocked 
the young, left-wing Germans, who were also mobilised 
during a rising wave of opposition to the United States’ 
war in Vietnam and to what was more generally termed 
“American imperialism”.40 The activists interpreted the 
political structures and administration of the Federal 
Republic as being infected with the legacy of Nazism, 
given that a number of senior civil servants and politi-
cians had previously been members of the Nazi party.41

In the second half of 
the 1960s, students 
became politically 
active under a wave of 
left-wing radicalisation.

A hard core ended in left-wing extremism in the 
1970s with the foundation of the Baader-Meinhof 
Gang/the Red Army Faction (RAF). Their activities in-
cluded bank robberies to raise money, bombings of 
American military bases, German police stations and 
buildings belonging to the Springer Group, as well as 
a series of murders and attempted murders. During 
what was known as the German Autumn of 1977, the 
group murdered Hans Martin Schleyer, President of 
the Confederation of German Employers’ Associa-
tions, and Jürgen Ponto, Chairman of the Dresdner 
Bank Board of Directors.

A farther-reaching theme was Schmidt’s position 
on the basing of nuclear missiles on West German 
soil. In 1977, the Soviet Union was upgrading its me-
dium-range missiles in the GDR, and Schmidt was en-
couraging NATO – i.e. in reality the United States – to 
do something similar in West Germany, at the same 
time as the United States was on the point of enter-
ing into disarmament talks with the Soviet Union. This 
marked the start of a problematic period for Schmidt.

When the United States agreed to site medium-range 
Pershing missiles in West Germany, the decision sparked 
a highly active peace movement that reached far into 
the SPD’s ranks, given that the party has traditionally 
encompassed a strong pacifist wing. The activism was 
thus given a new lease of life in the 1980s in the form 
of a peace movement with an extremely broad base 
in the West German population. As if that were not 
enough, Schmidt also faced problems with his coalition 
partner, the FDP, which was moving in a neo-liberal 
direction, demanding cutbacks in the social security 
system and liberalisation of the market forces. When 
Schmidt dismissed the FDP ministers in his govern-
ment, he was brought down in the Bundestag, which 
immediately after the vote of no-confidence installed 
Helmut Kohl of the CDU as Chancellor in a coalition 
government with the FDP in 1982.

6.6. New parties formed in Germany  
after 1980
Following on from the societal developments of the 
1960s and 1970s, a series of parties were established 
after 1980, and they have since altered the political 
landscape that was previously decisively dominated 
by the CDU/CSU and the SPD, with the FDP as shift-
ing coalition partner.

In 1980, a number of local “Green” politicians 
teamed up to form the national party Die Grünen (The 
Greens). The party membership stemmed from grass 
roots organisations such as the peace, environmental, 
rainbow and women’s movements. The party also drew 
in anti-authoritarian groups from the left wing, including 
anarchists and eco-socialists, as well as anti-globalist 
eco-conservatives.42 The massive breakthrough of the 
peace movement in particular had a strong impact on 
support for The Greens.43

Politically, the party defined itself as an “anti-party” 
with the slogan “not right, not left, but forward”. This 
signalled an entity outside the conventional political 
positions, but in practice, the party positioned itself 
to the left of the Social Democrats. The Greens were 
voted into the Bundestag for the first time in 1983. Fol-
lowing an election defeat in 1990, when the party came 
out against the reunification, The Greens merged with 
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the citizens’ rights party Bündnis 90 (Alliance 90) from 
East Germany, putting forward a manifesto centred on 
ecology and social rights.

The Greens are presently enjoying an upturn un-
der a pragmatic, centre-seeking policy, with its polit-
ical leadership in line with the old parties and a party 
programme that in no way excludes the possibility 
of forming a government with the CDU/CSU or the 
SPD. The formerly confrontational behaviour has been 
abandoned and the green transition is to take place in 
interaction with the social German market economy 
under the slogan: “We have a clear goal in sight for 
this decade: climate-friendly prosperity”.44

Many voters have shifted allegiance from the SPD to 
The Greens, who are also bringing in right-wing voters 
with the environment as their principal issue. These 
shifts among voters have been spurred on by several 
years of summer droughts and the violent floods of 
the summer of 2021, which turned the spotlight even 
more clearly on climate change. The ruling by the con-
stitutional court that Germany’s Climate Act of 2019 
was unconstitutional because it failed to show suffi-
cient consideration to future generations, shook the 
political system, with the government being instructed 
to assure additional reductions in carbon emissions. 
The decision also reinforced the green profile. The 
majority of the party’s voters come from urban areas, 
predominantly the highly educated strata with univer-
sity educations and good jobs.

The East German Communist Party (SED) ceased 
operations on the demise of the GDR. Its successor, 
Partei des Demokratischen Sozialismus (the Party 
of Democratic Socialism, PDS) was founded in 1989 
under the name of SED/PDS. It changed its name to 
PDS in 1990, and – following yet another change of 
name in 2005 to Die Linkspartei.PDS (The Left Party. 
PDS) – it merged in 2007 with a minor socialist party 
named Die Linkspartei (The Left Party). It is known 
today under the simple name of Die Linke (The Left). 
The party defines itself as a democratic, socialist par-
ty and primarily draws its backing from voters in the 
former GDR in its role of a protest party.

Alternative für Deutschland (Alternative for Ger-
many, AfD) was founded in 2013 as an EU-critical, 

centre-right party. The manifesto was subsequently 
expanded to include opposition to immigration and 
Islam in a clear move to the right. This resulted in its 
becoming a national-conservative party with increas-
ingly tight ties to extreme right-wing groups.

Alternative für 
Deutschland 
(Alternative for Germa
ny, AfD) was founded in 
2013 as an EUcritical, 
centreright party.

Parts of the party have been lined to racist, Islam-
ophobic, antisemitic and neo-Nazi groups. These 
extreme tendencies are coming to the fore in Saxony 
and Thüringen in particular. The established people’s 
parties have distanced themselves from any sugges-
tion of a working relationship with the party, which, in 
the absence of an ideologically strongly defined con-
servative party, achieved a broad parliamentary break-
through in the 2017 Bundestag elections, when it was 
voted in as the third-largest party. The party finds its 
strongest support in the former GDR, where ethnic 
Germans, who largely work in unskilled jobs, are in 
direct competition with non-Western immigrants, and 
where the party enjoys particularly pronounced back-
ing among young voters. However, the party suffered 
a setback in the 2021 elections, when it became only 
the fifth-largest party in parliament.

6.7. Development in Germany after 1980
CDU remained in power from 1982 until 1998 with 
Helmut Kohl as Chancellor, underlining once more 
the preference of the German voters for continuity 
and predictability.45 Kohl was a Chancellor who, prior 
to German reunification, personified Germany’s com-
mitment to the Western structures. Germany expanded 
its relations with France and the European Common 
Market in particular, which strongly benefited German 
exports and the German economy. Politically, Germa-
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ny was now on a par with its European neighbours – 
France and the UK in particular – and was viewed as 
a well-established and trustworthy nation deserving 
of recognition on equal terms. This understanding 
was a precondition for the reunification of Germa-
ny in 1990, which the four Allies would never have 
agreed to had there been any doubts at all about Ger-
many’s reliability and political status. Kohl’s first eight 
years are interesting because, just like Reagan in the 
United States, Thatcher in the UK and Poul Schlüter 
in Denmark, he was a political conservative, and as 
such inspired by the same mindset: namely that the 
welfare state cannot be expanded ad infinitum, and 
that it must therefore be reformed if it is to prove via-
ble in the long term. In this respect, Kohl most closely 
resembled Schlüter; both were part of a political cul-
ture that was less neo-liberal than the American/An-
glo-Saxon version.

The CDU remained 
in power from 1982 
until 1998 with Kohl as 
Chancellor.

Kohl became the driving force during the reunifi-
cation with the GDR, and in December 1990, when 
the first election to the Bundestag was held following 
reunification in October of the same year, the CDU/
CSU received 44 percent of the votes cast, while their 
coalition partner, the FDP, collected 11 percent. The 
Social Democrats picked up 34 percent of the vote, 
and the remains of the East German Communist Par-
ty just 2 percent.46

On reunification, the West German structures – both 
political and economic – and the international ramifica-
tions/obligations were expanded to the east and to the 
new Länder. The 1990s were therefore anything but a 
normal period, in that the processes took time and a 
political and mental error was made in promising too 
much in 1990. Kohl talked of “blooming landscapes” 
in just a few years – a goal that would be achieved 

without the German people having to pay through the 
nose for it. The achievement of these visions took a 
little longer than expected, however, and the rising dis-
satisfaction among voters initially blocked economic 
reforms which were strictly necessary in Germany as 
well, but which were only introduced under Schröder.

In the longer term, reunification nonetheless ele-
vated Germany from the position of a European power 
to that of a truly global power. On the one hand, the 
transformation was so comprehensive that the East 
German economy simply imploded. Jobs were lost 
and people relocated from east to west. The expenses 
linked to the reunification with the former GDR were 
huge and entailed cuts in the public budgets along 
with tax rises under the Kohl period governments. On 
the other hand, massive investments were made in the 
East German states, which today often present a more 
modern road network and infrastructure than in West 
Germany. In addition, it is an illusion to assume equal 
living conditions throughout Germany, given that the 
country has historically always featured major regional 
differences, cf. Chapter 3.

Rising unemployment through the 1990s added to 
the general fatigue among voters with regard to Kohl 
and the CDU/CSU, and brought the SPD back into 
government in coalition with The Greens from 1998 
to 2005, with Gerhard Schröder as Chancellor. Many 
people viewed the final years under Kohl as a peri-
od where everything had ground to a halt. While the 
governments in Denmark and the UK were launching 
reform policies, the people of Germany were speak-
ing of Reformstau (Reform-jam), and Roman Herzog, 
Federal President at that time, held an iconic speech 
(known as his Ruck-Rede or “Jolt Speech”) in which 
he argued that something had to happen in Germany.

On coming to power, Schröder sought to reform 
Germany in line with the tendencies that were simul-
taneously coming to the fore through New Labour 
in the UK. The SPD had won the 1998 election on a 
promise to cut the high unemployment by around 10 
percent in the west and 20 percent in the east, but it 
took time to bring unemployment down.

The partnership with The Greens was a balanc-
ing act including potentially explosive topics such as 
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the preparation of a plan to close the German nucle-
ar power plants, and the first German participation 
since 1945 in military operations outside the country 
– in Kosovo and Afghanistan. Conversely, Schröder 
and The Greens declined the invitation to participate 
in the invasion of Iraq, which helped ensure that the 
coalition returned to power in the 2002 election. Pres-
sure on the government continued, however, with high 
unemployment remaining a problem at the start of the 
new millennium.

Moreover, an internal conflict broke out within the 
SPD between Oskar Lafontaine, the party’s chair-
man and Minister of Finance in the government, and 
Schröder himself. Lafontaine stood for traditional So-
cial Democratic policy with the emphasis on a strong 
welfare state and a Keynesian approach to controlling 
the economy. Schröder, on the other hand, wanted to 
implement a thorough reconstruction of the social 
and tax policies, along with labour market reforms, 
in an attempt to drag the economy out of the long-
term stagnation it had been suffering from since the 
reunification. Within just a few months of the election 
victory, Lafontaine resigned as both party chairman 
and Minister of Finance in protest against the govern-
ment’s policy, whereupon Schröder launched the most 
comprehensive reform of the welfare state since 1949.

Schröder’s reforms, which were inspired by the 
suggestions of the Hartz Commission for a reorgani-
zation of the German social state and labour market, 
were gathered together in a package named Agenda 
2010. The package also included a reform of social 
security legislation, in which entitlement to unemploy-
ment benefit was cut from up to 32 months to just 12 
months. The further payment of benefits in the event 
of unemployment was merged with state benefit at a 
level equivalent to the former social security benefit, 
and job activation measures were reinforced. The labour 
market was made more flexible, featuring opportunities 
for employment on limited time contracts and in tem-
porary positions, and employers’ contributions to the 
social security schemes were reduced. A tax reform 
lowered both the highest and lowest tax rates, and a 
pension reform raised the retirement age from 65 to 
67 in parallel with a reduction of the state pension.47

As mentioned previously, the reforms, which were 
introduced progressively up to 1 January 2005, consti-
tuted the most comprehensive shake-up of the German 
social state since the war. They triggered widespread 
discontent in the union movement and the Social Dem-
ocrats’ hinterland, resulting in a massive loss of votes 
at a number of regional assembly (Landtag) elections.

Many Social Democrats close to Oskar Lafontaine 
broke away from the SPD to form a new workers’ 
party,48 which dissolved shortly thereafter, however, 
while the remainder switched affiliation to Die Linke. 
In 2021, the SPD is still discussing the consequences 
of Schröder’s reforms. The reforms had the greatest 
impact in East Germany, where unemployment was 
rife, and the reactions were also strongest in that part 
of Germany. Unemployment continued to climb, and 
Schröder called an early election in an unsuccessful 
attempt to have the voters give their backing to the 
reform policy.

The reforms in around 
2005 constituted the 
most comprehensive 
shake-up of the German 
social state since the 
war.

The 2005 election awarded 35 and 34 percent, re-
spectively, to the CDU/CSU and the SPD, meaning that 
both parties saw their representation shrink after the 
election. In contrast, Die Linkspartei.PDS enjoyed such 
good results that the SPD, The Greens and The Left 
could have formed a majority government – although 
the SPD leadership declined this option. At one point, 
it seemed that Schröder had almost succeeded with 
the project, and Angela Merkel, who had started with 
both an decidedly liberal agenda and a huge lead in 
the opinion polls, was on the point of losing the elec-
tion. It is said that if the election campaign had lasted 
just a few days more, Schröder would have won the 
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contest. Then, as Chancellor, he would have experi-
enced the economic upturn that was attributable to 
his reforms, and which came to define all the years 
Merkel held the position of Chancellor.

Following several weeks of negotiations, the CDU/
CSU reached agreement with the SPD on the formation 
of a coalition government with Angela Merkel, who had 
become leader of the CDU in 2001, as Germany’s first 
female Chancellor. In the period up to the next elec-
tion, Merkel strengthened her position as the leader 
of Germany. Buoyed by Gerhard Schröder’s reforms of 
the labour market and social policy, the coalition suc-
ceeded in reducing unemployment from its highest level 
since the formation of the Federal Republic in 1949.

Almost five million people were unemployed, and 
in the former GDR more than one person in five was 
without work. Unemployment was cut significantly in 
the course of a few years, resulting in a much stronger 
German economy. But then the financial crisis hit in 
the period 2007–09, and Germany attempted to deal 
with it through a reorganisation of the financial sector 
and state subsidy to the crucial German automotive 
industry. As it had no actual housing bubble, Germa-
ny came faster and much stronger through the crisis 
than the UK and Denmark.

Following the 2009 election, the CDU/CSU and 
the FDP formed a coalition where lower taxes and a 
reform of the healthcare service featured high on the 
government agenda. Within the EU partnership and 
during the “euro crisis”, the government made its pres-
ence felt with tough demands on the finances of the 
Southern European countries as a precondition for 
German aid, while Merkel issued clear assurances that 
Germany would not destabilise the European project 
by leaving the Euro. The crisis – and, in particular, the 
euro crisis – was overcome when Greece managed 
to stabilise its economy, and the euro emerged intact 
from the tumult around the same time.

After the 2013 election, a government coalition be-
tween the CDU/CSU and the SPD was re-established, 
and Merkel was still Chancellor when the EU was hit by 
the refugee crisis in 2015. This new crisis had arisen 
from the civil war in Syria, but the floods of refugees 
also included thousands of migrants. Merkel formu-

lated a Willkommenskultur (Culture of Welcome) and 
Germany recieved almost 1.2 million asylumseekers 
over the course of 2015 and 2016.

Merkel formulated a 
Willkommenskultur 
and Germany recieved 
almost 1.2 million 
refugees.

The government fell out of favour with large parts of 
the population, a situation made worse by the events 
in Cologne on New Year’s Eve 2015/16, when young 
male immigrants sexually assaulted a number of Ger-
man women. In the former GDR, backing surged for the 
immigrant-hostile AfD, and the party established itself 
as a dangerous critic of the established order. Merkel 
attempted to overcome the crisis through agreements 
with Turkey which slowed the flow of refugees, and 
she also tightened up Germany’s policy on foreigners.

A new coalition government was formed after the 
2017 election – Merkel IV, as it was known – compris-
ing the CDU/CSU and the SPD, with Angela Merkel as 
Chancellor and the SPD’s Olaf Scholz as Vice-Chan-
cellor and Minister of Finance.

A consistent trait of the elections post-2005 was that 
the CDU positioned itself at the centre of the political 
spectrum so as to appeal to both traditional Conserv-
ative voters in the rural areas and young people from 
the new middle classes in the towns and cities. Some 
observers refer to it as “the alternative social democ-
racy”. Merkel also gained votes for her environmental 
policy. Both the CDU/CSU and, in particular, the SPD 
have, however, lost votes in a long-term process which 
in Germany, too, has produced a much more complex 
political landscape than in the period up to 1980, where 
in reality there were only three parties that could make 
their influence felt.

Prior to the election in 2021, the SPD had long been 
on the defensive, losing workers’ votes to both the left- 
and the right wing. As such, the SPD was affected by 
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the general reversal experienced by social democrat-
ic parties in North-West Europe – with Denmark as a 
notable exception. With Olaf Scholz as candidate for 
Chancellor and election promises of a fair social poli-
cy with the emphasis on higher pensions and a raised 
minimum wage, a policy of industrial renewal, and rent 
control in the large towns and cities, backing for the 
SPD in opinion polls began to rise in 2021.

The fall in votes can be seen in Table 6.2, which 
shows the share of votes won by the big parties in 
elections since 1980. It is clear that the SPD hit its 
low point of popularity with the voters in 2017, when 
it received just 20.5 percent of the votes cast.

Table 6.2. Share of second votes cast for the parties 
at elections to the Bundestag since 1980, in percent
Year CDU/

CSU
SPD FDP Die 

Grünen
Die 

Linke
AfD

2021 24.1 25.7 11.5 14.8 4.9 10.3

2017 32.9 20.5 10.7 8.9 9.2 12.6

2013 41.5 25.7 4.8 8.4 8.6

2009 33.8 23 14.6 10.7 11.9

2005 35.2 34.2 9.8 8.1 8.7

2002 38.5 38.5 7.4 8.6 4

1998 35.2 40.9 6.2 6.7 5.1

1994 41.5 36.4 6.9 7.3 4.4

1990 43.8 33.5 11 5.3 2.4

1987 44.3 37 9.1 8.3
1983 48.8 38.2 7 5.6
1980 44.5 42.9 10.6 1.5

Note: The numbers do not add up to 100 percent because the minor parties 
and the minor list candidates (such as the South Schleswig Party in 2021) 
are not included. In Germany, voters vote for both a local candidate and a 
national list, and the seats are distributed on the basis of both votes. The 
numbers above refer to the list votes. Votes for Die Grünen include both Die 
Grünen and Bündnis 90, which were two similar parties from West and East, 
respectively. Their result in 1990 is the sum of the results achieved by the two 
parties in the election. The figures from 1987 and the preceding years refer to 
West Germany. 
Source: The Bundestag.

 

6.8. The 2021 election
The election in 2021 altered the political landscape. 
This change came after a particularly unfortunate 
campaign by Armin Laschet, the CDU/CSU candi-
date for Chancellor, who was afterwards replaced by 
Friedrich Mertz from Westphalia. The two sister par-
ties saw their share of the vote drop from 32.9 percent 
of the votes cast in 2017 to 24.1 percent in September 
2021, which thus became the worst election result for 
the parties since their establishment and the founding 
of the Federal Republic. In contrast, the SPD saw its 
share of the vote climb to 25.7 percent, positioning it 
as the largest party in the Bundestag. Following initial-
ly high backing in the opinion polls, The Greens made 
progress, recording 14.8 per cent of the vote, while the 
FDP saw its share of the votes cast increase from 10.7 
to 11.5 percent. Die Linke obtained 4.9 percent.

On the basis of these results, the SPD was hand-
ed responsibility for forming a coalition government, 
and in December 2021 Olaf Scholz unveiled a new 
coalition comprising the SPD, The Greens and the 
FDP, with Scholz as Chancellor, liberal party leader 
Christian Lindner as Minister of Finance, and Annale-
na Baerbock, leader of The Greens, as Foreign Min-
ister. The government plans, harking back to Brandt’s 
1960s slogan, were summarised as “Let’s dare more 
progress”. The government is committed to ramping 
up investments in digitalisation, energy transition 
and the infrastructure, with the objective of securing 
Germany’s position as a leading industrial nation. As 
regards the social dimension, housing construction 
is to be promoted and there are plans to raise the 
minimum wage.

Backing for the two big old parties in the states at 
the time of the last election to the Bundestag in Sep-
tember 2021 is presented in Figures 6.9 and 6.10. It 
is clear that the Social Democrat strongholds are to 
be found in the Protestant regions to the north-west. 
The CDU/CSU is best placed in the Catholic regions 
to the south and west – in Bavaria, for example, with 
its population of 13 million, as well as in Lower Saxo-
ny and the North Rhine-Westphalia region. Regional 
backing for The Greens and the FDP is illustrated in 
Figures 6.11 and 6.12, while Figures 6.13 and 6.14 
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Figure 6.9. Share of votes for the CSU and CDU, second votes, 2021

Note: The CDU and CSU are sister parties and have agreed an election coalition: the CSU does not run candidates anywhere other than in Bavaria, while 
the CDU does not run candidates in Bavaria. In addition, they always back the same candidate for Chancellor. In Germany, voters vote for both a local candi-
date and a national list, and the seats are distributed on the basis of both votes. The numbers above refer to the list votes.
Source: Bundeswahlleiter (The Federal Returning Officer).
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Figure 6.10. Share of votes for the SPD, second votes, 2021

Stemmeandel
13,5%

28,4%

43,3%

Note: In Germany, voters vote for both a local candidate and a national list, and the seats are distributed on the basis 
of both votes. The numbers above refer to the list votes. Sources: Bundeswahlleiter (The Federal Returning Officer).
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Figure 6.11. Share of votes for the Die Grünen, second votes, 2021

Share of the vote
3.3%

20.0%

36.7%

Note: On account of an error, no votes could be cast as second votes for Die Grünen (The Greens) in Saarland. In Germany, voters vote for both a local candidate 
and a national list, and the seats are distributed on the basis of both votes. The numbers above refer to the list votes.
Sources: Bundeswahlleiter (The Federal Returning Officer).
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Figure 6.12. Share of votes for the FDP, second votes, 2021

Share of the vote
6.4%

12.2%

18.1%

Note: In Germany, voters vote for both a local candidate and a national list, and the seats are distributed on the basis of 
both votes. The numbers above refer to the list votes. Sources: Bundeswahlleiter (The Federal Returning Officer).
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Figure 6.12. Share of votes for the FDP, second votes, 2021
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Figure 6.13. Share of votes for Die Linke, second votes, 2021

Share of the vote
1.8%

10.0%

18.2%

Note: In Germany, voters vote for both a local candidate and a national list, and the seats are distributed on the basis of both votes. The numbers above 
refer to the list votes. Sources: Bundeswahlleiter (The Federal Returning Officer).
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Figure 6.14. Share of votes for Alternative für Deutschland (AfD), second votes, 2021

Share of the vote
2.9%

17.7%

32.5%

Note: In Germany, voters vote for both a local candidate and a national list, and the seats are distributed on the basis of both votes. The numbers above refer to 
the list votes. Sources: Bundeswahlleiter (The Federal Returning Officer).
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Figure 6.14. Share of votes for Alternative für Deutschland (AfD), second votes, 2021
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17.7%

32.5%

Note: In Germany, voters vote for both a local candidate and a national list, and the seats are distributed on the basis of both votes. The numbers above refer to 
the list votes. Sources: Bundeswahlleiter (The Federal Returning Officer).
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present regional support for AfD and Die Linke – which, 
as mentioned previously, enjoy the strongest support 
in the former GDR.

Figure 6.15 concludes the discussion of the most 
recent German election by presenting the distribution 
of seats in parliament. Even though the political land-
scape has become more multifaceted since 1980, it is 
clear that any government formed must still be based 
on either the SPD or the CDU/CSU.

6.9. Voter turnout for    
parliamentary elections
On account of significant differences in their polit-
ical histories and election rules, voters in the three 
countries display different levels of involvement in 
the parliamentary process. Over a period of 60 years, 
the share of people voting in elections has remained 
largely unchanged in Denmark and at a high level. In 
contrast, Germany and in particular the UK have seen 
a decline in voter turnout for parliamentary elections. 
Internationally, the voting percentages presented in 
Figure 6.16 can be compared with, for example, 73 
percent at the most recent parliamentary election in 
Italy, 72 percent in Spain, 67 percent in Canada and, 
at the latest presidential election in 2020 in the Unit-
ed States, 66 percent.

Table 6.3. Confidence in parliament, 2002–18
Denmark The UK Germany

2002 82.5 55.5 50.3
2004 80.3 49.2 48.1
2006 82.6 49.1 47.3
2008 82.6 51.3 55.0
2010 74.2 45.9 48.5
2012 76.7 51.0 57.4
2014 70.9 49.7 61.5
2016 --- 57.5 64.6
2018 76.6 52.0 60.1

Source: The European Social Survey. 

Confidence in the countries’ parliaments is present-
ed in Table 6.3. The value zero designates a complete 
lack of trust in the parliament, while a score of 100 in-
dicates the diametric opposite: absolute confidence. 
For Denmark, it is possible to identify a slight decrease 

in the value after the financial crisis, with a final score 
of 76.6. Confidence is next-highest in Germany, which 
scores 60.1, while the UK comes in third with a score 
of 52.0. In order to make it possible to assess the lev-
els shown in the table, we can state that in 2018, the 
confidence score was 63.5 in Belgium, 80.0 in the 
Netherlands, 47.7 in France and 71.5 in Austria. The 
UK is close to the bottom of this layer, with Denmark 
near the top, second only to the Netherlands.

6.10. Summary
An overview of the period from 1960 to the present 
day reveals that the policy followed has been more 
cohesive in Denmark and Germany than in the UK. 
This trait may well be related to the election system 
in Denmark and Germany, where a broader collec-
tion of parties constitutes the parliamentary base for 
changing governments, which encourages a negoti-
ation-dependent consensus and continuity. Another 
distinguishing feature in Germany is that on the one 
hand, the parliamentary system has demonstrated sta-
bility, while on the other, it has succeeded in reflect-
ing the societal change over the period in question. 
The Greens were thus a symbol of the societal and an-
ti-authoritarian rebellion from the 1960s and onwards, 
The Left (Die Linke) were a symbol of the reunification, 
and AfD may reflect globalisation and the associated 
effects – for example, renewed focus on the national 
state and opposition to immigration in certain circles.

In the UK, two predominant parties – Labour and 
the Conservatives – have battled almost exclusively 
for the political hegemony. Ideological changes within 
the two parties have therefore had greater opportuni-
ties to find expression in phase shifts in the national 
policy applied. This has had an effect on confidence 
in parliament among the population, where UK voters 
are clearly the least trustful of parliament, as demon-
strated in low voter turnout.

Conversely, a fragmentation of the political system 
to include a broader collection of minor parties with 
the resulting weakening of the “people’s parties” can 
make it harder to pursue a durable, enduring policy with 
broader welfare-assuring goals. An attempt has been 
made to counteract this in Germany with the minimum 
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Note: CDU = Christian Democratic Union, CSU = Christian Social Union in Bavaria, SPD = Social Democratic Party of Germany, AfD = Alternative for 
Germany, FDP = Free Democratic Party, SSW = South Schleswig Voters’ Association. Following the 2021 election, there were 735 seats in the German 
Parliament (Bundestag), so 368 were required for a majority. The number of seats available in the Bundestag is decided on the basis of the votes cast and is 
therefore not fixed in advance. Of these seats, 299 are allocated on the basis of first votes – one for each constituency (First past the post) – while the other 
seats are distributed on the basis of the second votes. 
Source: Bundeswahlleiter (The Federal Returning Officer).

Figure 6.15. Distribution of seats in parliament after the 2021 election, Germany

Figure 6.16. Voting percentages at parliamentary elections in the three countries since 1960
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Note: Berlin and East Germany are not included in the figures for Germany up to and including 1987. Between the election results, the points are linked with 
linear interpolation (correspondingly, the point for 1960 – in the event there was no election in 1960 in the country in question – has been set by linear inter-
polation between the two closest election years). There were two elections in the UK in 1974, one in February and one in October. This explains the large 
leap around this year. Sources: The Danish Parliament (Folketinget), House of Commons, and Baden-Württemberg Statistisches Landesamt.
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share of the vote necessary for representation set at 
five percent, while the political practice in Denmark 
has thus far succeeded in avoiding this particular pit-
fall, despite the low “minimum share” level of just two 
percent. As a result, the Danish people present the 
highest voter turnout of the three countries and claim 
the greatest confidence in their parliament.

Notes
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6 Andersen (2015).
7 Reckwitz (2019).
8 Morgan (1990), Pugh (2017).
9 The conception of the death of ideology was popularised by the 

anthology edited and published by D. Bell in 1960: The End of 
Ideology: On the Exhaustion of Political Ideas in the Fifties.

10 Here, according to Christophersen and Hansen (2020).
11 Characteristically, in his book about British history after World 

War II, Morgan (1990) entitles the section about the Heath years: 
The Heath Experiment.

12 As from 1993: EU.
13 Morgan (1990).
14 Morgan (1990).
15 Pugh (2017).
16 Tombs (2021).
17 Morgan (1990).
18 Pugh (2017).
19 Galbraith (1988).
20 Christophersen and Hansen (2020).
21 Pugh (2017).
22 In the first half of the 1990s, the ROCKWOOL Foundation Re-

search Unit completed an international research project designed 
to elucidate existing knowledge about the incentive structure 
in the North-West European welfare states, cf. Atkinson and 
Mogensen (1993). One of the key findings for the UK that re-
ducing the marginal tax rate only rarely encouraged men with 
long working hours to work longer. The approach would likely 
have some effect on working women, but primarily on women 
with short working hours (here according to Jensen (1999)).

23 As one of the more extreme examples, Nicholas Ridley, Thatch-
er’s Minister for Trade and Industry, stated in an interview with 
the right-wing journal The Spectator that the surrender of sov-
ereignty to the Economic and Monetary Union would be as des-
picable as if the UK had surrendered its sovereignty to Hitler. 
Thatcher had no choice but to fire Ridley. Nevertheless, Ridley 
had demonstrated the depth of EU-scepticism in circles close 
to the Prime Minister.

24 Giddens (1998, 1999).
25 Pugh (2018).
26 Anderson (2021).

27 Anderson (2021).
28 Anderson (2021), who reveals that 58 percent of Conservative 

voters favoured leaving the EU, along with 37 percent of Labour 
voters and – unsurprisingly – 96 percent of UKIP voters.

29 Øhrgaard (2009).
30 An exception to the “five percent rule” applies to parties that 

represent minorities in the Federal Republic – the Danish minor-
ity in Schleswig, for example – which can obtain representation 
with a much lower share of the vote.

31 Bender (2016).
32 In an increasingly secularised Germany, around 25 percent of 

the population currently claims affiliation to each of the two 
religious communities.

33 Betts (2020).
34 Adenauer had held the position of Mayor of Cologne in the pre-Nazi 

years: “As mayor of a city, where the workers were Catholics, and 
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stereotypical German thoroughness. Büscher (2005, p. 181) 
recalls that, on arrival at the university city of Freiburg during 
his journey along the German border: “In the evening, everyone 
went to a teach-in that comprised a seemingly endless number 
of sections. It was entitled The revolution and how to achieve it 
and was held in the Large Auditorium for three thousand stu-
dents and more. They sat there on the hard folding chairs for 
hours on end, taking notes as a visiting senior figure patiently 
explained, towards the end of the term, the most complicated 
and highfalutin constructions.”
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crimes immediately after the end of hostilities.

41 Within the circle of judges, for example, only a few judges who 
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ability found expression in the 2021 election campaign, in the 
slogan adopted by Olaf Scholz, the Social Democrat candidate 
for Chancellor: The voters know me. 

46 Kitaj (2015).
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48 Arbeit & soziale Gerechtigkeit – Die Wahlalternative, WASG 

(Labour and Social Justice – The Electoral Alternative).
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There are two important distinguishing features of the welfare state. 
One is that many of the tasks that were historically the responsibility of 
the family are now dealt with by the public sector, or with the assistance 
of public subsidies. The other is that the state, or insurance schemes 
organised by the state, protects citizens against unfavourable financial 
outcomes. The performance of these functions entails the public 
sector laying claim to a significant portion of the financial resources. 
This chapter examines the extent to which the three countries have 
safeguarded their citizens against unfavourable financial outcomes.

1960-2020
welfare states

7. The three
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After World War II, the three countries launched re-
forms of their social policies that resulted in much im-
proved social security for their citizens, but with ad-
justments over time stemming from changes in politi-
cal priorities and the financial market conditions in the 
wake of the oil crisis in 1973. These adjustments did not 
necessarily translate into a reduction of the expenses 
linked to welfare; rather, they meant that the expens-
es were divided between more citizens as a result of 
demographic development and rising unemployment.

This chapter investigates certain traits of this devel-
opment and looks at the status of the situation today. 
The following chapters will examine in more detail the 
financing of the different welfare states through tax-
es, as well as the performance of the different states 
in the fields of health and education. Other chapters 
consider the issue of whether the expansion of the 
welfare state meant a fall in criminality and resulted in 
fewer marginalised young people finding themselves 
without work and/or education.

7.1. The Danish universal model
Since 1960, the political focus has been divided be-
tween making welfare available to all citizens, irrespec-
tive of their connection to the labour market, and rais-
ing the quality and scope of the different schemes.

The development had the most noticeable im-
pact up to the start of the 1970s in the form of a rise 
in standard of the different types of transfer incomes 
and expansion of access to the schemes. Instead of 
insurance schemes where, for example, citizens were 
members of health insurance funds and made monthly 
payments to same, all Danes, on the strength of their 
citizenship alone, were granted a series of rights in rela-
tion to transfer incomes and public sector services. As 
the welfare state became increasingly consolidated, it 
also became clear that the tax burden would approach 
50 percent, which is explained in the following chapter.

Lov om Invalide- og Folkepension (The disability 
and state pension act) of 1964 marked the start of a 
transition to the full state pension, which was intro-
duced in 1970 through the abolition of means testing 
of pensioners in relation to their work income. A num-
ber of needs-defined supplements were introduced at 

the same time. The rise in standards manifested itself 
in practice in the form of the average level of compen-
sation for an industrial worker increasing from around 
40 percent in 1960 to 60 percent in 1970.1

Lov om offentlig sygesikring (The public health ser-
vice act) came into effect in 1973, abolishing the health 
insurance funds and transferring their administration 
to the public health service, which was financed via 
taxes. Compensation for loss of income through illness 
was increased to 90 percent of previous income and 
became taxable. A ceiling was applied, however, de-
termined on the basis of the average pay for industrial 
and skilled labour.2 Unemployment benefit was likewise 
adjusted in this golden age of the welfare state, where 
unemployment was close to zero, with the compensa-
tion paid to the average industrial worker increasing 
from around 45 percent in the middle of the 1950s to 
almost 80 percent in 1975.3

With the appearance of persistent problems in 
the economy – and thus in the public coffers – the 
schemes were re-adjusted in the 1980s and 1990s, 
even though the fundamental security coverage was 
largely maintained. Viewed over a lifetime, the Danish 
welfare state thus assists citizens in evening out fluctu-
ations between their needs and their earned income.

Viewed over a lifetime, 
the welfare state assists 
citizens in evening out 
fluctuations between 
their needs and their 
earned income.

When you are young and taking an education, the 
state provides free education along with student grants 
and housing benefit. Later on, however, when you 
grow up and get a job, the state taxes a large share of 
your income. In your twilight years, the public sector 
steps in again, paying a pension and providing ser-
vices such as home care, housing benefit and health 
and care guarantees.
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Figure 7.1 illustrates citizens’ net income from 
public transfer during their lifetimes in the form of the 
net contribution for Danes born in 2013. As the figure 
shows, people born in this year do not become net 
contributors to the public coffers until they are well 
into their twenties. Their net contribution culminates 
a little before they turn 50, and their positive contribu-
tion switches to net reception again around the age 
of 75. The main emphasis of welfare state activities is 
directed – with good reason – towards children and 
young people, as well as to the elderly. Given that the 
young and old citizens are net receivers of benefits 
and services, the expenses are financed on an on-
going basis through taxes, where citizens of working 
age are net contributors. The system thus assumes 
an implicit social contract between the generations.4

The welfare model can handle tasks that it would 
be difficult for the market mechanism to cover. One 
example is that all young people, irrespective of their 
parents’ background, are offered the opportunity 
of free education. On this basis, young people from 
low-income families have access to an education that 

they would be unable to finance themselves or with 
the assistance of their parents. This strengthens the 
productive opportunities in the workforce. Significant 
public expenses cannot, therefore, in and of themselves 
give any indication of the importance of the welfare 
state to economic development. It is necessary to 
divide them up between expenditure with a positive 
impact on economic prosperity, such as education, 
research and infrastructure, and expenditure whose 
function is to even out income.

Significant public 
expenses cannot, in 
and of themselves, 
give any indication 
of the importance of 
the welfare state to 
economic development.

Note: Please note in relation to Figure 7.2 that such calculations are based on a range of assumptions about demography and under-
lying economic and political conditions. It is therefore not possible to compare the figures directly. Please note as well that this figure, in 
contrast to the figure for the UK, covers the income and expenditure for the entire generation – which explains the notably different axes.
Source: Hansen, Schultz-Nielsen, and Tranæs (2015).

Figure 7.1. Expected revenue and expenditure for the state budget for Danes born in 2013 
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The Danish welfare state is strongly oriented to-
wards active expenditure, in the form of education 
and research, for example. This constitutes a position 
of strength in an age where globalisation is driving an 
increase in demand for skills at the expense of demand 
for unskilled labour. The social security schemes al-
so benefit those in the middle of the age range if they 
should lose their jobs or fall ill. In this context, welfare 
takes the form of an insurance scheme that makes citi-
zens more willing to take risks with regard to changing 
jobs or moving home to secure a job, which boosts the 
flexibility and efficiency of the labour market itself. 5

Similarly, a well-functioning healthcare system can 
shorten or completely prevent periods of sick leave, 
thus improving the productivity of the workforce.6 The 
publicly supplied day-care opportunities likewise have 
a positive effect on citizens’ involvement in the labour 
market. It is precisely this factor that goes a long way 
to explaining how the Danish model has succeeded 
in tackling the challenge of assuring high economic 
growth in parallel with a high degree of social security 
and equality among citizens.

In Denmark, the ambition for the welfare state de-
veloped further than in the rest of Europe.7 This has 
taken place in the form of a heavyweight political de-
sire for a socially and economically more equal society 
with a redistributing, tax-financed state taking the lead, 
supplemented by centralised collective bargaining 
negotiations with the emphasis on a solidarity wage 
policy.8 From this perspective, too, the welfare state 
has enjoyed success. Inequalities in wages have been 
evened out from the end of World War I in 1918 all the 
way up to the 1990s.9

The early 1970s were a provisional high point for 
the ambitions of the welfare state. Market conditions 
had been favourable since the end of the 1950s, and 
full employment, combined with a high participation 
rate, constituted the economic background for the 
continued expansion of the welfare state. This was 
backed by the belief that the state could use Keynesian 
instruments to conduct far-reaching governance of the 
economy. Finally, the labour movement, in the form of 
a strongly and broadly negotiating Social Democratic 
party twinned with a strong union movement with a 

high level of organisation, was a key player.
Although inequality has increased since the 1990s, 

the Danish version of the universal welfare model re-
mains well placed as a relatively equal society, which 
we will return to in Chapter 15.

Under this social civic participation, the state guar-
antees citizens their basic subsistence level if they are 
unable to provide for themselves. The focus was, as 
we have already mentioned, clearly on the principle 
of universality. All citizens who fulfil certain require-
ments concerning time of residence, have access to 
the security systems in the event of a social incident, 
irrespective of their connection to the labour market. 
The exception is the right to unemployment benefit 
in the event of unemployment, which is dependent 
on factors such as membership of an unemployment 
insurance scheme.

The principle of equal access also applies to the 
public services – welfare services – in the areas of 
childcare, elderly care, health and education, which 
have been strongly expanded since the 1960s. Free 
public services of a contemporary quality thus have 
the effect of additionally promoting equality. One key 
principle is that the standard of the welfare services 
must be up to modern standards and acceptable to 
the majority. The services must thus not be of such 
poor quality that citizens would only consider using 
them if they cannot afford other offers.

7.2. Features of the development   
of the welfare state in the UK
The British welfare system has experienced significant 
changes since the establishment of the Beveridge-in-
spired model in the years immediately following 1945, 
when the Labour government embarked upon an am-
bitious policy of reforms (see Chapter 1) at the same 
time as carrying out widespread nationalisations. Gen-
erally speaking, public welfare expenditure increased 
from a level in 1930 of 2.2 percent of the Gross Fac-
tor Income (GFI) to 10.2 percent in 1960, when the 
post-war reforms had been fully phased in.10 These 
figures comprise public sector expenditure on social 
security, including publicly paid healthcare expenses.

As illustrated below with regard to some of the 
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most important schemes, the involvement of the 
British state in citizens’ lives expanded even further, 
such that expenditure on social schemes increased to 
13.2 percent of GFI in 1970.11 However, the politicians 
emphasised how status-maintaining social security 
for large groups of wage earners was to be assured 
through private schemes either linked to working life 
or purely insurance-based schemes.

Let us commence our discussion of the different 
types of transfer incomes with the development of the 
pension system, which was under constant challenge 
up through the 1950s. What was in principle a self-per-
petuating scheme based on low, equal payments for 
everyone, was finding it hard to live up to the require-
ments for a pension that satisfied modern standards and 
safeguarded pensioners against slipping into poverty.

The contributions paid into the pension schemes 
were not sufficient to counteract the effects of inflation, 
and the increasing expectations among the population 
for a retirement in secure economic conditions gener-
ated additional pressure. At the same time, forecasts 
indicated that the self-financing system would be be-
set by major losses before the end of the 1950s. The 
Conservative government therefore implemented a 
reform of the pension system in 1959, placing greater 
emphasis on the income-related contributions,12 while 
payments from the schemes were also raised slightly.

However, studies of living conditions revealed con-
tinuing problems with poverty among pensioners who 
were not members of supplementary schemes. The 
Labour government therefore introduced earnings-re-
lated pension supplements in 1966, without, however, 
fundamentally reforming the pension system. It was not 
until 1975 that Labour was able to introduce a more 
wide-ranging reform with The State Earnings Related 
Pension Scheme. The reform improved the Beveridge 
system for the lowest income groups, and pensions 
were simultaneously linked to rises in the general 
level of pay. In other words, they were inflation-proof 
at a time of rapidly rising nominal wages. The level 
of compensation on retirement in relation to the pay 
earned by the average industrial worker was around 
30 percent in 1960, rising to 60 percent in the decade 
from 1985 to 1995.13

Studies of living 
conditions revealed 
problems with poverty 
among pensioners.

Other schemes were expanded up through the 
1960s. For example, the level of sick benefit paid in 
relation to the pay of an average industrial worker in-
creased from 37 percent in 1960 to 63 percent in 1975. 
During the same period, compensation in the event of 
unemployment rose from 33 to 63 percent.14 Housing 
benefit was also introduced under Labour in the 1960s.

By the middle of the 1970s, the British welfare 
state had secured higher levels of income-replacing 
payment, but wage earners still had to subscribe to 
extra schemes in order to maintain their standard of 
living on retirement or in the event of a social incident. 
The Royal Commission on the Distribution of Income 
and Wealth set up by the Wilson government in 1974 
analysed the status in a series of reports on develop-
ment from 1945 to the mid-1970s. The lowest income 
groups had experienced a significant rise in income 
since 1960, home ownership had become democ-
ratised, and taxes and transfer incomes had had “a 
substantial redistributing effect towards equality”.15 

However, the commission noted that British society 
still featured more pronounced boundaries between 
social groups than was the case in the welfare states 
elsewhere in Western Europe.

The Conservative governments under Thatcher in 
the 1980s created a turning point in British policy and 
patterns regarding redistribution via the state. The 
entire Atlee concept of welfare, described in Chapter 
1, was attacked on a broad front. The presence of a 
social safety net was now interpreted in government 
circles as one of the causes of the problems on the 
labour market – following on from what were viewed 
as ineffective incentives to work.16

One of the means used to change the British wel-
fare system was tax reforms that favoured the higher 
income groups. Tax rates and marginal taxes were re-
duced with a view to stimulating the desire to work, the 
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business community and savings, while tax deductions 
on interest on debt in real property were significantly 
increased. Compensation for the tax income lost by the 
state was found in increasing consumer duties, includ-
ing a sharp rise in VAT. Contributions to the national 
insurance schemes were also raised substantially.17

Tax reforms under 
Thatcher favoured the 
higher income groups.

The tax breaks were accompanied by cuts in 
transfer incomes in the form of decreasing levels of 
compensation in the individual schemes. The level 
of sick benefit actually fell starting in 1979, when the 
Conservatives came to power, from 63 percent to 20 
percent at the start of the 1990s. This brought the 
relative level of compensation down to the standard 

in the 1930s.18 Coverage in the event of an industrial 
accident fell from around 70 percent as an average to 
less than 20 percent in the mid-1990s. The same pat-
tern applied to the level of compensation in the event 
of unemployment, which dropped to a little above 20 
percent in 1995 – i.e. 10 percentage points lower than 
the level during the Great Depression in the 1930s.19

The Thatcher governments also encouraged the 
sale of council housing and privatised care for the 
elderly. The universal healthcare system – the NHS 
– remained in effect, but was subject to cuts, which 
brought the relative level of expenditure down to be-
low the level in other European countries, resulting in 
longer waiting lists for operations. In addition, the gov-
ernment sought to boost competition in the healthcare 
system by allowing private operators to tender for the 
delivery of healthcare services.20 Added to this was a 
general privatisation of the numerous businesses that 
had been nationalised in the post-war years. 

The changes took place in a period marked by high 

Note: Please note in relation to Figure 7.1 that such calculations are based on a range of assumptions about demography and underlying economic and 
political conditions. It is therefore not possible to compare the figures directly. Please also note that this figure, as opposed to the figure for Denmark, 
covers the expected income of each Briton in each age group and expenditure for the state in 2016 – not that of the generation. This explains the notably 
different units on the Y axis.
Source: OBR.
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Figure 7.2. The British state’s income and expenditure per citizen in 2016, in thousand 
pounds, as forecast in 2012
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unemployment and great social problems, and while 
the expenses for elderly care were repositioned with 
private operators, they were not reduced. The result 
was that rather than falling, social expenditure in re-
lation to total British production actually increased 
from 20 percent of GFI when Thatcher came to power 
to 25 percent when she was obliged to step down as 
Prime Minister.21

After several years of savings, opinion polls began 
to show increasing support for collectivist schemes. In 
1983, fewer than a third of survey respondents stated 
they were prepared to pay more in tax in return for more 
and better public welfare. This share had increased to 
two-thirds in 1998.22

When New Labour under Tony Blair came to pow-
er in 1997, an initial period of caution was followed 
by an expansion of the core services of the welfare 
state, with the emphasis on health and education, at 
the same time as the private social security schemes 
were maintained. When the financial crisis hit the UK 
with full force, expenditure on welfare costs increased 
to around 30 percent of GFI.23 As part of the efforts 
to streamline and modernise the welfare state, the 
Blair government retained significant elements of pri-
vate business in the system. This also applied to the 
healthcare sector, where the intention was for private 
operators to help reduce the waiting lists. The private 
element in the healthcare sector was reinforced un-
der the coalition government comprising the Con-
servatives and the Liberal Democrats. It became law 
with the passing of the Health and Social Care Act of 
2012 and was further strengthened under the recent 
Conservative governments.

Even though the insurance element is more preva-
lent in the UK, the same pattern of utilisation of public 
services can be identified in this country as in Den-
mark. Figure 7.2 shows that in the UK, too, it is during 
childhood and the younger years, as well as in old age, 
that citizens have a negative influence on the public 
budgets, while they are net contributors when they 
are of working age.24 Although it is true that the figure 
is based on a forecast from 2012 about the situation 
in 2016, it does provide a good image of the actual 
age-related utilisation of the public budgets.

7.3. Features of the development   
of the German welfare state
The German social state continues to build on the 
continental model, but far-reaching equality between 
blue- and white-collar workers has been achieved over 
time. At the same time, the schemes have been ex-
panded to cover a larger share of the population than 
immediately after World War II, i.e. the social safety net 
has become more finely meshed, although under the 
guardianship of organisations or companies outside 
the auspices of the state.

In particular, the years when Willy Brandt was Chan-
cellor from 1969 to 1974 saw a notable and general 
elevation of the level, with new transfer incomes and 
subsidies being introduced, positioning the German 
social state at the head of the field from an international 
perspective. However, as explained below, a range of 
adaptations have subsequently been introduced for 
the purpose of reducing public sector expenditure on 
welfare per individual, at the same time as reinforcing 
the incentive to work.

In the immediate post-war years in the three West-
ern occupied zones, the Allies – i.e. the United States, 
Great Britain and France – wished to reform the pension 
schemes in the Continental model. The funds collect-
ed had been used by the Nazis to assist in financing 
the expenditure arising from the policy of total war, 
leaving public coffers empty on the cessation of hos-
tilities.25 Those citizens who were outside the labour 
market, of whom the majority were women, were still 
dependent on needs-defined social benefits at lower 
rates – if they were not cared for by their families, that 
is. Widows were entitled to a widows’ pension if their 
spouses had taken out insurance. The British occu-
pying force was inspired by the contemporary reform 
of its own welfare model, with the emphasis on the 
payment of equal sums into a system organised and 
run by the state. By bundling more prosperous strata 
of the workforce together with less affluent groups, it 
was possible to transfer funds from the better-off to 
the poor without drawing on public budgets.

In the zone occupied by the Soviet forces, a pension 
system was introduced that covered all professional 
groups under the same insurance scheme through 
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the establishment of mandatory payments at a uni-
formly low level. The objective was to finance the so-
cial system through the ongoing contributions from 
the benefit recipients without placing a strain on the 
public budgets. There was also a desire to overcome 
the division between white- and blue-collar workers 
that accompanied the old scheme on account of dif-
ferences in rights earned in the pension system. The 
goal was to create a common identity and a common 
loyalty to the state.

The attempts to introduce the Beveridge model 
in the Western zones met with opposition from both 
the union movement and the political parties, and 
the occupying power was unwilling to push through 
obligatory implementation. The British administrators 
wanted to avoid the risk of the important mining activ-
ities in their occupied zone being hit by strikes, thus 
hindering the re-establishment of the German econo-
my.26 The outbreak of the Cold War also made it more 
opportune to appease the occupied Germans than to 
follow the former allies to the East in adopting a com-
mon reform policy. The result was that it was possible 
to continue the Continental model, and in the follow-
ing sections we will be looking at the development in 
the major schemes.

The attempts to 
introduce the Beveridge 
model in the Western 
zones met with 
opposition from both 
the union movement 
and the political parties.

During the first half of the 1950s, there were prob-
lems paying old age- and disability pensions on a level 
sufficient to prevent the descent into poverty. Adenau-
er’s pension reform of 1957 (see Chapter 1) raised 
the level and linked payments to the development in 

wages, as well as expanding the system to include 
rural workers. In the 1960s, the level was close to 50 
percent of the wages paid to the average industrial 
worker, rising to 55 percent in the 1970s and 1980s.27 
This reform helped significantly strengthen backing 
for the Federal Republic’s projects for democracy and 
welfare, and also boosted support for the CDU/CSU, 
which retained government power – either alone or in 
coalition with the FDP or SPD – until 1969.

In the same way as in Denmark and the UK, other 
schemes were also improved during the expansion 
of the welfare state. In the latter half of the 1950s, the 
degree of sickness benefit for people of working age 
was 74 percent of the wages paid to the average in-
dustrial worker.28 Industrial workers were able to draw 
on this benefit from their first day of sick leave, while 
white-collar workers enjoyed a long period at the 
start of any sick leave where they received their full 
salary paid by their employer.29 From 1965 onwards, 
blue-collar workers also received full compensation 
from their first sick day, with the introduction of a law 
requiring employers to cover the difference between 
the workers’ normal pay and the amount paid by the 
health insurance funds. Germany also introduced full 
compensation for industrial accidents in 1965.

In the early 1960s, the situation for citizens without 
insurance plans was improved through the introduc-
tion of state subsidy-like benefits.

As mentioned above, Willy Brandt’s period as Chan-
cellor from 1969 to 1974 saw a general raising of the 
existing social security schemes, and other plans were 
introduced. From 1970, blue-collar workers received 
full pay from the public sector during sick leave, even 
though their coverage period was shorter than for 
white-collar workers, and the scheme was expanded. 
At the end of the twentieth century, around 90 percent 
of the population was covered by the mandatory health-
care insurance, and Germany had a healthcare system 
whose quality was among the highest internationally.

In the early years of the new millennium, health 
insurance became mandatory for all permanent resi-
dents in Germany, marking the culmination of a move-
ment that had started off with health insurance being 
an insurance-based right for the workforce, but which 
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had now developed into an – admittedly partially pay-
ment-based – civil right. The self-employed and wage 
earners above a certain level of income can, however, 
still withdraw from the mandatory scheme, provided they 
participate in private schemes that provide coverage 
on a par with that of the health insurance funds. The 
costs of membership of the labour market scheme are 
shared between the employers and the wage earners.

The level of compensation for unemployment 
benefit in the early 1950s was a little more than 40 
percent, and a legislative change in 1956 resulted in 
this level rising to almost 80 percent in 1960. Even 
though attempts were made to increase the level of 
compensation in 1967 and in 1975 to link it to the de-
velopment in pay, the level remained stable at around 
75 percent until 1980.30

In the same way as 
in Denmark and the 
UK, other schemes 
were also improved 
in Germany during 
the expansion of the 
welfare state.

Rising unemployment at the start of the 1980s re-
sulted in a change to legislation in 1983 reducing the 
level of compensation to 68 percent of the net wages 
paid to the average industrial worker.31 In West Ger-
many, too, we can therefore see a reform policy during 
the poor market conditions of the 1980s that lowered 
the level of certain types of transfer incomes, even 
though the reforms to the German welfare state did 
not come close to the scope of those implemented in 
the UK in the 1980s.

During the first half of the 1990s, the German na-
tional debt rose as a result of the assimilation of the 
former GDR into the Federal Republic. The burgeoning 
national debt was caused both by financial subsidy of 

the work to renovate infrastructure, housing and com-
mercial projects, and by the fact that the Federal State 
assumed the social obligations for the East Germans 
who were hit by persistently high unemployment. Chan-
cellor Kohl reacted by implementing a series of cuts 
to transfer incomes in 1996. These cuts were met by 
strong opposition from the SPD and the union move-
ment, and resulted in a sharp fall in the popularity of 
the “Reunification Chancellor”. However, they also 
foreshadowed, in many areas, reforms passed by a 
subsequent SPD government.32

Germany’s national 
debt rose sharply in the 
first half of the 1990s.

Towards the end of the twentieth century, it also 
became clear that as a result of the demographic 
changes – fewer births and longer life expectancy – 
public co-financing of old age pensions was a strong 
economic challenge. The situation was also exacer-
bated by the economic pressure from the reunification. 
A number of reforms were therefore introduced in the 
early years of the new millennium to reduce the pub-
lic share of the financing, and to increase the propor-
tion paid by the wage earners themselves. Moreover, 
a range of tax incentives were launched to promote 
private schemes or schemes based on the workplace. 
The retirement age was also raised.

The Schröder government – the Red-Green Alli-
ance – that came to power in 1998 (see the previous 
chapter) had been voted in to bring down the spiralling 
unemployment and to reduce the deficit in the public 
budget and thus to counter fears of monetisation-in-
duced inflation. Unemployment was around 10 percent 
in West Germany and 20 percent in East Germany.

At the time of the next elections to the Bundestag 
in 2002, unemployment had been reduced only mar-
ginally and 4.1 million people were still out of work. 
Following a narrow election victory for the Red-Green 
Alliance, Schröder succeeded in passing what were 
known as the “Agenda 2010 reforms”. These were a 
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series of reforms that were presented in spring 2003 
and came into effect in the period up to 1 January 
2005, at a time when the public debt was approach-
ing record heights.33 In practice, the national debt had 
doubled since 1990.34

The objectives of the Agenda 2010 reforms, which 
comprised a reform of the labour market, a tax reform 
and a pension reform,35 were to reinforce the incentive 
to work and to cut the alarming budget deficit through 
increased employment and reduced transfer incomes.

7.4. The public labour market    
in the three countries
The growth in the number and scope of public sector 
tasks led to a rise in the proportion of public sector 
employees in Denmark in relation to the total work-
force. This tendency is illustrated in Figures 7.3 and 7.4, 
which present comparisons with the UK and Germany.

The numbers have been calculated exclusive of 
people employed in the armed forces which have been 
a relatively large public sector employer – especially 
in the UK. Numbers of employees of nationalised in-
dustries such as mining, the transport sector and key 
industries in the UK are, however, included in Figure 
7.3. This explains the large share of public sector em-
ployees in the UK from 1961 until the wave of privati-
sations under Thatcher, which substantially reduced 
this proportion. Traditional production businesses 
such as the coal mines and steelworks were not the 
only targets of this privatisation. Other institutions 
that are generally included in the category of publicly 
operated businesses – such as the railways, parts of 
the healthcare system and, more surprisingly, prisons 
– also passed into private hands.

Following the privatisations in the UK, Denmark 
stands out as the country with a noticeably higher 
share of public sector employees than the two others, 
even though the level has stagnated since the 1980s. 
The public sector labour market is thus appreciably 
more important in the universal welfare state than in 
the other two models. In Germany, the level is just 10 
percent, while in the UK it is 17 percent – compared 
to 27 percent in Denmark.

Figure 7.4 focuses on the share of public employees 

in the administration and production of welfare servic-
es from 2005 to today in relation to the total workforce. 
Once again, clear differences can be noted between 
the three welfare models, in that the universal Danish 
model features many more people employed directly in 
the administration and production of welfare services. 
In Germany, this difference is largely explained by the 
fact that operation of the German public health insur-
ance programme is based on private operators. As a 
result, only three percent of public sector employees in 
Germany are employed in the healthcare system. The 
lower level in the UK can be explained by the greater 
extent of privatisation, which also encompasses the 
production of public sector services.

Figure 7.5 provides a more detailed view of the 
activities of the welfare state in relation to citizens, by 
presenting the development in public consumption 
in the period from 1991 to 2020. Public consumption 
in the UK and Germany, viewed as a percentage of 
GDP is evidently lower, but the differences are not as 
pronounced as if we were to focus exclusively on em-
ployment in the public sector. For most years, public 
consumption in these two countries is five to ten per-
centage points below the level in Denmark. At the end 
of the period, under the influence of the pandemic, the 
numbers are more-or-less identical.

The three North-West 
European countries 
have chosen markedly 
different approaches to 
securing the production 
of welfare-generating 
services.

Figure 7.6 focuses on the total public expenses – 
including expenses for transfer incomes and public 
sector investments – as a share of GDP from 1995 to 
2020. Once again, Denmark is at the top of the list, 
but the distances between the three countries and 
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Source: OECD.

Figure 7.3. Public sector employees, including public businesses, as a share 
of the total workforce, 1961–2000, excluding military personnel

Figure 7.4. Employees in public administration and service as a share of the total workforce, 2005–19

Note: This figure cannot be compared directly with Figure 7.3 not only on account of different definitions of the public sector, but also because Figure 7.3 
is based on model data as well as on national budget figures, in addition to the Labour Force Survey. Figure 7.4 is based exclusively on the Labour Force 
Survey.“Public administration and service” refers to the public sector, less public sector businesses, which cover everything from the local Fynbus operator 
to the nationwide TV channel TV2.
Sources: OECD and Eurostat.
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Figure 7.5. Public administration and services, consumption in percentage of GDP, 1991–2020

Note: In this context, “public consumption” is taken to mean the value of the goods and services made available to citizens and institutions in the country. 
This includes the courts, ministerial activities, the healthcare service, education and subsidies for medicines, to name just a few examples. It does not 
include social security expenses – for state pensions or unemployment benefit, for example. The values for the UK in the period 1991 through 1994 are esti-
mated, as they are for Germany from 2018 onwards.
Source: OECD.

Note: The figure refers to the total expenses incurred by the public administration and services, including income transfers, consumption and other – primar-
ily investments, interest expenses and subsidies; please note that “public administration and services” also covers social insurance funds governed by the 
public sector. This means that social security schemes, such as health and unemployment insurance funds – which German citizens in particular pay into 
– are included here.
Source: Eurostat.

Figure 7.6. Public administration and services, expenses in percentage of GDP, 1995–2020
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the EU28 average are, again, less pronounced. Taken 
together, Figures 7.5 and 7.6 make clear how impor-
tant it is to take great care when, as here, comparing 
welfare consumption and expenses in different coun-
tries. Some institutions act as public sector business-
es, but are counted as private. Others, such as social 
insurance schemes, are counted as being in the public 
sector even though the contributions paid into them 
are principally private, such that they may more closely 
resemble private insurance schemes.

7.5. The financing of social security
Table 7.1 shows the distribution of financing of the total 
social security budget in 1995 and 2018. Once again, 
the public sector share of social security financing is 
noticeably higher in Denmark with its universal rights 
and less significance of schemes on the labour market 
or of a private nature than in the two other countries. 
This share is even increasing, from 70 to 76 percent. 
In the UK, the public sector share remains steady at 
just under 50 percent in both years, while it is record-
ed as around 29 and 33 percent in Germany. Both in 
1995 and in 2018, the contribution from employers 
is higher than that from the public sector in Germa-
ny, although it does drop from 40 to 34 percent be-
tween the two years as a result of the 2005 reforms.

7.6. Comparison of state benefit
Earlier in this chapter, we touched on the develop-
ment in a range of the most important social pro-
grammes in the three countries and presented the 
level of compensation in the event of various social 
incidents resulting in loss of the capacity to provide 
for oneself. When assessing social security in a giv-
en country, however, the level of state benefit will of-
ten attract the greatest interest. State benefit is the 
fundamental layer of social security that comes into 
effect if citizens who are unable to provide for them-
selves are not covered by other schemes.

In a study published in 2015, the ROCKWOOL 
Foundation Research Unit compared state benefit 
paid to different family types in countries including 
Denmark, the UK and Germany.36 Table 7.2 presents 
disposable income in 2010 in US dollars – corrected 

Table 7.1. Financing of social security, 1995 and 
2018, share of the total expenses, after tax, on social 
security, in percent
Denmark 1995 2018
Public sector 69.7 75.6
Employers 10.2 10.9
Citizens 13.8 7.7
Other 6.3 5.8
The UK 1995 2018
Public sector 49.8 48.9
Employers 25.8 27.6
Citizens 23.6 11.1
Other 0.9 12.4
Germany 1995 2018
Public sector 28.5 32.9
Employers 39.9 34.3
Citizens 28.9 31.3
Other 2.6 1.5

Note: “Other” covers dividends and interest, for example. Citizens covers 
“protected persons”, which refers to employees, pensioners, self-employed per-
sons, etc. The numbers do not add up to 100 on account of rounding off.
Source: Eurostat.

Table 7.2. Disposable income after housing expen-
ses for state benefit recipients, in US dollars, correc-
ted for purchasing power, 2012

Denmark The UK Germany
Single person 7,269 5,390 5,681

Single provider,
2 children (school age)

19,087 17,918 13,863

Couple, 2 children 
(school age)

24,485 20,988 18,420

Sources: Hansen and Schultz Nielsen (2015)

Table 7.3. Net coverage in relation to an industrial 
worker on receipt of state benefit, 2012, percent

Denmark The UK Germany
Single person 31 16 21

Single provider,
2 children (school age)

63 53 37

Couple, 2 children 
(school age)

51 32 31

Sources: Hansen and Schultz Nielsen (2015).
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Figure 7.8. Public budget balance, percent of GDP, 1995–2022

Note: The budget balance is the difference between the state’s income and expenditure. Values for 2021 and 2022 are forecasts prepared in spring 2021.
Source: The European Commission.

Figure 7.9. Public debt, percent of GDP, 1971–2022

Note: Values after 2019 are forecasts from spring 2020. Germany means West Germany up to 1990 and then from 1991, it refers to the reunified Germany. 
Values for 2021 and 2022 are forecasts prepared in spring 2021.
Source: The European Commission.
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for purchasing power and after payment of housing 
expenses. In this context, “disposable income” means 
income after tax.

As can be seen, the Danish welfare state pays the 
highest state benefit for all three family types. For sin-
gle-member families, Germany and the UK are on the 
same level, while families with children are better off 
in the UK than in Germany.

Another way to assess the level of state benefit is 
to compare this with the wages of an average indus-
trial worker, which is what is shown in Table 7.3. High 
levels of coverage mean good protection in the event 
of loss of income, but only a modest gain from find-
ing work once more. None of the levels of coverage 
calculated is particularly high, however. The table also 
reveals that the levels for all family types are highest 
in Denmark, and that single providers are better off in 
the UK than in Germany.

7.7. Public sector finances
With the expansion of the welfare state, the public sec-
tor assumed – to a greater or lesser extent – compre-
hensive obligations towards its citizens. At the same 
time, many politicians and most economists were 
convinced until well into the 1970s that the state could 
control the economic market conditions through its fi-
nancial policy. In good times with low unemployment, 
the state received more than it paid out. This “damper 
on demand” ensured – in theory, in any event – that 
the economy would not overheat with pay rises in ex-
cess of growth in productivity and inflation. In con-
trast, the state would have to pump out funds in times 
of high unemployment in order to boost demand and 
limit unemployment. In practice, this resulted in the 
three countries, faced with high unemployment in the 
1970s, having to deal with major problems in the field 
of financial governance and finding it harder and hard-
er to regulate the economy in this way.

Under Thatcher, the UK became the first of the 
three welfare states to turn its back on this model of 
controlling market conditions in favour of a policy of 
cuts to the public sector budgets during a period of 
poor market conditions in the early 1980s. At the same 
time, the Conservative government sought to reduce 

the historically high inflation by applying a monetar-
ist financial policy that primarily found expression in 
higher interest rates. The combination of poor market 
conditions internationally, public sector cuts and a high 
level of interest resulted in spiralling unemployment.

Figure 7.8 illustrates how the continued crisis 
management in periods caused pronounced budget 
deficits in all three countries. The Figure thus presents 
the surplus/deficit in the public sector finances in per-
cent of GDP – the budget balance – in the period from 
1995 to 2022. Around the turn of the millennium, and 
following several rounds of belt-tightening and labour 
market reforms, Denmark and the UK succeeded in 
balancing their public budgets, while Germany was 
starting to get back on its feet following the reunifica-
tion. Up until the financial crisis, Denmark recorded 
relatively large surpluses on its public budget, and this 
trend continued – after a few years of deficit – until 
the arrival of the pandemic in 2020, when activities 
linked to employment generated a deficit which was, 
however, clearly lower than in the other two countries.

In the UK, the budget declined steadily up to the 
financial crisis, and then the cocktail of Brexit and the 
Coronavirus pandemic led to a dramatic deficit. Please 
note, however, that the numbers for the last years in the 
period for all three countries are based on forecasts 
from the European Commission.

In Germany, the public sector finances levelled out 
after implementation of the labour market and pension 
reforms that came fully into effect as from 2005. The 
financial crisis led to a visible deficit here, too, however, 
although the fluctuation was less than in Denmark and 
the UK, while the pandemic produced another deficit 
whose size was between those in Denmark and the UK.

Figure 7.9 documents how public debt in Denmark 
was significantly reduced since 1995. The economic 
handling of the pandemic in 2020 and 2021 did not 
result in an increase in public debt either.

In the UK, public debt increased substantially in 
connection with the financial crisis, after which it stag-
nated from 2011 until 2019. The combined effect of 
Brexit and the pandemic then caused debt to spike. In 
Germany, the financial crisis also caused an increase 
in public debt, after which it dropped by 20 percent-
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age points in the period up to 2019, largely helped by 
the Agenda 2010 reforms. 

7.8. Summary
All three countries implemented massive expansion of 
the welfare state from around 1960 until 1980. There 
are, however, major, historically defined differences 
in the precise form this development took.

In Denmark, the universal aspect was accorded top 
priority in the Scandinavian model, with the emphasis 
on relatively high payments for all citizens in the event 
that they should lose their primary source of income, 
along with major public sector involvement in the de-
livery of welfare services. In the British model, greater 
priority was given to clear elements of private insurance 
schemes combined with a minor element of income 
redistribution via state activities. The German model 
saw much of its content being built up in relation to 
the workplace and an active working life for citizens.

It is interesting to note, though, that a reform pro-
cess commenced in around 1980 and thereafter in all 
three countries. This reform process was considered 
necessary in all three countries if the welfare state was 
to remain economically viable, although it was deferred 
for a few years in Germany in relation to the two other 
countries on account of the special development as-
sociated with the reunification. Even after the reform 
process, there remain noticeable differences between 
the three countries, with public sector involvement 
clearly strongest in Denmark.

Notes
1 Korpi (2002).
2 Korpi (2002). The pension rates stated here and in the following 

sections have been calculated as an average of one single peo-
ple and one married couple (Korpi (2002), p. 40). These are net 
compensation levels, and extra payments such as income-de-
fined housing benefit are not included. See Korpi (2022) for a 
more detailed presentation of the calculation method.

3 For a review of the debate about this reform of unemployment 
legislation, see Jensen (2008).

4 Andersen (2015).
5 Andersen (2015).
6 Lindert (2007).
7 With the exception of the other Scandinavian countries, cf. 

Brochmann et al. (2020).
8 Sejersted (2005).
9 Hvidtfeldt et al. (2010).
10 Lindert (2007).
11 Lindert (2007).
12 Jensen (2004).
13 Korpi (2002).
14 Korpi (2002).
15 Quoted here from Morgan (1990).
16 Glennerster (2020).
17 Pugh (2018).
18 Korpi (2002). See Korpi (2002) for a more detailed presentation 

of the calculation method - including the effects of change in 
taxation of the benefits.

19 Korpi (2020).
20 Glennerster (2020).
21 Glennerster (2020).
22 Glennerster (2020).
23 Glennerster (2020).
24 We were unable to find a corresponding figure for Germany.
25 Baldwin (1990).
26  Baldwin (1990).
27 Korpi (2002), who emphasises that any pensions paid to non-work-

ing women are not included in the calculation of the degree 
of compensation in old age pensions in Germany. The levels 
mentioned are therefore slightly below the actual degrees of 
compensation.

28 Korpi (2002).
29 Korpi (2002).
30 Korpi (2000).
31 Korpi (2002).
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34 Lammers (2006).
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A distinguishing feature of all three welfare states is that they place a broad 
range of services at the disposal of citizens in the areas of, for example, 
education and healthcare. These services are provided free of charge or 
at a price that is far below the cost of producing them. The three states 
are therefore all dependent on receiving substantial tax revenue. In recent 
decades, globalisation has increased the international mobility of both talent 
and jobs, and this greater mobility has challenged the opportunities of the 
welfare states to obtain high tax income. In this chapter, we will be looking 
at how the three welfare states have attempted to balance the dilemmas 
inherent in their tax policies.

North-West Europe
8. Taxes in
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Taxes and duties are defined as mandatory payments 
from private individuals to the public sector that are not 
directly reciprocated by a corresponding service. Both 
transfer incomes and the free services provided by the 
welfare state are financed through taxes and duties.

This chapter compares and contrasts the compo-
sition and scope of the different types of taxes and 
duties in the three countries. The comparison is based 
on the use of a few, key measurements for tax level, 
tax composition and tax on the last krone, pound or 
euro earned, i.e. marginal tax.

Significant reservations should, however, be applied 
to these comparisons, given that it is much harder to 
compare taxes and duties across different countries 
than it is to compare many other conditions. The rea-
son for this is that tax systems are highly complex, 
comprising various types of taxes and duties, different 
rates, different deduction options and different levels 
of joint taxation between spouses, combined with dif-
ferent deductions for child maintenance. In addition, 
the different parts of tax systems influence one anoth-
er in a way that makes it complicated to compare tax 
rates and individual sections of the various systems.

Another problem with attempting to compare across 
national borders is that countries compile their taxes 
and duties in different ways. In all three countries, tax 
on wages and salaries paid – i.e. income tax – consti-
tutes the largest share of the tax revenue received, and 
this is particularly true in Denmark. All three countries 
likewise apply some form of property tax, but proper-
ty taxes are much higher in the UK than in the other 
two countries.

It is much harder to 
compare taxes and 
duties across different 
countries than it is to 
compare many other 
conditions.

It is also well known that some countries make much 
greater use than others of systems whereby employers 
and wage earners are obliged to pay social security 
contributions. In Denmark, for example, such contribu-
tions are hardly used at all, while they are widespread 
in Germany. These social security contributions can 
be considered taxes if there is no reciprocal service 
directly linked to the contribution.

Another issue is that transfer incomes are tax-free 
in some countries, while they are taxable in others. In 
Denmark, for instance, where most transfer incomes 
are taxable, there will be a tendency for the system to 
generate a higher tax burden than in countries where 
transfer incomes are tax-free. One benefit of convert-
ing transfer incomes from net to gross amounts is 
that it becomes more straightforward to determine 
the actual size of the transfer incomes in relation to 
earned income.

A third issue is that in countries with high con-
sumption taxes, the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
will be higher as a result of these duties, given that 
the GDP is measured inclusive of these consumption 
taxes. High consumption taxes will therefore tend to 
make the measured tax burden appear lower in rela-
tion to countries where consumption duties account 
for a lower share.

A fourth problem is that there may be special taxes 
or duties that are not paid by all citizens, with different 
tax burdens thus being applied to different groups. 
This applies, for example, to church taxes, which are 
particularly high in Germany, but which are only paid 
by self-declared Protestants, Catholics and Jews. In 
Denmark, church taxes are only paid by people who 
are members of the Evangelical-Lutheran Church in 
Denmark (Folkekirken). In a similar fashion, Scottish 
tax rates in the income tax system are slightly different 
to those applied elsewhere in the UK.

Finally, a fifth difficulty is that taxes and duties in 
a given year constitute a “snapshot” which may con-
ceal the fact that in a given country they are too low (or 
too high) to finance the public sector expenses in the 
future, and that it will be necessary subsequently to 
increase (or decrease) taxes and duties in that country.

All these challenges notwithstanding, we will use 
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this chapter to attempt a comparison of various parts 
of the systems of taxes and duties in effect in the three 
countries. In order to achieve a high level of compa-
rability and to make use of figures and comparisons 
that are widely recognised, we will exclusively use 
data from the OECD.

8.1. Development in the tax burden: Den-
mark one of the world leaders
The welfare state was strongly expanded as from the 
1960s. The phenomenon commonly referred to as the 
tax burden developed likewise on a steadily rising curve. 
The tax burden describes how large a part of GDP is 
made up of taxes and duties, i.e. how large a propor-
tion of society’s value generation they account for.

With the reservations that apply in relation to com-
paring tax burdens between countries, the develop-
ment in the tax burden is illustrated in Figure 8.1. In 
the UK, taxes in the mid-1960s accounted for around 
30 percent of GDP. Taxes then rose steadily over the 
course of the 1970s, reaching a level of around 35 
percent by the early 1980s. In Denmark, the tax bur-
den was likewise around 30 percent in the middle of 
the 1960s, but it then rose extremely sharply over the 
following decades. By the latter half of the 1980s, the 
Danish tax burden was approaching 50 percent. In 
Germany, the tax burden was approximately 32 per-
cent in the mid-1960s, rising to around 36 percent in 
the 1980s. In contrast to the other two countries, the 
tax burden in Germany has risen progressively over 
the past decade.

At the end of the period, the tax burden is still high-
est in Denmark. More than 45 percent of the value 
generated is collected by the public sector. As such, 
with regard to the Western World, the tax burden in 
Denmark is exceeded only by that in effect in France. It 
is also clear that in the comparison between the three 
countries, the initial tendency has been for them to be-
come increasingly different with regard to the level of 
tax burden, and this difference has remained relatively 
constant since the start of the 1980s. Around the end 
of the period, however, the tax burden in Germany is 
showing a tendency to move away from that in the UK 
and towards that in Denmark.

8.2. Composition of taxes
With such a high tax burden as is the case in all three 
countries – and particularly in Denmark – there has 
been much discussion in recent years about how large 
a negative impact taxes have on the populations’ sup-
ply of labour. In this discussion, it is common to differ-
entiate between how taxation affects the number of 
hours a person is willing to work, and how it affects 
the issue of whether people are willing to enter the 
labour market in the first place.

With regard to whether or not an individual choos-
es to enter the labour market, this decision is largely 
dependent on the level of average taxation on low 
wage incomes, viewed in context with the conditions 
for obtaining transfer incomes, pensions and the like. 
As regards how many hours the individual is willing to 
work, the decisive factor is the tax on the last krone, 
pound or euro earned.

Denmark still has the 
highest tax burden.

However, taxation is not only of relevance for the 
total amount of hours worked, as it can also affect the 
quality of the work supplied. The incentive to take an 
education, and thus to raise the skills of the workforce, 
can thus also be affected by taxation, as high taxation 
means that a large share of the extra income that can 
be earned through completing a course of education 
will accrue to the public sector. In other words, the 
supply of work and the quality of same may fall as a 
result of a high level of taxes. 

Economic theory states that it is the total tax wedge 
– i.e. the sum of income tax, social security contribu-
tions and indirect taxes – that is crucial to the distort-
ing effect of taxes on economic decisions. That said, 
the composition of taxes may be of significance to 
how large a share of taxation is imposed on different 
groups in society, and thus also to the distorting effect 
of taxation, in that income taxes are applied to different 
types of income with different levels of taxation. Tax on 
earned income therefore has a direct influence on the 
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Figure 8.1. Tax burden, 1965–2019

Figure 8.2. Share of income taxes in total taxes, 1965–2019

Note: “Income tax” refers to taxation of all sources of income, profits and capital gains from both individuals and companies. To these are added the 
obligatory social security contributions, which account for a relatively large share of German and British taxation, see Figure 8.3. Data break for Ger-
many in 1991, when West and East Germany were reunited. Figures are not available for 2019 for several OECD countries, so the series stops the 
year before. The figures for 2019 are estimated.
Sources: OECD.

Note: Data break for Germany in 1991 on the reunification of West and East Germany. The figures for 2019 are estimated.
Source: OECD.
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decision of the individual regarding how much he/she 
wishes to work, and tax on capital return influences 
how much companies are prepared to invest, as well 
as in which country they choose to do so.

Figure 8.2 shows the development of the share of 
income tax in the countries’ total taxes. Developments 
in the OECD average have been added as a basis for 
comparison. It is clear to see that since 1980, the share 
of income taxes has risen in Denmark, while the pro-
portion has remained more constant in the two other 
countries. The share of income taxes was more-or-less 
the same in Denmark and the UK in 1980, while the Dan-
ish share has since moved closer to the German level.

The distribution of tax revenues in 2019 is presented 
in more detail in Figure 8.3. It is clear that the UK uses 
income taxes to a much lower extent than the other 
two countries, but places greater emphasis on prop-
erty taxes. Denmark and Germany use income taxes 
(including social security contributions) to a slightly 
greater extent than the average of the OECD countries.

8.3. Tax on the last earned krone,  
pound or euro earned
In most tax systems, tax on the last earned krone, 
pound or euro earned increases in step with income, 
out of consideration for the redistribution of consump-
tion opportunities. Figure 8.4 illustrates this “marginal 
tax” for different income bands in the three countries 
in 2019, as well as the average for the OECD countries.

The three income bands are: a relatively low income 
corresponding to 67 percent of the average income, a 
middle income corresponding to the average income, 
and a high income corresponding to 167 percent of 
the average income. As the three different countries 
use social security contributions paid by companies to 
different degrees, marginal tax is defined as the mar-
ginal “tax wedge”. In this context, the tax wedge is the 
difference between the sum paid by the employer and 
the sum that the employee receives, in percent of the 
sum paid by the employer. For example, a tax wedge 
of 50 percent means that the employee only receives 
half of what the company pays – with the other half 
going to the public sector.

It is clear to see that the marginal taxes are higher 

in Germany than in the other two countries as regards 
the low and middle-income bands. In contrast, Den-
mark has the highest marginal tax for the high income 
earners. The marginal taxes in Denmark and the UK 
are largely identical, with the exception of the high 
income band. High marginal taxes on high incomes 
help ensure that those who can best afford it make 
the biggest contribution to the community – not just 
in the sums they pay, but also as a proportion of their 
income. On the other hand, high marginal taxes also 
have a relatively strong distorting effect on the devel-
opment of prosperity, as they can prove crucial in de-
fining how many hours the individual is willing to work.

The marginal taxes 
are higher in Germany 
than in the other two 
countries for the low 
and middle-income 
bands.

The major focus on the negative impact caused 
by high marginal taxes on incentive has, particularly 
in Denmark, led to a series of tax reforms intended to 
reduce the tax paid on the last earned krone, pound or 
euro earned. Figures 8.5 and 8.6 present the develop-
ment in the marginal taxes in the three countries since 
the turn of the millennium. The values clearly show a 
tendency for decreasing marginal taxes in Denmark 
and Germany, while the levels have remained more 
stable in the UK. Generally speaking, this means that 
the marginal taxes in the three countries have become 
increasingly similar.

Whereas the size of the marginal taxes largely de-
fines how many hours the individual chooses to work, 
average taxes are more directly related to the issue 
of whether it is worth finding a job in the first place.

Average taxes and marginal taxes are, naturally, 
closely related, in that high and rising marginal taxes 
will generally lead to people with the highest incomes 
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paying the highest average taxes. Opportunities for 
deductions and other conditions in the tax system do 
mean that the relationship is far from unambiguous, 
however. Figure 8.7 presents the average taxes for the 
three countries, as well as the OECD average, measured 
as the average tax wedge for different income bands. 
Germany is highest and the UK is lowest at all three 
levels of income. Denmark is positioned between the 
two other countries, around the level that applies for 
the average in the OECD countries.

8.4. Other taxes and duties
Taxation of personal income is far and away the most 
important source of tax revenues, but there are also 
a number of types of tax that are imposed on compa-
nies. One type of corporate tax that often attracts sig-
nificant focus is company tax. What is special about 
company tax is that it is source-based, which means 
that, in principle, all companies operating in a country 
are taxed, irrespective of whether or not these com-
panies are owned by persons resident in that coun-
try. As a result, decisions regarding where to locate 
companies can be sensitive to the size of the company 
tax payable, given that companies can be relocated to 
countries where taxation is lower without the owners 
having to move with them. This translates into direct 
competition between countries to lower their com-
pany taxes in a bid to attract corporations from other 
countries. Figure 8.8 shows the development in com-
pany tax rates in the three countries, as well as the av-
erages for OECD countries and EU Member States.

All three countries have shown a tendency for 
falling company taxes, in the same way as taxes have 
generally been decreasing in most countries. The fig-
ure presents the development in the EU average, but 
corresponding development can also be traced in the 
OECD average. Among the three countries we are fo-
cusing on, Germany has recorded the biggest drop, 
whereas Denmark is the country where the decreasing 
tendency is least pronounced. It is also noteworthy that 
the German level begins at a much higher level than 
those of the other countries. Viewed over the entire 
period analysed, it is clear that the level of company 
tax has become largely more uniform.

All three countries have 
shown a tendency for 
decreasing company 
taxes.

The company tax rate itself is only one element in 
the assessment of the importance of company tax. 
How the companies’ profits are calculated in rela-
tion to taxation (i.e. the tax base), and the companies’ 
reaction to the company taxes will inevitably have a 
defining effect on the tax revenue actually obtained.

Figure 8.9 presents the development in revenue 
from company taxation as a percentage of GDP. It is 
clear that despite the decrease that has taken place in 
company tax rates, the same tendency has not been 
seen in the revenue obtained. As regards Denmark, 
the situation is actually the reverse: company taxation 
has actually generated more tax revenue during the 
period examined.

In contrast to company taxes, the distinguishing 
feature of property taxes is that they are imposed on 
something extremely stationary. Once a property has 
been built, it cannot simply be relocated in response 
to high property taxes. Economists therefore often 
highlight property taxes as a relatively attractive form 
of taxation if the desire is to avoid the distortion costs 
associated with income taxation and company taxes.

The three countries use property taxes to obtain 
tax revenue to highly different degrees. The UK is the 
country in the OECD where revenue from property 
taxes is highest in relation to GDP, while Germany is 
at the bottom of that list. Figure 8.10 traces develop-
ment since 1965 in the revenue from property taxes 
in the three countries, as well as the OECD average. 
It is noteworthy – but in line with the attractiveness 
of taxing something immobile in a globalised world – 
that the property tax share of GDP is rising slightly in 
all three countries. The eye-catching drop that occurs 
in the UK around 1990 is attributable to the country’s 
remodelling of its system for taxing housing.
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Figure 8.3. Distribution of tax revenues, 2019

Note: 2018 for OECD. The figures for the three countries are estimated.
Source: OECD.

Figure 8.4. Marginal tax wedges for different income bands, 2019

Note: This graph is based on the OECD definition of the marginal tax wedge for single adults without children.
Source: OECD
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Figure 8.5. Marginal tax wedges in different income bands 
At 67% of the average national income, 2000–2019

Note: This graph is based on the OECD definition of the marginal tax wedge for single adults without children.
Source: OECD.

Note: This graph is based on the OECD definition of the marginal tax wedge for single adults without children.
Source: OECD.

Figure 8.6. Marginal tax wedges in different income bands 
At 167% of the average national income, 2000–2019
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Figure 8.7. Average tax wedges for different income bands, 2019 

Note: This graph is based on the OECD definition of the marginal tax wedge for single adults without children.
Source: OECD

Figure 8.8. Company taxes, 1995–2020 

Source: The EU Commission.
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Figure 8.9. Company tax revenue as a percentage of GDP, 1965–2019

Note: Germany = West Germany before 1991; data break on reunification. Figures are not available for 2019 for 
several OECD countries, so the series stops the year before. The figures for 2019 are estimated.
Source: OECD.

Figure 8.10. Property tax revenue as a percentage of GDP, 1965–2019

Note: Germany = West Germany before 1991; data break on reunification. Figures are not available for 2019 for several OECD countries, so the series 
stops the year before. The figures for 2019 are estimated. The rise of the OECD average in 2016 and subsequent fall are attributable to Iceland, where 
property tax payments increased by 1100% in relation to the previous year as a result of extraordinary stability payments from banks in liquidation.
Source: OECD.
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Figure 8.11. Consumption duties as a percentage of GDP, 1965–2019

Note: Germany = West Germany before 1991; data break on reunification. Figures are not available for 2019 for several OECD countries, so the 
series stops the year before. The figures for 2019 are estimated.
Source: OECD.
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The UK is the country 
in the OECD where 
revenue from property 
taxes is highest in 
relation to GDP. 
Germany is at the 
bottom of that list.

The last aspect of the system of taxes and duties 
we are looking at in brief here, comprises duties on 
goods and services. These duties include VAT, for ex-
ample, as well as duties on special goods and services.

In addition to differences in the rate of VAT, there 
are many other differences in the taxation of goods and 
services. Figure 8.11 traces developments in the level 
of the total consumption duties in relation to GDP. In 
this area, Denmark stands out clearly from the other 
countries in that the level of Danish consumption du-
ties rose sharply in the 1960s and 1970s. After 1980, 
the levels have remained largely constant in the three 
countries, as well as in the OECD as a whole, although 
Denmark still stands out with a remarkably high level.

8.5. How much tax is avoided in   
the three countries?
The official level of tax is one thing. Quite another is 
how much of the tax authorities’ collection of tax is 
avoided in the form of individuals and business cheat-
ing on their taxes. One measurement of this is the “tax 
gap”, which refers to how much should have been 
taxed, but wasn’t, in relation to GDP.

A study of all EU28 Member States identifies a tax 
gap in Denmark of 3.4 percent of GDP as an average 
for the years 2011–2014. The tax gap for Germany is 
calculated at 6.3 percent of GDP, while the gap for 
the UK is as low as 3.3 percent. The levels in all three 
countries are clearly below the EU average of 10.7 
percent of GDP.

Detailed analyses of Denmark have shown that 
the tax gap has narrowed progressively ever since the 

introduction of income tax in 1903, and that a level of 
around 3 percent must surely be considered modest. 

The background is the information obligation for those 
bodies that pay money to citizens and wide-ranging 
digital registration.

8.6. Summary
From the early 1960s to the middle of the 1980s, 
Denmark has witnessed a sharp rise in the tax bur-
den, which is not mirrored to nearly the same extent 
in Germany and the UK. Conversely, the tax burden 
has remained relatively constant in Denmark since 
the mid-1980s, whereas the past decade has seen a 
steady rise in the tax burden in Germany.

In Denmark and Germany, the marginal taxes on 
work income are higher than in the UK, although this 
difference has evened out over time. Another area in 
which taxation has become more uniform is in relation 
to corporate taxes, where company tax rates have fallen 
in all three countries, particularly in Germany which, it 
should be noted, started with much higher rates than 
the other two countries.

One likely reason for the falling company tax rates 
is the growing mobility of capital in a more globalised 
world. In practice, this means that if company own-
ers become too dissatisfied with the taxation in one 
country, it is now much easier for them to relocate 
operations to another country.

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   196116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   196 27/05/2022   20.4727/05/2022   20.47



197

TAXES IN NORTH-WEST EUROPE

How tax is defined
A common feature of all taxes imposed in modern 
democratic societies is that they are determined by 
politicians. We can also phrase it as follows: taxes 
are payments that the community imposes on the 
individual citizen, without initially providing him/her 
with a reciprocal service.

More technically defined, taxes can be described 
as obligatory payments levied for the public sector, 
without this sector providing any directly correspond-
ing service in return. The concept of taxation also 
extends to obligatory contributions to social security 
schemes, duties and fines. The different taxes and 
duties all end up in the common coffers, which are 
then used to pay for the tasks that politicians allocate 
to the public sector on behalf of society as a whole.

Taxes and duties can be used for the purpose of 
regulating behaviour – for example, environmental 
duties intended to limit the consumption of a variety 
of environmentally hazardous substances – but they 
also have the effect of limiting the supply of work. 
Politicians have therefore long struggled with the 
issue of the extent to which they can raise taxes.

From a global perspective, taxes in Denmark in 
particular are at the highest end of the scale and, as 
mentioned previously, almost all wage and salary in-
come is taxed by the tax authorities. One way to avoid 
taxes is thus through undeclared work, whereby a 
craftsman and a customer “split the winnings”, so 
to speak, by omitting to inform the tax authorities of 
the work relationship.

In 2018, the ROCKWOOL Foundation Research 
Unit published an overview of the level in a number 
of European countries, including Denmark, the UK 
and Germany. The comparison was based on inter-
view surveys carried out in the three countries, using 
the same definition of undeclared work and more-
or-less the same questions and an identical method.

In Denmark in 2017, there were around 20 per-
cent of citizens who performed undeclared work, at 
a weekly average of almost 4½ hours of such work. 
This average was, however, affected by a relatively 
small number of observations with extremely high 
values. If these are removed from the calculations, 
the average was around 2½ hours of undeclared 
work per week, which is in line with the findings from 
previous studies from the years up to 2017. As the 
participation frequency back in 2008 was around 25 
percent, there is evidence to suggest that the level 
of undeclared work in Denmark is (slightly) decreas-
ing. Nevertheless, Denmark is at the top of the list 
compared to the UK and Germany when it comes 
to the extent of undeclared work.

In the UK, there are fewer activities that are clas-
sified as “undeclared work”. This may explain why 
participation in such work is lower – much lower – 
than in Denmark. A survey conducted by the Eng-
lish tax authorities in 2015 revealed that 4 percent 
of the population had performed work in the hidden 
economy within the past 12 months.

Comparable data for Germany are available up 
until the noughties. These surveys reveal a participa-
tion rate of between 6–14 percent, with most results 
in the region of 10 percent. A pattern is apparent in 
all surveys, whereby men are approximately twice as 
active as women in this area, measured by partici-
pation rate. Part of the explanation of this difference 
is that men work to a greater extent in professions 
where undeclared work is widespread: as skilled 
craftsmen, for example.
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A high and rising level of education has been one of the factors crucial 
to the success of the North-West European welfare states in generating 
prosperity. Moreover, levelling up the population’s qualifications helps 
to even out inequalities. One important question, however, is whether 
the three countries have reached a saturation point in relation to 
boosting prosperity through this approach. If this is the case, continued 
material progress would have to be generated through other means. 
This chapter presents a status report on the level of education, the 
division between privately and publicly run study programmes, and 
whether there are any signs that the level of education has stagnated.

education
level of

9. A high and rising
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Since the 1960s, various approaches to education in 
the three countries have helped elevate the general 
level of education of their populations. The composi-
tion of education skills has changed over time, in step 
with developments in society.

9.1. Expenditure on education
The development of an ever-more qualified popula-
tion is built on massive public investments in educa-
tion. This is a distinguishing feature of Western wel-
fare states, where education is predominantly a pub-
lic or publicly funded operation.1

Education is also the public investment that gener-
ates the securest and most predictable economic yield. 
High investments in education are a precondition for 
positioning the Western countries among the richest 
in the world.2 Education increases the productivity of 
the workforce, so an increased level of education is 
one of the means used to compensate for changing 
demographics with a relatively larger share of elderly 
people in the population.

Education is the 
public investment that 
generates the securest 
and most predictable 
economic yield.

German pupils are streamed in lower secondary 
school, where their academic results determine wheth-
er they are to continue on to upper secondary school, 
or to one of the more technically oriented branches of 
the German school system. The German school system 
is said to be the one that keeps most pupils in their 
social strata, because at such an early age there are 
multiple social elements that can influence pupils’ per-
formance in schools – their parents’ social resources, 
for example. This must be said to be in stark contrast 
to Danish primary and lower secondary schools, which 
are specifically governed by the idea that everyone is 
to be given a chance, and where efforts are made to 

compensate for elements of social heritage.
All three countries expanded the public education 

budget during the formative years of the welfare state. 
Figure 9.1 shows the subsequent development from 
the middle of the 1990s to the present day in fixed 
2015 dollars, i.e. the information in the figure has been 
cleared of the effects of inflation. The data have also 
been corrected for purchasing power so as to make 
possible a direct comparison between the weight of 
public expenses per citizen.

Throughout the period, Denmark shows the high-
est public expenditure on education, which rises from 
2,500 2015 dollars to almost 3,500 dollars per citizen. 
The UK recorded high rates of increase under New 
Labour, which allocated high priority to education in 
its election campaign as one of the means to attract 
middle class voters.3 In the wake of the financial cri-
sis, British investments in education declined steadily, 
ending up at around 2,100 dollars per citizen in 2019, 
which is almost identical to the level in Germany and 
to the OECD average. Germany presents an unbroken 
increase, although – like the UK – from a level notice-
ably lower than the Danish level.

Figure 9.2 presents public spending on education 
as a share of GDP in the period 1995–2019. It seems 
that in all three countries, spending in the final year of 
the period largely matches the share of GDP in 1995. 
Once more, the curve highlights the increase in British 
investments relative to GDP under New Labour, falling 
again after the financial crisis.

Germany in particular has maintained a stable lev-
el of spending on education relative to GDP, and the 
curve for Germany is almost entirely flat. Here, too, 
Denmark records the highest level, with significantly 
higher spending in relation to Germany, which is actually 
below the EU average relative to GDP. In interpreting 
these figures, it is relevant to remember that GDP has 
risen strongly in all three countries, which means that 
the absolute investments in education have actually 
been rising appreciably.

In regard to the rising investments depicted in Fig-
ures 9.1 and 9.2, the question is whether well-func-
tioning and ambitious welfare societies in North-West 
Europe are actually approaching a saturation point in 

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   200116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   200 27/05/2022   20.4827/05/2022   20.48



201

A HIGH AND RISING LEVEL OF EDUCATION

0

500

1,000

1,500

2,000

2,500

3,000

3,500

4,000

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

Denmark United Kingdom Germany EU-28

0%

1%

2%

3%

4%

5%

6%

7%

8%

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

Denmark United Kingdom Germany EU-28

Figure 9.1. Public spending on education per citizen, purchasing-power corrected 2015 dollars, 1995–2019

Sources: OECD, Eurostat.

Figure 9.2. Public spending on education in percentage of GDP, 1995–2019

Source: Eurostat.
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their spending of resources on education.
Probably not. A study by the ROCKWOOL Foun-

dation Research Unit from 2018 reveals, for example, 
significant socio-economic benefits in Denmark from 
additional investments in education.4

At the same time, education is also the area that 
features some of the biggest market imperfections. 
By this, we mean that if funding for education were to 
be based solely on a market principle, a variety of un-
certainties concerning the return on education would 
limit the optimal level of education in the population. 
Many people would refrain from taking an education on 
account of uncertainty concerning the final return on 
such a large investment, while increased social barriers 
would rob large numbers of competent young people 
of the opportunity to embark on a course of education.5

Another study carried out by the ROCKWOOL Foun-
dation Research Unit in 2019 reveals that technolog-
ical development is contributing – with undiminished 
strength – to boosting demand for highly skilled labour.6 
Finally, a broad general rise in the level of education has 
helped reduce social inequalities in the population.7

Technological 
development is 
boosting demand for 
highly skilled labour.
9.2. The share of pupils in private schools

Since the turn of the last century, the primary and low-
er secondary school sector in Denmark has been the 
object of intense attention from politicians, and has 
been reformed and modernised on an ongoing basis.8 

Nevertheless, Denmark has a disproportionately high 
share of children of school age in private schools, as 
demonstrated in Figure 9.3, which presents the de-
velopment from 2007 through 2019. This should be 
seen in the context of the tradition of pupils attend-
ing an independent residential school (efterskole) in 
year 9, as well as a firmly established historical tradi-
tion for charter schools (friskoler).

The share in Germany is around half the Danish lev-
el, while the share in England is lower still, approach-
ing a level where only one English pupil in 20 attends 
a private school. The figures cover England only, and 
the data in the figure for the three countries are still 
not completely comparable, however, and completely 
comparable data would probably raise the English level. 

There are substantial difficulties associated with 
comparing the cost of sending a child to private school 
in the three countries. We have nevertheless attempted 
to do so in Figure 9.4, which presents the situation in 
2015. The calculation does not include pupils at board-
ing schools and independent residential schools, as it 
is focused on private alternatives to what corresponds 
to primary and lower secondary school in Denmark.

The figure demonstrates that it is much more ex-
pensive to send a child to private school in the UK. The 
high cost of private schooling in the UK simultaneous-
ly indicates that a two-tier education still exists in the 
country, comprising, on the one hand, public sector 
schools that are open to everyone and, on the other, 
elite private schools to which access is limited to the 
highest social strata. The ambition of having children 
from different social strata meeting in a common basic 
schooling system is thus not an ambition shared in a 
private school system with monetary access require-
ments like the British one.

9.3. More people educated to a level hig-
her than lower secondary school
The growth in education since the 1970s is illustrat-
ed in Figure 9.5, which presents the share of differ-
ent age groups in 2019 who have lower secondary 
school as their highest level of education. Observing 
the level for the different age groups up to and includ-
ing 55–64-year-olds provides a clear picture of the 
development from around 1970 to the present day.

In Denmark in 2019, barely 18 percent of 25–34-year-
olds have no more than a lower secondary education 
to their name, compared to almost 25 percent in the 
oldest age group. In the UK, the difference in time is 
more pronounced, with the country having caught up 
with Denmark and Germany education-wise. In the 
youngest age group, only 15 percent have only a lower 

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   202116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   202 27/05/2022   20.4827/05/2022   20.48



203

A HIGH AND RISING LEVEL OF EDUCATION

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%
20

07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

Denmark Germany England

Figure 9.3. Share of pupils of school age who attend private schools, 
Denmark, Germany and England, 2007–19

Note: For Denmark, “Private schools” encompasses charter schools, private schools and independent residential schools through year 9. For Germany, 
“Private schools” encompasses schools that are private (definition varies by region) and which can function as a replacement for a public school in relation 
to the teaching obligation. This continues up to a level corresponding to what is termed “upper secondary school” in Denmark. The same period limitation 
applies for England as for Germany but, in contrast to Denmark and Germany, the figures for England refer only to schools that are exclusively privately 
financed. This explains why the values for England are lower than might have been expected. Sources: Statistics Denmark, ONS, Destatis.

Figure 9.4. Price for day pupils to attend private school in Denmark, Germany and the UK, 2015, 
in Danish kroner

Note: The value for Germany refers to 2016. The different values are not completely comparable because the figure includes different types of school 
– which is actually precisely the point in relation to Figure 9.3. The lower share depicted in 9.3 can be explained in part by the substantially different defini-
tions of “private school”. By way of comparison, we can state that the cost of having a day pupil at one of the leading boarding schools in Denmark – Her-
lufsholm Skole og Kostskole – is around DKK 60,000 per year. 
Sources: The Danish Ministry of Children and Education, Independent School Council, Destatis, Poundsterlinglive.com, ECB.

0

20,000

40,000

60,000

80,000

100,000

120,000

140,000

Denmark United Kingdom Germany

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   203116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   203 27/05/2022   20.4827/05/2022   20.48



Willy Lund/Ritzau/Scanpix

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   204116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   204 27/05/2022   20.4827/05/2022   20.48



116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   205116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   205 27/05/2022   20.4827/05/2022   20.48



206

WELFARE STATE AND POPULATION IN DENMARK, GERMANY AND THE UK

secondary level education, compared to 27 percent in 
the oldest age group.

Only Germany reveals the same share in the differ-
ent age groups, with between 13 and 14 percent in all 
the age groups having completed no more than a lower 
secondary school education. This consistency – at a 
low level – between the different age groups clearly 
reflects the emphasis the German education placed 
at an early stage on vocational study programmes for 
extremely large groups in the population. The focus in 
the system has been on subsequent employment in 
the German industrial sector. This topic is examined 
in more depth in the sections below.

Among Germans aged 
55–64, almost 60 
percent have completed 
a vocational study 
programme

9.4. Development in the share   
with a qualifying education
Figures 9.6–9.8 show the shares of the different age 
groups in 2019 that have a qualifying education, in 
the form of either an academic education or a voca-
tional qualification.

The biggest differences between the three coun-
tries can be seen in the +45 age groups, where the high 
shares in Germany are attributable to the large propor-
tions with vocational qualifications. Among Germans 
aged 55–64, almost 60 percent have completed a vo-
cational study programme. Adding in those who have 
completed a course of higher education, this produces 
a share of 80 – or a little more than 80 – percent with 
a qualifying education for all age groups in Germany. 
Even among the youngest age group, more than 45 
percent have completed vocational training targeted 
at employment in the industrial sector. The share of 
the population having completed a course of higher 

education has, however, increased in step with the 
altered qualification requirements, such that almost 
35 percent of the youngest age group in Germany has 
taken a course of higher education.

In Denmark, the oldest age group with a qualifying 
education is clearly below the level of the oldest age 
group in Germany, which can largely be explained by 
the smaller share of Danes with a vocational qualifi-
cation. The share of people with a vocational qualifi-
cation in Denmark also falls from 40 percent among 
55–64-year-olds to just 25 percent in the youngest age 
group. This naturally adds fuel to the ongoing debate 
about the lack of skilled labour in the coming years.9

The share of 55–64-year-old Britons with a qualify-
ing education is the lowest. However, figures for the 
UK do indicate that in the field of qualifying courses of 
education, the country is gradually closing the gap that 
applied to the oldest age groups relative to Denmark 
and Germany. The emphasis in the UK is on courses of 
higher education. In the 1960s, there was an ongoing 
and lively debate in the UK centred around criticism of 
an unbalanced composition of the education sector, 
with too little weight being accorded to the importance 
of vocational courses to a thriving industrial sector. This 
distortion is clearly evident in the graph for the oldest 
age group. Despite the intensity of the debate, howev-
er, the share of people with a vocational education is 
limited to less than 20 percent in all the age groups.10

The differences between, in particular, the British 
and German education policy regarding vocational 
courses of education are still having an impact on re-
source allocation. In 2017, a full-time vocational stu-
dent in Germany cost a little under 18,000 dollars. A 
corresponding student in the UK cost around 9,000. 
These figures have been purchasing-power corrected 
and are therefore directly comparable.11

Figure 9.9 demonstrates that despite the general 
high level of education, there is still a significant resid-
ual group without a qualifying education. This residual 
group of between 18–34 percent of 25–64-year-olds 
can find it difficult to establish a fixed association with 
the labour market, which, again, may prove a problem 
for the long-term sustainability and democratic legit-
imacy of the welfare state.
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level of education, 2019

Note: The values for the UK and Germany relate to shares for a level of education equivalent to lower secondary school in Denmark.
Source: OECD.

Figure 9.6. Percentage share of each age group that has taken a vocational 
education or a course of higher education, Denmark, 2019

Source: OECD.
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Figure 9.7. Percentage share of each age group that has taken a vocational education or a course of 
higher education, the UK, 2019

Figure 9.8. Percentage share of each age group that has taken a vocational education or a course of 
higher education, Germany, 2019

Source: OECD.
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Figure 9.9. Share of 25–64-year-olds with a vocational or higher education in the   
three countries, 2019

Figure 9.10. Share of 25–64-year-olds, divided by levels of higher education, 2019

Source: OECD.

Source: OECD.
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Unskilled workers are experiencing increasing dif-
ficulties on a labour market that is primarily seeking 
qualified – ideally highly qualified – labour. Converse-
ly, a large, well-educated workforce inevitably attracts 
international enterprises seeking precisely this type 
of labour.12

Unskilled workers are 
experiencing increasing 
difficulties on the labour 
market.

The figure also highlights significant differences 
as regards the share of the working age populations 
in the three countries who possess a qualifying ed-
ucation. In Germany, the level is 82 percent, while in 
Denmark it is 75 percent and in the UK it is 66 percent, 
which corresponds clearly with the low share of the 
population with a vocational education. Historically, 
the problem has been exacerbated in the UK by a lack 
of apprenticeships for young people in the business 
community.13

Figure 9.10 presents the composition in 2019 of 
highly educated people in the 25–64 age group. The 
share in the UK is 7 and 17 percentage points, re-
spectively, above the levels in Denmark and Germany, 
which is attributable to a larger share of people with a 
short- or medium-length course of higher education.

9.5. Performances on PISA test
Recent years have seen a substantial increase in in-
terest among political decision-makers in testing the 
skills of school pupils. The most commonly used test 
in this context is the PISA (Programme for Internation-
al Students Assessment) test, which is an OECD con-
cept for measuring – across international borders – 
15-year-olds’ skills in mathematics, reading and science.

Figures 9.11–9.13 present the results for the period 
2006–18. PISA was scaled such that the average for 
all OECD-countries in the individual subject areas in 
2002 was 500. However, even though weighting has 
been applied to maintain scaling, the averages were 

489 in mathematics, 487 in reading and 489 in sci-
ence in 2018. Figures 9.11–9.13 are laid out in such a 
way that the lowest part of the scale is not shown. In 
other words, what they show are the more marginal 
movements in the three subjects.

Figure 9.11, which presents the test results in read-
ing, reveals some progress in Denmark, while higher 
scores in the UK between 2006 and 2018 conceal 
reversals in some years. Germany, too, registers pro-
gress between 2006 and 2018, although with some 
drop-off between 2015 and 2018. British students were 
marginally better at reading in the final year than their 
Danish and German counterparts.

Figure 9.12 only shows progress in mathematics 
in the UK, which thereby approaches the German lev-
el, while Danish pupils performed marginally better 
in 2018 than their British and German counterparts.

Finally, Figure 9.13 presents the test results in sci-
ence, where the Danish scored around the OECD-aver-
age in 2018. The British and German pupils are moving 
down towards the average, after having scores better 
than average in the preceding years. German pupils 
had a score almost five percent above average in 2012, 
but then started moving down to the average in 2018.

All in all, the conclusion must be that when it comes 
to reading, mathematics and science, Danish, British 
and German pupils all score close to the averages for 
these three subjects in 2018 among the countries 
participating in the PISA tests.

9.6. Summary
This chapter reveals substantial differences between 
the education policies in the three countries, with Den-
mark standing out as the country that makes higher 
public investment in education than the UK and Ger-
many. Another point of differentiation is that through-
out the period, Germany has clearly focused on en-
suring that an extremely high share of young people 
completes a vocational education with a view to sub-
sequent employment in the industrial sector. Histor-
ically, this has resulted in a high share of the popula-
tion – around 80 percent – with a qualifying education.

Denmark is positioned in the middle of the field 
as regards the share of people with a vocational edu-
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Figure 9.11. Average PISA score in reading, 2006–18

Source: OECD.

Source: OECD.

Figure 9.12. Average PISA score in mathematics, 2006–18
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cation, while the UK has only a small proportion with 
vocational training, but much higher shares having 
completed courses of higher education.

School pupils in the three countries record largely 
similar scores on the PISA test for reading, mathematics 
and science, and are positioned close to the average 
among the participating countries.

Notes
1 Andersen (2018b).
2 Skaksen (ed.) (2018).
3 Pugh (2017). One of New Labour’s initiatives in the field of edu-

cation was to remove schools with poor exam results from the 
control of the municipal authorities and to place management 
of these schools in the hands of local businesses instead. The 
results were extremely varied (ibid.).

4 Skaksen (ed.) 2018.
5 For a more detailed analysis, see Andersen (2018b).
6 Skaksen (ed.) 2019.
7 Brochmann et al. (2020).
8 For an overview of the salient features of the development, see: 

Andersen et al. (2020). The principal text is the multi-volume 
work Dansk skolehistorie gennem 500 år (500 years of Danish 
school history), edited by Appel and de Coninck-Smith (Volumes 
1–5, 2013–15).

9 See, for example, Damm, Jensen and Hansen (2021).
10 A reform of the British education system in 1944 – R.A. Butler’s 

Education Act – had introduced streaming of schoolchildren at 
the age of 11. They could then enter a grammar school, a sec-
ondary modern school or a technical school, depending on their 
aptitudes. However, only a small number of technical schools 
were established, and the middle category, which received the 
most pupils, had no clear objective. The school system was 
later remodelled by Labour in the 1960s and then later still by 
the Conservatives, with the emphasis on “comprehensive” (i.e. 
mixed aptitude) schools. Many of these schools were created 
by the local authorities prior to the Labour and Conservative 
reforms, leading on from criticism of Butler’s reform which, in 
practice, only permitted an insignificant minority of children 
with a working-class background to take a course of higher 
education (Pugh (2017)).

11 OECD (2019).
12  Iversen and Soskice (2019). Chapter 11 describes the situation 

of marginalised young people in the three countries, taken to 
mean young people without work or a qualifying education.

13 Pugh (2017).

Figure 9.13. Average PISA score in science, 2006–18

Source: OECD.
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Young people who do not get a good start in their adult lives 
are at great risk of ending up with lives on the margins of 
society. This chapter examines the degree of marginalisation 
among the young part of the populations in the three welfare 
states.

young people 
10. Marginalised 

in North-West 
Europe
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10.1. Introduction
Studies show that the lack of association with the la-
bour market among marginalised young people in 
Denmark costs the public coffers DKK 12–15 billion 
per year.1 There are around 5,000 such young people 
in a year group, corresponding to 7–8 percent of that 
year. These young people’s problems with employ-
ment last well into their adult years, with less than 
40 percent in employment at the age of 35–40. This 
is significantly lower than the rate for non-marginal-
ised young people, who achieve an employment per-
centage of 85.2 Marginalisation among young people 
thus carries a high cost, both for the individual and 
for society as a whole.

These studies stem from the ROCKWOOL Foun-
dation Research Unit, which defines “marginalised 
young people” as people aged between 25 and 29 
who have not been in employment or education for 
two successive years. This chapter uses a slightly dif-
ferent definition, based on the OECD’s “NEET” rates, 
which define a young person as marginalised if he/
she has not been in education for the past four weeks 
and has not been in employment for at least one hour 
over the past week at the time of the survey in the year 
in question. This chapter therefore utilises a “milder” 
degree of marginalisation in order to be able to pres-
ent comparable data for the three countries, and the 
marginalisation rates are somewhat higher than in the 
studies conducted by the ROCKWOOL Foundation.

Another difference between the ROCKWOOL 
Foundation’s figures and the OECD figures is that the 
former are derived directly from the Danish data reg-
isters, while the OECD’s are based on questionnaires. 
This means that the following figures in the chapter 
are subject to a degree of uncertainty.

10.2. The proportion of marginalised 
young people over time
The proportions of marginalised young people in the 
three countries are presented in Figure 10.1 for the 
period 2000–19, along with the average proportion for 
the EU. The most eye-catching aspect is how the situ-
ation in Denmark has drawn closer to the other coun-
tries, rising from a much lower level to a level that ac-

tually exceeds the UK and Germany.
Throughout the period up to 2009, the share of 

marginalised young people in Denmark was below 
12 percent, while the proportions for the UK, Germany 
and the EU average were between 16 and 21 percent. 
In 2010 and thereafter, the proportion in Denmark  in-
creased dramatically, such that in the following years, it 
was higher than the levels in both the UK and Germany. 
In 2019, Denmark is thus the country with the highest 
proportion of marginalised young people – almost 17 
percent – which is in line with the EU average. 

It is interesting to note that while both the UK and, 
in particular, Denmark, experienced an increase in 
the share of marginalised young people as a result of 
the financial crisis in 2008, the proportion in Germany 
actually fell slightly. With the exception of 2010, when 
the share rose by one percentage point, the propor-
tion of marginalised young people in Germany has 
fallen continuously between 2005 and 2015, and even 
though minor increases were recorded in the subse-
quent years, this has resulted in Germany showing the 
smallest share of marginalised young people among 
the three countries in 2019. This could possibly be a 
consequence of the major reforms to the German la-
bour market and the social policy after 2004, where, for 
example, the period of entitlement to unemployment 
benefit for this group was reduced from 26 months 
to 12 in 2006. In addition, the financial crisis did not 
have such a severe impact on Germany as it did on 
Denmark and the UK.

The proportion has remained most constant in the 
UK, although the country has succeeded in reduc-
ing the share slightly every year since 2012. As such, 
Denmark is the country from the group of three where 
the share of marginalised young people appears to be 
least stable and to fluctuate most according to mar-
ket conditions.

10.3. Marginalisation and general 
unemployment
Figures 10.2–10.4 present the share of marginalised 
young people together with general unemployment 
rates for each of the countries. It is clear to see how 
the share of marginalised young people fluctuates in 
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Figure 10.1. NEET rates (25–29-year-olds, both genders), 2000–19

Note: Here, EU-23 refers to the EU Member States that are also members of the OECD, including the UK.
Source: OECD.

Figure 10.2. NEET rates and total unemployment, Denmark, 2000–19 

Sources: OECD and ILO.
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Figure 10.3 NEET rates and total unemployment, The UK, 2000–19 

Sources: OECD and ILO.

Figure 10.4 NEET rates and total unemployment, Germany, 2000–19 

Sources: OECD and ILO.
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line with the level of unemployment among the pop-
ulation as a whole.

In both the UK and Germany, the two curves large-
ly mirror each other across the years, with the share 
of marginalised young people remaining steady at 
around 10 percentage points higher than the unem-
ployment rate.

In Denmark, the two curves also largely show the 
same development, although the share of marginal-
ised young people fluctuates much more strongly than 
the general unemployment rate. The two curves are 
relatively close at the start of the period, but the sharp 
rise in the share of marginalised young people – in the 
wake of the financial crisis in particular – produces a 
widening gap between the two curves. At the end of 
the period, the share of marginalised young people is 
more than 10 percentage points higher than general 
unemployment in most years.

The share of 
marginalised young 
people is higher among 
women than among 
men for more-or-less 
the entire period.
10.4. Marginalisation by gender
Figures 10.5 and 10.6 show the development in the 
share of marginalised young people for women and 
men, respectively, for the period 2000–19 for all three 
countries, as well as the EU average.

The graphs in the two figures largely follow the de-
velopment shown in Figure 10.1, although it is clear 
that the share of marginalised young people is higher 
among women than among men for more-or-less the 
entire period.

In addition, it can be seen that while the levels for 
women in Denmark, the UK and Germany have been 
close over the past few years, the level for Danish 
men is noticeably higher than for men in the two oth-

er countries, which is due in particular to a sharp rise 
from 2016 to 2018.

10.5. Regional differences in marginalisation
Figures 10.7–10.9 present the regional differences 
in each country in 2019. On account of data limita-
tions, marginalisation here is defined for the 18–24 
age group, which means that this is a younger group 
that differs from the group analysed in the rest of this 
chapter. The reason why we have chosen to include 
this alternative group is that the regional differences 
in the degree of marginalisation among these young 
people – their different age notwithstanding – help 
provide a more finely shaded picture of marginalisa-
tion in the three countries by indicating how region-
al differences in labour markets and the structure of 
the local community can have an influence on the 
young people.

Figure 10.7 presents the degree of marginalisation 
for the different regions of Denmark. The figure makes 
it clear that the share of marginalised young people 
is much higher in the south of Denmark and in North 
Jutland, where the proportion is around 12 percent. 
Zealand and the Capital Region return figures of around 
10 percent, while the Central Denmark Region present 
the lowest share, barely 9 percent.

It should be noted that the proportion of marginal-
ised young people in this age group is much lower than 
in the age group examined in the rest of the chapter. 
This could possibly be because there are more mem-
bers of this age group that have not yet dropped out 
of their course of education.

Figure 10.8 presents the regional differences in the 
share of marginalised young people in the UK. It is clear 
to see here that the highest shares are concentrated in 
the northern regions of England, where the rates are 
in excess of 16 percent. London is positioned around 
the middle of the distribution, with slightly more than 
14 percent, while Wales is half a percentage point 
higher, and Northern Ireland one and a half percentage 
points lower. Southern England and Scotland present 
the lowest shares, at a little over 10 percent.

The average level for the share of marginalised 
people in this age group largely aligns with that for 
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Figure10.5. NEET-rates (25-29-year-olds, women), 2000-2019

Figure 10.6 NEET rates (25–29-year-olds, men), 2000–19

Note: Here, EU-23 refers to the EU Member States that are also members of the OECD, including the UK.
Source: OECD.

Note: Here, EU-23 refers to the EU Member States that are also members of the OECD, including the UK.
Sources: OECD.
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Figure 10.7. Regional NEET rates (18–24-year-olds), 
Denmark, 2019

Source: OECD.
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Figure 10.8 Regional NEET rates (18–24-year-olds), The UK, 2019

Source: OECD.
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Figure 10.9 Regional NEET rates (18–24-year-olds), Germany, 2019

Source: OECD.
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the age group used for the rest of this chapter, but it 
is relevant to note that the differences between the 
regions are much larger than they are in Denmark. 
Whereas the differences within Denmark are below 
four percentage points, they reach as high as 7 per-
centage points in the UK. This is in line with the gen-
eral image of the UK as a country with greater regional 
inequalities than Denmark, which has been outlined 
in other chapters of this book.

Figure 10.9 presents the regional differences in the 
share of marginalised young people in Germany. This 
figure shows a clear difference between the northern 
and southern regions. This illustrates the point made 
in Chapter 3 that regional differences in Germany do 
not exclusively exist between east and west, but also, 
to a high degree, between north and south.

The highest shares are to be found in Bremen and 
Hamburg – 12 and 11 percent, respectively – while the 
rate in Berlin is slightly above 10 percent. The lowest 
shares by a good margin are to be found in Bavaria, 
where only a little more than 5 percent of young peo-
ple are considered to be marginalised, as well as in 
the surrounding regions, where the rate is between 
6 and 8 percent. Here, too, Bavaria follows the same 
tendency as we have seen in other chapters of being 
ahead of the other regions of Germany on a wide range 
of parameters.

The average level for the share of marginalised 
young people in this age group is somewhat lower 
than in the age group used in the rest of the chapter. 
Nevertheless, it is clear that – just like in the UK – there 
are major regional differences of around 7 percentage 
points. As such, Denmark is, perhaps unsurprisingly, 
the country from this group of three that has the small-
est regional differences in the share of marginalised 
young people.

10.6. Summary
In spite of the great attention paid to the importance 
of education and association with the labour market 
among young people, the three countries have failed 
to reduce the share of marginalised young people to 
below 10 percent over the past decade. Looking back 
a little further in time, it is clear to see that major differ-

ences exist between the three countries. While Den-
mark, at the turn of the millennium, had much small-
er shares of marginalised young people, the share in-
creased sharply after the financial crisis, and Denmark 
is now the country of the three examined here with 
the highest proportion of marginalised young people. 
Both the UK and Germany have succeeded in reduc-
ing their shares over the past 20 years, but whereas 
the UK, like Denmark, witnessed a rise in the propor-
tion of marginalised young people in the wake of the 
financial crisis, Germany actually recorded a slight 
decrease. Germany has succeeded in halving the 
number of marginalised young people since 2005, 
and currently has the smallest proportion among the 
three countries examined here.

In all three countries, the proportion of marginalised 
young people is higher among women, but whereas 
the shares for women are now quite close in the three 
countries, the proportion of marginalised men is notice-
ably higher in Denmark than in the UK and Germany.

There are clear regional differences in the propor-
tions of marginalised people in the three countries, but 
this inequality is much higher in the UK and Germany 
than it is in Denmark.

Notes
1  Schultz-Nielsen and Rose Skaksen (2016).
2  Andersen, Jensen, Nielsen and Skaksen (2019).

Denmark is, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, the 
country from this 
group of three that has 
the smallest regional 
differences in the share 
of marginalised young 
people.
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One fundamental right in the three welfare states is the access to 
free – or, at least, heavily subsidised – healthcare services. The three 
countries have chosen to set up their health services differently, 
however. Taking into account regional inequalities and different 
lifestyle choices made by the populations, the question therefore 
centres on what difference, if any, this makes to the objective of a 
healthy, thriving population.

and sickness
11. Health 
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11.1. Introduction
Average life expectancy has risen appreciably since 
the beginning of the twentieth century. This is due in 
part to the improvement in general living conditions 
and in part to the advances achieved in the field of 
healthcare expertise and technology. Today, health 
and well-being have almost as much to do with life-
style as they do with access to healthcare services and 
appropriate nutrition. This chapter checks the status 
of health in the three countries, firstly by establishing 
how each of the countries has organized its health-
care system, and then by taking a closer look at the 
actual level of health of the citizens.

11.2. The three healthcare systems
In Denmark, all citizens are covered by a public health 
insurance scheme that covers most expenses for 
medical treatment.

Hospital services and primary health services are 
free, but adults are, in principle, obliged to pay for their 
own medicines, dental care, physiotherapy and medi-
cal aids such as glasses and hearing aids. People with 
chronic ailments resulting in consistently high expend-
iture on medicine can have part of these expenses 
reimbursed. An increasing part of the population is 
now buying private supplementary insurance to cov-
er expenses they are obliged to pay themselves, but 
payments to private healthcare insurance schemes 
still account for less than 3 percent of all healthcare 
expenses in 2019.1

In the UK, all citizens have free access to the public 
healthcare system, the National Health Service (NHS). 
In England – in contrast to the other countries of the 
UK – citizens are required to pay a fixed fee for den-
tal care and prescription medicines, but a number of 
groups including children, pregnant women and low 
wage earners are exempt. Voluntary, supplementary 
health insurance schemes also play a minor role in 
the British healthcare system, and account for just 3.1 
percent of total healthcare expenses in 2019.2

The healthcare system is organised differently in 
Germany. Rather than operating a universal and na-
tional system, the state requires all German citizens to 
take out health insurance. A law was passed in 2009 

stipulating that all citizens must have a health insur-
ance policy, but it is estimated that 100,000 people 
(equivalent to 0.1 percent of the population) were still 
not covered in 2015.3

The healthcare system is divided into social health 
insurance and private health insurance. The public 
sector insurance scheme covers almost all types of 
expenses, and in 2019 it comprised of 109 health in-
surance funds, providing coverage for 87 percent of 
the population. At the same time, the 41 private in-
surance companies covered a further 11 percent of 
the population.

The public sector health insurance scheme is paid 
for through income dependant contributions from em-
ployers and employees, as well as through tax contri-
butions. Many Germans – one in four in 2016 – have 
taken out a supplementary health insurance as well. 
These supplementary insurance policies typically en-
compass dental care, as the public health insurance 
scheme does not cover all types of expenses.

11.3. The infrastructure of the   
healthcare system
Figure 11.1 presents the development in each coun-
try’s healthcare expenses as a share of GDP. The 
general image is that these expenses have risen in 
all three countries.

In 1970, expenditure was lowest in the UK, at just 4 
percent of GDP, while Germany was lying in the middle 
with an expenditure of almost 6 percent and Denmark 
topped the list with almost 8 percent of GDP. The rel-
ative positions have changed in 2019, with Denmark 
recording the lowest expenditure, marginally below 
the UK at around 10 percent of GDP, while Germany 
registers the highest expenditure at almost 12 percent. 
Germany and the UK have each at least doubled their 
expenditure as a share of GDP then, while expenditure 
in Denmark has risen by 2 percentage points.

It is relevant to note that even though healthcare 
expenditure is presented here as a share of GDP, devel-
opment does not fluctuate in step with market condi-
tions, even though the annual healthcare budgets may 
well do so. This is particularly relevant for Germany, 
because much of the financing of the German public 
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Figure 11.1. Healthcare expenses as a percentage of GDP, 1970–2019

Note: Germany = West Germany up to 1992. No figures are available for Germany in 1991. Data for Denmark are, up until 1980 – and for the UK up until 
1997 – based on a slightly different methodology to what is directly comparable. The data breaks for Denmark in 2003 and 2010 are both attributable to a 
switch to new international budget regimes adopted at national level. Figures for 2019 are estimates.
Source: OECD.

Figure 11.2. Distribution of healthcare expenses per source of payment, 2018

Source: OECD.

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   231116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   231 27/05/2022   20.4827/05/2022   20.48



232

WELFARE STATE AND POPULATION IN DENMARK, GERMANY AND THE UK

sector healthcare insurance is based on wage-related 
contributions, which makes the financing of the health-
care system heavily dependent on market conditions.

The difference between the individual healthcare 
systems is clearly illustrated in Figure 11.2, which 
shows healthcare expenses divided by source of 
payment. Here, it is clear to see how the public insur-
ance schemes in Denmark and the UK cover the vast 
majority of the expenses, while the mandatory social 
insurance policies cover most expenses in Germany. 
Germany is also the only country where obligatory 
private health insurance schemes cover a part of the 
expenses, but in return it is also the country with the 
lowest share of own contribution. In this context, “own 
contribution” refers to the expenses that citizens pay 
themselves and which often go to cover medicines, 
dental care and medical aids.

Germany is the 
only country where 
mandatory private 
insurance schemes 
cover a part of the 
expenses.

In order to provide some insight into the infrastruc-
ture of the healthcare systems, Table 11.1 presents an 
overview of the number of doctors and hospital beds 
per 100,000 citizens in 2018. The figures for the UK 
cover only the public healthcare service, the NHS, 
while the figures for Denmark do not include psychi-
atric care beds.

Denmark and Germany present higher figures than 
the UK for the number of doctors per citizen, but Ger-
many outstrips the other countries by a good margin 
when it comes to the number of hospital beds, which 
is more than three times higher than those for Den-
mark and the UK.

Figures 11.3–11.5 present the number of hospital 
beds per 100,000 citizens for each of the countries, di-

vided by region. For data-related reasons, only English 
regions are included, rather than regions in the whole 
of the UK. In addition, the totals were compiled in dif-
ferent years, so it is not possible to compare numbers 
between the different countries.

Figure 11.3 refers to Denmark in 2017 and demon-
strates clear east/west inequality, with Fyn and Jutland 
having significantly fewer beds per citizen than Zea-
land, Bornholm and the Danish Capital.

Figure 11.4 refers to England in 2019, and it is clear 
to see that the northern regions – and, to a lesser ex-
tent, London – have significantly more beds than the 
rest of the country.

Figure 11.5 refers to Germany in 2017 and shows 
noticeable inequality in the number of hospital beds 
per citizen in the different regions. Mecklenburg-West-
ern Pomerania is the undisputed leader in relation to 
other parts of Germany, with the level there more than 
twice that in Berlin, which comes bottom of the list. 
The high number of beds in Germany revealed in Table 
11.1 thus conceals a high level of inequality regarding 
where in the country they are located.

Table 11.1. Number of doctors and hospital beds 
per 100,000 citizens, 2018

Doctors Hospital beds

Denmark 419 261

UK 284 250

Germany 431 798

Note: The UK numbers for beds and doctors apply exclusively to the NHS. 
Psychiatric care beds are not included for Denmark. The hospital bed numbers 
for the UK are estimated. Over and above these reservations, the numbers are 
directly comparable, as opposed to the numbers in Figures 11.3–11.5. 
Source: OECD.

11.4. Development in life expectancy
Life expectancy, i.e. the average number of years a 
new-born can expect to live, has risen steadily all 
over the world, largely thanks to improved standards 
of living and advances made in the field of healthcare.

Figure 11.6 shows that life expectancy in Denmark, 
the UK and Germany continues to rise. In 1960, life ex-
pectancy in the three countries was between 69 and 
72 years, while in 2017 it was 81 years. Life expectancy 
has thus increased by a decade.
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Senge pr. 100.000 indb.
220
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Senge pr. 100.000 indb.
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264

307

Figure 11.3. Hospital beds per 100,000 citizens, Denmark, 2017

Note: Please note that the absolute numbers per country presented in Figures 11.3–11.5 
cannot be compared, as they were compiled using different methodologies and years. The 
numbers are, however, comparable internally within the countries.
Source: Eurostat.
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Senge pr. 100.000 indb.
191

226

261

Figure 11.4. Hospital beds per 100,000 citizens, England, 2019

Note: Please note that the absolute numbers per country presented in Figures 11.3–11.5 cannot be compared, as they were compiled 
using different methodologies and years. The numbers are, however, comparable internally within the countries. The year 2019 was 
chosen because it makes it easiest to break down the regions. Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have not been included on ac-
count of differences in definitions. “2019” covers the number of beds in the period April 2019 through March 2020, while the population 
total from the middle of 2019 has been used for the number of citizens. 
Sources: NHS and ONS.
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Beds per 100,000 capita
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933

1285

Figure 11.5. Hospital beds per 100,000 citizens, Germany, 2017 Beds per 100,000 capita
580

933

1285

Note: Please note that the absolute numbers per country presented in Figures 11.3–11.5 
cannot be compared, as they were compiled using different methodologies and years. The 
numbers are, however, comparable internally within the countries. 
Source: Eurostat.
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Figure 11.6. Life expectancy, 1960–2017

Note: Germany = West Germany up to 1991. 
Source: Human Mortality Project.

Figure 11.7. Life expectancy divided by gender, 2018

Source: Eurostat.
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The figure also shows that life expectancy in the 
three countries has largely converged. In 1960, life 
expectancy was highest in Denmark and lowest in 
Germany, but the numbers have now aligned.

Life expectancy in 
Denmark, the UK and 
Ger many continues to 
rise.

Figure 11.7 presents life expectancy in 2018 divid-
ed by gender. The figure shows that in all three coun-
tries, women clearly tend to live longer than men. The 
highest life expectancy is to be found among German 
women, who can expect to live to an age of more than 
83 years, although the figures for British and Danish 
women are not far behind.

On average, German men do not live to the age of 
79, while Danish and British men can look forward to 
celebrating that particular birthday – just.

11.5. Own estimation of health
Life expectancy says a good deal about health status 
in a country, but one’s own estimation of one’s own 
health must surely also be considered a crucial fac-
tor in one’s own well-being. This applies in particular 
when citizens reach an age where the risk of illness 
increases. This section examines the issue of how cit-
izens in the three countries evaluate their own health.

Figures 11.8–11.10 present self-assessed health 
divided by gender and age. In the figures, the assess-
ments are categorised as “very good”, “good” and 
“reasonable”, where the last category defines health 
as neither good nor bad.

Overall, the figures reveal that the populations of the 
three countries are largely satisfied with their state of 
health. Generally speaking, there is a tendency for the 
number of those who rate their health as “very good” 
to decline as their ages rise, and it is also clear to see 
that the height of the columns falls with age, indicat-
ing that an increasing proportion assess themselves 
as being in poor health. For all age groups, however, 

a clear majority returns a positive assessment.
While the levels for Denmark and the UK are largely 

identical, Germany stands out as having a much smaller 
proportion in all age groups that rates its own health 
as “very good”. In particular from the age of 45 and up, 
these proportions become extremely small, disappear-
ing completely in women aged over 85. This marks a 
sharp contrast to the group Danish women aged 85+, 
which actually records an increase in the share who 
rate their health as “very good” in relation to younger 
age groups above pensionable age.

German women aged 85 or more make up the 
group that rates its own health lowest. It is the only 
group where barely 60 percent are satisfied with their 
state of health. Both men and women aged over 75 in 
Germany are also the groups where the majority rate 
their health as only “reasonable”.

As can be seen, only a minority of the populations 
in the three countries state that they are in poor health. 
A closer look at the numbers reveals that those who 
consider themselves to have problems with their health 
are not randomly distributed.

Table 11.2 shows the number of people over the 
age of 16 in 2018 who assess their health as being 
“poor” or “very poor”, divided by their income level. 
The numbers indicate that there is a clear correlation 
between earning a low wage and being in poor health, 
and that health improves as income rises.

As there is a strong correlation between levels of 
income and education, the numbers in the table allow 
the conclusion that there must be a socio-economic 
bias in relation to who enjoys the best health and, as a 
result, possibly also the highest life quality in the three 
welfare states. However, it is not possible to say on the 
basis of these numbers whether the particularly poor 
self-assessment of health among German women aged 
85+ is attributable to particularly low income.

11.6. Illness and death
While a long lifetime and generally good health are 
widespread among populations of Denmark, the UK 
and Germany, a steadily ageing population does mean 
changing illness profiles for the population as a whole. 
This section examines the causes of hospitalisations 
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and deaths in the three countries.
Table 11.3 presents some of the most common 

diagnoses in connection with hospitalisations per 
100,000 citizens for 2016. The numbers reveal that 
cardiovascular illnesses, along with accidents such 
as broken bones and poisoning, account for a large 
proportion of hospitalisations in the three countries.

It is noteworthy that diagnoses of cardiovascular 
diseases and cancer, which are two illnesses that at-
tract a good deal of attention in a European context, 
are considerably more widespread in Germany than 
in either Denmark or the UK. Whether this difference 
can be explained by more widespread illness in Germa-
ny, or by the fact that the German people make more 
frequent use of their hospital system, cannot be de-
termined solely by an examination of these numbers.

Table 11.4 presents some of the most common 
causes of death in 2019. In contrast to the previous 
table, cancer is far and away the most common cause 
of death in all three countries.

Denmark is the country in this group of three with 
the highest number of cancer deaths, while the UK tops 
the list by a good margin with regard to deaths attrib-
utable to cardiovascular diseases. This is interesting, 
given that the UK was the country in this group of three 
that reported the fewest diagnoses of such diseases.

Cancer is far and away 
the leading cause 
of death in all three 
countries.
11.7. Overweight
Another global trend, in addition to increasing life ex-
pectancy, is overweight. At global level, the incidence 
of overweight has trebled since 1975, and there are 
now more overweight than underweight people in the 
world.4 Severe overweight can cause a range of life-
style illnesses such as diabetes, so widespread over-
weight may constitute a threat to the general health 
status in a given country.

Table 11.2. Percentage share of people aged 16+ 
who assess their own health as being “poor” or 
“very poor”, divided by their position in the distri-
bution of income, 2018

Denmark UK Germany
1st quintile (lowest) 11.4 15.9 12.3

2nd quintile 13.0 9.3 11.5

3rd quintile 6.6 7.0 7.9

4th quintile 3.5 5.1 4.3

5th quintile (highest) 2.7 3.5 2.5
Source: Eurostat.

Table 11.3. Some of the most common diagnoses 
in connection with hospitalisations per 100,000 
citizens, 2016

Denmark UK Germany
Cardiovascular 
diseases

1,528 1,178 3,765

Skeletal and motor-
system illnesses

788 785 2,813

Cancer 964 775 2,448

Broken bones, 
poisoning and other 
consequences of 
external influences

1,220 1,170 2,440

Note: The above are the four most common diagnoses in Germany. Had the 
data been sorted according to the most common causes in Denmark, a category 
including preventative hospitalisation would have been among the four highest. 
In this area, Denmark is placed significantly higher than the two other countries, 
but it is not clear whether and to what extent this is attributable to a different 
definition of this category. That is why the data were not sorted according to 
the numbers from Denmark. Even if Denmark had been chosen as the “sorting 
country”, the numbers for hospitalisations in Germany would still exceed those 
for Denmark in the three other categories, so the table does present an accurate 
image.
Source: OECD.

Table 11.4. Some of the most common causes of 
death per 100,000 citizens, 2019

Denmark UK Germany
Cancer 125.5 114.2 113.2

Cardiovascular diseases 84.3 107.3 84.9

Neurological diseases 40.1 27.9 55.2

Non-infectious respiratory 
diseases

35.0 22.7 28.0

Note: The above are the four most common causes of death in Denmark. The 
country chosen for sorting the data does not make much difference, however. 
“Neurological diseases” primarily refers to deaths as a result of dementia and 
deaths caused by illnesses attributable to overdoses or alcohol abuse. The fig-
ures have been corrected for different age compositions in the different countries. 
Source: WHO
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Figure 11.8. Danes’ assessment of their own health, 2018

Figure 11.9. Britons’ assessment of their own health, 2018

Source: Eurostat.

Source: Eurostat.

Figure 11.10. Germans’ assessment of their own health, 2018
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One of the methods for measuring overweight is the 
Body Mass Index (BMI). This is a measurement ob-
tained by taking a person’s weight in kg and dividing 
it by his/her height in metres squared. A person of 
normal weight will have a BMI of between 18.5 and 
25, a moderately overweight person will have a BMI of 
25–30, while a severely overweight person will have a 
BMI of 30 or more. BMI is not a perfect measurement 
of overweight in the specific individual, but it is highly 
useful for making comparisons between populations.

Figure 11.11 presents the incidence of severely 
overweight adults in Denmark, the UK and Germany. 
Development in the three countries mirrors global 
development, in that the incidence has been rising 
steadily since the mid-1970s (or, in any event, since 
the 1990s in the case of Germany).

 In 1975, between 7 and 9 percent of the populations 
of Denmark and the UK were severely overweight, but 
this share has since increased to around 20 percent in 
Denmark, 22 percent in Germany and fully 28 percent 
in the UK. The UK is thus home to the largest propor-
tion of severely overweight people among this group 
of three countries, and even though this has been the 
case throughout the period, the share has increased 
by more in the UK than in the two other countries. 
This may be one cause of the high mortality rate at-
tributable to cardiovascular diseases identified in the 
previous sections.

At global level, the 
incidence of overweight 
has trebled since 1975.
11.8. Healthy – and unhealthy – habits
The longer you live, the more you notice the conse-
quences of the lifestyle choices you have made. This 
section examines some of the habits of relevance to 
health that have been developed by the different popu-
lations: i.e. the extent of exercise, smoking, substance 
abuse and alcohol.

Table 11.5 shows the proportions of the populations 
who claim to exercise more than 2½ hours per week 

Table 11.5. Percentage share of adults who exerci-
se more than 2½ hours per week, 2018

Age 16–64 Age 65+

Denmark 72 68

England 67 44

Germany 46 42
Note: 2½ hours is the WHO’s recommended amount of exercise for an adult. For 
England, the 16–64 age group is actually 19–64, while for Germany it is 18–64. 
Source: OECD.

Table 11.6.  Number of deaths as a result of an 
overdose per 100,000 citizens

2014 2015 2016

Denmark 4.4 4.4 3.5

UK 3.9 4.2 4.8

Germany 1.2 1.3 1.5

Sources: European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, Statistics 
Denmark, Office of National Statistics, Destatis.

Table 11.7. Percentage share of people aged 15+ 
who drank more than five units on a single occasion 
within the past month, 2016

Men Women
Denmark 51.0 16.9

UK 50.9 16.7

Germany 57.6 21.8
Note: Five units is the WHO limit for heavy drinking. People who exceed this 
limit are considered to be especially at risk of alcohol-related illness or injuries 
and/or of developing chronic health problems. 
Source: WHO.

Table 11.8. Percentage share of alcohol abusers 
and addicts, age 15+, 2016

Men Women
Abusers Of whom, 

addicts
Abusers Of whom, 

addicts
Denmark 10.9 5.6 4.2 2.2

UK 13 2.2 4.7 0.7

Germany 9.8 5 4 2
Source: WHO.
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in 2018, divided between adults and elderly people. 
The limit of 2½ hours has been chosen because this 
is the minimum amount of weekly exercise for adults 
recommended by the WHO. The numbers clearly re-
veal Danes to be the people who are most keen on 
exercise, irrespective of age. The 16–64-year-olds in 
Denmark top the list, but even Danes aged 65+ do 
the recommended amount of exercise more often 
than their counterparts in both England and Germany.

The 16–64-year-olds in England are not far behind 
the Danish pensioners, but while the share of people 
in Denmark who exercise regularly falls by only four 
percentage points when they reach retirement age, 
the corresponding drop-off in England is fully 23 per-
centage points. This is the biggest drop recorded in 
all three countries.

The share of Germans of working age who exer-
cise regularly is marginally larger than the proportion 
of English pensioners who do so, but in relation to the 
same age group in the two other countries, Germany 
is far behind. Irrespective of age group, regular exer-
cise is least widespread in Germany.

Irrespective of age 
group, regular exercise 
is least widespread in 
Germany.

Figure 11.12 presents the share of adults who 
smoke daily. It is clear that this share has been declin-
ing steadily in all three countries for several decades. 
On account of data limitations, numbers for Germany 
are not available before 1980.

Denmark, which has the highest share almost 
throughout the period, has seen a decrease from 58 
percent in 1970 to 17 percent in 2017. The UK has 
witnessed a decrease in smokers from 50 percent in 
1973 to the same level as Denmark in 2017.

In the 1980s, Germany had the lowest proportion 
of smokers at just 28 percent, but as the share has 
fallen more strongly in the other two countries, Ger-
many ended up having marginally most smokers – 19 

percent – in 2017.
Table 11.6 presents the number of deaths as a result 

of a drug overdose per 100,000 citizens in each of the 
three countries in the last three years for which data 
are available. Denmark and the UK are at approximately 
the same level, but while Denmark has succeeded in 
reducing the number, the UK has actually witnessed 
an increase, which means that the UK now records 
most overdose deaths per 100,000 citizens.

The number of overdose deaths has also risen in 
Germany, but as the level here is so much lower than 
in the two other countries, the number of deaths per 
100,000 citizens in Germany is still the lowest in 2016..

Figure 11.13 shows alcohol consumption in number 
of units per person per week in Denmark, the UK and 
Germany. The data show that up until the turn of the 
millennium, the people of Germany drank most alcohol 
by a good margin. Consumption in Germany peaked 
at 17 units per week in 1976, but has been declining 
steadily since then. The year 2000 was followed by a 
number of years in which the Danes topped the list, 
but from 2008 onwards, Germany reclaimed top spot 
with regard to consumption of alcohol. The level in 
Germany in 2018 is thus roughly the same as in 1961 
– approximately 14 units per week – while people in 
Denmark and the UK drink around 12 units per week.

Danes recorded the lowest consumption in the 
early 1960s, but in the 1970s they overtook Britons – 
and, as mentioned above, briefly the Germans as well 
– before dropping down to around the same level as 
the UK over the past decade. Both Danes and Britons 
drink more now than they did in the 1960s, with Danes 
drinking around 5 units more per week, and Britons 
drinking approx. 3 units more.

To put alcohol consumption in perspective, Table 
11.7 presents the share of people aged 15+ who stated 
in 2016 to have drunk more than five units on a single 
occasion at least once during the past month. Here, 
it is clear to see that in all three countries, men have 
a much greater tendency than women to drink a lot 
on a single occasion. In line with the previous figure, 
the share is higher in Germany than in the two other 
countries, while the general tendency is that there are 
three times as many men as women who report at 
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Figure 11.11. Prevalence of severe overweight (share of people aged 18+ with a BMI of more than 30), 
1975–2016

Note: Modelled on the basis of data. These data are based on measured height and weight, and not on self-reported height and weight. When making 
comparisons with the numbers in the book about Scandinavia, please note that there is an error there, in that the figure presents a jump in 2015 caused by 
switching 2014 for 2015.
Source: WHO.

Figure 11.12. Share of the population aged over 15 who smoke daily, 1970–2017

Note: Germany = West Germany up to 1991. For all three countries, there are several years where linear interpolation has been applied to the data. For 
the UK, the graph shows the share of people aged 16+. 
Sources: WHO, and own calculations.
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Figure 11.14. Deaths from the Coronavirus per million citizens, March 2020 to the end of November 2021

Source: Our World in Data.
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least one episode where they have drunk a lot at once.
Many people enjoy alcohol recreationally, but ex-

cessive consumption can lead to abuse and addic-
tion. Table 11.8 shows the share of adults and young 
people aged 15+ in the three countries in 2016 who 
are, respectively, abusers of and addicted to alcohol.

As expected, the shares of both abusers and ad-
dicts are higher among men than among women in all 
three countries. Despite the substantial alcohol con-
sumption in Germany, the country has a lower share 
of alcohol abusers than the UK and Denmark.

The UK registers the highest share of abusers, but 
– strangely – also records a significantly lower propor-
tion of addicts than the other two countries. All in all, 
the data suggest that alcohol consumption is different 
in nature in the three countries.

11.9. The three welfare states during the 
Coronavirus pandemic
The biggest shock to the healthcare systems in the 
three countries in recent years came, without a doubt, 

from the Coronavirus pandemic, which began to have 
an impact in early 2020. The objective of this publica-
tion is not to delve deeply into the scope and conse-
quences of the pandemic, but rather to present some 
insight into how it affected the different populations 
up to the autumn of 2021.

Figure 11.14 presents the number of deaths on 
account of the Coronavirus per million citizens, and 
clearly shows major differences in the numbers re-
corded in the three countries. Denmark managed the 
situation best of the three countries by a good margin, 
and in early October 2021 was still recording under 
500 deaths per million. Germany was at the same 
level as Denmark for many months, but the death toll 
began to rise there in December 2020, such that six 
months later, Germany was registering more than 
1,000 deaths per million.

The UK has been recording the most deaths per 
million citizens from as early as spring 2020, but when 
the death toll there began to rise towards the end of 
2020 – as it did in the other two countries – develop-

Figure 11.15. Share of the population to have received at least one injection of a Coronavirus 
vaccine, 7-day sliding average, December 2020–end of November 2021

Source: Our World in Data.
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ment in the UK quickly and significantly outpaced 
that of the other countries. This increase reached a 
plateau in February 2021, but it still positions the UK 
far ahead of the others, with almost 2,000 deaths per 
million citizens.

Towards the end of 2020, the first approved vac-
cines against the Coronavirus began to appear on the 
global market. These vaccines not only prevent death, 
but also reduce the risk of people who contract the 
virus becoming seriously ill.

Figure 11.15 presents the development in how 
large a share of the populations in the three countries 
had received at least one dose of a vaccine up to the 
beginning of November 2021.

The figure clearly shows that developments in 
Denmark and Germany followed each other closely 
throughout the period, largely on account of the joint 
purchasing policy in the EU, of which they were both 
members. However, Denmark began to pull away from 
Germany over the course of summer 2021, and by the 
end of the period, Denmark was the country of the three 
examined here with the highest share of vaccinated 
people, at almost 80 percent, while Germany recorded 
the lowest share, at around 70 percent.

The UK, which was solely responsible for its own 
purchases of vaccines – and which was quicker to ap-
prove one of the vaccines in particular – clearly pulled 
away from the other two countries in early 2021, and 
maintained its lead until the summer of that same year, 
when the other countries made up the lost ground.

11.10. Summary
The set-ups of the healthcare systems in Denmark 
and the UK largely resemble one another with their 
free public access to the primary healthcare services, 
while Germany stands out by insisting that its citizens 
arrange private healthcare insurance for themselves.

Healthcare expenses have risen in all three coun-
tries since the 1970s, where the UK had the lowest 
expenditure by far as a percentage of GDP, while Den-
mark recorded the highest expenditure. The UK and 
Germany have both at least doubled their expenditure 
since then, while Denmark has only allowed it to in-
crease slightly, such that Denmark now has the lowest 

such expenses.
German citizens have more than three times as many 

hospital beds at their disposal per 100,000 citizens as 
their counterparts in Denmark and the UK, although 
the German numbers conceal significantly larger re-
gional differences than in the other two countries.

Generally speaking, average life expectancy has 
risen steadily in all three countries. Life expectancy 
in the three countries has converged over time, and 
on average, women live longer than men in all three 
countries. The populations of all three countries gen-
erally assess themselves as being satisfied with their 
health, but the older the German citizens become, the 
less satisfied they are.

The incidence of severe overweight has risen stead-
ily in all three countries, but most in the UK, which 
had the largest share of severely overweight people 
in 2016. Danes do most exercise, while Germans do 
least. The share of smokers has decreased in all three 
countries and is at around the same level in all three 
today. Alcohol consumption is highest in Germany, 
although this country has the fewest alcohol abusers.

The Coronavirus pandemic is the latest major chal-
lenge to health, where the UK stood out clearly from 
the other two countries. The UK is the country that has 
recorded the most deaths per million citizens, while 
Denmark registered the fewest. At the same time, the 
UK was quickest to vaccinate larger shares of the pop-
ulation, although Denmark and Germany had made up 
lost ground as from the summer of 2021.

Notes
1 OECD & World Health Organization (2019) – Denmark.
2 OECD & World Health Organization (2019) – United Kingdom.
3 OECD & World Health Organization (2019) – Germany.
4 WHO, https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/obe-

sity-and-overweight.

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   247116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   247 27/05/2022   20.4827/05/2022   20.48



248

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   248116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   248 27/05/2022   20.4827/05/2022   20.48



249

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   249116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   249 27/05/2022   20.4827/05/2022   20.48



250

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   250116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   250 27/05/2022   20.4827/05/2022   20.48



251

Since 1960, citizens in the three countries have become increasingly shielded 
against poverty, and the welfare state steps in with support in the event of 
various social issues. The expectation would be that this movement towards 
social security should create a society less ridden by conflict, with fewer 
people committing crimes. The question is, therefore, whether reality lives up 
to this expectation. In other words, have the expansion of the welfare state and 
economic progress resulted in less crime? 

and imprisonment
punishment

12. Crime,
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Experience from history pre-1960 suggests that mar-
ket conditions had a major influence on crimes of ac-
quisition. In crisis years, with plummeting employment, 
the number of thefts and robberies tended to rise as 
a consequence of various degrees of poverty. Sim-
ply put, people stole because they were starving or 
freezing, or because they needed money to pay their 
rent. Conversely, the level of crime decreased in pe-
riods of low unemployment. In this context, it is pos-
sible to talk of need-based crime. Historical sources 
also indicate that the propensity to resort to violence 
was much higher in the past than today.

With the establishment of the welfare society and 
the economic upturn in North-West Europe, it seemed 
reasonable to expect that the level of crime would 
decrease. Changes in living patterns – urbanisation, 
changing forms of family life and cohabitation, migra-
tions, explosive technological development, and the 
tempting range of material goods – could, however, 
pull in the other direction. For example, urbanisation 
meant disconnection from the local community and 
the associated tight social control, while migrations 
brought millions of young men with an above-average 
propensity for crime to the three countries.

12.1. Increasing crime from    
1960  to the 1990s
Figure 12.1 presents the development in crime from 
1950 to the present day, showing the number of re-
ported violations of the criminal code per 100,000 cit-
izens. It has not been possible to include data for the 
whole of the UK for the entire period, so the figure 
features data for England and Wales only.

A number of reservations apply to presenting such 
long time series over the development in crime with 
comparisons between the three countries. To start 
with, the legislation and entire legal tradition in one 
country will naturally differ from that in the other two. 
Political conditions may also directly dictate national 
relaxations or tightenings of legal policy, which may 
actually be populist reactions to short-lived opinions 
among the general public rather than a direct response 
to decreasing or increasing criminality. What were 
previously illegal activities can thus be legal today and 

conversely, what was once legal may now be a crimi-
nal act.1 From a purely administrative perspective, the 
police may also change the triviality limit regarding 
what is actually registered in the statistics. The figure 
therefore also reflects what society – in this case, pri-
marily the politicians – consider to be criminal acts, 
and is not just a simple numerical registration of the 
development in crime in itself.

Taking those reservations into account, Figure 12.1 
indicates a sharp rise in crime for all three countries 
from the early 1960s up to the beginning of the 1990s. 
In 1950, crime was at roughly the same level in Den-
mark and Germany, which both recorded a significantly 
higher level than England and Wales. The reason why 
crime also was lower in England and Wales than in 
Denmark around 1960 may have been that the UK had 
enjoyed full employment since 1945, while Denmark 
was only just achieving this situation. The lower level 
in England and Wales in relation to Germany may be 
attributable to demographic differences, i.e. the flood 
of almost destitute German nationals displaced from 
Eastern Europe. Even as late as 1960, this wave of im-
migration may have been causing social turbulence 
and contributing to a rise in crime.

In any event, all three countries witnessed a sharp 
increase in crime over the course of the 1960s, which 
actually continued until the early 1990s in Denmark 
and England/Wales, while it stagnated in Germany in 
the 1980s and then declined towards the end of the 
decade. The reunification in combination with the sig-
nificant streams of migrants from Eastern Europe to 
Germany did, however, trigger a renewed rise in crime 
at the beginning of the 1990s.2

The strong upturn in crime in the three countries until 
the start of the 1990s was driven by increases in crimes 
against both property and the person, with criminality 
against property generally developing most strongly and 
with the greatest numerical significance.3 This risk be-
haviour in the form of more crime was accompanied by 
a rise in other forms of risk behaviour and social issues 
in the early phase of the welfare society. Alcohol con-
sumption, the number of traffic fatalities and the num-
ber of suicides all rose – not just in the three countries 
covered by this study, but in most of the Western World.4
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In searching for an explanation for the widespread 
crime in the decades after 1960 and up to 1990, there 
are a number of conditions to consider. Criminologists 
mention, for example, an increase in the pressure of 
temptation. The rapidly increasing volume of material 
goods in homes, holiday houses and shops, as well 
as the arrival of mass motoring, led to a rise in crime 
because the conditions of opportunity had multiplied 
almost exponentially. A higher level of material pos-
sessions in citizens’ surroundings can also lead to 
pressure to commit crime in order to fulfil perceived 
expectations in one’s own circle of acquaintances.5 
The 1960s and 1970s were also the decades when 
large numbers of women entered the labour market, 
which meant that the tempting homes were often left 
unsupervised during the day. A declining moral atti-
tude toward the law may also be a contributory factor.6

From the 1960s onwards, the illegal drugs trade 
produced a platform for crime on a scale that North-
West Europe had simply not witnessed previously.7 
The smuggling and sale of hashish, heroin and cocaine 

became big business that generated staggering sums 
of money and, at the same time, resulted in a wave 
of consequential crime among addicts of hard drugs 
seeking to finance their addiction. Moreover, the entire 
issue became the object of increased criminalisation 
via legislation and more energetic efforts on the part 
of the police.8

The oil crisis resulted in a rise in unemployment, 
with the well-documented effect on crime in all three 
countries. In the Thatcher years, crime shot up by 
almost 80 percent,9 spurred by rising social issues 
in connection with the radical transformation of the 
British welfare state.10 Unemployment sky-rocketed, 
de-industrialisation escalated (see Chapters 3 and 13), 
beggars appeared on the streets of the large towns and 
cities for the first time since the Victorian era, and the 
number of homeless more than doubled from 56,000 
in 1979 to 128,000 in 1989.11 Once again, it became 
“normal” to see people sleeping on the streets, and 
in 1989 around 200,000 people were charged under 
the Vagrancy Act of 1824.12 Under Thatcher, the UK 

Figure 12.1. Number of reported violations of the criminal code per 100,000 citizens, 1950–2020

Note: The data break in 1991 refers to the reunification of Germany; for years before 1991, the graph describes West Germany. The data break in 2002 is 
due to the fact that at that point, British statistics switch to years running from April through March. The numbers for reported violations of the criminal code 
in January, February and March 2001 are therefore not included in the graph. The form of this figure cannot be compared directly with Figure 12.1 concern-
ing Denmark from the book about Scandinavia.
Sources: ONS, Destatis, Eurostat, Statistics Denmark, the UN.
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witnessed rapidly developing inequality which, all 
else being equal, is sure to promote a rise in crime.13

Crime increased by 
almost 80 percent 
during the Thatcher era.

Demographics had a separate significance. The rise 
in crime in the 1960s was attributable to some extent 
to the fact that the baby-boomers from the period im-
mediately after World War II had now become young 
adults, who are known to have a greater propensity to 
commit crimes than the middle-aged or elderly sec-
tions of the population.14

The 1990s saw the beginning of a fall in crime in 
Denmark and Germany, although with a slight rise in 
Germany in 2015–16. This rise was linked to the refu-
gee crisis, where more than a million people – young 
men in particular – arrived in Germany. The breaches 
of the law they committed were principally violations 
of immigration legislation.15

After the first years of the 1990s, the fall in crime 
that England and Wales had experienced was replaced 
by a new rise. This renewed increase lasted from the 
middle of the 1990s until 2003, when the crime rate 
returned to the level seen at the start of the 1990s. 
From here, England and Wales experienced a sub-
stantial decrease in crime – mirroring the situation in 
the other two countries – that continued until 2014, 
reversed by a sharp new spike towards the end of the 
period. The major fluctuations in England and Wales 
can be explained to some extent by changes in legisla-
tion which resulted in the criminalisation of additional 
acts. An automatic extrapolation of the development 
from 2003 to 2014 would produce a decrease of the 
same dimensions as in the two other countries.

Under Tony Blair, who came to power in 1997, 
England and Wales saw an expansion of acts classed 
as criminal activities, which derived from the policy 
New Labour had adopted in a bid to attract the law 
and order-oriented middle-class voters. The rapid rise 
in crime in England and Wales after 2014 is partially 

attributable to the more stringent legal policy in the 
form of the Anti-Social Behaviour, Crime and Policing 
Act of 2014. This law criminalised a number of acts 
that had previously not been covered by the criminal 
code. For example, a number of new offences were 
introduced relating to the arrangement of forced mar-
riages, to youth gangs and to tenants who repeatedly 
and seriously inconvenience other tenants.

The decline in Denmark, Germany and – up to the 
mid-2010s – England and Wales can generally be as-
cribed to more efficient use of technical and social 
measures for securing valuables. Today, for example, 
the level of car theft in Denmark is largely similar to 
the number of car thefts in 1960, even though there 
are now many more cars on the roads. This should be 
viewed in the context of significantly improved meas-
ures for securing vehicles in the form of electronic ig-
nition locks, which make it almost impossible to steal a 
car. The same tendency can be seen in the electronic 
securing and monitoring of homes, institutions and 
supermarkets, and in the expansion of neighbourhood 
watch schemes.16 Moreover, many public spaces are 
subject to video monitoring, which has a limiting and 
dampening effect on street violence and vandalism. 
Researchers have also registered improvements in 
attitudes to the law and increased self-control.17

Young people have also changed their behaviour, 
no longer spending as much time as before on the 
streets. Instead, they spend more time at home in 
front of various screens and monitors. This naturally 
prevents them from committing much of the criminal-
ity they did previously.18 As a result, fewer young peo-
ple embark on a criminal career, while those young 
people who have committed a crime relapse at the 
same rate. Studies performed by the ROCKWOOL 
Foundation Research Unit likewise demonstrate that 
children and young people in Denmark have access 
to significantly more resources today than they had in 
the 1980s.19 This being the case, there is no need for 
them to steal what they can buy. This phenomenon is 
not limited to Denmark, of course. In the UK and Ger-
many, too, children are benefiting from the develop-
ment in consumption opportunities. It is likewise rele-
vant to highlight a falling consumption of alcohol and 
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drugs among young people.20 In Denmark, prescribed 
methadone treatment has also helped reduce criminal 
activities among the hardest hit substance abusers. 
Finally, young people account for a relatively smaller 
demographic group nowadays, which, all else being 
equal, will naturally translate into fewer violations of 
the criminal code.

Taking into account the particular development in 
England and Wales after 2014 – which is, for example, 
dictated by changes to what are considered criminal 
acts – the crime rate in Denmark and Germany today 
is approximately 40 percent lower than the English/
Welsh rate, measured in incidents per 100,000 citizens

Despite the long-term decrease in crime in Den-
mark and Germany since the beginning of the 1990s, 
the level is still around twice as high as in 1960, while 
in England/Wales it is around five times higher.

12.2. The hidden number has   
changed over time
Of course, the reported violations of the criminal code 
do not encompass all crimes committed. Some crimes, 
such as tax evasion, may never be discovered, while 
other criminal acts are never reported. The victim may 
fear reprisals if he or she should subsequently encoun-
ter the perpetrator on the streets. Another reason may 
be that the victim may not wish to inconvenience the 
criminal because he or she is a member of the fam-
ily – in cases of domestic abuse or incest, for exam-
ple. Alternatively, the victim may believe that it is not 
worth the trouble of reporting the crime because the 
police are unlikely to solve the crime in question, es-
pecially if it is seen as insignificant. In this context, it 
is common to talk of the hidden number in the sense 
of crimes that are never reported.

When interpreting the data presented in Figure 
12.1, it is therefore relevant to consider that the hidden 
number has changed – i.e. decreased – over time. This 
is a conclusion to be drawn from the “victim surveys” 
carried out to cast additional light on the scope of 
crime. In these surveys, researchers ask a represent-
ative cross-section of the population whether they 
have been the victim of a crime within the past year.21

The reason why the gap has narrowed between 

crimes actually committed and crimes registered is, 
in part, that more homes have been insured against 
burglary, and that reimbursement from the insurance 
company is conditional upon presentation of a police 
report. In addition, violence and sexual assault are tol-
erated to a much lower degree today than they were 
previously, in that they are now considered to be unac-
ceptable and disgusting.22 Even though violence and 
sexual assaults are less common today, having perhaps 
reached a historically low level,23 this change in attitude 
in society still narrows the gap between the number of 
crimes actually committed and those reported.

These interpretations cannot, however, explain the 
higher level in 2020 compared with 1960. The conclu-
sion must still be that there is more crime today than 
before the establishment of the welfare state.

The conclusion is that 
there is more criminality 
today than before 1960.

With regard to the struggle against crime in the 
form of the police forces’ resources, there are signif-
icant differences. In 2018, there were 184 police of-
ficers per 100,000 citizens in Denmark, compared to 
213 in England and Wales and 319 in Germany. The 
highest level was recorded in Northern Ireland, with 
363 police officers per 100,000 citizens.24

12.3. The prison populations in   
Denmark and Germany are lower  
than in England and Wales 
If a person is found guilty of a crime, society can ap-
ply a variety of sanctions such as fines, suspended 
prison sentences, suspension of a driving licence and 
confiscation of a vehicle, as well as different types of 
serving sentences, including community service, elec-
tronic tagging or incarceration. We will look first at 
the most severe punishment – imprisonment – while 
the following sections trace the development of oth-
er types of sanction.

Table 12.1 presents the numbers of prison inmates 
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per 100,000 citizens in the three countries from 1960 
to 2020. The data for Denmark and for England and 
Wales have been calculated as an annual average 
for the prison population. For Germany, the data are 
– with two exceptions – the prison population at the 
end of the year.25

Table 12.1. Number of prison inmates per 100,000 
citizens, 1960–2019

Denmark Germany England and Wales
1960 70.7 102.0 59.2
1970 70.1 70.5 79.8
1980 63.2 84.2 85.2
1990 66.6 69.6 89.0

2000 63.3 85.4 123.9
2010 71.4 84.9 152.1
2019 68.9 74.6 139.5

Note: Germany means West Germany up to 1990 and for Germany, 1960 
refers to 1961. All values are averages for the year with the exception of Ger-
many, where the values are the numbers at 31 December in each year, except 
2019. Moreover, the value for 2010 refers to the status at 30 November.
Sources: House of Commons, Destatis, the Danish Department of Prisons 
and Probation (Kriminalforsorgen), Von hofer et al. (2012), the UN.

A table of this kind can, of course, conceal variations 
stemming from several causes: changes in legal policy, 
including the propensity to hand down tougher sentenc-
es or imprisonment for a larger number of infractions, 
changes in the composition of the crimes committed, 
and changes in the number of crimes committed. In 
interpreting the data, we have therefore been cautious 
about making overly confident generalisations. Never-
theless, there seems to be an overarching trend that 
the number of prison inmates per 100,000 citizens has 
remained relatively stable over time in Denmark, despite 
the rise in the level of criminality. Generally speaking, 
the level in Denmark is low in comparison with the level 
for Western Europe, and if we extend the comparison 
to encompass large countries such as Russia and the 
United States, it is actually extremely low.

In 2007–08, for example, there were 103 people in 
prison per 100,000 citizens in Western Europe, while 
the figure for Eastern Europe was 175. Russia and the 
United States used imprisonment as punishment to 
a much higher extent, recording 629 and 756 prison 
inmates, respectively, per 100,000 citizens.26 It is also 

clear that today, there are almost half as many prison 
inmates per 100,000 citizens in Denmark as there are 
in England and Wales, while the levels in Denmark 
and Germany are almost identical. The vast majority 
of prison inmates are men. In 2016, only 4.4 percent 
of prison inmates in Denmark were women, while the 
corresponding figure for England and Wales was 4.5 
percent, and for Germany it was 5.9 percent.27 Foreign 
citizens were over-represented in Denmark and Ger-
many in 2016, at 28.0 and 35.6 percent, respectively, 
compared to 11.6 percent in England and Wales.28 
There is also a clear age profile. In Germany in 2018, 
for instance, only 14 percent of prison inmates were 
aged over 50 and a mere 4 percent were aged over 60.29

Assessed on the basis of Table 12.1, it appears that 
the English/Welsh legal system has responded to ris-
ing crime with more stringent sanctions in the form of 
more and longer prison sentences. The 1993 Criminal 
Justice Act reflected a tougher approach to crime, which 
contributed to increasing the prison population.30 An-
other significant leap in the number of prison inmates 
occurred under New Labour, which was in government 
from 1997 until 2010. Here, Tony Blair launched a firm 
policy of sanctions aimed at reducing the crime rate.31

The relative use of short and long unconditional 
prison sentences in the three countries is presented in 
Figure 12.2. A pattern emerges whereby in 2019, Den-
mark makes greater use of short and medium-short 
prison sentences than the English/ Welsh and, in par-
ticular, the German legal systems. Almost 75 percent 
of the unconditional prison sentences in Denmark are 
between 0 and 6 months, and around 10 percent are 
between 6 months and a full year.

The German authorities are more reticent when it 
comes to the use of unconditional prison sentences, 
with the courts often suspending a term in prison for 
a period of up to two years. The assumption made by 
the courts is that the guilty party will not commit a new 
crime, or that there are no other reasons for incarcerat-
ing him/her.32 Instead, the criminal can be sentenced 
to pay a fine or make a donation to a charitable insti-
tution.33 The decision not to incarcerate may also be 
conditional upon supervision by the probation service. 
Only one-third of the unconditional sentences handed 
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Figure 12.2. Unconditional prison sentences, divided by length, 2019

Note: The graph only covers cases where the unconditional sentence was the hardest punishment handed down to the person by the court. All periods 
stated include the upper end point, but exclude the lower end point. For Denmark, the category “5–10 years” includes sentences up to 12 years. For all 
three countries, the category “10+ years” includes life sentences. These numbers include all crimes for which the courts handed down unconditional prison 
sentences, not just those stated in the Criminal Code, as in Figures 12.1 and 12.2.
Sources: Statistics Denmark, Ministry of Justice, Destatis.

down in 2018 actually resulted in incarceration, with 
the German legal system assuming a preventative ef-
fect of the prison sentence in itself. Medium and long 
terms in prison are therefore relatively more common 
in Germany than in the two other countries.34

When interpreting the low average Danish prison 
population presented in Table 12.1, it is therefore rel-
evant to consider that these low numbers conceal the 
fact that many inmates, on account of the short sen-
tences, have a tendency to leave and re-enter prison. 
In this context, it is common to talk of flow in and out 
of the prisons, and the prison population itself is of sig-
nificance to the living conditions of the criminals and 
their tendency to reoffend. In 2016, the number of new 
inmates in prisons was 204 per 100,000 citizens in Den-
mark, 118 in Germany and 218 in England and Wales.35

12.4. Other forms of sanctions
Far from all people found guilty are given a prison sen-
tence.36 As early as 1905, for example, Denmark intro-
duced conditional punishments that often involved 

supervision by the Department of Prisons and Proba-
tion. The convicted person thus avoids incarceration 
if he or she refrains from committing another crime 
for a set period, and if he/she consents to specific su-
pervision conditions such as regular meetings with a 
probation officer.

In addition to conditional punishments, there are 
several other options to incarcerating convicted crimi-
nals who have committed less serious crimes, but who 
nevertheless have to be given a punishment. One of 
these is “electronic tagging”, which involves wearing an 
electronic ankle bracelet. In 2005, Denmark introduced 
a scheme whereby people handed an unconditional 
sentence of 1–3 months’ incarceration in a prison or 
jail could instead apply to serve their sentence under 
house arrest. The upper limit was subsequently raised 
to six months. After sentencing, the convicted person 
could apply to the Danish Department of Prisons and 
Probation for permission to serve his/her sentence 
with an electronic ankle bracelet rather than going 
to prison. The decision is thus an administrative one 
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Figure 12.4. Community service sentences in England & Wales per 100,000 citizens, 1970–2019
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Note: The numbers include not only violations of the Criminal Code, but also cases where violations of traffic regulations, for 
example, are punished by community service. The figure only presents numbers for convicted persons if their toughest sentence 
was community service. Sources: Ministry of Justice, ONS.

Figure 12.3. Sentences served with electronic tagging per 100,000 citizens, 1999–2019

Note: Ankle bracelets were introduced to Denmark as a form of serving sentences in 2005, while they had first appeared in England and Wales in 1999. As 
from 2013, it became possible in Denmark to serve the final six months of a prison sentence with an ankle bracelet, such that people sentenced to long pe-
riods in prison were given a gentler reintroduction to society. These sentences are included in this graph, in contrast to Figure 12.4 in the book about Scan-
dinavia. These graphs are therefore not fully comparable, other than in the fact that this one has also been corrected for level of population. That said, there 
are fewer than 100 people serving sentences in this way during all the years for Denmark. For England and Wales, all those wearing ankle bracelets are 
prisoners of this kind, so electronic tagging is not used for people with sentences of under three months. In Denmark, in contrast, the numbers in the figure 
above primarily refer to people serving their entire sentence (of six months or less as from 2012) wearing an ankle bracelet. The numbers for England and 
Wales do not include ankle bracelets that provide 24/7 supervision, but only those which check whether the people wearing them are at home at the agreed 
times. This is, however, the overwhelming majority (more than 98% in 2019). 
Sources: The Danish Department of Prisons and Probation, the Ministry of Justice, ONS, UN.
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and cannot be appealed to the courts. An application 
to serve a sentence under house arrest can be reject-
ed if it seems likely that the person in question will 
breach the applicable conditions. This assessment 
can be based on the person having a history of drug 
or alcohol abuse.

As the name suggests, an electronic ankle brace-
let is an electronic transmitter attached to the ankle 
of the convicted person. The transmitter enables the 
probation authorities to track whether the person is 
in his/her own home, only leaving it at agreed times. 
In order to serve a sentence with an electronic ankle 
bracelet, the convicted person must have a permanent 
address and a job, or must be taking an education or 
participating in an activation scheme. Unemployed 
people who are not taking part in an activation pro-
gramme cannot serve sentences with an electronic 
ankle bracelet.37 In addition, the convicted person 
must also complete a crime prevention course held 
by the Danish Department of Prisons and Probation.

People serving a sentence under these conditions 
can continue to work, to participate in activation pro-
grammes, or to study, but they are not permitted to 
leave their home to visit family or friends. Another con-
dition is that it must be possible to monitor the person 
serving the sentence effectively. This primarily refers 
to the requirement of the person in question to wear 
the ankle bracelet for the full term of the sentence, 
and the person must consent to weekly, unannounced 
control visits, where the Department of Prisons and 
Probations may take blood samples to test for traces 
of alcohol and drugs.

Inspiration for Denmark to try the electronic tag-
ging scheme came in particular from Sweden, where 
authorities had good experience with the use of ankle 
bracelets as from 1994 – initially as a trial scheme and 
then as a permanent arrangement. Examinations of 
the Swedish programme revealed a significant drop in 
recurrence among drunk drivers who had served their 
sentence with an electronic ankle bracelet. Moreover, 
the scheme cost the public sector less than incarcer-
ation in prison, and there were clear socio-economic 
benefits associated with allowing people to continue 
working while serving their sentences, because this 

enabled them to avoid having to rely on transfer in-
comes. Young offenders who serve their sentences 
with electronic tagging in Denmark are more likely 
to complete a course of education and less likely to 
become dependent on social welfare. Older people 
(i.e. people aged 25+) who are in a steady relationship 
are at less risk of seeing their relationship break up if 
they are allowed to serve their sentences in this way.38

The use of electronic ankle bracelets as a way of 
serving prison sentences in Denmark and in England 
and Wales from 1999 to 2019 is represented in Figure 
12.3; no similar form of serving sentences is used in 
Germany.38 In interpreting the data, it is important to 
recognise that the use of electronic tagging is quite 
different in the two countries. In Denmark, ankle brace-
lets are used throughout the sentence and during the 
period of transition from prison, while in England and 
Wales, electronic tagging is primarily used during the 
period of transition back into society in the last phase 
of the process. The figure shows that electronic tag-
ging is used more widely in Denmark than in England 
and Wales.

Another form of serving a sentence is community 
service. This option carries a range of benefits for both 
the person serving the sentence and society in general, 
as illustrated from the effect in Denmark: first and fore-
most, employment rates are better on completion of the 
sentence, the people employed are paid more, and there 
is less dependence on public sector transfer incomes. 
At the same time, the rate of recurrence – i.e. falling back 
into criminal activities – is not higher than among those 
who serve their sentences in prison. Children of criminals 
sentenced to community service are also at less risk of 
being removed from the home and of becoming young 
offenders themselves.39 Figure 12.4 shows the number 
of offenders sentenced to community service in England 
and Wales from 1970 to today. Here too, the numbers 
indicate that milder sanctions are again becoming less 
common in the British legal system.

12.5. Summary
England and Wales clearly recorded the biggest rel-
ative increase in crime from 1960 to the present day. 
One key reason for this sharp growth, however, is a low 
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level in 1960 – approximately half the level observed 
in Denmark and Germany, in fact. Another reason is 
the tightening up of the English legal policy, which 
results in more reports. A 2014 reform thus seems to 
have pushed an otherwise falling crime rate sharply 
upwards to the extent that the level in England and 
Wales is now around 40 percent higher than in Den-
mark and Germany.

Looking at the countries’ policies of sanctions, it 
is noticeable that there are only half as many prison 
inmates per 100,000 citizens in Denmark and Germa-
ny as there are in England and Wales. These numbers 
should also be viewed in the light of the fact that the 
prison population in 1960 was lower in England than 
in Denmark, and substantially lower than in Germany. 
One key aspect of English legal policy has been to pun-
ish criminals with more and tougher prison sentences. 
Judges in Denmark hand down many more short and 
medium-short prison sentences, while the German 
courts impose more medium and long sentences, and 
are generally unwilling to use short, unconditional sen-
tences. England and Wales are positioned between the 
two other countries in this respect. Viewed from the 
perspective of the flow into and out of the prisons, the 
numbers for Denmark and England are quite similar.

Generally speaking, this chapter documents that 
crime in the three welfare societies is at a higher level 
in Denmark and Germany – and at a much higher level 
in England and Wales – than immediately after the end 
of World War II. The higher level in England and Wales 
today, however, seems to be largely attributable to sud-
den tightenings of the legal policy. The chapter thus 
also shows that there has been no harmonisation of 
sanctions policy between the three countries to create 
a shared North-West European practice.
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employment under the Thatcher government and the increase 
in crimes against property, and highlights a corresponding link 
between cuts in transfer incomes and the rise in crimes against 
property. Thatcher’s housing policy, which involved selling off 
council houses, was of significance to the geographical spread 
of criminality. The reason for this is that the houses sold off were 
the most attractive ones – with access to a garden, for example 
– while the properties that remained in the hands of the councils 
were generally unattractive and run-down, allowing appreciable 
potential for ghettoisation and a concentration of criminality. Far-
rall (2014).

31 Pugh (2017).
32 Jehle (2019).
33 Jehle (2019).
34 Jehle (2019).
35 Aebi et al. (2021).
36 Until 1966, physical punishments were also an option in the UK. 

(Morgan (1990)).
37 In this context, “Activation” also includes labour market pro-

grammes under the auspices of the Danish Department of 
Prisons and Probation.

38 Aebi et al. (2021) use tables to present an overview of which 
European countries use ankle bracelets or similar tagging 
schemes as forms of serving sentences.

39 Community service has been evaluated in studies such as 
 Andersen and Andersen (2012).
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The welfare states examined in this book are among 
the richest in the world, but they have experienced 
substantially different development in economic activity 
post-1960. This chapter takes a closer look at the national 
paths to prosperity.

development
13. Economic 
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13.1. Economic development in Denmark
Up until 1960, agriculture was the principal profession, 
in spite of rather difficult market conditions on some 
of the country’s key export markets. Even though the 
state stepped in with a comprehensive programme of 
farming subsidies, production stagnated in the 1960s 
precisely because it remained difficult to sell agricul-
tural products. Farmers sought to optimise production 
conditions through increased investments in machinery 
and farm building equipment, followed by widespread 
mergers of farms in a socalled structural rationalisa-
tion. The large investments in agricultural machinery 
boosted productivity at the same time as cutting the 
need for labour, such that the number of people em-
ployed in this sector declined sharply.

The market conditions improved after Denmark 
joined the EEC in 1973, which had actually been one 
of the main arguments in favour of joining the commu-
nity. Investments and production then increased over 
the following years. The price of agricultural land rose 
correspondingly, however, and many young farmers 
with large real property loans found themselves in fi-
nancial difficulties once the prices of agricultural prod-
ucts plateaued. The 1980s then saw the introduction of 
production regulations within the EU accompanied by, 
for the first time, a number of environmental require-
ments on the increasingly intensive sector that con-
tinued to ramp up its use of fertilisers and pesticides.

The merging of farms continues to this day. In 1960, 
there were 275,000 independent farmers in Denmark; 
in 2018 there were under 35,000. Over the years, the 
conventional mixed approach to farming, compris-
ing dairy cattle, pigs and vegetable crops has been 
consigned to the pages of history, as a result of wide-
spread specialisation targeted at utilising the benefits 
of scale inherent in a modern machine fleet and the 
large stretches of adjoining land. Today, farmers focus 
exclusively on the production of either pigs, milk, beef 
cattle, poultry/eggs, or vegetable products.

The initial wave of industrialisation in Denmark to-
wards the end of the nineteenth century was, to a large 
extent, associated with the growth of export-oriented 
agriculture, and a few large industries not based on 
agriculture, but with international orientation, were 

established in Copenhagen. The majority of the in-
dustrial sector was, however, still composed of small 
enterprises supplying the domestic market. This 
structure was further consolidated during the crisis 
of the 1930s. High customs duties and restrictions on 
imports boosted the nationally based industry, whose 
scope naturally broadened in consequence. As a re-
sult of the protected position of the domestic market 
during the crisis, productivity remained unchanged, 
even falling in some areas.

In the 1950s, limitations on imports were eased as 
a result of Denmark’s participation in the internation-
al economic cooperation. Many companies that had 
previously benefited strongly from the protection of 
the domestic market encountered tough international 
competition, and more than a few were forced to close. 
The strongest enterprises survived, adapting to the 
demands of the global market. Many specialised in a 
more limited area, where they could trade on factors 
such as design, product development and quality. In-
vestments rose substantially from 1958 onwards, and 
exports of industrial goods overtook agricultural exports 
for the first time in the early 1960s. At the same time, 
a number of large, internationally oriented enterprises 
also achieved their breakthrough based on product 
development and adaptation to the global market.

The strong growth of the industrial sector was a 
pattern observed in most OECD countries in the af-
termath of World War II. Improvements in productivity 
in the agricultural sector resulted in the transfer of a 
large part of the agricultural workforce to industry. One 
factor that contributed to the breakthrough of indus-
try as the dominant export sector in Denmark was the 
long period of the economic boom, which lasted until 
1973. Private consumption rose sharply on the export 
markets in Western Europe and North America, and 
the countries’ industrial sectors invested heavily in 
new technology. At the same time, the ongoing arms 
race between the United States and the Soviet Union 
was helping boost demand even further, as was the 
development of the welfare state on the most signifi-
cant export markets. For long periods, it was also an 
advantage that the industrial sector in Denmark and 
the rest of Western European was able to import new 
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technologies and machinery from the United States.1

On the domestic market, there was a accumulated 
need for more and larger homes and for an expansion of 
the country’s infrastructure. Over the years, the prices 
of raw materials and energy fell on the world market, 
which stimulated the growth of Danish industry even 
more, given that Denmark has to import the majority of 
the raw materials it needs. The international currency 
system also became more flexible, and the international 
credit systems were more flexible, making it easier to 
take out loans for commercial investments.

A common trait of the 
OECD countries is that 
their industrial sectors 
enjoyed strong growth 
in the 1960s.
In 1973, the Organization of the Petroleum Export-
ing Countries (OPEC) raised the price of oil dramati-
cally, marking the start of a protracted period of eco-
nomic difficulties. Unemployment rose markedly the 
following year, and industrial production suffered an 
actual fall, which then gave way to a period of fluctu-
ating market conditions after the end of the 1970s. 
For example, there was a recovery in the mid-1980s, 
followed by a sharp dip in connection with what was 
known in Denmark as the Kartoffelkur (Potato Diet), 
which was designed to limit domestic consumption. 
This in turn was followed by a new recovery starting 
in 1993. The financial crisis of 2008–09 applied the 
brakes to production once more, until more promis-
ing market conditions returned in 2013. The Corona-
virus pandemic of 2020 then had a limited impact on 
GDP in 2020 and 2021.

Rising productivity in the industrial and agricultur-
al sectors with the associated fall in prices per unit 
had made possible a distribution of labour whereby a 
growing share of consumer demand shifted to servic-
es and products from the service professions, i.e. the 
sector devoted to delivering various types of service. 

These professions can in turn be divided into private 
and public sections.

The private service professions can be further divid-
ed into two groups: consumer and production servic-
es. The former comprises operators that sell services 
directly to citizens, such as retailers, hairdressers, res-
taurants, hotels and dentists. The latter refers to those 
who sell services to companies: advertising agencies, 
IT consultancies, banks and consultant engineers, for 
example. Both consumer and production services have 
experienced major technological changes, and some 
professions – such as the retail trade – have undergone 
widespread structural rationalisation resulting in the 
closure of many shops. Shopping malls, online shop-
ping and huge supermarkets have simply competed 
the local grocer, butcher, baker, fishmonger, bookshop 
and delicatessen out of the market.

Production service has developed strongly since 
the 1950s, spurred on by rapid technological develop-
ment, most recently in the form of digitalisation. The 
reason why production service has made such large 
gains is that many small and medium-sized enterprises 
chose to focus on their core production, and to out-
source activities such as cleaning, marketing, staff 
training, IT support and bookkeeping to external service 
companies. Among larger companies, however, there 
was a tendency to employ staff specifically to handle 
such tasks, although these companies, too, chose to 
purchase more specialised services from external 
suppliers. In addition, the massive investments made 
by the business community boosted growth among 
banks, leasing agencies and insurance companies. 
The service professions therefore play a significant 
role as supplier of many different services to the man-
ufacturing professions.

13.2. Economic development in the UK
The war resulted in technological progress in the 
fields of agriculture, the chemical industry, the elec-
tronics industry, air travel and the production of en-
gines, stemming largely from the work done on the 
development of radar, the jet engine, antibiotics and 
atomic energy.2 Other sections of the British business 
community fared less well, however, struggling with a 

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   267116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   267 27/05/2022   20.4827/05/2022   20.48



268

WELFARE STATE AND POPULATION IN DENMARK, GERMANY AND THE UK

worn-our production apparatus, low productivity and 
inflexible conditions on the labour market.

The Labour party obtained an absolute majority in 
the House of Commons in the first election after the 
war in 1945, and was therefore able to implement sig-
nificant parts of its economic policy, including a com-
prehensive programme of nationalisation. Up to that 
point, Britain’s national bank – The Bank of England 
– had, as a historical anomaly, been privately owned, 
but now became one of the first institutions to be na-
tionalised. This aligned with a desire in the Labour gov-
ernment to implement stricter control of the economy 
with the emphasis on full employment as a part of its 
broader vision for a welfare policy.

This initial move was then followed by nationalisa-
tion of the iron and steel works, as well as key parts 
of the transport sector, including the railways and air 
travel. Gas supplies and electricity distribution were 
likewise amalgamated and nationalised, leading to 
significant rationalisation benefits.3 The Coal Indus-
try Nationalisation Act of 1946 placed coal mines and 
mineral deposits under state control. Productivity in 
the coal mines had been low in the inter-war years, ac-
companied by lower wages than in the industry. This 
had resulted in bitter labour conflicts centred around 
raising the level of pay.

Up through the 1950s and 1960s, alternating gov-
ernments invested heavily in the coal mines, but were 
battling over-production on the global market accom-
panied by falling prices. The situation was further exac-
erbated by the switch from coal to oil as the dominant 
source of energy in large parts of the industrial and 
transport sectors. Many coal mines were operating at 
a loss and were only kept open to provide employment 
for the miners and as a part of the regional policy. The 
advent of nuclear power plants as from the end of the 
1950s made it even harder to maintain profitable coal 
mining activities.

In total, around 20 percent of the economic ac-
tivities in the UK were nationalised in the period up 
to 1950. A common feature of the nationalised com-
panies was that they were parts of the economy that 
were essential to production in the private sector, so 
the nationalisations improved opportunities for plan-

ning ahead without undermining the private sector. 
At the same time, the Labour government prioritised 
shifting capital to the export-oriented industries, and 
a devaluation of the pound in 1949 boosted the com-
petitiveness of British industry on the international 
markets, producing a surplus on the balance of trade 
in the following years.

The nationalisations 
affected those parts 
of the economy that 
were a precondition 
for production in the 
private sector.

The economy was clearly on the rise in 1950, when 
GDP was around 50 percent above the level in 1938, 
i.e. the last year before the outbreak of World War II.4 
Something as unusual as major exports of cars to the 
United States, where the smaller British cars were in 
great demand among consumers, boosted an other-
wise problematic balance of payments. The German 
Volkswagen, the French Renault and the Italian Fiat 
were not yet available on the market again, and the 
small British models were highly attractive “second 
cars” on the North American market. Nevertheless, 
cracks were already beginning to appear in the British 
economic strategy. Investments were low, and when the 
country received aid under the Marshall Plan, the UK 
channelled a relatively smaller portion of these funds 
into investments in industry than France or Germany.

In spite of the return to power of the Conservatives 
after the election in 1951, the following years saw on-
ly a few of the recently nationalised companies being 
re-privatised, and most of these were in the iron and 
steel industry. The 1950s were generally distinguished 
by a political consensus, where Churchill and the Con-
servatives were unwilling to challenge either the ma-
jority of supporters of the welfare state or the trades 
union movement, which had emerged strengthened 
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from the war.5 In addition, this generation of Conserv-
atives took a collectivist view of the state.

In the 1950s, the British economy joined the gener-
al boom in the Western World. Towards the middle of 
the decade, the UK was home to probably the strong-
est economy in Europe and a leader in the establish-
ment of nuclear power.6 After years of rationing, the 
British people enthusiastically welcomed the age of 
mass consumption. The retail sector underwent sig-
nificant changes after the first supermarkets began 
to open in the early years of the decade. The concept 
and the associated technology were initially imported 
from the United States, and in the same way as in the 
other countries of Western Europe, the centralisation 
of the retail sector killed off many smaller shops and 
resulted in a change in consumption patterns, with 
more and more fast food products finding their way 
into people’s refrigerators.

After years of rationing, 
the UK began to 
embrace the age of 
mass consumption.

Families’ consumption was further reinforced by 
demand in the industrial sector for unskilled female 
labour. More and more families came to own their own 
homes, with durable domestic appliances such as re-
frigerators, freezers, radios, record players, TVs and 
washing machines becoming common possessions.7 
Holidays to destinations on the Continent likewise 
came within the reach of many working class families. 
The descendant of the Welsh miner who travelled to 
Spain in the 1930s to assist the Republican forces in 
their struggle against the Fascists in the Spanish Civ-
il War was perhaps now taking his summer holidays 
in the same area of Spain. Moreover, the number of 
vehicles on the roads more than doubled from 1950 
to 1960, with the British automotive industry selling 
more than 1.3 million cars.

Even though the population’s consumption con-
tinued to increase over the course of the 1960s, it be-

came clear as the decade progressed that the UK was 
some way off the pace of economic growth in relation 
to the countries of the EEC. In the early 1950s, the UK 
had been convinced of the power of its own economy. 
This belief was underpinned by the strong bonds the 
country enjoyed to the Commonwealth countries and 
to the United States, which had proved crucial to the 
ability of Britain to fight nazism and fascism. The ongoing 
dismantling of the colonial system was also progress-
ing with less violence than that which distinguished 
the end of the French colonies, and the contacts re-
mained more viable. As a result, the British government 
at that time had passed up the opportunity to partici-
pate in the negotiations regarding the European Coal 
and Steel Community in the early 1950s, reflecting a 
centuries-long tradition for taking a global rather than 
a Continental perspective on the economy.8

Similarly, the Conservative government had not 
taken part in the Rome Treaty negotiations, and there-
fore abdicated any claim to serious political influence 
should the UK subsequently wish to join the EEC.9 As 
such, the UK was cut off from the community of growth 
economies that were enjoying mutual synergy. The 
British government instead took the initiative to found 
the free trade organisation EFTA, which, lacking the 
participation of the major Continental economies, did 
not offer anything like the same opportunities as the 
EEC. The establishment of the EEC was quite simply the 
biggest structural initiative for optimising the European 
economy of the age. EFTA followed the more limited 
model for European economic collaboration preferred 
by the UK at that time, with free trade for the member 
states’ industrial goods, but not for agricultural prod-
ucts, and without the EEC’s supranational elements 
and common customs policy vis-à-vis third countries.

The national accounts constituted a new economic 
planning tool in the 1950s, attracting appreciable atten-
tion in the media; Germany achieved annual growth in 
GDP of more than 6 percent during the 1950s, while the 
Netherlands recorded 3.6 percent growth and France 
3.5 percent. The UK, on the other hand, managed only 
a paltry 2.2 percent.10 The comparison of growth rates 
in the media was perhaps a little unfair, because the 
starting point was lower in Germany, for example, with 
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the economy rising from the ashes. Nevertheless, the 
numbers made an impression on the general public. 
Among the political elite in London, too, there was 
growing concern that the country was no longer able 
to make its mark as an international power of sub-
stance. In fact, there was a nascent tendency to refer 
to the UK as simply a larger version of Sweden.11 The 
situation cried out for membership of the EEC, which 
was viewed as a potential superpower on a par with 
the United States and the Soviet Union.12

When the Conservative Prime Minister Harold Mac-
millan applied for membership of the EEC in 1961, the 
French President Charles de Gaulle vetoed the appli-
cation in January 1963, arguing that the UK would take 
on the role of a Trojan horse for American dominance 
of the newly formed community.13 History repeated it-
self in 1967, when the Labour Prime Minister Harold 
Wilson submitted a new application for British mem-
bership at a time when the mood in Parliament was 
overwhelmingly in favour of joining the EEC because 
the relative economic slowdown was becoming too 
clear to ignore.14

A publication typical of the time and highly critical 
of the general weaknesses in the British business com-
munity was Michael Shanks’ The Stagnant Society of 
1964. Shanks, who was Business Editor of The Financial 
Times, interpreted the rigid division of British society 
into classes with almost non-existent social mobility 
as a barrier to including the intelligence reserve of the 
working classes in the production apparatus. At the 
same time, he highlighted the conflict-prone labour 
market with its poor relations between incompetent 
employers and trades union that were constantly spoil-
ing for a fight.15 The employers were too focused on 
cultivating their “old boys” networks, and hesitant to-
wards change. Shanks compared the trades union to 
the Luddites of the early industrial society.16 A series of 
books from the recognised publishing house Penguin 
Books – which issued inexpensive, but high-quality 
controversial books and non-fiction literature – was 
issued under the title of What is Wrong with Britain? 
These books turned the spotlight on the poor perfor-
mances and incompetent management in the industri-
al sector, the education system and the trades union.

The employers 
cultivated their “old 
boys” networks.

One problem that began to make its presence 
felt as from the early 1960s was weak development 
of productivity in the industrial sector. This should, 
for example, be viewed against a background of fall-
ing investments as a result of a housing sector that 
was already overheating at that time, but continued 
to swallow available capital. A number of commen-
tators remarked that higher education courses were 
prioritising the humanities at the expense of courses 
in the sciences and practical engineering,17 and that 
upper secondary school study programmes were not 
producing sufficient numbers of skilled workers.18

In the run-up to the 1964 election that returned 
Labour to power once more, the party had argued in 
favour of higher investment in study programmes cen-
tred on the sciences, and of a general rise in the level 
of education in the wake of what Labour termed “the 
13 wasted years under the Conservatives”. The idea 
was to modernise the UK under the impetus of science. 
These ambitions were followed up by the establish-
ment of a Ministry for Technology and a boost for the 
education sector. A third initiative was the re-national-
isation of businesses in the iron and steel industry – a 
sop to the left wing of the Labour movement, which 
still viewed nationalisations as a part of the strategy 
for achieving a socialist society.

Another element in the problematic situation was 
a seriously over-valued pound in relation to the US 
dollar. In order to maintain the exchange rate, suc-
cessive governments had continued to raise interest 
rates, thus making it more expensive and more risky 
to invest. Additionally, the high exchange rate for the 
national currency limited export opportunities. The 
statistical data painted a clear picture. The UK’s share 
of total industrial exports from the 11 biggest industri-
al countries dropped from 20 percent in 1954 to less 
than 14 percent in 1964, and the trend continued.19 

At a more general level, the economy now found itself 
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under increasing pressure from the re-established dy-
namos in the industrial countries on the Continent, as 
well as from globalisation.

Another element in the 
problematic situation 
was a seriously over-
valued pound in relation 
to the US dollar.

The Labour government devalued the pound in 
1967, producing another dent in national self-confi-
dence. Rising inflation continued to apply pressure 
on the national currency, and in 1972 it was unpinned 
from the US dollar. Inflation was linked to pay rises, 
which outstripped the increase in productivity. Figure 
13.1 illustrates the gap between pay and productivity 
throughout the period up to 1980. The difference ex-
panded steadily as from the mid-1960s, and spiralled 
out of control as from the early 1970s. Labour’s inten-

tion had been to implement an actual income policy so 
as to reinforce the correlation between developments 
in pay and productivity, but a firmly rooted tradition for 
extremely decentralised pay negotiations made this 
strategy unworkable in practice.20

From the time of their return to power in 1964, 
changing Labour governments continued the “stop 
and go” policy introduced by the Conservatives six 
years earlier. In practice, this policy took the form of 
clamping down on consumption in periods of particu-
lar high inflation and massive shortfalls on the balance 
of trade, and applying a more relaxed economic pol-
icy when the balance of payments showed signs of 
improvement. It was not a policy that benefited the 
business community either. Political ambitions in the 
Labour party regarding the adoption of overarching, 
plan-based control of the economy with income pol-
icy playing a key role thus soon turned to dust. When 
the UK at long last joined the EEC in 1973, it was too 
late to maintain the country’s position as a leading 
industrial nation.21

Even though economic growth and productivity had 
been lower than in the EEC in the 1960s, the decade 

Figure 13.1. Development in pay and productivity in the UK, 1960–1980. 1960 = 100

Source: Bank of England.
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was nevertheless viewed by the population as a time of 
progress in material conditions, with full employment 
and a continuation of the widespread political consen-
sus. The 1970s, in contrast, were marked by an actual 
and enduring crisis. As early as 1970, unemployment 
had risen to around 600,000. Nonetheless, wages and 
salaries rose far above the development in production, 
inflation increased, and wildcat strikes and bitter labour 
conflicts combined to produce a dysfunctional labour 
market. The oil crisis in the autumn of 1973, hit a rela-
tively weak production apparatus particularly hard. Up 
through the 1970s, average annual economic growth 
in the UK amounted to a pitiful 0.9 percent.22

At the start of the 1980s, the employment situation 
worsened even further, and more than 3 million people 
were out of work in 1985. This was the result of factors 
such as the monetary policy pursued by the Conserva-
tive party, which pushed interest rates to new heights. 
A continuing low level of investment combined with 
inflation-boosting pay rises to produce extremely un-
favourable working conditions for the industrial sector.

Historians characterise the time from the mid-1960s 
through the 1970s and 1980s as a period of deindus-
trialisation, accompanied by the loss of a great many 
jobs which, however, were largely offset by growth in 
the service professions.23 In fact, more than 3.1 million 
industrial jobs were lost between 1966, when employ-
ment in the sector was at its peak, and 1983. This was 
equivalent to a 37 percent decrease in less than 20 
years.24 The reversal hit the old industrial regions in 
Central and Northern England, Northern Ireland, Wales 
and Scotland particularly hard, and made realising the 
idea of a levelling-up regional policy impossible to all 
intents and purposes.

The latter half of the 1980s saw a return to growth 
of the economy, including the industrial sector. In some 
years, British GDP per capita actually exceeded that of 
the EEC. This growth was attributable to such factors 
as a far-reaching liberalisation of the finance sector, 
leading to an increase in loan-financed consumption. 
Another factor was the removal of controls on foreign 
investments in the UK.25 The transition to service pro-
fessions as a dynamo in the economy remained sub-
stantial. When Thatcher was forced to step down as 

Prime Minister in 1990, the economy was in decline 
again, however, accompanied by high inflation, and 
the demanding market conditions continued up to 
the defeat of the Conservatives in the 1997 election.

The Conservative governments of the 1980s and 
1990s implemented a policy of privatisations that en-
compassed classic public sector institutions such as 
the prison service and the waterworks. This policy was 
continued when New Labour under Tony Blair came to 
power in 1997, and then again by Gordon Brown, until 
Labour was defeated in the 2010 election.

The period up until the financial crisis was distin-
guished by consistent growth and falling unemploy-
ment, even though there were still 1.4 million people 
out of work in 2006. The industrial sector continued 
to decline slightly, relatively speaking, such that in 
2010, industry accounted for as little as 10 percent of 
GDP. As a result of foreign acquisitions, key parts of 
the industrial sectors were also in non-British hands.

The service professions carried on showing high 
rates of growth during the same period, see Figure 
13.2, which shows high rates of growth almost through-
out the period from 1970 to the present day, although 
with a dip around the years of the financial crisis. Due 
to the huge importance of the financial sector, which 
had grown remarkably strongly up to the start of the 
financial crisis, this sector suffered particularly large 
losses, far above the EU average for the sector. The 
government pursued a strongly supportive policy with 
regard to the banks, however, where bank customers’ 
deposits were actually guaranteed by the state. The 
UK had not joined the euro, either, and the govern-
ment was therefore able to implement a devaluation, 
which stimulated exports, at the same time as slash-
ing interest rates.26

London had long since established itself as a 
global hub for finance and research, with a surplus of 
highly paid jobs, and many multinational companies 
had chosen to locate their head offices in the English 
capital. In the same way, there were many good jobs 
to be had in the central administration and in other 
branches of the public sector. Generally speaking, the 
service professions in South-East England enjoyed a 
strong rise in well-paid jobs, which served to reinforce 
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Figure 13.2. Growth in value in the service professions, fixed prices, 1970-2018, 1970 = 100
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od base has been used from 1995 onwards. The growth in value in public services is calculated on the basis of costs, while the growth in value in private 
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Source: OECD.

the pre-existing cultural and political divide between 
north and south.

The gradual deterioration of the national consensus 
after the war, the weakening of the union movement, 
and the dissemination of neo-liberal ideas dissolved 
a moral limitation on what it was possible to earn at 
the pinnacle of the business community. The change 
in the commercial-political climate found expression 
in particular in the form of previously unheard of sal-
aries in the finance and banking sector.27 Viewed for 
the UK as a whole, the growth in jobs was specifically 
conditional upon the appearance of unsecured low-
paid, part-time work in the retail and service sectors.

In other words, the UK labour market underwent a 
split between highly paid – in some cases extremely 
highly paid – salaried and executive positions on the 
one hand, and unsecured, poorly paid jobs in the ser-
vice professions on the other. The intermediate group 
of well-paid, skilled industrial workers was, in contrast, 

under extreme pressure. At the same time, geograph-
ical imbalances in income generation continued.

With just 300,000 or so people employed in agri-
culture and fishery around 1985, this sector’s share of 
national employment had already become insignificant 
in the run-up to the new millennium.

What Brexit, approved in a referendum in June 
2016 and finally executed in 2020, will come to mean 
for the British business community is only likely to be-
come apparent in the immediate future. The national 
accounts indicate that the British economy is set to 
shrink by around 10 percent in 2020, compared to a 
dip of approximately 3 percent in a country such as 
Denmark. How much of this is due to Brexit and how 
much to the pandemic, is impossible to distinguish.

However, analyses from the OECD suggest that 
Brexit will likely give an additional boost to the dein-
dustrialisation of the country. Production companies 
will thus experience a significantly higher drop in 

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
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exports than the highly profiled service professions 
based in London.28 The British government is current-
ly engaged in attempting to secure membership of a 
number of free trade organisations in order to shore 
up the country’s economy.

13.3. Economic development in Germany
An American plan – the Morgenthau Plan – which 
was intended to prevent Germany re-establishing it-
self as a significant power in Europe by dismantling 
industry in the American occupied zone and by con-
fiscating German patents, was definitively shelved in 
1947. It was replaced by the American European Re-
covery Program, better known as the Marshall Plan or 
Marshall Aid, which played a key role in rebuilding the 
three Western occupied zones that were to become 
the Federal Republic of Germany (see Chapter 1).

In spite of the heavy Allied air raids, many German 
factories were largely intact after the war. German 
industry was therefore able to recommence produc-
tion on the cessation of hostilities, and a functioning 
market was soon re-established.29 For example, the 
coal mines in the Ruhr valley were operating again 
just a few months after the unconditional surrender 
in May 1945. As the majority of the transport system 
had been bombed asunder, however, distribution re-
mained problematic for a protracted period. It was even 
impossible to transport raw materials and goods by 
river in the period immediately after the war, as many 
watercourses were blocked by demolished bridges 
and sunken ships.

The old ownership conditions were preserved in 
the three Western occupied zones, and the major in-
dustries continued as family-owned businesses. So 
a comprehensive programme of nationalisations was 
not implemented and almost all measures designed 
to nationalise parts of the industrial and financial 
sectors were withdrawn, while a land reform similarly 
failed to progress past the initial phase.30 In contrast, 
antitrust legislation was introduced, and a series of 
laws passed in the early 1950s secured significant 
employee representation on the Boards of Directors 
of the major companies.31

The Soviet occupation zone saw the introduction of 

widespread nationalisations, accompanied by a land 
reform that initially fragmented the Prussian estates into 
around 300,000 small farms. This was later followed 
by a collectivisation of the land and the establishment 
of state farms.32 In the immediate post-war period, the 
Soviet Union also removed a huge amount of indus-
trial material in its occupied zone as part of the war 
reparations. The industrial and financial sectors were 
subsequently incorporated into the socialist plan econ-
omy in line with the Soviet pattern, and the GDR was 
included in the work division among the COMECON 
countries as a supplier of industrial goods.

West Germany’s 
acceptance of Marshall 
Aid resulted in an 
injection of capital and 
the transfer of American 
technology.

West Germany’s acceptance of Marshall aid from 
1948 until the early 1950s resulted in a significant cap-
ital injection and transfer of American technology. An-
other effect was the definitive division into two parts of 
Germany, given that the Soviet Union refused to allow 
the Eastern zone to accept such aid. A currency ex-
change executed by the Americans in 1948, where the 
old German currency – the Reichsmark – was replaced 
with the D-mark (Deutsche Mark) at a low exchange 
rate, reduced the value of the population’s savings, 
but left the business community untouched because 
shares and other valuables were not depreciated.33

As a part of the currency exchange programme, re-
strictions were lifted from the market. Maximum prices 
were discontinued, as was rationing. The exchange 
programme, which replaced an almost worthless cur-
rency with a hard currency that the German people 
could trust, led to an almost immediate restoration 
of the supply of goods and the collapse of the black 
markets. The German politician Ludwig Erhard, who 
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later became Federal Chancellor from 1963 to 1966, 
played a significant role in the planning and execution 
of the currency reform, and it was he who discontin-
ued rationing in connection with same.

The combination of an efficient industrial sector, the 
establishment of a well-functioning market economy, 
a new, strong currency and a skilled, highly motivated 
workforce whose only interest was to secure for itself 
a reasonable level of prosperity after the destructive 
years of war,34 helped the West German economy back 
on its feet after a short initial period of high unemploy-
ment and significant price rises.35

The Korean War of 1950–53 entailed an increase 
in demand for West German industrial products and 
raw materials, and unemployment was significantly re-
duced. At the same time, the labour market was func-
tioning smoothly with pay rises that approximated the 
progress in productivity, and as mentioned previously, 
employees were well represented on the Boards of 
Directors of the major firms.

The financial restoration of West Germany was at that 
time viewed as an economic miracle, das Wirtschafts-
wunder, and by the middle of the 1950s, production 

per capita exceeded pre-war production in the Third 
Reich. The country relatively quickly encountered a 
shortage of labour, which resulted in the arrival of the 
first “guest workers” from Italy, Greece and Portugal. 
A trade surplus was established and maintained, even 
in the face of repeated re-valuations of the D-mark.

The development 
was viewed as an 
economic miracle, das 
Wirtschaftswunder.

When the Federal Republic contributed to the es-
tablishment of the EEC in 1957, the country’s efficient 
industrial sector entered a huge market, which repre-
sented a familiar area of business and language for the 
German business community. The result appeared in 
the form of growth rates in West Germany in the 1960s 
that were twice those achieved by the UK, although 
interrupted by a minor economic reversal in 1966–67. 

Figure 13.3. Production of cars in thousands, UK and West Germany, 1950–1985

Source: Statistics Denmark.
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As early as the latter half of the 1950s, West Germany 
had overtaken the UK as the second-largest automo-
tive manufacturer in the world, and as Figure 13.3 illus-
trates, the German lead only increased from then on.

The working relationship with Western Europe en-
tailed a reduction in the direct American dominance 
as expressed through the economic practice. Of West 
Germany’s exports, around 10 percent went to the 
United States and almost half to the EEC members. 36 
In contrast, exports to the GDR were negligible.

When the oil crisis hit Germany in 1973, the Social 
Democrat government under Chancellor Helmut Kohl 
expanded the loan facilities available to the business 
community and the Federal Republic successfully 
avoided a long-term backlash, quickly regaining the 
positive pace in its economy. The years following the 
assimilation of the GDR into the Federal Republic in 
1990, when a former socialist plan economy had to be 
transitioned into a market economy, did cause endur-
ing problems, however.

In the summer of 1990, East German productivity, 
which had been declining since the 1980s, was just 35 
percent of the productivity in West Germany.37 At the 
same time, 1.8 ostmarks (East German marks) were 
converted into 1 D-mark,38 without any associated 
changes in work productivity or quality. This natural-
ly had a significantly negative effect on the ability of 
the East German industrial sector to compete, given 
that wages and pensions were paid at a ratio of one 
to one.39 In practice, this was a completely unrealistic 
assessment of the economic potential in the GDR. The 
ratio between the ostmark and the D-mark should ac-
tually have been 1:10 or even 1:20, “which would have 
more accurately reflected the status, substance and 
capacity of the East German economy. For political 
reasons, however, it was simply impossible to suggest 
implementing such an exchange rate”.40

At a single stroke, the East German economy had 
been exposed not only to competition from West Ger-
many, but also to globalisation, without any alleviating 
circumstances. The challenges were only amplified 
when the traditional market for East German industrial 
goods in Eastern Europe collapsed almost complete-
ly in the years immediately following 1990. The effect 

was particularly damaging to the East German iron 
and steel industry. When consumers were given the 
choice between buying poor-quality East German goods 
or reliable West German goods at the same price in 
D-Marks, they seldom chose the East German option. 
Many of the former GDR companies were obliged to 
discontinue their operations, and industrial output in 
1991 fell to just 35 percent of its level in 1989.41

The so-called Treuhandanstalt was an institution 
owned by the German state. From the summer of 1990 
until 1994, it was tasked with privatising, remodelling 
or completely shutting down the 8,000 or so compa-
nies in the former GDR, which accounted for around 
45,000 physical production facilities.42 The privatisa-
tion of these companies, which had employed 3.5 
million people in the industrial, building and construc-
tion sectors,43 was largely achieved through sales to 
West German firms that subsequently rationalised or 
discontinued production.

The result was a comprehensive modernisation 
of the production apparatus. For example, the auto-
motive sector’s production of Trabant and Wartburg 
vehicles was replaced by production of VW, BMW and 
Mercedes models in new, thoroughly rationalised fa-
cilities involving extensive use of industrial robots. At 
the same time, a number of small, local service com-
panies emerged in the wake of the transfer to market 
economy. However, another result of the transition 
was sky-high unemployment as almost 60 percent of 
jobs in the industrial sector disappeared.44

The perception of a de facto West German take-over 
was further reinforced by the fact that the vast majority 
of the industrial companies’ head offices were locat-
ed in the Federal Republic. During the same period, 
the agricultural collectives and state-owned estates 
were dissolved, with farmers being offered the oppor-
tunity to withdraw from the collectives and become 
independent farmers.

In West Germany, the comprehensive investments 
in East German infrastructure, where housing, roads 
and production facilities were old and run-down, re-
sulted in major projects for West German contractors, 
craftsmen and industry. The savings of the East Ger-
man population, whose value had been secured by 
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the unrealistic exchange rate between the ostmark 
and the D-Mark, were simultaneously transformed into 
purchases of durable West German consumer goods 
and vehicles. At that time, the East German people had 
total savings of around 180 billion ostmarks, which were 
exchanged for a little over 110 billion D-Marks.45 The 
immigration of labour from the GDR provided a solid 
injection of human capital. This initially resulted in a 
boom in West Germany, but the situation did not last 
and could not offset rising unemployment at national 
level as a consequence of the industrial deconstruc-
tion of the former GDR.

Towards the middle of 
the 1990s, the Federal 
Republic experienced 
a backlash as a result 
of the extreme costs of 
the integration of East 
Germany.

Towards the middle of the 1990s, the Federal Re-
public was hit by a major backlash, where the astro-
nomical costs of integrating the former GDR became 
a millstone around the neck of the economy. For ex-
ample, the mandatory contributions to pensions and 
social security were raised to dizzying heights in order 
to finance the transfer incomes in the former GDR, re-
sulting in increased costs for employees and employ-
ers alike. In other words, it became more expensive to 
manufacture in West Germany, and investments in the 
production apparatus began to decline.46

High unemployment at the start of the new millen-
nium contributed to reducing domestic consumption, 
which exacerbated the crisis. At the same time, the na-
ture of parts of the labour market was changing, with 
a fall in full-time positions. From the middle of 1993 
to 2005, the number of full-time jobs dropped by 3.2 
million, and this decrease principally occurred in the 
industrial, building and construction sectors.47 This 

was accompanied by a rise in the number of jobs with 
low weekly hours and low wages on the fringes of the 
labour market, which eventually came to account for 
around 12 percent of total employment in 2005. The 
state debt continued to rise up to the turn of the mil-
lennium and unemployment reached record heights.

Conditions for the German business community im-
proved substantially over the course of the noughties. 
The Euro project was launched in 1999 with German 
involvement, and the physical currency was intro-
duced on 1 January 2002, which boosted the country’s 
competitiveness. German productivity remained at a 
high level – almost 30 percent higher than in the UK, 
for example – so German goods priced in euros were 
inexpensive in relation to their competitors’ goods.48 
Moreover, parts of the union movement accepted a 
level of wage restraint. The following years saw pay 
rises below the rate of inflation and significantly lower 
than pay rises in other European countries.49 The ex-
pansion of the EU towards the east meant that there 
was a mobile labour reserve just the other side of the 
Federal Republic’s border, more than willing to work 
for low wages, and this also moderated the develop-
ment in pay.

Conditions for the 
German business 
community improved 
substantially over the 
course of the noughties.

Another aspect that helped boost the business 
community was the offshoring of parts of the produc-
tion apparatus that functioned as subcontractors or 
service and sales organisations, to low-pay countries 
in Central and Eastern Europe, or further afield to Asia 
– especially China. When outsourcing, organisations 
focused on the wage-intensive parts of the production 
process.50 This was reinforced by strong increases in 
productivity in the export industry, as well as rising 
demand for German machinery, chemicals and, in 
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particular, vehicles – including for the growth markets 
of China, Russia and India.

The final element was the package of reforms to 
the labour market and the social benefits linked to 
the labour market presented in Agenda 2010.51 These 
reforms were introduced in the period 2003–05 by a 
Social Democrat government under Chancellor Ger-
hard Schröder.

The reforms made it easier for companies to set up 
temporary jobs, employment services were reformed 
and streamlined, the period in which full unemploy-
ment benefit was paid was reduced, it became less 
attractive to live on social benefits, the pension age 
was raised, and employers’ contributions to mandatory 
social security schemes were adjusted.

Overall, the German economy was buoyed by a 
strong growth in exports, and it is common to refer to 
this as Germany’s second “economic miracle”. The 
financial crisis also had less of an impact and passed 
more quickly in Germany than in the rest of Europe. 
One of the reasons why Germany was able to over-
come the crisis in just a year was that the Federal state 
banks stepped in to help the country’s industry, and 
the State itself guaranteed support for the automotive 
industry. Moreover, the well-functioning labour market 
parties succeeded in negotiating wages and working 
conditions that strengthened production. The German 
housing bubble was also, by a good measure, not of the 
same dimensions as in the UK and the United States.

In fact, Germany became the Exportmeister of the 
entire world. Economic confidence was so high that 
the country was able to borrow money at zero percent 
interest. In Southern Europe – and in particular Greece 
– the population was furious with demands on their 
country’s economy as a condition for economic sup-
port from the EU, primarily from Germany. However, 
this in no way prevented consumers in Southern Eu-
rope from buying German cars.52 The same applied to 
the Chinese market, which is of crucial importance to 
German manufacturers of quality brands.

The business community in Germany thus features, 
in spite of the pandemic, high productivity, a cooperating 
labour market and a highly skilled workforce. However, 
in the same way as other areas of German society, the 

German business community is also facing challenges 
from its relatively late embrace of digitalisation.

Germany became the 
Exportmeister of the 
entire world

The uneven industrial development in the three 
countries is also shown in Figure 13.5. The growth rate 
in industry, measured in fixed prices, was highest in 
Denmark from 1980 until the financial crisis. Germany 
was a little way behind, but the German industrial sec-
tor overcame the effects of the financial crisis faster 
than its Danish counterpart, after which the growth 
rates for the two countries were largely similar.

From 1970 onwards until the economic upturn in 
the mid-1980s, industrial production in the UK showed 
the lowest growth rates. After the end of the 1980s, the 
growth rates in British industry have lagged far behind 
those of the other two countries. The first industrial 
country in the world has since found other routes to 
prosperity, through a highly profiled service sector 
centred around London.

13.4. The share of employment of the prin-
cipal professions in the three countries
Rises in productivity in agriculture and industry made 
possible a substantially different distribution of the 
workforce among the principal professions in the pri-
vate sector. This was amplified by the significance of 
globalisation in the phasing out of European indus-
tries. The development from 1950 through 2012 in the 
private professions is illustrated in Figures 13.6–13.8.

As early as 1950, employment in agriculture, forest-
ry, and fishing had become insignificant in the UK, and 
by around 1980, these professions also accounted for 
only low shares of total employment in Denmark and 
Germany. The reason for this was, as mentioned pre-
viously, the sharp rises in productivity in these areas.

Starting in the mid-1960s, the share of industry in 
total employment fell dramatically. In all three countries, 
the service professions took over as the most signifi-

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
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cant sector with regard to employment. As mentioned 
previously, however, it is still the case that many service 
companies are subcontractors to industrial operators.

13.5. Summary
There are clearly common features to be found in the 
economic development of the three countries. The im-
pact of globalisation and the high, labour-saving in-
creases in productivity in the agricultural and indus-
trial sectors have resulted in employment dropping 
within these two sectors, while it has risen sharply 
in the service professions. There are, however, nota-
ble differences as well. Germany and Denmark have 
thus, to a greater extent, retained a relatively high lev-
el of industrial production than is the case in the UK, 
which has, in contrast, experienced something akin 
to a deindustrialisation.

There are several reasons for the differences noted. 
Denmark started out as a pronouncedly agricultural 
country, while the UK and Germany were affected 
for a protracted period by developments during the 
war. In addition, significant political decisions have, 
at times, influenced developments – particularly in 
the UK and Germany. The UK has been influenced 
at different times by waves of both nationalisation 
and privatisation, while Germany was long affected 
by the amalgamation of West and East Germany, and 
by the political initiatives that followed in the wake of 
the reunification.

Generally speaking, it appears that Denmark and 
Germany have developed in broadly similar ways, while 
the UK is something of an outlier.

Notes
1 Mogensen (2010).
2 Pugh (2017). As early as the inter-war years, agriculture was far 

advanced in the mechanisation process, with a large number 
of agricultural workers having already switched to other profes-
sions prior to the outbreak of war in 1939. In other words, this 
“reserve of labour” had been emptied earlier than in Denmark, 
where structural rationalisations first had a serious impact in 
the 1950s and thereafter.

3 Electrical power had still not reached some parts of the UK in 
1945.

4 Dillard (1970).
5 The trades union movement was one of the big winners from 

the war in the UK.
6 Annan (1990).

7 The widespread use of the washing machine before the es-
tablishment of water purification plants resulted in the rivers 
of England foaming with detergent – just like in Denmark. For 
a review of British environmental issues and the country’s at-
tempts to deal with them, see Clapp (1994). For a corresponding 
examination of Danish environmental issues over the years, see 
Jensen (1996).

8 Tombs (2021).
9 On the formation of the European Coal and Steel Community, 

the Labour government had still been of the opinion that the 
UK could dictate development on the Continent. France and 
Germany were getting back on their feet – economically – after 
the war, however, which also applied to the post-fascist Italy, 
and London had not the slightest possibility to influence this 
development. EEC membership would have made it difficult for 
the UK to maintain its imports of cheap foods from the Com-
monwealth countries, and it was also generally assumed that 
membership would mean a weakening of the special relation-
ship with the United States.

10 Maddison (1965), here on the basis of Dillard (1970).
11 Tombs (2021).
12 Tombs (2021).
13 Anderson (2021). It is actually true that the Kennedy adminis-

tration was a strong advocate of the UK applying for member-
ship, from the perspective that it would create a bridgehead for 
American influence on the EEC (Anderson (2021)).

14 A vote in the House of Commons recorded 487 members in fa-
vour, and just 26 against. Previously, the Labour party had been 
almost united in its opposition to British membership (Anderson 
(2021)).

15 Morgan (1990).
16 Morgan (1990).
17 Among the British intelligentsia, it was a common perception 

that they represented a modern version of the Ancient Greeks. 
The Yankees, on the other hand, were Ancient Rome.

18 Morgan (1990).
19 Morgan (1990).
20 Morgan (1990).
21 Pugh (2017). 
22 Morgan (1990).
23 Healey (1985), Pugh (2017).
24 Healey (1985).
25 Christophersen and Hansen (2020).
26 Tombs (2021).
27 Glennerster (2020).
28 OECD (2020a).
29 Øhrgaard (2009) estimates that around 20 percent of the German 

industrial apparatus had been knocked out. German industrial 
production had increased steadily up until the autumn of 1944, 
spurred by the introduction of a 60-hour working week in the 
summer of that same year. This level of production was to make 
a crucial contribution to Germany’s capacity to continue its war 
effort, even after the crushing defeat on the Eastern Front and 
the Allied landings in Normandy. Orders from Hitler to destroy 
the crucial industrial region of the Ruhr valley in the spring of 
1945 were foiled by highly placed figures including Albert Speer, 
Hitler’s own Minister of Armaments and War Production (Fest 
(2007)).

30 Bender (2016).
31 Piketty (2020).
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Figure 13.4. German industrial exports in billion 2015 euros, 1980–2018

Figure 13.5. Development in the value of industry, 1970–2018 in fixed prices; 1970 = 100

Note: Germany means West Germany up to 1990, after which it refers to the reunified Germany.
Sources: Destatis, Statistics Denmark and the Bank of England.

Note: Germany means West Germany up to 1990, after which it refers to the reunified Germany.
Source: Destatis.
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Note: The figure features persistent data breaks. It should be mentioned that it is difficult to obtain completely comparable data. In particular, there are dif-
ferences in the definitions of “employed” between countries and periods of time. These differences do not disrupt the overall image, however. It has proved 
difficult to obtain newer data than for 2012, which are comparable back in time. Source: Statistics Denmark

Figure 13.6. Development in the different professions’ shares of total employment in the private 
sector, 1950–2012, Denmark

Figure 13.7. Development in the different professions’ shares of total employment in the private 
sector, 1950–2012, The UK

Note: The figure features consistent data breaks. These breaks do not, however, disrupt the overall trend. It should be mentioned that it is difficult to obtain 
completely comparable data. There are particular differences in the definitions of “employed” between countries and periods of time. These differences do not 
disrupt the overall image, however. It has proved difficult to obtain newer data than for 2012, which are comparable back in time. Source: The Bank of England.
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Figure 13.8. Development in the different professions’ shares of total employment in the private 
sector, 1950–2012, Germany

Note: The figure features consistent data breaks. It should be mentioned that it is difficult to obtain completely comparable data. There are particular dif-
ferences in the definitions of “employed” between countries and periods of time. These differences do not disrupt the overall image, however.It has proved 
difficult to obtain newer data than for 2012, which are comparable back in time. Source: Destatis.
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33 The Reichsmark was subject to such wide mistrust that in prac-

tice it had been replaced by cigarettes as currency. In the ab-
sence of a functioning currency, the country was simply unable 
to rise from the rubble (Hawes (2019)). The exchange rate was 
1 D-mark for 15 old marks. “As such, ordinary people’s savings 
were almost completely wiped out, while business capital was 
maintained” Hawes (2019), p. 204.

34 “The vast majority, in both east and west, unconsciously revert-
ed to the old virtues, provided they did not involve any form of 
politics. They were decent, punctual, prepared to perform and 
efficient; they had to be in order to rectify the colossal damage 
and rebuild their countries.” Bender (2016, p. 35).

35 On account of the new methods and products it had been 
compelled to develop during the war, Germany industry had 
made huge gains as regards innovation and product develop-
ment. While it is true that the workforce had been substantially 
reduced, many of those who survived had elevated their skill 
level during the war (Øhrgaard (2009)).

36 Bender (2016).
37 Lammers (2006). 
38 Kitaj (2015), Lammers (2006), who makes the point that in prac-

tice, this was a strong re-valuation of the unit currency in the 
GDR, and thus an “over-estimation of the East German society 
and its economy” Lammers (2006), p. 21. 

39 Kitaj (2015).
40 Lammers (2006).
41 Giebler and Wyrwich (2018).
42 Giebler and Wyrwich (2018).
43 Giebler and Wyrwich (2018).
44 Lammers (2006).
45 Lammers (2006).
46 OECD (2020b).
47 OECD (2006).
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51 The commission, which presented the reform proposals with-

out input from the labour market parties, was chaired by Peter 
Hartz, HR Manager of Volkswagen. The project was launched 
by Chancellor Schröder after three years of unsuccessful at-
tempts to convince the labour market parties to contribute to 
a tripartite agreement which, through improved assistance in 
finding work and greater job creation, would give a boost to the 
German economy.

52 Hawes (2019).
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Business structure
The first two tables present the business structure 
measured by employees in the industrial and ser-
vice sectors. In all three countries, the majority of 
industrial companies are companies with few em-
ployees. In Germany, however, there are relative-
ly more industrial companies with 50+ employees 
than there are in Denmark and the UK. But even 
here, the number of companies with 50+ employ-
ees accounts for just 4 percent of the total number 
of companies. The predominance of small compa-
nies is even more pronounced in the service sector, 
and this, too, applies to all three countries.
The next two tables present the share of the indi-
vidual “size groups” of the total number of employ-
ees in the industrial and service sectors. A differ-
ent image now begins to appear. Companies with 
50+ employees clearly account for the largest pro-
portion of the total number of employees in both 
industry and the service professions.
In Germany, the extremely large industrial compa-
nies dominate the labour market, although the de-
velopment towards increased centralisation is also 
far advanced in Denmark and the UK. The trade and 
service companies are more heavily centralised in 
the UK than in the other two countries.

Industrial and construction companies, by size,   
share of companies, 2018, percent

Denmark Germany UK

0–9 employees 85.6 78.5 89.5

10–19 employees 6.7 12.2 5.3

20–49 employees 4.7 5.3 3.1

50–249 employees 2.5 3.2 1.7

250+ employees 0.5 0.8 0.3
Source: Eurostat.

Service and trade companies, by size,    
share of companies, 2018, percent

Denmark Germany UK
0–9 employees 89.3 84.7 90.3

10–19 employees 5.4 8.6 5.5

20–49 employees 3.5 4.6 2.8

50–249 employees 1.5 1.8 1.2

250+ employees 0.3 0.3 0.3
Source: Eurostat.

Industrial and construction companies, by size, 
share of employees, 2018, percent

Denmark Germany UK

0–9 employees 14.1 11.0 18.9

10–19 employees 9.3 9.7 7.9

20–49 employees 14.5 9.8 12.2

50–249 employees 25.5 18.9 21.8

250+ employees 36.6 50.6 39.3
Note: For Denmark, mining cannot de divided into companies with 10–19 and 20–49 
employees, so the employees of such companies are divided equally between these two 
groups in the calculation. The significance is approximately 0.1 percentage points.
Source: Eurostat.

Service and trade companies, by size, 
share of employees, 2018, percent

Denmark Germany UK

0–9 employees 20.4 22.1 19.2

10–19 employees 9.8 11.2 8.1

20–49 employees 14.2 13.4 10.1

50–249 employees 20.0 16.6 13.9

250+ employees 35.7 36.6 48.7
Source: Eurostat.
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A high level of employment is crucial to the financing of the welfare state. High 
employment is particularly important to a welfare state like the Danish one, which 
features extensive redistribution along with inexpensive child-care schemes, 
free healthcare services, schooling and other types of education. The alternative 
to a high rate of employment could be an even higher tax burden which, through 
a smaller supply of labour, would constitute a threat to the level of welfare. This 
chapter examines the extent to which it has proved possible to maintain a high level 
of employment, and whether there are indications that it will be harder in the future 
to keep employment at a sufficiently high level.

the labour market
14. Employment and
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Differences in the welfare models can be assumed 
to become apparent on the labour market in inter-
action with the countries’ economic and education 
structures, the level of union organisation, etc. The EU 
has only made its presence felt to a limited extent as 
a uniform regulator of the community’s labour mar-
kets, which are still largely governed by national pol-
icies and traditions.1

In a European context, the Danish labour market pol-
icy is known for its “flexicurity” model. This name comes 
from combining parts of the words flexibility and se-
curity, and expresses how the model provides a mix 
of flexibility for employers and security for employees.

In practice, the model actually features three pillars.2 
Firstly, there is a high level of flexibility in the rights of 
employers to take on and dismiss employees. Second-
ly, there is a relatively secure financial safety net for 
employees in the event they lose their jobs, and thirdly, 
there is an active labour market policy.

The three aspects in the model have been an in-
tegral part of Danish labour market policy since the 
1960s, although the actual content has changed over 
the years. The most constant part has been the flexi-
bility aspect, where the liberal regulations concerning 
laying off employees have been in effect for decades. 
As a growing number of people are now employed on 
terms similar to those enjoyed by salaried employees, 
there has, however, been a general tendency towards 
longer periods of notice on the labour market as a whole.

The financial safety net is guaranteed through peo-
ple who are laid off receiving relatively high unemploy-
ment benefits. The proportional level of compensation 
is highest for the lowest wage earners, because a fixed 
maximum benefit translates into a lower percentage 
of compensation for higher earners. The unemploy-
ment benefit system has changed with regard to the 
maximum period for which people are entitled to 
benefits. A reform in 1994 abolished the possibility 
of “re-earning” eligibility for unemployment benefit 
through activation, and the maximum period people 
could spend on benefits was set at seven years. This 
maximum period was then shortened to four years in 
1999 and subsequently to two years in 2010.

The third pillar in the flexicurity model is the active 
labour market policy, where activation plays a key role. 
The objective of activation has altered its focus over 
the years. Prior to the reform in 1994, one key purpose 
of activation was to secure the ability of unemployed 
people to provide for themselves by “re-earning” their 
right to unemployment benefit. From the 1994 reform 
onwards, activation became increasingly viewed as a 
means to upskilling and as a test of the availability of 
the unemployed person in relation to the labour mar-
ket. The activation aspect opens the door to ongoing 
upskilling of unemployed people, which may contrib-
ute to improving productivity and adaptability in the 
labour force. Awareness of the distribution of the roles 
of the three pillars of the flexicurity model has grown 
since the reform in 1994.

The flexibility aspect is to ensure that companies 
dare to take on new employees, as they can downsize 
again – at relatively little cost – should that be neces-
sary. Unemployment benefit is to provide employees 
with financial security without it being the intention 
that employees should switch to long-term depend-
ence on transfer incomes. The relatively high level of 
unemployment benefit is intended to ensure that the 
workforce is not forced to take on low-productive jobs. 
Finally, the active labour market policy is to ensure 
that unemployed people have the qualifications to 
find work, and that they are helped and motivated to 
actively seek employment. It is a question of creating 
the conditions for adjustment on the labour market, 
which is under the ongoing influence of globalisa-
tion, and not simply to increase the employment rate 
by lowering the wages that unemployed people are 
prepared to work for.

The flexicurity model is associated in particular 
with the Danish labour market model, but the Swed-
ish and Norwegian labour markets share many of its 
traits, and the model has likewise inspired discussions 
about employment within the EU.

In the UK, Thatcher introduced a range of reforms 
to the unemployment system, with significantly lower 
rates of benefit (see Chapter 7). She did so in an at-
tempt to promote “workfare”, which, again, has stim-
ulated the growth of numerous low-productive jobs 
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within the service sector in particular. The incentives 
to find employment are strong, given the relatively low 
level of unemployment benefits and the short periods 
for which people are eligible for benefit in the event 
of losing their jobs.

The Continental model as it applies in Germany has, 
in principle, taken the form of social security schemes 
for family providers working full time, who have bene-
fited from strong, statutory protection in their employ-
ment relationships. As the care of children and elderly 
people has, to some extent, been referred to the family, 
women have traditionally shouldered a large share of 
this responsibility and have been expected to play a 
lesser role on the labour market as a result.

Differences in the allocation of resources to passive 
support and activation of unemployed people, respec-
tively, are largely in line with the three welfare models. 
An analysis for 2010 reveals comparable data showing 
that expenditure on active measures amounted to 2.04 
percent of GDP in Denmark, while expenses for pas-
sive support of unemployed people totalled 1.27 per-
cent of GDP. In the UK, the same expenses accounted 
for 0.23 and 0.31 percent of GDP, respectively, while 
the figures for Germany were 0.89 and 1.28 percent.3 
Open unemployment in 2010, when unemployment 
was still strongly influenced by the financial crisis, 
totalled 7.7, 7.8 and 7.0 percent in Denmark, the UK 
and Germany, respectively.

The following sections examine how employment 
has developed within the three models, and the extent 
to which the more theoretical approach to the topic of 
employment is modified by the actual development in 
the three countries’ labour markets.

14.1. The labour force participation rate 
among men fell, while it rose among women
Development in the labour force participation rate from 
1962 to the present day, calculated for men and wom-
en aged 15–64, is presented in Figures 14.1–14.3. The 
participation rate refers to whether citizens of work-
ing age are linked to the labour market as either em-
ployed or seeking work.

In 1962, more-or-less all men were on the labour 
market. Only men with physical or mental handicaps 

were excluded from the workforce.4 The participa-
tion rate among women, in contrast, was much lower, 
around half that of the rate among men.

Between 1960 and 1970, the social safety net was 
expanded and the levels of benefits were raised. In 
addition, the business community was experiencing 
a wave of technological development that would elim-
inate millions of unskilled jobs over the coming dec-
ades. At the same time, other jobs were being lost to 
globalisation in the form of cheap imports from abroad 
and decisions by companies to move production to 
low-wage countries.

The share of transfer incomes to men of working age 
began to rise after 1960, at the same time as the male 
labour force participation rate started to fall. In all three 
countries, the labour force participation rate for men in 
2020 is 12–14 percentage points below the 1960 level.

The situation is rather different for women, whose 
presence on the labour market has risen substantial-
ly since the early 1960s. This movement out onto the 
labour market appears in all three countries as one of 
the most fundamental changes in everyday life over 
the past 60 years. The development in this area took 
place most rapidly in Denmark, but almost three out 
of four women are active on the labour market in all 
three countries today.

The path onto the labour market for women was laid 
down by much higher participation in education activ-
ities, shifting gender roles and – in Denmark – growth 
in the public sector, which is largely based on typical 
“women’s professions”. The expansion of day-care 
schemes also contributed to increased participation 
of women on the labour market.

14.2. Development in the labour force
Development in the labour force from 1962 to the pres-
ent day is illustrated in Figure 14.4, where the 1962 
labour force has been allocated the value of 100. All 
three countries have shown significant growth over 
the period. The change is most pronounced in Germa-
ny where, on account of the reunification, the labour 
force has increased by more than 60 percent since 
the early 1960s, compared to around 40 percent in 
the two other countries. As we noted in Chapter 12, 

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   293116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   293 27/05/2022   20.4927/05/2022   20.49



294

WELFARE STATE AND POPULATION IN DENMARK, GERMANY AND THE UK

0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%

100%
19

62
19

64
19

66
19

68
19

70
19

72
19

74
19

76
19

78
19

80
19

82
19

84
19

86
19

88
19

90
19

92
19

94
19

96
19

98
20

00
20

02
20

04
20

06
20

08
20

10
20

12
20

14
20

16
20

18

Women Men

0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%

100%

19
62

19
64

19
66

19
68

19
70

19
72

19
74

19
76

19
78

19
80

19
82

19
84

19
86

19
88

19
90

19
92

19
94

19
96

19
98

20
00

20
02

20
04

20
06

20
08

20
10

20
12

20
14

20
16

20
18

Women Men

Figure 14.1. Labour force participation rates for men and women aged 15–64, 1962–2019, Denmark

Note: The participation rate is calculated as the share of men and women, respectively, in the labour force relative to the population of working age (15–64-year-
olds). Linear interpolation has been used in individual years on account of a lack of data. The data break in 1984 is attributable to the switch to counting only 
15–64-year-old employed or unemployed people. 
Source: OECD.

Figure 14.2. Labour force participation rates for men and women aged 15–64, 1962–2019, The UK

Note: The participation rate is calculated as the share of men and women, respectively, in the labour force relative to the population of working age (15–64-year-
olds). Linear interpolation has been used in individual years on account of a lack of data. The data break in 1984 is attributable to the switch to counting only 
15–64-year-old employed or unemployed people. 
Source: OECD.
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Figure 14.3. Labour force participation rates for men and women aged 15–64, 1962–2019, Germany

Note: The participation rate is calculated as the share of men and women, respectively, in the labour force relative to the population of working age 
(15–64-year-olds). Germany means West Germany up to and including 1990. The data break in 1984 is attributable to the switch to counting only 
15–64-year-old employed or unemployed people. 
Sources: OECD and Eurostat.

Figure 14.4. People in the labour force,1962–2019. 1962 = 100

Note: Germany means West Germany up to and including 1990. Linear interpolation has been applied between missing data points. 
Source: OECD.
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the labour forces in the three countries are also much 
more highly skilled than at the start of the period.

14.3. The employment rate
Not all people termed active in the labour force are 
actually in employment. Some may be unemployed, 
receiving either unemployment benefit or state sub-
sidy. The term used to express how large a share of 
the population is actually working is the employment 
rate. The employment rate expresses the number of 
employed people of working age, in relation to the to-
tal number of people in the population within this age 
group. Developments for the two genders from 1970 
through 2020 are presented in Figures 14.5–14.7.

Generally speaking, the variation in the employment 
rate mirrors the variation in the labour force participa-
tion rate, although at a slightly lower level as a result 
of unemployment and with larger fluctuations related 
to market conditions. In all three countries, the male 
employment rate is lower in 2019 than in 1970, while 
the female employment rate is substantially higher. It 
is, however, possible to trace a certain increase in the 
employment rates for both men and women during the 
years immediately preceding 2019. The employment 
rates among men and, in particular, women in the 
three countries are higher than the average for OECD 
countries, as demonstrated in Figures 14.8 and 14.9.

It should, however, be noted that some employed 
people do not work full time. Part-time employment is 
relatively high among women: more than 30 percent 
of women in Denmark worked part time in 2019, as 
did around 40 percent in the UK and 47–48 percent 
in Germany.5 One of the reasons for the high female 
employment rate in Germany is the high rate of part-
time employment, which is 17–18 percentage points 
higher than the level in Denmark. This allows German 
women, as postulated in the introduction to this chap-
ter, to continue taking care of their family obligations. 
Similarly, Figure 14.10 shows that many middle-aged 
and elderly women have part-time jobs.

When calculating labour market participation in 
the form of total labour input, it is common to include 
another factor as well – namely the hours worked by 
employed people annually.6 Studies of the scope of an-

nual work input per employed person reveal that this 
is systematically lower in high-income countries than 
in medium- and low-income countries. This applies to 
both men and women, across all levels of education. In 
other words, the benefit of high productivity is shared 
between more leisure time and higher income. Figure 
14.11 presents the average annual working hours in 
OECD countries in 2019.

Denmark and Germany are at the bottom of the list 
with regard to hours worked. The UK is a little higher, 
but still below the OECD average. In all, the combination 
of a relatively high employment rate and a relatively low 
number of hours worked annually positions Denmark 
below the average OECD level for hours worked. To 
explain how Denmark nevertheless returns high GDP 
per citizen, we should therefore look at higher produc-
tivity rather than high participation in the labour market.

14.4. Unemployment
Following a period of almost full employment from 1960 
until 1973, unemployment has risen and fallen in step 
with market conditions, government decisions con-
cerning economic policy, and structural changes in the 
economy. Developments in unemployment from 1970 to 
the present day are presented in Figures 14.12–14.14.

Denmark has, for long periods, registered record-high 
unemployment rates, although they later fell so low 
that during the period prior to the financial crisis, the 
country enjoyed something close to full employment. 
The financial crisis hit Denmark relatively hard, but un-
employment fell again after 2013. The UK experienced 
high unemployment under Thatcher, during the first 
half of the 1990s and following the financial crisis. In 
Germany, unemployment fell during Helmut Kohl’s 
first years as Chancellor in the 1980s, on the back of 
a programme of reforms inspired by contemporary 
reforms in the UK and the United States, but adapted 
to German conditions. These reforms included, for ex-
ample, a reduction in the public sector deficit, a more 
business-friendly policy and privatisation of state com-
panies.7 Unemployment rose sharply in the wake of the 
reunification until the labour market reforms started to 
have an effect in conjunction with the generally good 
market conditions on the country’s export market all 
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the way to the financial crisis – which, by the way, 
hardly affected unemployment in Germany. All three 
countries were experiencing falling unemployment 
and low unemployment rates until the Coronavirus 
pandemic struck in 2020.

Full employment has been a key goal for all three 
countries’ welfare states for both social and financial 
reasons. The measures the different states used to 
counter the initial experiences with high unemploy-
ment therefore took the form of pumping more money 
into the economy in order to boost activity and limit 
unemployment. The problems persisted, however, and 
proved to be more complex than assumed in the un-
derlying theory, which was based on the ideas of J.M. 
Keynes, the renowned English national economist.

Full employment has 
been a key goal for the 
three countries’ welfare 
states.

Economic activism fell far short of producing the 
desired results, contributing instead to notable budget 
deficits in the public finances. The dramatic events 
during the pandemic in 2020 and 2021 have resulted 
in something of a renaissance for state economic ac-
tivism, however, with the aim of keeping employment 
levels high in extraordinary circumstances.

Figures 14.13–14.14 present unemployment among 
women and men separately during a more limited pe-
riod from 1991 to 2020. To the description presented 
above, these figures add the insight that unemployment 
was higher among British women up to the financial 
crisis – which hit British men harder – and that German 
men are consistently more susceptible to fluctuations 
in market conditions than German women.

14.5. Nations of wage-earners
Figure 14.15 illustrates that Denmark and Germa-
ny have undergone a process whereby numbers of 
self-employed people have decreased and numbers 
of wage-earners have increased between 1970 and 

2019. Large numbers of independent operators in 
agriculture, the retail sector and the skilled profes-
sions have either retired or taken jobs as employees.

In Denmark and Germany, self-employed people 
account for less than 10 percent of all employed people 
in 2019, whereas in 1970 they accounted for around 20 
percent in Denmark and 17 percent in Germany. This 
development has resulted in higher measured levels 
of productivity in the business community, given that 
productivity was low in many of the classic, small en-
terprises in the retail and agricultural sectors.

The UK, in contrast, has seen a rise in self-em-
ployed people viewed over the 50-year period, even 
though the UK, too, is largely a nation of wage-earners. 
One explanation for this development may be that a 
proportion of unskilled workers and immigrants have 
set up independent businesses on a labour market 
where many wage-earners are forced into poorly 
paid, unskilled jobs in the service sector. A share of 
these self-employed people represent what is known 
as “bogus self-employment”, where they are officially 
self-employed, but actually work for the same client 
all the time – Uber drivers, for example. An extremely 
large share of British construction workers, for exam-
ple, are “bogus” self-employed. The system has esca-
lated since 2008.

14.6. The trade union movement and the 
labour market
One distinguishing feature of the Danish labour mar-
ket is the extremely high share of employed people 
who are organised in a trade union. Figure 14.6 shows 
that at the end of the period, almost 70 percent of em-
ployed people in Denmark were members of a trade 
union. Even though the share has been declining since 
the 1980s, the level is still higher than the 60 percent 
who were union members in 1960.

Developments in the UK have resulted in a much 
lower level of union organisation, where barely one Brit-
ish worker in four is a member of a trade union today, 
compared to one in two at the start of the 1980s. The 
level of organisation is even lower in Germany, where 
one worker in three was a union member in 1960.

These huge differences in the degree of union or-
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Figure 14.5. Employment rates for men and women aged 15–64, 1970–2019, Denmark

Note: The employment rate is calculated as the share of employed men and women, respectively, in the labour force relative to the population of working 
age (15–64-year-olds). Linear interpolation has been used in 1980 on account of a lack of data. The data break in 1984 is attributable to the switch to count-
ing only 15–64-year-old employed or unemployed people. 
Sources: OECD and Eurostat.

Figure 14.6. Employment rates for men and women aged 15–64, 1970–2019, The UK

Note: The employment rate is calculated as the share of employed men and women, respectively, in the labour force relative to the population of working 
age (15–64-year-olds). The data break in 1984 is attributable to the switch to counting only 15–64-year-old employed or unemployed people. 
Sources: OECD and Eurostat.
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Figure 14.7. Employment rates for men and women aged 15–64, 1970–2019, Germany

Note: The employment rate is calculated as the share of employed men and women, respectively, in the labour force relative to the population of working 
age (15–64-year-olds). Germany means West Germany up to and including 1990. The data break in 1984 is attributable to the switch to counting only 
15–64-year-old employed or unemployed people. 
Sources: OECD and Eurostat.

Figure 14.8. Employment rates for men aged 15–64, 2019

Note: The employment rate is calculated as the share of employed men and women, respectively, in the labour force relative to the population of working 
age (15–64-year-olds).
Source: OECD.
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Figure 14.9. Employment rates for women aged 15–64, 2019

Note: The employment rate is calculated as the share of employed men and women, respectively, in the labour force relative to the 
population of working age (15–64-year-olds).
Source: OECD.

Figure 14.10. Share of working women who have full- and part-time jobs, Germany, 2019.

Source: OECD.

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   302116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   302 27/05/2022   20.4927/05/2022   20.49



303

EMPLOYMENT AND THE LABOUR MARKET

Figure 14.11. Average actual annual working hours – OECD countries, 2019

Note: The working hours for the OECD average have been calculated on the basis of all OECD countries, not just those used in the figure.
Source: OECD.

Figure 14.12. Unemployment among 15- to 64-year-olds, 1970–2020

Note: Germany means West Germany up to and including 1990. This figure is not directly comparable with Figure 14.5 in the book about Scandinavia, given 
that figures from Statistics Denmark are used for the period 1970–83 in that publication, whereas OECD figures for Denmark are used in the figure above. 
The data break in 1984 is attributable to the switch to counting only unemployed 15–64-year-olds rather than all unemployed people.
Source: OECD.
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Figure 14.13. Unemployment among 15–64-year-old men, 1991–2020

Source: OECD.

Figure 14.14. Unemployment among 15–64-year-old women, 1991–2020

Source: OECD.
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Figure 14.15. Distribution of employed people between self-employed 
and wage-earners, 1970 and 2019

Sources: OECD, the World Bank, the Bank of England and Destatis.

Figure 14.16. Share of employed people who are trade union members, 1960–2019

Source: OECD.
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ganisation are extremely significant in the field of pay 
negotiation. In principle, pay terms and conditions for 
the majority of workers in Denmark are negotiated 
between the union organisations and the employers. 
During these negotiations, the emphasis has histori-
cally been placed on a solidarity pay policy, which has 
produced relatively small differences between the top 
and bottom levels, and these pay negotiations have al-
so – especially following the strong market conditions 
of the 1960s – been carried out with due regard to the 
development in productivity.8 This has helped limit in-
flation and maintain competitive strength.

In the UK and Germany, wages for unskilled work-
ers in particular have been lower on account of factors 
including immigration, a liberalised labour market with 
low union membership rates, and – as regards Germany 
– the effects of the reforms implemented around 2005.

In the autumn of 2021, rampant problems with 
the supply of petrol as a result of an acute shortage 
of drivers – where around 15,000 HGV drivers from 
the EU Member States had left the UK in 2021 alone 
– led to the British government reassessing its posi-
tion with regard to its immigration and labour market 
policies. The shortage of labour was also noticeable 
in the food industry and the hospitality sector. Employ-
ers were having to deal with the situation after Brex-
it, which included a tight policy on immigration that 
did not permit reopening the borders for large-scale 
immigration. Instead, employers will have to accept 
paying higher wages in future, which will have to be 
matched by higher productivity through the business 
community’s investments in staff training.

14.7. Summary
The populations of the three countries show largely the 
same level of participation in the labour market if we, 
as in this chapter, look at the employment rate, and in 
the period there have been almost identical develop-
ments in employment and participation rates: declin-
ing for the men and rising for the women. In contrast, 
there are pronounced differences in women’s part-

time employment rates, which are appreciably high-
er in the UK and Germany than they are in Denmark.

Developments in unemployment also show com-
mon traits, although there have been some national 
variations across the international market conditions. 
These differences are especially closely linked to the 
1980s under the neo-liberal economic policy imple-
mented by Margaret Thatcher and the Conservatives, 
and to a period of several years starting in the mid-
1990s, when the German economy suffered the con-
sequences of the reunification.

The biggest differences, however, are to be found 
in union membership in the three countries. The Dan-
ish labour market represents a thoroughly organised 
model, with very high levels of union membership 
and centralised collective bargaining. Nothing even 
remotely similar can be seen in the UK and Germany, 
where union organisation is much lower. Union mem-
bership in all three countries has shown a downward 
trend over the past few decades, however.

Notes
1 Olofsson and Wadensjö (2021).
2 For a more detailed description, see Pedersen and Riishøj (2007). 

The National Bank’s Quarterly overview, 4th quarter, 2007.
3 OECD, here according to Olofsson and Wadensjö (2021).
4 In the labour market statistics at that time, however, it was 

common in Denmark to assume employment in agriculture if 
a person could not be linked to other information concerning 
interaction with the labour market.

5 OECD (2020b).
6 The total work input per person of working age is, from the 

perspective of definition, equal to the product of the share in 
employment (the employment rate) and the average number 
of working hours per employed person. Here, it is usual to dif-
ferentiate between the extensive (employment rate) and the 
intensive (working hours) components (Andersen (2019a)).

7 Nedergaard (2014).
8 As mentioned previously, the solidarity pay policy has contrib-

uted to a high level of pay – from an international perspective 
– for unskilled workers in Denmark. In the 1960s, the high level 
of pay was included in a special, social democratic model for 
the Scandinavian labour markets. This model was to ensure 
that the workforce, as a scarce resource, was channelled into 
the highly productive companies and not locked into the poor-
ly productive enterprises that would, in time, find themselves 
out-competed in an age marked by liberalised international 
trade (Brochmann et al. (2020)).
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From an international perspective, a distinguishing feature of 
Denmark is that the country’s citizens are both prosperous and 
relatively equal. But how similar has the development been 
in relation to the UK and Germany? And how are the three 
countries placed today, where there is some concern about 
rising inequality? That is the topic of this chapter, which focuses 
on the development in the level and distribution of incomes, 
consumption opportunities and savings in the three welfare 
states.

and savings
consumption

15. Incomes, 
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15.1. Rising incomes since 1970
Since the formative phase of the welfare states, eco-
nomic development has led to a strong rise in pro-
duction. This increased volume of goods and servic-
es has long since made it possible for citizens to step 
into the era of mass consumption. As income is the 
mother of consumption – in the long term, at least1 – 
let us start with a review of how income is generated.

Figure 15.1 compares the development in income 
per capita from 1970 to 2020 against the background 
of a correction for purchasing power, and with the in-
formation stated in fixed prices, i.e. stripped of inflation. 
The figure demonstrates that income has increased 
significantly over the 50-year period. For the average 
Dane and Briton, this increase in gross measures, i.e. 
without deductions for taxes, was around two times. 
In Germany, the growth recorded was close to a fac-
tor of 2.5.

The figure also presents information about the de-
velopment in the OECD average. Denmark has been 
positioned substantially above the OECD average 
since 1970, with Germany located close – in some 
years extremely close – to Denmark. The British level, 
in contrast, has remained persistently below those of 
the two other countries, and during some periods, in-
come generation in the UK was actually exceeded by 
the OECD average. At the end of the period examined, 
the level in the UK is only at the OECD average, while 
Denmark is top of the three countries, slightly ahead 
of Germany. All four curves show a decline in 2020 
as a result of the cooling down of economic activities 
because of the pandemic.

15.2. Distribution of the incomes
The various incomes are, of course, not distributed 
evenly. After World War II, there were strong political 
demands to create a more equal society, as incomes 
were still very unevenly divided.2 This demand was 
widespread in Western Europe on account of the pres-
sure the war had applied to the populations, and as a 
result of a broad and general shift to the political left.3

Over the following years, the trend was towards 
greater equality. In the UK, for example, the 10 per-
cent of the population with the highest incomes in the 

distribution of incomes saw their share shrink from 
35 percent of total incomes in 1938 to 21 percent in 
1979.4 In Denmark, the movement towards greater 
equality grew strongly in the 1960s. This occurred in 
step with the expansion of the welfare state with its 
increasing transfer incomes and progressive taxation 
as powerful levers. Another feature was the solidarity 
pay policy described in Chapter 14. In Germany, the 
economic growth produced a large middle class; this 
had an equalising effect, which was supplemented 
with the social reforms introduced as part of the ex-
pansion of the welfare state.

After 1980, however, equality came under pressure 
from globalisation, which shook up the distribution of 
incomes in the different societies, resulting in a gen-
eral increase in inequality. This increase commenced 
earliest and most strongly in North America and the 
UK, buoyed by a greater salary spread, tax reforms and 
reductions in transfer incomes, but most other West-
ern countries soon followed suit. In this context, it was 
often a high rate of unemployment that contributed to 
the rise in income inequality.5

Figure 15.2 shows the development from 1980 to 
2018, expressed in terms of the Gini coefficient. This 
measurement involves viewing the total mass of in-
come, which is the sum of all persons’ income in the 
population which is examined. The coefficient can 
be between zero and 1. Zero indicates a completely 
equal society, while 1 represents a situation in which 
a single person has everything.

The Gini coefficient is calculated most meaningfully 
on the basis of incomes after taxes and income trans-
fers. This is what has been done in Figure 15.2, which 
presents the development in the Gini coefficients in 
the three countries, as well as an average for West-
ern Europe. The calculations also take into account 
how many people there are in the household, what is 
known as the “equivalised disposable income”. Large 
households need more financial resources than small 
households to maintain the same standard of living.

The figure indicates that the Danish welfare state 
has maintained the lowest level of inequality since 
1988. Inequality decreased under the Poul Schlüter 
government, powered by decrease in yield on real 
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Note: Germany is taken to mean the unified Germany during the entire period. The numbers are taken directly from the OECD – comparable data for West Germany 
were not available. Setting the level in the GDR as equal to the level in the Federal Republic does, of course, suggest that the estimated total level is too high. We 
can, however, only present the general direction and not the exact percentage correction, although this must be assumed to be substantial. Source: OECD.

Figure 15.2. Income inequality measured using the Gini coefficient, 1980–2019

Note: Germany is taken to mean West Germany until 1991. The data break in 2014 is attributable to a switch in source from the Luxembourg Income Study 
to Eurostat. As such, two different sources are used in a figure, where the methodical handling of the data differs between the sources, and such differ-
ences can be substantial. It is therefore important to apply caution to any interpretation of the change in 2014 as the consequence of anything other than 
a change in methodology. Income inequality is measured as the equivalised disposable household income for everyone in the population. The concept 
covers the fact that allowance has been made for how many members of the household are to share in the income, and the effects of taxes and transfer 
income payments have also been included. The Western Europe series covers an ongoing, unweighted average of the Gini coefficient for the countries of 
Western Europe, where data, including interpolation, are available at the time in question. 
Sources: Luxembourg Income Study and Eurostat, as well as own calculations.

Figure 15.1. GDP per capita in 2015 dollars, 1970-2020, adjusted for purchasing power
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property stemming from the austere “Kartoffelkuren” 
economic policy in 1986. Since 1995, however, inequal-
ity – if expressed, as here, in the form of equivalised 
disposable income – has increased from a Gini score 
of 0.22 to 0.28 in 2019. This level is still a good deal 
lower than the levels in the two other countries and 
the average for Western Europe. In addition, citizens in 
Denmark have free access to welfare services, whose 
value is not included in the conventional calculations 
of inequality. If these services – free healthcare ser-
vice, free education, subsidised child care, etc. – are 
included, the level of inequality becomes even lower 
in Denmark, precisely because of the wide scope of 
welfare services available to citizens.6

In the UK, inequality increased dramatically under 
Margaret Thatcher before stabilising over the course of 
the 1990s. A sudden rise then left the Gini coefficient 
at the high value of 0.37 around the turn of the millen-
nium. The coefficient has fallen in the early years of 
the new millennium in the UK. This drop is clearest in 
connection with the financial crisis, where the highest 
earners experienced a palpable drop in income, and 
where transfer incomes initially maintained their level.

Germany was long unaffected by the general rise 
in inequality in the Western countries,7 but as from 
the mid-1990s, social differences began to increase 
in connection with the elevated unemployment rates 
that lasted up to and including the first years of the 
new millennium,8 and with greater pay differentiation 
on the labour market.9 Tax reforms also contributed to 
the rising inequality, as did the reforms to social legis-
lation in association with Agenda 2010. At the end of 
the period examined, the Gini coefficient in Germany 
is slightly below 0.30, which is largely in line with the 
average for Western Europe.

When, during its election campaign in 2021, the 
SPD highlighted the need for a social restoration, this 
argument was thus founded on a long-term rise in the 
Gini coefficient starting in the mid-1990s, even though 
the score had stabilised over the course of the past 
decade or so, and was no higher than the average for 
Western Europe.

More generally speaking, the four curves are all to 
be found within what can be termed “the expected 

framework”. Historical and current data indicate that 
more-or-less all highly developed countries returned 
– and return – a Gini coefficient of between 0.2 and 
0.4.10 In 2000, the UK was close to the upper limit of 
this spread, and up until Brexit, the country continued 
to be among the EU countries with the highest ine-
quality measured in this way.

In the public social debate, focus in connection with 
the rising inequality has, apart from the movements 
in the Gini coefficient, been centred on how much 
more the highest income groups have obtained of the 
total income. For example, if it is the case that the ten 
percent with these highest incomes have acquired a 
much larger share of the total incomes, then this may 
constitute a democratic problem and threaten the very 
cohesion of society.11

We would therefore like to give nuances to the in-
formation presented in Figure 15.2 with Figure 15.3, 
which indicates how large a share of the total dispos-
able incomes the top ten percent in income distribution 
have had from 1991 to the present day, again taking 
into account differences in the size of households.

In Germany, we can see a development whereby 
the highest earning ten percent went from earning 21 
percent of the total incomes in 1991 to 23 percent in 
2019, with the highest rates of increase in 2004–05. 
The share for the best-earning ten percent, however, 
stabilised after 2005.12 In Denmark, we can see a more 
gradual increase from 19.5 to 23 percent. The UK ex-
perienced a greater fluctuation with marked rises in 
income for the richest ten percent around the turn 
of the millennium, followed by a rather pronounced 
decrease. Towards the end of the period, this group 
enjoyed another – smaller – increase. The end result 
was an almost identical share for the best-earning 
ten percent of around 25–26 percent of the total in-
comes in 2019. 

15.3. Consumption since 1960
Figure 15.4 presents consumption for 1970–2020 
calculated per citizen. The numbers have been cal-
culated in fixed 2015 prices so as to eliminate the ef-
fects of inflation. In addition, the numbers have also 
been corrected for the purchasing power of one US 
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Figure 15.3. Share of the disposable income acquired by the top ten percent, 1991–2019

Note: The data break in 2014 is attributable to a switch in source from the Luxembourg Income Study to Eurostat. As such, two different sources are used 
in a figure where the methodical handling of the data differs between the sources, and such differences can be substantial. It is therefore important to apply 
caution to any interpretation of the change in 2014 as the consequence of anything other than a change in methodology. Income inequality is measured 
as the equivalised disposable household income for everyone in the population. The concept covers the fact that allowance has been made for how many 
members of the household are to share in the income, and the effects of taxes and transfer income payments have also been included. We have made some 
small cuts to the top and bottom before doing so, which means that a little more income accrues to the top ten percent than the numbers presented as accru-
ing to the top, but such “cuts” are made to deal with outliers and are completely legitimate. In contrast, a significant source of error in the data is the fact that 
the top one percent strongly under-reports its income – this can be seen in relation to their tax returns. Other approaches that take this into account reveal 
a more sharply rising trend, especially for the UK. However, it is not possible to establish these approaches on a country-comparable basis for disposable 
household income. Sources: Luxembourg Income Study, Eurostat.

Figure 15.4. Private consumption per citizen, 1970–2020, in 2015 dollars

Note: The data have been corrected for purchasing power with 2015 as the base year (constant prices, constant PPP, both with 2015 as the reference). EU-
15 consists of Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and 
the UK. Germany is taken to mean the unified Germany during the entire period. The numbers are taken directly from the OECD – comparable data for West 
Germany were not available. Setting the level in the GDR as equal to the level in the Federal Republic does, of course, suggest that the estimated total level 
is too high. We can, however, only present the general direction and not the exact percentage correction. Sources: OECD and own calculations.
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dollar in the different countries. The figure therefore 
presents the actual consumption of an average citi-
zen in the three countries and in EU-15 as an average 
viewed over the course of 50 years.

Consumption opportunities have increased appre-
ciably. That said, in Denmark and Germany the level 
up to 2020 is only around the average for EU-15, while 
the private consumption of the UK population since 
the turn of the millennium has been a little higher on 
account of the lower taxes there. However, the four 
curves do tend towards the same level in 2020, the 
year of the Coronavirus.

The composition of private consumption has 
changed since 1960. Table 15.1 shows the distribution 
of private consumption on principal purposes in 1957 
and 2019. In the early years of the industrial society, 
the majority of the budget was devoted to purchasing 
food, followed by rent and clothing, while consumption 
of other goods and services was marginal.

All three countries were mature industrial societies 
in 1957 and had already distanced themselves from 
the consumption patterns of the early industrialisation 
period. Nevertheless, it is clear that between 43 and 
52 percent of consumption was still spent on food, 
drink, footwear and clothes. In 2019, this proportion 
has shrunk to 16–19 percent, although as part of much 
greater total consumption.

While the relative spending on basic needs has 
been reduced at the same time as the standard of 
this basic consumption has improved, greater priori-
ty has been accorded to the home. This aspect now 
accounts for 30 percent of the budget, compared to 
18–23 percent in the latter half of the 1950s. It also 
appears that spending on the home is around three 
percentage points higher in Denmark than in the oth-
er two countries. 

15.4. Some of the income is saved
Not all the money citizens earn is immediately used 
on consumption: some of the citizens’ earnings are 
deposited in bank accounts, and some is invested 
in shares and other securities. The saving rate in-
dicates how large a share of the income is saved in 
this way. Figure 15.5 presents the saving rate in the 

Table 15.1. Household consumption, per purpose 
in 1957 and 2019. Distribution in percent.
1957 Denmark UK Germany

Food, drink, tobacco and 
other intoxicants

30.6 42.0 39.7

Clothes and footwear 12.1 10.0 12.6
House, furnishings, 
maintenance, water, 
electricity and fuels

18.3 23.0 21.6

Health 3.6 N/A 2.3
Transport 5.5 8.0 3.1
Communication 1.9 N/A N/A
Culture and leisure 
activities

5.7 N/A
6.0

Education 2.7 N/A
Other 19.7 17.0 14.6

2019 Denmark UK Germany

Food, drink, tobacco and 
other intoxicants 14.8 11.1 14.0
Clothes and footwear 4.1 5.3 4.4
House, furnishings, 
maintenance, water, 
electricity and fuels 33.5 30.1 30.3
Health 2.9 2.0 5.2
Transport 12.2 13.8 14.1
Communication and IT 2.0 1.6 2.2
Culture and leisure 
activities 18.2 21.1 16.5
Education 0.8 2.4 0.9
Other 11.5 12.4 12.3

Note: The numbers do not add up to 100 on account of rounding off. Expens-
es for “House” include calculated rent expenses for own home. For Denmark, 
1957 means 1955. The 1957 numbers for Germany do not apply to an av-
erage household, but instead to a 4-member working family household with 
average consumption. The 1957 number for “Culture and leisure activities” 
in Germany has been calculated together with “Education”. Generally speak-
ing, the 1957 table contains a number of sub-categories that can be posi-
tioned under several of the superior categories; for example house cleaning, 
laundry, etc. can be positioned under both “Clothes” and “House”. As such, 
the data are not completely accurate. International standards apply in 2019, 
so the data for the different countries are fully comparable. 
Sources: Eurostat, ONS, Statistics Denmark, Destatis.
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Figure 15.5. Households’ saving rate, 1995–2020

Note: “Savings” is taken to mean gross disposable income, corrected for differences in pension rights, less gross consumption. Disposable income is total 
income after taxes and social security contributions. The households’ saving rate is the households’ savings divided by their disposable income. The EU-24 
average is the average country’s saving rate for the 24 (25 from 2010) countries in EU-28 for which data are available. Please note that EU-24 is presented 
as an average of saving rates, and that this is not equal to a saving rate with average saving divided by average disposable income – the latter would have 
been the saving rate for the average EU citizen. The saving rate does not, for example, cover capital gains on pension savings or non-realised gains on 
real property (equity). Source: Eurostat.

Figure 15.6. Net value of the households, percentage of disposable income, 2019

Note: The value of ownership of land is not included. This is most significant for the UK, where the value would have been approximately one-third higher 
– while the difference for Denmark and Germany would be around 20 percent. The net value here follows standard practice instead. Private pensions also 
cover life insurance policies. Source: OECD.
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Figure 15.7. Public sector consumption per citizen, 1970–2020, in 2015 dollars

Note: The data have been corrected for purchasing power with 2015 as the base year (constant prices, constant PPP, both with 2015 as the reference). 
EU-15 consists of Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden 
and the UK. Germany is taken to mean the unified Germany during the entire period. The numbers are taken directly from the OECD – comparable data for 
West Germany were not available.
Sources: OECD and own calculations.
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three countries, as well as an EU-24 average for the 
years after 1995.

The German people consistently show the highest 
savings of what they earn over the course of a year, sav-
ing up to 18 percent of their income. In Denmark, the 
UK and the EU-24 average, the level of saving is quite 
sensitive to market conditions and never approaches 
the German level.

A part of the explanation of the lower level in Den-
mark has to do with the extensive public sector, where 
the population enjoys universal rights with regard to 
healthcare expenses, for example, and where a nation-
al pension is assured for the vast majority of citizens. 
The situation in the UK can be explained to some ex-
tent by the greater inequalities in society. Opportuni-
ties for low-income groups to save up are generally 
extremely limited.

Figure 15.6 also highlights another reason for the 
low saving quota in Denmark. Danish households have 
the highest net value and therefore, in principle, have 
a better “cushion” in the event of economic problems.

15.4. Public sector consumption    
is high in Denmark
Figure 15.7 shows that public sector consumption 
per citizen has also risen substantially since 1970, al-
though with clear periods of stagnation.

In Denmark in particular, the population today has 
access to many more – and more highly differentiated – 
services produced by the public sector. These include 
day-care institutions, primary and lower secondary 
schools, higher education institutions, libraries, hos-
pitals, cultural attractions and care for the elderly. The 
numbers indicate that Denmark is positioned above 
the level in Germany, and significantly higher than the 
UK and the EU-15 average.

The high level of publicly produced services and 
the universal access to same thus constitute one of 
the defining features of the Danish welfare state.13 It 
is, however, interesting to track the rate of increase in 
public sector consumption in Germany, which is grad-
ually converging with the rate in Denmark.

What are known as transfer incomes – i.e. transfers 
of money from the public sector to individual citizens, 
typically to replace an inability to provide for oneself 
as a result of unemployment or illness – have not been 
included in the numbers for public sector consumption 
because these incomes are used in the private sphere.

15.5. Summary
Since the end of World War II, the three countries 
have all experienced a massive increase in prosper-
ity. This has opened the door to rising consumption 
in the era of mass consumption. Income and con-
sumption opportunities are not equally distributed 
in the three countries, however. Denmark stands out 
in relation to both the UK and Germany, as well as in 
relation to an average for Western Europe, by being 
more equal. This can be explained by higher taxation 
and greater redistribution than in the rest of West-
ern Europe. The Danish predisposition for equality is 
further highlighted by the rich range of welfare ser-
vices available, to which citizens have free and equal 
access if genuine need arises. For this reason, pub-
lic sector consumption is clearly higher in Denmark 
than in the other countries. 

Notes
1 It is true, of course, that total value is generated by a combina-

tion of consumption, exports and investments. In the long term, 
however, income is the basis for domestic consumption. Taking 
out loans can along with transfers between the generations also 
create opportunities for additional consumption over a short or 
a long period, but once again: in the long term, income is the 
basis for consumption.

2 Skaksen (ed.).(2022).
3 Jensen (2022).
4 The Equality Trust (2019).
5 Biewen and Juhasz (2010).
6 Andersen (2019b). Another aspect revealed by research is that 

prosperous and well-educated citizens enjoy greater benefit 
from universal services than less fortunate ones.

7 Biewen and Juhasz (2010).
8 Unemployment peaked at almost five million in 2005.
9 Biewen and Juhasz (2010).
10 Knigge (2019).
11 See, for example, Piketty (2020) and Olsen et al. (2021).
12 Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (2017).
13 Esping-Andersen (2017).
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From an international perspective, Denmark is only a small country 
and one that is heavily dependent on its capacity to trade goods and 
services with other nations. At the same time, Denmark is renowned 
for its low level of inequality which, in a global context, has translated 
into high rates of pay – especially for the less educated sections of the 
workforce. Differences in pay are more pronounced on the British and 
German labour markets. This chapter examines the extent to which 
the three welfare states have succeeded in maintaining a level of 
competitive strength sufficient to achieve balanced trade relations with 
other nations.

performed in a
the countries

16. How have

globalised economy?
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16.1. International trade as a welfare driver
For centuries, the three countries have been inte-
grated in a European distribution of work involving 
the exchange of goods, people and knowledge. The 
UK was the first industrialised country in the world 
and was, for an appreciable period starting in the late 
1700s, the leading exporter of industrial goods. This 
was followed by increasingly international orientation 
of the country’s service professions. German indus-
try has developed into an authentic “Exportmeister” 
since the end of World War II and especially after the 
turn of the millennium. Denmark previously operated 
a strongly export-oriented agricultural sector, which 
was followed, as from the end of the 1960s, by rapid 
growth in industrial exports.

One key driver behind international trade is the 
fact that different nations have different types of la-
bour, capital and raw materials, as well as different 
technological profiles. Trade on the global market can 
assist individual countries in producing what they are 
relatively best at, or for whose production they have 
the relatively best conditions. For example, Denmark 
commands a position of strength in the pharmaceu-
tical industry, and free international trade allows the 
country to exploit the benefits of scale and reinforced 
focus on research.

International trade 
can assist individual 
countries in producing 
what they are relatively 
best at.

The countries have comparative advantages. Each 
has its own positions of strength, and international 
trade helps to lower the cost of manufacturing goods 
at a global level. At the same time, free trade ensures 
that competition on price and quality is maintained on 
national markets, which can help prevent the creation 
of monopolies.

Fundamentally, small countries such as Denmark 

are more dependent on sharing in the international 
distribution of work than, for example, Russia or the 
United States, which possess extensive areas of land 
and are home to large populations. Large countries 
like these are able to distribute work within their own 
borders to a greater extent, on account of their having 
access to sufficient resources, being geographically 
spread across multiple climate zones and populations 
possessing a wide range of different skills.

Participation in the global economy has been a fun-
damental condition for Denmark, and this has been 
viewed as both an opportunity and a limitation. After 
the end of World War II, the integration of Denmark into 
the global economy continued with the discontinuation 
of the trade restrictions that more-or-less all nations 
had implemented during the global crisis of the 1930s.

Towards the end of the 1950s, the EEC and EFTA 
were set up in Europe as key players in the area of free 
trade. Denmark and the UK initially became members 
of the EFTA free trade association, which exclusively 
took the form of an international trade relationship, 
while the EEC – and later the EU – contains a number 
of supranational features. Denmark and the UK both 
joined the EEC in 1973, and the UK later chose to with-
draw from the community in 2020. Under the provisions 
of The Single Market, ratified via the Single European 
Act of 1986, the final obstacles to free trade between 
the Member States were removed with effect from the 
end of 1992. A number of other countries, particularly 
from Eastern Europe, have joined the EU since 1992.

One characteristic of developed economies is the fact 
that free international trade has dramatically expanded 
the supply of unskilled labour, which has altered the 
relative importance of the different types of labour in 
the three countries. In other words, the maintenance 
of competitive strength in relation to globalisation is 
– for better or worse – a fundamental precondition for 
the economy in developed Western countries.

16.2. Exports and imports over 50 years
One expression of the interaction between an econo-
my and the global market is what is known as the “ex-
port quota”, and its counterpart, the “import quota”. 
The export quota indicates how large a proportion of 

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   324116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   324 27/05/2022   20.4927/05/2022   20.49



325

HOW HAVE THE COUNTRIES PERFORMED IN A GLOBALISED ECONOMY?

the gross national product (GDP) is exported. Corre-
spondingly, the import quota indicates how large a 
share of GDP can be ascribed to imports.

The development in the export quota since 1970 
is presented in Figure 16.1. Denmark has the highest 
export quota almost throughout the period, which 
should be viewed in the context of Denmark being 
the smallest country of the three by a fair margin, and 
thus most heavily dependent on the international dis-
tribution of work. The export quota in Denmark had 
been stagnating until the country joined the EEC in 
1973, largely on account of the difficulties Denmark 
was experiencing selling its agricultural products.1 In 
the years immediately after the oil crisis in 1973, the 
global economy shrank, resulting in a slight decline 
in the export quota. The same phenomenon could 
be seen during the financial crisis, with a more pro-
nounced drop followed by stagnation. A third reversal 
appeared during the pandemic.

In spite of periodical reversals, the Danish ex-
port quota for the period as a whole has risen from 
27 percent in 1970 to 54 percent in 2020. Danish de-
velopment over the past 50 years thus describes an 
economy that, from the start, was highly dependent 
on what happened in the global economy, and whose 
orientation towards the world market has only become 
more pronounced up to the present day.

The export quota for the UK fluctuates between 
20 and 30 percent, showing a slightly rising tendency 
since the turn of the millennium. Generally speaking, 
however, the country is not becoming more oriented 
towards the global market.

The values for Germany reveal a strong rise in the 
export quota since the middle of the 1990s, more than 
doubling from around 20 percent of GDP to almost 45 
percent in 2020. This increase in the export quota was 
maintained by reinforced competitive strength as a 
result of the development in pay following the social 
and labour market reforms of Agenda 2010. After 2005, 
the increase in pay in Germany is lower than in other 
countries of Western Europe, which has actually had 
an impact comparable to the effect of a devaluation.2 
Another factor to take into account, of course, is the 
series of rises in productivity, see below. Here too, 

however, the financial crisis had a negative impact 
on exports, which, measured as a share of GDP, stag-
nated during the financial crisis and then fell recently 
during the pandemic.

Figure 16.2 presents the development in the import 
quota, which largely reflects the development in the 
export quota. Denmark has the highest import quota 
in 2020, with imports valued at half of the GDP. The 
share in Germany is around 40 percent, and in the UK 
it is approximately 30 percent.

16.3. Development in GDP relative   
to the United States
Measured on economic growth and international im-
portance, the twentieth century was, in many ways, 
the century of the United States; the American cen-
tury.3 This found expression, for instance, in a high 
material standard of living from an international per-
spective, as measured in terms of GDP per citizen. An-
other aspect, however, is the fact that inequality was 
– and remains – extremely high in the United States. 
This section examines the development in the three 
countries’ relative prosperity since 1970, where Fig-
ure 16.3 makes a comparison with the development 
in the United States. The data have been corrected 
for purchasing power, which means that the purchas-
ing power of one dollar has been made comparable 
in the countries we are comparing.

Measured on the basis 
of economic growth 
and international 
significance, the 
twentieth century 
was the century of the 
United States.

Over such a long period, it is clear that Denmark 
in particular – based on strong growth since 2004–05 
– has caught up with the United States, showing an 

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   325116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   325 27/05/2022   20.4927/05/2022   20.49



326

WELFARE STATE AND POPULATION IN DENMARK, GERMANY AND THE UK

Figure 16.1. Export quota, 1970–2020
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Note: Germany is taken to mean the unified Germany during the entire period. The numbers are taken directly from the World Bank – comparable data for West 
Germany were not available. Setting the level in the GDR as equal to the level in the Federal Republic does, of course, suggest that the estimated total level is too 
high. We can, however, only present the general direction and not the exact percentage correction. Source: The World Bank.

Figure 16.2. Import quota, 1970–2020

Note: Germany is taken to mean the unified Germany during the entire period. The numbers are taken directly from the World Bank – comparable data for West 
Germany were not available. Setting the level in the GDR as equal to the level in the Federal Republic does, of course, suggest that the estimated total level is too 
high. We can, however, only present the general direction and not the exact percentage correctionl. Source: The World Bank.
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Figure 16.3. Purchasing power-corrected GDP per citizen relative to GDP per citizen in the United States, 1970–2020

Note: Germany is taken to mean the unified Germany during the entire period. The numbers are taken directly from the OECD – comparable data for West Germa-
ny were not available. Setting the level in the GDR as equal to the level in the Federal Republic does, of course, suggest that the estimated total level is too high. 
We can, however, only present the general direction and not the exact percentage correction. Source: OECD.

Figure 16.4. GDP per working hour, in 2015 dollars and corrected for purchasing power, 1970–2020

Note: Germany is taken to mean the unified Germany during the entire period. The numbers are taken directly from the OECD – comparable data for West Germa-
ny were not available. Setting the level in the GDR as equal to the level in the Federal Republic does, of course, suggest that the estimated total level is too high. 
We can, however, only present the general direction and not the exact percentage correction. Please note also that, particularly in comparison with 16.3, this value 
is per working hour, and that the number of working hours per employed person and the share of employed people in the population as a whole are substantially 
different in the three countries. Source: OECD.
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Figure 16.5. Capital intensity per working hour, 1991–2020, fixed 2015 prices. Index, 1991= 100

Source: OECD.

Figure 16.6. Terms of trade, 1970–2020, index 1970 = 100

Note: Germany is taken to mean the unified Germany during the entire period. The numbers are taken directly from the OECD – comparable data for West Germa-
ny were not available. Source: OECD.
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index value of around 96 percent of the United States’ 
GDP per citizen in 2020. In other words, the average 
Dane is approaching the consumption opportunities 
of the average American, but in a society with a much 
higher level of equality.

With major fluctuations largely determined by mar-
ket conditions, Germany is approaching the American 
level, even though a dip towards the end of the period 
pulled Germany down to a consumption potential per 
citizen of 85 percent of the level in the United States. 
With a significant drop during the pandemic, the Brit-
ish level finished at 70 percent of the American level 
– almost exactly the same as in 1970. Viewed in this 
perspective, the Danish and, to a lesser extent, the 
German economies are a success, while the British 
economy has been unable to improve relative to its 
American counterpart.

16.4. Development in investments  
and productivity
The success of Denmark and Germany in catching up 
with the United States in terms of material prosperity 
is caused largely by a rise in productivity. Figure 16.4 
shows the development in what is known as “labour 
productivity” from 1970 to 2020. In this context “la-
bour productivity” means how much value the aver-
age worker produces per hour.

The level in Denmark today is on a par with hour-
ly productivity in the United States. The UK has only 
achieved a weak rise in productivity since the turn of 
the millennium, and is still visibly below the United 
States, while the German level is positioned in the 
middle of the field.

One significant cause of the growth in productivi-
ty is the development in investments in the business 
community. Figure 16.5 presents the development in 
the amount of capital per working hour from 1991 to 
the present day. The numbers have been calculated 
in fixed 2015 prices to make the development directly 
comparable. It is clear that the creation of a new job 
demands much more capital today than in 1991, and 
that the rises in investments in Denmark are much 
higher than the levels in the UK and Germany. The rise 
in investments in the UK is higher than the increase in 

Germany, which is noteworthy given that labour pro-
ductivity is higher in Germany than in the UK.

16.5. Terms of trade develop differently   
in the three countries
The development in the countries’ terms of trade with 
the outside world is presented in Figure 16.6. The 
“terms of trade” refer to the relationship between the 
value of the basket of goods and services that a coun-
try exports and the value of the basket of goods and 
services that the country imports.

If the terms of trade increase, the country can, 
through the sale of the same volume of goods and 
services on the global market, import a larger volume 
of goods and services. A rise in terms of trade thus 
represents – all else being equal – a welfare gain for 
the citizens of the country in question. In the figure, 
the terms of trade in 1970 have been set at 100, and 
the terms of trade in the other years have been calcu-
lated in relation to this index value.

Viewed over 50 years, Denmark has experienced a 
12 percent increase in terms of trade, showing a stead-
ily rising curve from the mid-1980s onwards. Germany 
has recorded a rise of 7 percent, and the UK a rise of 17 
percent. These rises all indicate significant gains from 
globalisation. As Figure 16.1 makes clear, Germany in 
particular – but also Denmark – have experienced a 
strong rise in export quota from 1990 onwards. This is 
opposite to the situation in the UK which has, howev-
er, achieved a much higher rise in terms of trade than 
Denmark and, especially, Germany.

16.6. The economic balance   
with foreign countries
Figure 16.7 presents the annual balance in the coun-
tries’ exports and imports of goods and services to and 
from foreign countries from 1970 to 2020, in the form 
of the current account of the balance of payments. The 
balance is presented as percentage of GDP.

The current account of the balance of payments 
will, by definition, show surpluses for some countries 
and deficits for others. Denmark and Germany have 
strong economies. Since the end of the 1980s, the 
Danish balance of payments has shown an almost 
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Note: Data break for Denmark in 1975 as a result of a switch from the OECD to the World Bank as the source. Germany is taken to mean the unified Germany during the entire peri-
od. The numbers are taken directly from the World Bank (except for Denmark in 1970–74), but are based exclusively on West German growth rates, and on the subsequent linking 
of these to the total German level in 1991. The data break is therefore conditional on this change in calculation method and not on any geographical change. This means that the 
figure contains an implicit assumption that the current account of the balance of payments in East Germany is equivalent to that in West Germany during the period up to 1991.. 
Sources: The World Bank and OECD.

Figure 16.7. Surplus on the current account of the balance of payments in percent of GDP, 1970–2020

Figure 16.8. Net international investment position as a percentage of GDP, 1991–2019

Note: Please note that the net international investment position and GDP are shown here calculated in the year’s US dollars. As such, both are subject to the influ-
ence of exchange rate adjustments. GDP is calculated in the country’s own currency and is therefore particularly vulnerable. However, a country’s net international 
investment position (or foreign debt) is assessed in many other currencies than dollars and is therefore affected by fluctuations in these exchange rates in relation to 
the dollar. It is therefore best not to draw hard conclusions on the basis of a single year, but rather to look at the general trend. Source: IMF.

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   332116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   332 27/05/2022   20.4927/05/2022   20.49



333

-10%
-8%
-6%
-4%
-2%
0%
2%
4%
6%
8%

10%

19
70

19
72

19
74

19
76

19
78

19
80

19
82

19
84

19
86

19
88

19
90

19
92

19
94

19
96

19
98

20
00

20
02

20
04

20
06

20
08

20
10

20
12

20
14

20
16

20
18

20
20

Denmark United Kingdom Germany

HOW HAVE THE COUNTRIES PERFORMED IN A GLOBALISED ECONOMY?

constant surplus, and this surplus amounts to around 
seven percent of GDP at the end of the period. Germany 
was a little slower to record a permanent surplus, but 
reached the same level as Denmark after the financial 
crisis. Once again, the UK economy is shown to be vis-
ibly poorer in relation to the outside world, running at 
an almost chronic deficit since the mid-1980s. In the 
latter years of the period examined here, this deficit 
fluctuates between four and six percent of GDP.

The deficit or surplus on the balance of payments 
is accumulated in the individual countries’ net inter-
national investment position, which is the theme in 
Figure 16.8 for the period 1991–2020.

With a surplus on the current account of the balance 
of payments since the end of the 1980s, the Danish 
net international investment position today amounts 
to 77 percent of GDP, which is particularly noteworthy 
given that the starting point was a debt of around 40 
percent of GDP in 1991. Germany has had a corre-
spondingly large surplus on its balance of payments 
since the turn of the millennium, stemming from the 
strong rises in German industrial exports which has 
resulted in a correspondingly large net international 
investment position of around 72 percent of GDP. In 
contrast, the UK has a foreign debt of 30 percent of 
GDP, whereas the British position was almost bal-
anced in 1991.

The Danish net 
international 
investment position is 
as high as 77 percent of 
GDP today.

16.7. Summary
International trade is based on comparative benefits 
for the trade participants. There are, however, major 
differences in how the three countries we are focus-
ing on in this book perform in the global economy.

Denmark is something of an economic powerhouse 
which, on the basis of the relatively largest economic 
interaction with foreign countries, performs well on all 
parameters. The average consumption potential per 
citizen is almost on a par with the level in the United 
States, productivity is high, buoyed by elevated capi-
tal intensity in production, the current surplus on the 
balance of payments has remained consistently high 
since the end of the 1980s, and the increase in the 
country’s net international investment position has 
been significant. On all these measurements, Ger-
many comes in as a solid no. 2, actually on a par with 
Denmark in some areas.

The UK, in contrast, is suffering from a number of 
persistent problems in most areas, which have resulted 
in an enduring deficit on the balance of payments, with 
the country thus accumulating substantial foreign debt.

In the wake of Brexit, the UK is therefore facing 
major future challenges regarding the choice of eco-
nomic strategy in relation to the global economy, while 
Denmark and Germany have both benefited from the 
rise in globalisation.

Notes
1  Brochmann et al. (2020).
2  Pedersen et al. (2014).
3  It was Henry Luce, the American publisher of Life Magazine, 

who originally coined the phrase “the American century” in an 
editorial for the February 1941 edition of the magazine. In his 
editorial, he argued for the necessity of the United States’ entry 
into World War II. Many scholars have since worked with the 
conception of the 1900s as the American century. One example 
is Lafeber, Potenberg and Woloch (2013, seventh edition). The 
American Century: a History of the United States since the 1890s.
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Part IV: 
Perspectivation
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“The normal state of the atmosphere is turbulence,” 
wrote Hans Magnus Enzensberger in the early 
1990s as a commentary on the new migrations; the 
normal state of humanity is unease and mobility. 
His comments could, however, equally have been 
applied to the development of the European welfare 
models over the years.

– a bumpy
welfare models

17. European

terrain
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The three welfare models we examine in this book – 
the Danish, German and British models – have, since 
the institutional foundations were laid, undergone a 
process of continuous change and adaptation with a 
view to promoting competitive strength and to main-
taining their respective societal structures. In this 
chapter, we will be discussing some of the content of 
these processes, taking a bird’s eye view and choos-
ing as our starting point three key aspects: working 
life, welfare state and immigration. The emphasis will 
be on the period since the early 1990s, and the pres-
entation will be focused on immigration, not only to 
limit what is otherwise an extremely wide-ranging top-
ic, but also because in and of itself, immigration high-
lights some of the key contradictions that are current-
ly assailing the European welfare states. What are, 
generally speaking, the similarities and differences 
between the reform strategies in the three countries, 
and what background factors can help shed light on 
the different development processes? And what sig-
nificance do cultural and sociopolitical factors have 
for the strategies?

17.1. Immediate pre-history    
– significant events
Over the thirty years or so that have passed since 
1990, the “triangle” of work, welfare and immigration 
has formed the framework for important economic, 
cultural and political conflict dimensions in North-
West Europe, and has thus also served as the starting 
point for many of the key reforms that have been im-
plemented. The dynamics between the three points of 
the triangle have changed over time, with immigration 
gradually gaining in importance. The three decades 
have been distinguished by a number of significant 
events and crises – both national and international – 
with major consequences for societal structures and 
for the living conditions of different groups.

The advent of the 1990s in Europe was heavily af-
fected by the fall of the Berlin Wall and the subsequent 
reunification of Germany. These events were, for most 
people, both unexpected and highly pleasing, carry-
ing a message of more peaceful conditions following 
decades of “Cold War” between East and West. For 

Germany, however, the reunification entailed a chal-
lenge of previously unseen proportions. Two extreme-
ly different economies and cultures were to integrate 
over a remarkably short period, a process that would 
entail huge costs to the public sector budgets in the 
West, as well as human costs that were impossible to 
comprehend as the events unfolded. We will return to 
German development after 1990, but here, the end of 
the Cold War marks the start of three important dec-
ades for our three selected countries and for Europe 
as a whole.

The advent of the 
1990s in Europe was 
heavily affected by the 
fall of the Berlin Wall 
and the subsequent 
reunification of 
Germany.

For the German economy, the reunification was the 
start of an substantial economic crisis and a period 
of high unemployment that continued far beyond the 
1990s, with significant consequences in large parts of 
Europe. The early 1990s were otherwise distinguished 
by the civil war raging in the former Yugoslavia, and 
the subsequent floods of Bosnian refugees into all 
three countries. Around the same time – in January 
1993 – the EU Single Market (or Internal Market) was 
established as an agreement between the Member 
States. The intention here was to reinforce the mutual 
integration with the objective of establishing the Eco-
nomic and Monetary Union.

The noughties themselves featured a series of 
significant international events – the most prominent 
without a doubt the terrorist attack on the Twin Tow-
ers in New York on 11 September 2001. Nine-eleven, 
as the event is normally referred to, has had colossal 
consequences in recent history. What became known 
as the “Cartoons Controversy” (karikaturstrid) of 2005–
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06 arose after the Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten 
published a series of caricatures of the Prophet Mu-
hammed, which triggered acts of violence around the 
globe. It was the first time that a Nordic editorial de-
cision had global consequences of this calibre. The 
event was linked to waves of Muslim immigration and 
over the years that followed, the shock-waves rever-
berated through the debate about freedom of speech 
versus religious sensibilities. Both Nine-eleven and the 
Cartoons Controversy fuelled the rise of right-wing 
populism in all three countries, and raised the level 
of conflict in the public sphere on the issue of immi-
gration and the new cultural diversity.

Events with more direct consequences for the trian-
gle of work, welfare and migration took place in 2004 
and 2007, when the EU was expanded to encompass 
ten new countries from Central and Eastern Europe. 
This expansion lent support to the biggest internal Eu-
ropean migration in recent years, with consequences 
for all three countries as regards the organisation of 
the welfare state and the functioning of working life. 
The financial crisis of 2008 represented a serious re-
versal, with plummeting market conditions and high 
unemployment, especially among the young age 
groups. This crisis had a greater impact on Denmark 
and the UK than on Germany.

Over the past decade, a number of incidents stand 
out as being particularly significant in the context of 
our study: for example, the refugee crisis of 2015 high-
lighted the EU’s problems in formulating a functional 
policy on immigration. National border controls were 
temporarily re-instated within the Schengen collabo-
ration, and political room to manoeuvre in the field of 
immigration became increasingly restricted. In many 
ways, the fear of terrorist attacks and uncontrolled im-
migration trumped concerns about the economy and 
unemployment – especially during the intense autumn 
of 2015, before crisis solutions were put in place. In the 
wake of both the EU expansion (with the comprehen-
sive influx of labour into the UK) and the refugee crisis, 
Brexit arrived as a huge surprise for political Europe. 
In the summer of 2016, the British population voted 
in a referendum to withdraw from the EU.

In the summer of 2016, 
the British population 
voted in a referendum to 
withdraw from the EU.

The last major event we have included in this context 
is the outbreak of the COVID pandemic at the start of a 
new decade in 2020, which had acute and widespread 
consequences on working life, the welfare state and 
immigration. All three countries experienced a major 
crisis, implemented (periodical) lockdowns of numerous 
societal institutions, and attempted to apply checks on 
people entering the countries. On the re-opening of 
both borders and societies in the autumn of 2021, it 
was still not possible to comprehend the dimensions 
of the consequences to society of this pandemic.

Over the past decade in particular, the climate cri-
sis has progressively moved up the agenda in all three 
countries, even though it is difficult to pinpoint any 
one formative incident in this area. The climate crisis 
is potentially explosive from both political and eco-
nomic perspectives, however, and is sure to become 
an increasingly important dimension in the political 
economy of Europe.

17.2. Working life, welfare state and immi-
gration – three different models
The three countries in our study – Denmark, Germa-
ny and the UK – are all facing major challenges today 
as a result of increased globalised competition, Euro-
pean integration (or decoupling in the case of the UK) 
and, in time, climate issues. These common challeng-
es are merging with internal national conditions such 
as demographic imbalance (an increasingly ageing 
population), a more diverse population (multicultural 
society), urbanisation and higher expectations on wel-
fare services. All three countries are also facing prob-
lems linked to rising inequality and, in relation to same, 
polarisation and populism among their populations.

These conditions form the backdrop for the key 
societal conflicts that politicians will have to deal with 
going forward. All three countries are open economies, 
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and globalisation or internationalisation has had a 
significant impact on their growth and development 
over the years. Immigration is an important aspect – 
and consequence – of this internationalisation, and 
as a phenomenon it has a complex significance on 
societal development. All three countries have – es-
pecially since the turn of the last century – striven to 
attract highly skilled immigrants, especially among 
young job seekers.

All three countries 
are open economies, 
where globalisation 
or internationalisation 
has had a significant 
impact on the growth 
and development of the 
countries over the years.

At the same time, it has become increasingly clear 
that low-skilled immigrants soon encounter problems 
on skills-intensive labour markets. This is especially 
evident in countries with more compressed pay lev-
els, such as Denmark. New arrivals who lack both 
resources and language skills, can easily become a 
vulnerable group in society, which can also contribute 
to political opposition against economic redistribution 
in the majority population. This principally applies to 
refugees and family members arriving for reunification, 
and these groups have become the targets of stricter 
and more severe restrictions in recent years. The re-
sult has become a selective immigration policy. The 
UK is currently the only (ex-)EU country to have intro-
duced a scorecard system, which makes it possible for 
immigrants with attractive skills to receive residence 
permits without them having to be directly requested 
by an employer. Both Denmark and Germany operate a 
demand-based system, where the link to a specific job 
offer from an employer, with pay above a set level, is a 

precondition for the granting of a residence permit.1

Conflicts of interest linked to desired and non-de-
sired immigration cause headaches in all three nations, 
and the various managing mechanisms have proved 
to be largely ineffective: the new mantra in Europe 
of Managing migration – the idea that controlled or 
regulated immigration according to the needs of the 
immigration country is possible – has been something 
approaching wishful thinking among the most attrac-
tive destination countries. One of the reasons is that 
two of the (until recently) largest immigrant groups 
– refugees and family members arriving for reunifi-
cation – are not, in principle, to be controlled in step 
with national economic interests. These groups have 
access to their chosen countries on the strength of 
humanitarian obligations. One of the other really large 
categories of immigrants – labour immigrants from the 
EU – cannot be controlled by an immigration policy 
based on national considerations either, because all 
EU Member States are obligated to abide by the EU 
principle of free movement of labour within the Union.

Conflicts of interest 
linked to desired 
and non-desired 
immigration cause 
headaches in all three 
nations, and the various 
managing mechanisms 
have proved to be 
largely ineffective.

From an economic perspective, there is much to 
suggest that EU mobility has been a benefit to the 
recipient countries, but there are nevertheless some 
development tendencies that seem to indicate struc-
tural issues. What was conventionally called “social 
dumping” (competition from low-pay countries, and 
the weakening of well-regulated conditions on the 
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labour market), diminished importance of local voca-
tional training and union organisation, and working life 
crime, are all conditions that are associated with the 
immigration of labour from the EU. In the UK, Brexit is 
interpreted to a great extent as a consequence of the 
extensive immigration from Eastern Europe following 
the expansion of the EU. The only category of immi-
grants that the recipient countries have the right and 
the opportunity to manage is the relatively small group 
of immigrants arriving for non-humanitarian reasons 
from countries outside the EU.

This complex picture naturally also means that “the 
effects of immigration” on the economy and society 
cannot be viewed as a homogeneous phenomenon. 
Somewhat simplistically put, the principal challenge 
linked to immigrants arriving on humanitarian grounds 
is the burden these groups may potentially pose to 
the welfare budgets if it does not prove possible to 
integrate them productively into the labour market. 
The main challenge in the context of EU immigrants is 
more structural in nature: the widespread immigration 
of (low-skilled) labour has an impact on the functioning 
of the labour market (displacement and pressure on 
pay) and has the potential to undermine employees’ 
rights and negotiating position.

The consequences of immigration are also unequal-
ly distributed internally with the immigration country. 
The immigration of labour is largely welcomed by the 
business community, which receives an injection of 
required, flexible and often lower-paid labour. Employ-
ees in the poorest-paid strata of the labour market 
(both established immigrants and persons from the 
majority population) face increasing competition for 
jobs, and often experience stagnating or only slowly 
rising pay. The more affluent sections of the majority 
population may, in contrast, benefit from a cheaper 
and more comprehensive range of services.

A complicated relationship exists between the type 
of immigration, the structure of the welfare state, the 
set-up of the labour market and the division into social 
strata. The consequences of immigration are largely 
defined by the qualities of the people arriving in the 
country, the resources they bring with them and the 
extent to which they become integrated into the econ-

omy and society. Moreover, the premises for these 
integration processes are, in turn, dependent on the 
interaction between working life and the welfare system.

The different chapters of this book have indirectly 
shown that the set-up of working life and the welfare 
state result in the countries being unequally structur-
ally equipped to meet the challenges linked to immi-
gration. In addition, networks (previously established 
immigrant environments), language and geographical 
location have all proved to be of significance to the at-
tractiveness of the individual country – a dimension 
that contributes to defining fundamentally how much 
pressure there will be on the individual regime in its 
capacity to integrate new arrivals.

In conclusion, the room to act in the context of 
immigration policy can at times appear to be severe-
ly limited for the nation states within the EU. As we 
shall see, however, occasionally large differences in 
approach have developed in the three countries.

17.3. Three welfare regimes
Germany, the UK and Denmark are all European “so-
cial states” that combine economic growth with the 
redistribution of resources and welfare security of the 
population throughout their lifetimes. However, ap-
preciable differences exist in how the labour market, 
welfare and immigration interact and influence the liv-
ing conditions of the different groups of the popula-
tion. The welfare models themselves in the respective 
countries provide different levels of social security. In 
other words: the three countries have different insti-
tutional tools at their disposal to deal with immigra-
tion, and different opportunities are open to the im-
migrants themselves as a result of these structures 
– i.e. different prospects with regard to quality of life 
and social mobility. The type of working life and wel-
fare model will also prove more – or less – attractive 
to potential immigrants in different parts of the world.

As we saw in Chapter 1, multiple theoretical mod-
els have been suggested for identifying the structural 
differences between the various types of social states. 
The most commonly quoted, Gösta Esping-Andersens 
Tre typer af velfærdskapitalisme (Three Worlds of Wel-
fare Capitalism),2 is appropriate in our context, in part 
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because Germany, the UK and Denmark can be used 
as representatives of his three stylised welfare mod-
els: the Continental, the Anglo-Saxon and the Nordic.

The Continental – also known as the conservative 
– model has traditionally featured strong employee 
organisations and legal regulation of employee rights. 
This model is fundamentally built on commercially 
based insurance intended to guarantee the members 
and their families income and status should they lose 
their employment. As time has passed, the insurance 
schemes have increasingly been financed through tax-
es, and additional public sector minimum programmes 
have been put in place.

The Continental – 
also known as the 
conservative – welfare 
model has traditionally 
featured strong 
employee organisations 
and legal regulation of 
employee rights.

The Anglo-Saxon welfare model is built on a flexible 
labour market with minimal legislation and only weak 
protection of employees, tax-financed minimum payments 
for all legal citizens, supplemented by means-tested 
payments, as well as a comprehensive public sector 
health system. The low basic payments have given rise 
to a wide range of private, market-controlled pensions 
and supplementary insurance schemes.

The Nordic welfare model is largely tax-financed, 
and it encompasses all legally established citizens 
through a basic insurance independent of work and 
income. At the same time, other payments are calcu-
lated on the basis of previous work effort and income, 
and this model is progressively involving elements of 
market-based supplementary pensions. This model 
is otherwise distinguished by strong trade unions, tri-

partite collaboration, a well-regulated working life and 
an active labour market policy. The Nordic model also 
features a greater range of subsidised or free public 
services than in many other countries.

The dividing lines between the three models have 
become less clear over time, and countries within all 
three models have witnessed a fall in union organi-
sation. In the current situation, it is relevant to distin-
guish between what are known as “dualised working 
life regimes” with significant dividing lines between 
a strongly protected core of employees and a more 
vulnerable periphery (Germany); deregulated, mar-
ket-liberal regimes (the UK) and more inclusive work-
ing life and welfare systems, where the schemes still 
encompass all groups of employees (Scandinavia).3

Even though Esping-Andersen’s tripartite model 
has been the object of a good deal of criticism and 
discussion for more than 30 years, it is still a regularly 
cited reference in welfare state research. One impor-
tant point, however, is that Esping-Andersen did not 
examine the issue of immigration. His trail-blazing book 
was published in 1990, at a time when the interaction 
between immigration and the working life and welfare 
models had not yet become a permanent item on the 
agenda. Moreover, the extent of immigration at that 
time was nowhere near what it would later become. 
Esping-Andersen’s typology can nevertheless prove 
useful in analyses of the current reality, in that it deals 
with the structural preconditions for handling immi-
gration in different models of society. The cost/benefit 
balance of immigration will also give different results 
according to the different categories of immigrants 
in the respective models, an aspect that often carries 
political consequences.

A shared aspect of all these models, when con-
fronted with immigration, is that the states need to be 
able to control the influx in order to protect working 
life and welfare budgets. The desired or intended con-
trol often takes the form of physical border controls, 
selection – as we have seen – or different thresholds 
for access to welfare services. In contrast, when im-
migrants have been granted residence permits, all 
three models view it as important to incorporate them 
in productive work and as well-functioning citizens in 
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society in general. All social states are dependent on 
their citizens making an economic contribution, avoid-
ing social marginalisation and dependency on welfare, 
and otherwise fulfilling their duties as well-functioning 
members of civil society.

A shared aspect of the three countries featured in 
this book is that the institutional structure of society 
results in what has come to be known as its absorption 
capacity,4 with regard to immigrants; i.e. the ability and 
capacity of society to integrate new members. This 
ability and capacity will also be shaped by circum-
stances outside the interaction between working life 
and welfare. Historical conditions, cultural values, na-
tional self-image and political constellations all have 
a role to play in shaping a country’s inclusive capacity 
and willingness vis-à-vis new arrivals. In the following 
sections, we will take a closer look at how immigration 
has affected social conditions in the three countries 
in recent years, given the institutional preconditions 
we have outlined. However, this is an extremely broad 
topic, so the discussion must necessarily be kept at a 
general, stylised level.

17.4. Germany
Migration has been a precarious and complex theme 
in the recent history of Germany. In particular, inter-
nal migration on a large scale has been an emotional 
and society changing factor without parallel in the two 
other countries. Germany has experienced two ma-
jor turning points in recent times: firstly, the defeat in 
World War II and the end of the Nazi regime in 1945; 
secondly, the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, with the 
subsequent reunification of the country. The break-
down in civilisation that Germany suffered during the 
Nazi era has remained a strongly formative factor ever 
since, and the consequences of the sudden amalga-
mation of east and west after 1989 still weigh heavily 
in German society.

Built in 1961, the Berlin Wall was a physical rep-
resentation of control and subjugation on the eastern 
side. West Germany viewed east-to-west refugees as 
an expression of the superiority of “the free world”, 
and the saying was that people “voted with their feet”. 
Refugees from East Germany also played a key role in 

the process that eventually led to the fall of the Com-
munist regime in 1989. The factor that led up to the 
dramatic events was the exodus of thousands of East 
German citizens to the west via Budapest, Prague and 
Warsaw. However, the removal of East German exit 
controls led to stricter entry controls on the West Ger-
man side and, gradually, a more general remodelling 
of the immigration regime.5

The far-reaching shadows of the war have made 
nation building a tricky issue in Germany. In fact, the 
clash with German nationalism has rather become an 
identity-defining value – especially in the better educat-
ed strata of the population, particularly in the West. In 
the GDR, in contrast, anti-fascism was the fundamental 
value in the decades prior to the reunification. Multiple 
authors emphasise how the new unification of Germany 
was not only expected to mediate between capitalism 
and communism, but also to merge two different na-
tional identities.6 These different identities continue 
to characterise the east/west relationship, and have 
manifested themselves in different ways with regard 
to the immigration policy in the unified Germany.

1989 and the reunification constituted a truly ex-
traordinary event, with significant consequential ef-
fects economically, socially and culturally. With an 
ostmark/D-Mark exchange rate of 1:1 the 1990s were 
soon marked by a veritable economic crisis. In one 
fell swoop, 16 million people from the GDR were to 
be assimilated into the West German economy, with 
many of them losing their jobs and signing up directly 
for relatively generous social service support. Unem-
ployment reached almost 5 million in Germany in 2000, 
and the reunified country was nicknamed “the sick 
man of Europe”. Over the course of the early nough-
ties, however, the German economy gradually began 
to find its feet again. The restitution process has been 
termed an “employment miracle”. In just 10–15 years, 
Germany transformed itself from a “sick man” to the 
leading economy in Europe.7

That said, the success came only after drastic re-
forms with severe consequences for the interaction 
between labour market and welfare state. What were 
known as the Hartz reforms were progressively in-
troduced between 2003 and 2005 under the Social 
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Democrat Chancellor Gerhard Schröder and are rec-
ognised as being the most comprehensive German 
social reforms in recent times. (See Chapters 6 and 
7). The reforms led to significantly reduced rates of 
benefit for the long-term unemployed, for whom the 
status-maintaining set-up was transformed into a 
system of uniform and relatively low payments. Strict 
demands were made on work activity, often involving 
unemployed people having to accept jobs far below 
their actual level of qualifications. Long-term unemploy-
ment has become synonymous with poverty according 
to multiple sources.8 Of particular importance in the 
present context are the structural changes to working 
life in Germany, with a new and relatively sharp divi-
sion between a relatively well protected (legally and 
socially) core workforce on the one hand, and people 
employed on insecure, temporary contracts with much 
weaker access to welfare payments on the other. In 
this regard, researchers talk of how a “culture of con-
tracts” has replaced a “culture of rights”.9

The issue of how to summarise the Hartz reforms 
is something of a controversial issue in German labour 
market research; the question is whether to view it 
from an economic perspective as a “vitalisation mira-
cle”, or whether to place emphasis on the breakdown 
of welfare, polarisation and development of a poorly 
protected “precariat” – a new lower class in society.10

The issue of how 
to summarise the 
Hartz reforms is a 
controversial issue in 
German labour market 
research.

This more poorly protected stratum of the labour 
market is, to a large extent, a recruitment arena for im-
migrant labour. Historically, the German union move-
ment has been adept at integrating migrant workers 
into its ranks. The union movement carved out a strong 
position for itself in post-war Germany, from both insti-

tutional and organisational perspectives, and became 
a key player in the democratisation processes. Even 
though Germany was quick to use immigrant labour to 
carry out manually demanding and (relatively) poorly 
paid work, these workers were employed in sectors 
where the union movement was strong. Germany was 
previously known for a labour market model featuring 
a high level of security for employees. This image has 
changed significantly over the recent decades. The 
union movement has been weakened today, and the 
lion’s share of migrant workers in Germany are em-
ployed in sectors where weak regulation and cuts to 
social security have become the norm. A large share 
of immigrant labour in Germany today is to be found in 
the lower layer in the segmented labour market, where 
job security and access to welfare benefits are signifi-
cantly lower than in the export-powered core industry.11

On the other hand, the reforms have contributed 
to reducing public sector expenses commonly linked 
with poorly qualified immigrants, an aspect that has 
been claimed also helped dilute opposition among 
the population to this type of immigration.12 It is also 
sometimes claimed that Merkel’s open policy during 
the refugee crisis of 2015 was (in part) economically 
motivated – i.e. that the refugees were viewed as an 
injection of labour into a situation with 600,000 un-
filled jobs.13 The shortage of labour and a “slimline” 
welfare state constitute a new set of parameters in 
immigration policy.

Germany has witnessed significant changes in 
its immigration policy since the 1990s. In the periods 
before and immediately after the reunification, ethnic 
Germans from Eastern Europe enjoyed a privileged 
position, with special rights and a fast track to citizen-
ship. Following the flood of immigrants in the wake of 
the opening to the East, these privileges were reduced 
and then gradually phased out.

The immigration of labour has deep roots in Ger-
many. In the post-war years, the country introduced 
an actual “guest worker policy”,14 where an assump-
tion of temporariness was a key factor. The authorities 
counted on the market forces to function in such a way 
that the foreign workers would return to their home 
countries once demand declined. This proved not to 
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be the case, however, because the labour immigrants 
had earned rights in the welfare state and therefore 
had the opportunity to remain in Germany, irrespective 
of demand. The guest worker policy was instrumental 
in establishing Germany’s largest minority – the Turks. 
Towards the end of the 1990s, Germany began to look 
abroad once more to meet its recruitment needs, al-
though the search this time was primarily targeted at 
more highly educated people. In addition, this period 
saw the start of what has become a comprehensive flow 
of immigrant labour from Eastern and Central Europe.

The immigration of 
labour has deep roots in 
Germany.

The expansions of the EU to the East in 2004 and 
2007 were met in Germany with the longest transition 
programme in the EU – lasting all the way to 2013. Nev-
ertheless, the expansions marked the start of a new, 
substantial wave of immigrants, now with far-reaching 
rights in the contexts of both working life and public 
welfare, in line with EU legislation. The German econ-
omy has been growing strongly since 2005, which, in 
combination with an ageing workforce, has resulted 
in an increasing need for foreign labour, especially in 
the construction sector, agriculture, slaughterhouses 
and the care sector. The form of employment that has 
become predominant, however, was the one that pro-
vided the fewest rights, namely employment through 
what is known as secondment and via temporary staff-
ing agencies. All in all, immigrants – from both the EU 
and third countries – are overrepresented in the low-
est strata of the labour market, just like in the rest of 
Europe. Unemployment is also appreciably higher for 
these groups.15

Germany has officially long claimed that it was not 
an immigration country, despite the large numbers of 
people flooding across its borders. Around the turn of 
the century, Germany introduced new laws that gave 
the lie to this previous self-recognition. At that time, an 
immigration policy began to emerge that focused on 

orderly, demand-governed immigration via quotas in 
order to compensate for the demographic imbalance 
that had developed since the 1970s. In 2005, Germany 
also introduced a national programme for the integra-
tion of all groups of immigrants: labour immigrants, 
asylum-seekers, people arriving for family reunification, 
and the remaining members of the “ethnic German 
quota”, known as Spätaussiedler (late immigrants).16 

The programme includes language lessons, as well as 
an introduction to the German legal system, German 
history and German culture.17

Germany has officially 
long claimed that it 
was not an immigration 
country, despite the 
strong influx of people 
into the country.

Germany has previously had quite a special refu-
gee policy, via its constitutional right to asylum. This 
special legal protection was introduced in connection 
with laying the past to rest after World War II, and sym-
bolised a new beginning following the fall of the Nazi 
regime. Even though attempts were made to dial back 
this extremely liberal approach to refugees through 
the “asylum compromise” of 1993 (following the re-
cord-high arrivals of Bosnian war refugees), German 
asylum policy remains among the most accommo-
dating in Europe.

One extreme example in this context was the ref-
ugee crisis of 2015, when Germany – on the back of 
Chancellor Angel Merkel’s famous statement Wir 
schaffen das! (We can do this!) – accepted more than 
a million refugees and migrants. Widespread human-
itarian mobilisation in the population was gradually 
met by a response in the form of a parallel and growing 
extreme-right movement. Merkel’s open door policy 
actually produced a wave of opposition to immigration 
and led to the establishment of a successful radical 
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right-wing party Alternative für Deutschland (AfD), 
which has made particularly strong gains in the east-
ern states.18 One of the results of the 2015 crisis is a 
politically more polarised Germany.

“Wir schaffen das!”
Before 2015, Germany was one of few countries in 

Europe not to have a large radical, nationally oriented 
right-wing party, but in the Federal elections of 2017, 
AfD became the third-largest party in the country. 
For the first time since World War II, a party from the 
extreme right wing was represented in the German 
Bundestag. The German security service has now de-
clared right-wing extremism to be the greatest threat 
to national security. AfD has succeeded in gaining a 
foothold among large sections of the population, and 
the reasons are more widespread than just the refu-
gee crisis of 2015.

Most researchers highlight growing social inequality 
as a reason for the rise of AfD. The party enjoys par-
ticularly strong support in the former East Germany, 
where there are fewer immigrants but significant so-
cioeconomic imbalances – both internally within the 
region but also, and in particular, in contrast with the 
states in the west of the country. For example, wages 
in the east are lower and unemployment appreciably 
higher. Many people there feel themselves to be “sec-
ond-class citizens”, even though the former GDR has 
experienced an economic uplift and even though 1989 
brought new political freedom for its citizens. West Ger-
many has, on the strength of its political and econom-
ic superiority, defined the premises for the processes 
of change, and continues to dominate on most fronts. 
The extreme right views itself as a “national-patriotic 
opposition”. Islam is the enemy, and the members of 
the extreme right are openly and outspokenly hostile 
to immigrants and immigration. Many are also climate 
change deniers. AfD was founded in 2013 as an anti-EU 
party, but came to focus more clearly on immigration 
subsequent to 2015.19

The autumn of 2021 marked the end of the 16-year 
era of Angela Merkel as Chancellor. The period has 

been distinguished by stability, a strong economy and a 
stable course, but clouds are gathering on the horizon 
as this epoch comes to an end. Germany has fallen off 
the pace with regard to digitalisation, and the green 
transition is being only grudgingly accepted by two 
economic heavyweights: the automotive industry and 
coal production. Moreover, Germany has one of the 
oldest populations in Europe, with one in five Germans 
over the age of 65. As such, the country is in dire need 
of young labour. In recent decades, however, Europe’s 
leading export economy has been distinguished by its 
capacity to adapt, so political decisions with regard to 
working life, welfare and immigration are highly likely 
to continue to set the agenda.

The extreme right views 
itself as a “national-
patriotic opposition”.

17.5. The UK
In the UK, too, immigration has become an increas-
ingly politicized and polarised issue, even though the 
country has a longer history than Germany when it 
comes to large-scale, long-distance migration, with 
the associated problems of a multicultural society. Im-
migration to the UK is closely linked to the country’s 
history as a colonial power. When mass immigration 
increased after World War II, the countries of origin 
were primarily members of the Commonwealth (for-
merly “The British National Community”).

Generally speaking, a new and more compounded 
flow of immigration has developed since the 1990s: 
firstly, spontaneous asylum-seekers from all parts of the 
globe, secondly, economic migration resulting from in-
creasing global mobility, and thirdly, labour immigration 
from the EU, particularly the new Member States from 
the East. All three categories have shown remarkable 
growth in recent decades (particularly after the turn 
of the century), giving rise to the concept of super-di-
versity – extremely complex diversity.20 Even though 
this development has been under way for decades, it 
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is especially from the end of the 1990s to the present 
day that the associated politicisation has increased. 
In 1997, only three percent of the population rated 
immigration as the most important political issue, but 
in 2015 this number had risen to 63 percent. At that 
time, net immigration had reached a record height of 
336,000 people per year.21

Two dramatic events in particular had a formative 
impact on British immigration policy in the noughties: 
Nine-eleven and the London bombings of 2005, when 
four “home grown” British suicide bombers attacked 
the public transport system in London, targeting three 
underground trains and one bus. The attacks killed 
52 people, and the public debate about immigration 
and diversity took a sharp turn in a more restrictive 
direction. The London bombings of 2005 brought 
pre-existing tensions vis-à-vis the Muslim community 
to the surface. New social protests (i.e. riots) in 2011 
in London and other cities gave added impetus to at-
tempts to apply tighter control to immigration and in-
tegration. Riots in particular cities were linked with a 
presumed “self-segregation” among minorities, which 
many people believed to have the capacity to under-
mine social stability.

The London bombings 
of 2005 brought pre-
existing tensions 
vis-à-vis the Muslim 
community to the 
surface.

Nevertheless, both before and in parallel with 
these incidents, civil unrest in minority environments 
in several – particularly northern – towns and cities 
had caused concern among the country’s political 
leaders. Post-2005, the authorities were keen to shift 
focus from multiculturalism to greater emphasis on 
cohesion and social solidarity, founded firmly on “Brit-
ish values”. Several commissions were established to 

develop this line of thought. This change of direction, 
which is associated with security and what is known as 
new assimilation (requirement for cultural adaptation) 
has been controversial. Critics have termed it aggres-
sive majoritarianism, and in their eyes, the change of 
course has served only to exacerbate polarisation.22 In 
the UK, too, the debate climate is strongly polarised, 
producing, on the one hand, increased awareness of 
antiracism and inclusive values, and on the other, more 
overt immigrant-hostile currents.

On account of the Commonwealth, the UK has 
historically followed a liberal policy of diversity with 
regard to immigrants. They were considered “minor-
ities” rather than “immigrants”, and they have been 
the subject of legislation designed to promote equal 
opportunities, with much of the responsibility handed 
to the authorities.23 Racism and discrimination have 
nevertheless remained enduring themes in British 
public life over the years.

In the past, the UK has been viewed as a firmly rooted 
class society, with a political system dominated since 
the early 1900s by two parties – the Conservatives (or 
Tories) and Labour. Over the years, these two political 
blocks have represented classic, diametric opposites 
on key societal issues. That said, the two parties have, 
even after the Conservative Margaret Thatcher’s dras-
tic upheaval in the 1980s with its extraordinary con-
sequences for both the welfare state and working life 
(see Chapter 7), come to resemble each other in sig-
nificant areas. The Conservatives’ hard line regarding 
trade unions, privatisation of public sector institutions, 
and their comprehensive cuts to the welfare budgets, 
were not undone by the following Labour governments 
from 1997 through 2010.

In fact, between 1997 and 2010, Tony Blair’s New 
Labour significantly reformed the British social model. 
The healthcare system was improved and wide-ranging 
programmes were implemented to find employment 
for people. Important ingredients in these reforms 
included a liberalisation of the labour market and the 
preparation of a framework for a well-functioning finan-
cial sector. In many respects, New Labour continued 
the economic policy that the Conservatives had intro-
duced during the preceding period, but also launched 
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initiatives designed to compensate for the weakness-
es that arose from a heavier-handed market policy.

Between 1997 and 
2010, Tony Blair’s New 
Labour significantly 
reformed the British 
social model.

New Labour’s approach can actually be viewed 
as a further shift from rights and trust, to duties and 
contract.24 Blair was highly critical of “The Europe-
an Social Model”-thinking, and wanted to add a dis-
tinctly British imprint on the changes. The new policy 
tightened many of the conditions for accessing wel-
fare benefits, and the authorities introduced stricter 
sanctions on several fronts. Activity and responsibility 
became the new rallying cry, and workfare – the work 
line policy – became strongly dominant. New Labour 
made it plain that work was the best form of welfare. 
Successive Labour governments were more active in 
intervening in working life than their predecessors, both 
via sanctions and through a modernised and active la-
bour market policy.25 Reforms designed to ensure that 
it was worth finding a job included the introduction of 
a national minimum wage, along with changes to the 
tax and benefits system. A tradition for pay-supplement 
schemes – known as in-work benefits – was continued 
as support for low-earning employees.26

The Blair governments expanded both the edu-
cation and healthcare systems, at the same time as 
maintaining private solutions in both sectors. Follow-
ing the financial crisis and the Conservatives’ return 
to government in 2010, the private elements have 
been reinforced even further. However, New Labour 
also contributed to a stronger economy and reduced 
unemployment, which is probably the most important 
explanation as to how Tony Blair – and later, Gordon 
Brown – succeeded in maintaining power for 13 years.

The workfare policy has given rise to an increasing 
share of low-productive and low-paid jobs, particu-

larly in the service professions. Low unemployment 
benefits and short periods of eligibility have provided 
strong incentives to find and/or keep a job, but at the 
same time, they have generated increased inequality 
and harsh conditions in working life.

The workfare policy 
has given rise to a 
growing share of low-
productive and low-paid 
jobs, particularly in the 
service professions.

With Tony Blair and New Labour coming to power 
following their election victory in 1997, British immigra-
tion policy was changed in several areas. An attempt 
was made to tighten up the asylum policy following 
years of record-high influx (103,000 asylum-seekers 
in 2002). This took the form of a range of carrier sanc-
tions (sanctions involving fines for companies that 
broke people-trafficking regulations), a reduction in 
the right to appeal rejection of asylum applications, 
internment and welfare benefits in the form of vouch-
ers rather than transfer incomes. At the same time, 
the government introduced a scheme for large-scale, 
skills-based immigration through The Highly Skilled 
Migrant Programme, targeted at countries outside 
the EU. Recruitment was to be based on a scorecard 
that rewarded education, experience and pay level. 
One key requirement was the ability of the migrant 
to provide for himself/herself and his/her family. The 
country’s economic interests were to define the ap-
proach, and the intention was to switch from control 
to management.

It was rather unusual in a European context that 
the country also opened up for immigration of low-
skilled labour – particularly in agriculture and parts 
of the service sector. When the EU expanded to the 
east in 2004, the UK decided not to implement tran-
sition measures. This opened up for the biggest flow 
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of immigrants into the country to date, with numbers 
far exceeding the forecasts that had been drawn up.27 
From 200728 until Brexit in 2020, around 200,000 EU 
migrants arrived in the UK every year (see Chapter 5). 
The new immigrants from Eastern Europe were not 
necessarily without qualifications, but they were will-
ing to take on poorly paid work, and without transition 
measures, there were no limits on access to the UK. On 
the poorly regulated British labour market, this com-
petition from foreign labour had a noticeable impact 
– especially among the low-paid workers. Particularly 
hard hit were the industrial areas in the centre of the 
country – The Midlands – where pay was already low 
and unemployment high. Dissatisfaction was also on 
the rise with regard to the burden on public sector 
services: schools, council homes and the health ser-
vice. Pressure for political leadership ensued, and in 
2009, Gordon Brown – who had taken over as Prime 
Minister in 2007 – launched the slogan “British jobs 
for British citizens” in an attempt to accommodate the 
wishes of the electorate.

When the financial crisis hit in 2008, the blame 
was placed squarely on the Labour regime, and the 
2010 election marked the end of the Blair/Brown era. 
A Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition took power 
under the leadership of David Cameron, and the biggest 
challenge facing the new government was to secure 
the national economy in the aftermath of the financial 
crisis.  Austerity29 became an unpopular characteristic 
of British economic policy in the wake of the financial 
crisis, but many of New Labour’s reforms remained in 
place. The activation policy was developed into a dif-
ferentiated payment system, designed to encourage 
operative authorities to get people into work. At the 
same time, the government implemented a compre-
hensive project to simplify the welfare system.

The UK diverges from the two other countries in 
that it is the only one to have different types of mini-
mum security in the event of unemployment. Transfer 
incomes are heavily means-tested against the total 
family income, and the country does not operate uni-
versal child support. The UK also stands out by hav-
ing an almost guaranteed minimum wage, backed by 
strong incentives for activation. Income security is more 

consistently directed towards low-income households, 
but the level of compensation has been reduced.30

After 2010, public sector budgets have been slim-
lined, and this has particularly affected service levels 
in the local authorities. When cutbacks and remodel-
ling of a restrictive nature take place in parallel with a 
strong rise in immigration, this is often the recipe for 
political problems. The Cameron government initially 
undertook to ensure a multiracial Britain, but his period 
in office is often summarised as being immigrant-crit-
ical in nature.

When the financial 
crisis hit in 2008, the 
blame was placed 
squarely on the Labour 
regime, and the 2010 
election marked the end 
of the Blair/Brown era.

As early as his first year in power (2010), Cam-
eron announced restrictive changes in a manifesto 
entitled Tens of thousands a year, in contrast to what 
had become reality – hundreds of thousands a year 
– following the expansion of the EU. His government 
introduced more restrictive policies in multiple are-
as – with regard to family reunifications, for example. 
Stricter demands were made on the ability to support 
oneself and on language skills, and a minimum age limit 
of 21 years was introduced for new marriages with a 
person from the immigrant’s country of origin, in line 
with the Danish model.31 Theresa May, who served as 
Home Secretary before becoming Prime Minister in 
2016, became known for encouraging people to gen-
erate a hostile environment for illegal immigrants, and 
to blow the whistle on anyone they knew who did not 
have a valid residence permit. Many people were of 
the opinion that this encouragement to foster hostility 
spread to encompass immigrants in general.32
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The objective of reducing immigration proved im-
possible to achieve, however. As in other EU countries, 
the opportunities to control immigration were limited, 
in part by EU legislation, and in part by more general 
and constitutional obligations to safeguard the human 
rights of refugees and immigrants’ family members. 
When the transition programme regarding Bulgarians 
and Romanians that had been introduced in 2007 ex-
pired in 2014, net immigration totalled 300,000 per 
year. The principal focus of British immigration policy 
had long been on the influx. Especially after the turn 
of the millennium, it was important for the government 
to signal a tougher stance on third-country immigra-
tion, and particularly with regard to asylum-seekers. 
Following the EU expansions of 2004 and 2007, it was 
no longer possible to regulate the flow of immigrants 
from EU countries, which now constituted the largest 
group. At the same time, focus was shifting increas-
ingly towards internal conditions: social dumping in 
working life and, not least, the access of immigrants 
to welfare benefits. Various unsuccessful attempts 
were made to limit the access of EU migrants to Brit-
ish transfer incomes such as unemployment benefit 
and child support.

This situation was wind in the sails for a growing 
immigrant-critical attitude that had found a powerful 
mouthpiece in UKIP (United Kingdom Independence 
Party)  under the leadership of Nigel Farage. UKIP 
linked EU resistance to opposition to immigration. The 
party was an outspoken opponent of multiculturalism 
and featured strongly populist traits. UKIP fanned the 
flames of a public debate about “poverty immigration”, 
which was viewed as both a burden on the welfare 
budgets and as an instrument of pressure on pay that 
disadvantaged low-paid British workers. This type of 
immigration was linked to the EU in particular, and 
the mobilisation laid the foundations for the Brexit ref-
erendum in 2016.33 During the refugee crisis of 2015, 
UKIP enjoyed its best election results ever, receiving 
3.8 million votes and 12.6 percent backing.

Migration and sovereignty became the two big 
issues in the run-up to Cameron’s promised referen-
dum on British EU membership in June 2016, when 
51.9 of the votes cast were in favour of withdrawal. 

Researchers view the circumstances leading up to 
the referendum as being as unfortunate as possible 
for the EU supporters in the country. Following years 
of growing opposition to massive EU immigration and 
its the consequences for “the average Brit”, the refu-
gee crisis arrived to highlight the contradictions even 
further. UKIP linked EU immigration to “hordes of ref-
ugees making their way up the roads through Central 
Europe” in connection with the civil war in Syria. “Take 
back control of the borders” thus became a battle 
cry, even though the UK already had the possibility to 
apply border controls as it was not a member of the 
EU Schengen agreement. Nor did the UK receive an 
excessive amount of asylum-seekers that year, com-
pared with other large EU-countries.

The issue of EU 
migration was wind in 
the sails for a growing 
immigrant-critical 
attitude that had found a 
powerful mouthpiece in 
UKIP.

From a European perspective, it is interesting to 
note that inter-European migration can be as politically 
explosive as asylum immigration elsewhere. The ex-
traordinarily high number of EU migrants in the UK was 
just as controversial in the British context as immigra-
tion from the global south was elsewhere in Europe.34

Now that Brexit has taken place, the situation re-
garding immigration policy is unclear. Brexit support-
ers saw their dream come true as regards sending EU 
migrants home. This situation, however, created a giant 
supply crisis in the autumn of 2021. Multiple sectors 
whose operation was based on immigrant labour are 
facing a severe shortfall in labour, which has resulted 
in empty petrol stations, fewer items on the shelves 
in stores, and, in particular, a distinct lack of staff in 
the healthcare and agricultural sectors. In late 2021, 
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hundreds of soldiers were brought in as delivery driv-
ers on a temporary basis.

Prime Minister Boris Johnson has placed the blame 
for the supply crisis on his predecessors, and taken a 
tough line on “a model based on low pay, low qualifi-
cations and low growth – all made possible by mas-
sive immigration of labour”. The solution, according to 
Johnson, is to “level the poor up, not the rich down.”35 
As regards immigration policy, the government plans 
to introduce a score-based system to replace the free 
movement of labour within the EU. The government has 
presented a comprehensive plan, whose intention is 
to stop human trafficking and illegal immigration. The 
plan is to establish a greater number of legal channels 
to the UK, for asylum-seekers, too. Johnson is again 
looking to the global market rather than the Europe-
an one, in the search for the best and the brightest, 
as he puts it.

It is unclear whether he will be successful. Taken 
together, the low rates of pay for unskilled workers 
(exacerbated by years of extensive immigration), a 
liberalised labour market and a low level of union or-
ganisation mean that the British economy is facing 
major challenges in the wake of Brexit.

17.6. Denmark
Denmark stands out from the other two countries 
with respect to immigration history. The country was 
not a colonial power of the same calibre as Great Brit-
ain in particular, and was therefore significantly less 
exposed to “post-colonial” immigration. Nor has the 
country ever had an actual “guest worker” system in 
the style of Germany, i.e. an organised, large-scale 
programme for recruiting foreign labour. Denmark 
established itself as a destination country for what 
was known as the “new immigration”36 relatively late 
as compared to the other countries – more specifi-
cally, towards the end of the 1960s. The people who 
arrived in Denmark at that time were often individu-
als and groups who were no longer in as great de-
mand in the major immigration countries in Europe. 
This applied in particular to Turkish and Yugoslav la-
bour, but also to workers from as far afield as Pakistan 
and Morocco. After a few years with a relatively liber-

al immigration policy regarding “foreign workers”, as 
they were known, the Danish state tightened up ad-
mission criteria, introducing an actual “halt on immi-
gration” in 1973. At that time, Denmark was reeling 
under an economic crisis marked by high unemploy-
ment, and the Danish Confederation of Trades Union 
(Landsorganisationen i Danmark – LO) did everything 
in its power to have regulations applied to the influx 
of foreign labour.37

Under the Nordic model, finding a balance between 
entry control and integration capacity had been a fun-
damental principle ever since the introduction of the 
new immigration regulations of the 1970s. Immigra-
tion was not a phenomenon that anyone had taken 
into account when the key welfare institutions were 
originally established in the 1960s. As a result, when 
immigration reached a certain extent, the issue of ter-
ritorial limitation became increasingly relevant. The 
welfare model was built on two assumptions: it was 
necessary to control the influx, and once immigrants 
had been granted residence permits, they were to be 
accorded rights that were equal to those of the coun-
try’s own citizens. Comprehensive and universal wel-
fare states such as the Danish one had to ensure that 
new groups were not marginalised, that they did not 
disrupt the regulated working life, and that they did 
not become a burden on the public sector budgets. 
Moreover, it was essential to ensure that the situation 
did not have a negative impact on the willingness of 
the population to pay tax.

Since the “halt on immigration”, Denmark has wit-
nessed an appreciable rise in immigration over the 
years (see Chapter 5), and the country experienced 
the same problems with integration as had appeared 
in both Germany and the UK: poor housing condi-
tions, competition for low-paid jobs, cultural conflicts 
and social segregation. Low-skilled immigration has 
represented a particular challenge for the highly pro-
ductive labour market in Denmark. The compacted 
pay structure (where low-skilled workers are paid rel-
atively high wages) makes it difficult to involve people 
without relevant training or in-demand qualifications in 
productive work. Immigrants without these resources 
can easily come to form a vulnerable group in society, 
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even though they receive support from the public sec-
tor. Over time, extensive immigration of this kind can 
lead to social and cultural conflicts and political unrest.

The low rate of employment became a major prob-
lem among the immigrants who came to Denmark 
on humanitarian grounds and arrived in much larger 
numbers subsequent to the “halt on immigration”. Be-
tween 1973 and 2004 (the expansion of the EU), this 
was the dominant type of immigration to Denmark and 
the rest of Scandinavia. One common trait in Scandi-
navia is that immigrants have access to a wide range 
of social rights, but tend to have a weaker association 
with the labour market than the majority population. 
Another feature the Scandinavian countries share is 
the fact that an increased influx of low-skilled labour 
challenges fundamental aspects of the welfare model: 
it boosts competition for low-pay jobs, forcing wages 
down in the medium-to-long term, which will in turn 
force welfare payments down if it is still to be worth 
taking a job. This negative spiral, which has been des-
ignated social dumping, is a clear challenge to the 
Nordic welfare system.

Under the Nordic 
model, finding a balance 
between entry control 
and integration capacity 
had been a fundamental 
principle.

In Denmark, immigration policy became a conten-
tious issue at an early stage, with elements of right-wing 
populism soon coming into play. That said, the policy 
did remain relatively liberal until well into the 1990s. The 
welfare model set out a number of framework condi-
tions, but when the pattern shifted towards immigration 
on humanitarian grounds, Denmark largely followed 
the mood of the age (although to a lesser extent than 
its neighbour, Sweden) and adopted an open policy 
that readily accorded rights to immigrants. The welfare 

state dealt with immigration through a combination of 
general measures and special arrangements. In line 
with the Nordic welfare and labour market model, the 
Danish state takes a more holistic responsibility for 
the major areas of welfare than is the case in the two 
other welfare models elucidated by Esping-Anders-
en. There is a tradition for uniting market capitalism 
with a high degree of social responsibility, based on 
the principles of equality and fair distribution. This is 
an approach that strongly benefits immigrants and 
makes Denmark – along with the two other Scandi-
navian countries – a particularly attractive destination 
country for low-skilled immigration.

Over the course of the 1990s, conflicts on the topic 
of immigration became increasingly heated in Danish 
politics. The Social Democrats in particular were trou-
bled by internal contradictions. The party was split into 
two factions: one that was concerned with economic 
incentives and duty ethics, and one that prioritised 
rights and equal opportunities. Following years of in-
ternal conflicts, the party nevertheless succeeded in 
passing an integration act in 1999. This new law focused 
on areas such as the housing of refugees, who were to 
be spread among the local authorities in Denmark on 
the basis of a calculation system designed to prevent 
the accumulation of social problems. In addition, the 
act features a completely new approach to new arrivals 
in the form of an introduction scheme that combined 
duties and the right to education.

The Danish Social Democrats have undergone a 
protracted change process, from both ideological and 
political perspectives, whose effects have become in-
creasingly clear in recent times. The party has lost sup-
port among the population over the past few decades, 
a development that largely calls to mind the patterns 
witnessed in other Western European countries, often 
referred to as the crisis in European social democra-
cy.38 The conflicts about the policy on foreigners that 
took place internally in the Social Democratic party in 
the 1990s were almost certainly the reason why the 
party was obliged to cede power to the Danish Liber-
al Party’s Anders Fogh Rasmussen in 2001, with the 
Danish People’s Party providing parliamentary support 
to the new coalition government.39 This shift in power 

116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   358116248_velfaerdsstat_UK_r1a.indd   358 27/05/2022   20.4927/05/2022   20.49



359

EUROPEAN WELFARE MODELS – A BUMPY TERRAIN

ushered in a dramatic change in Danish immigration 
and integration policy, whose consequences are still 
being felt today.

Denmark has a long tradition of operating an ac-
tive labour market policy. The country has prioritised 
high employment and jobs for everyone to a greater 
extent than Germany and the UK. The work line policy 
has been a precondition for the more comprehensive, 
tax-financed welfare state. Concerns about the long-
term sustainability of the welfare model have been 
rising since the 1990s, when large groups of people 
found themselves without work for long periods. Many 
of these people were low-skilled immigrants. Criti-
cism of the very structure of the welfare state began 
to increase. The various schemes and programmes 
were, for example, considered too generous in the 
compensation they paid, resulting in a decline in the 
motivation to work.

In recent years, with a view to promoting employ-
ment, Denmark has therefore placed great emphasis 
on activation policies, conditionality (i.e. the public au-
thorities demanding participation in return for welfare 
payments), pension reforms, education and arrange-
ments to ease the work/family balance.40 One key dif-
ference is to be found between reforms implemented 
to encourage people to work and reforms that place 
emphasis on underpinning the financial incentives 
to accept work. Increasing skills – otherwise known 
as “social investments” in areas such as family pol-
icies, education, upskilling and health – still plays a 
strong role in Danish welfare policy, even though the 
incentive mindset has established a solid foothold. 
Organisation through individual follow-up, guidance 
and skills development, as well as basic education for 
many immigrants, is considered necessary in helping 
people help themselves – an investment in the citizens’ 
capacity to succeed. However, more and more empha-
sis has been placed on the fundamental precept that 
“it should pay to work”, especially in communication 
with the immigrant population.

This message is, of course, closely linked to the 
sustainability of the welfare state, but it also has to do 
with the immigrants’ living conditions, and with the so-
cial and political stability of society as a whole. Surveys 

of the population have long indicated that the stand-
ard of living is significantly lower among immigrants 
than among the majority population. The principal 
reason for this is the low level of employment among 
poorly skilled immigrants in particular, combined with 
over-representation of this group in the field of low-
pay work. This gives grounds for concern, because 
enduring low income (relative poverty) constitutes a 
break with the equality ideals of the Nordic societies, 
and because it raises the risk of ethnic segregation 
and social unrest.

Different types of immigration do, however, have 
different impacts on the Danish welfare and labour 
market models. Poor participation in working life and 
the consequential (persistent) dependence on welfare 
payments, increasing inequality and segregation in 
housing have been the greatest challenges in the con-
text of non-Western immigrants (refugees and people 
who arrived for family reunification). Low-pay competi-
tion (“social dumping” of pay and working conditions), 
undermining the agreement system, weakening of the 
national professional skill level, and displacement of 
other employees with poor qualifications (e.g. previ-
ously established immigrants) have all been concerns 
linked to the immigration of labour.

Immigration policy in Denmark has therefore been 
increasingly divided into different sub-regimes in recent 
years. Especially after the Fogh Rasmussen Govern-
ment came to power after the turn of the century, Den-
mark has attempted to attract highly productive labour 
at the same time as adopting a much more restrictive 
approach to immigrants entering the country on hu-
manitarian grounds. In particular, Denmark achieved 
notoriety for introducing one of the toughest regimes 
in Western Europe with regard to family reunification.41

Just as important, though, were the Fogh Rasmus-
sen Government’s reforms with regard to the welfare 
and integration policy. In 2002, the new government 
introduced differentiated minimum security schemes, 
which meant that different groups of the population 
were to have different levels of access to welfare pay-
ments and services. In principle, this applies to state 
benefit, where citizens must now have been resident 
in the country for at least seven years in order to be 
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entitled to the full rates of this fundamental income se-
curity.42 The government continued introducing other, 
more restrictive regulations in the same vein from 2003 
onwards. These reforms represented a break with the 
universal aspect of the Danish welfare model and for 
a protracted period, Denmark was the only country to 
apply this new slant on the Nordic model. That said, it 
can be argued that the new approach contributes to 
maintaining the sustainability of the Danish welfare 
model, as well as its backing among the firmly estab-
lished majority of the population.

This approach was rolled back when Helle Thorn-
ing-Schmidt’s Social Democrat Government took over 
in 2011, but it returned again four years later, when a 
new Liberal-led coalition came to power under the 
leadership of Lars Løkke Rasmussen. The minority 
government formed by the Social Democrats under 
Mette Frederiksen following the 2019 election has 
not altered this differentiated support, which has been 
given the title of “integration payment”. Denmark has 
since introduced a residence requirement for the right 
to receive child support, sick pay and unemployment 
benefit. Several researchers highlight a general “shift 
towards duty” in the structure of the welfare policy ap-
plied to immigrants,43 replicating the moves made in 
both Germany and the UK. In Denmark, this adoption 
of a more restrictive approach has also entailed stricter 
requirements for cultural adaptation in recent years.44

A high level of agreement has been established 
between the Danish political parties in recent years 
with regard to taking a firmer line on immigration and 
integration. Mette Frederiksen’s rise to the leadership 
of the Social Democrats entailed unification of the 
various factions in the previously highly fragmented 
party with regard to immigration. The launch of “a 
paradigm shift” in immigration policy in 2018 attracted 
attention far beyond Danish borders with its resolute, 
simultaneous tightening up on almost all fronts. Mette 
Frederiksen had succeeded in achieving consensus 
within her own ranks for a more classic social demo-
crat initiative, where focus was to be on the social and 
economic needs of ordinary people. At the same time, 
she took the wind out of the sails of the Danish People’s 
Party by being just as tough on immigration as them.

Greater agreement 
has been established 
between the Danish 
political parties in 
recent years with regard 
to taking a firmer line 
on immigration and 
integration.

The refugee crisis of 2015 is a hugely important 
background here. The crisis accelerated the process 
towards a more restrictive immigration policy in Den-
mark, and spurred the paradigm shift in the Social 
Democratic Party. It is too soon to say whether the 2019 
election indicates a permanent shift in voters from the 
Danish People’s Party to the Social Democrats, and 
whether it has contributed to a definitive weakening of 
the populist impetus in Danish immigration policy. The 
reverberations of the financial crisis in 2008 brought 
socioeconomic issues strongly onto the voters’ agenda. 
As a consequence, Mette Frederiksen had an oppor-
tunity to frame the more restrictive immigration policy 
within a more social policy in the fields of working life 
and housing.45 Mette Frederiksen thus succeeded in 
laying the groundwork for uniting the party around a 
new immigration policy document entitled Retfærdig 
og realistisk. En udlændingepolitik der samler Danmark 
(Fair and realistic. A policy on foreigners that brings 
Denmark together) in 2018.

The document pulled together more-or-less all the 
restrictive ingredients that had been aired in the de-
bate on immigration since 2015: assistance in or close 
to the country of origin rather than receiving refugees 
in Denmark, mandatory and rapid expulsion of asylum 
seekers whose applications had been rejected, and 
focus on refugee camps in “secure third countries” 
(i.e. camps outside Europe). The documentation was 
set against the background of a humanitarian argu-
ment, where the objective was to prevent immigrants 
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drowning in the Mediterranean Sea, to clamp down 
on human traffickers, and to establish a fairer profile 
for the reception of refugees in Denmark via UN quo-
tas and humanitarian aid outside Denmark. Whether 
it will prove possible to implement this paradigm shift 
in practice remains an open question.

Through its new social democratic approach, Den-
mark has become the spearhead for a new, general 
and restrictive shift in European immigration policy. 
Of particular note is the readjustment of the asylum 
policy, which may come to serve as the roadmap for 
other immigration countries in Europe in the future.

17.7. Summary
In this chapter, we have seen that even though the 
EU Member States share general objectives with re-
gard to pairing economic growth with a high level of 
social welfare, they apply remarkably different com-
binations of labour market and welfare policy tools in 
an attempt to achieve this aim.

We have also seen how different types of immigra-
tion have different impacts on the respective labour 
market and welfare regimes that have been the ob-
ject of our study. The creation of value that migrants 
contribute to the different economies, and the influ-
ence they can apply to both employment and public 
sector welfare, are dependent not only on immigrant 
numbers and composition, but also on which types 
of labour market and welfare structures exist in the 
recipient country. That regime affects the type of de-
mand on labour, as well as the preconditions for – and 
costs of – integrating new members of society. There 
is therefore no one, uniform way of dealing with the 
various challenges, even though membership of the 
EU entails a shared framework.

So it comes as no great surprise to learn that im-
migration has had different effects on the German, 
British and Danish economies and societies. The three 
countries also have different historical approaches to 
immigration, which affect how ethnic diversity and new 
cultural input find expression politically.

In this chapter, Esping-Andersen’s three welfare 
models – as represented by Germany, the UK and 
Denmark – are used to frame the three countries’ en-

counters with different types of immigration. In other 
words, how the dynamics between working life and 
public sector welfare systems shape the three coun-
tries’ absorption capacity with regard to new arrivals, 
and, following on from this, how migration affects the 
political economy.

The Continental, German model was initially based 
on a strictly regulated working life, featuring strong 
union organisations and a generous, professionally 
founded insurance system based on single provider 
families. This model has undergone significant chang-
es, however, particularly since the reunification of East 
and West Germany. The German labour market today 
is split into two, with the core workforce well protect-
ed by robust welfare schemes, while those parts of 
the market that employ the most immigrants are dis-
tinguished by temporariness, lower levels of security 
and lower wages.

The Anglo-Saxon, British model has long been 
characterised by elevated inequality and a deregulat-
ed, flexible labour market, combined with minimum 
levels of security in the welfare schemes. Workers are 
poorly protected and have to take out supplementa-
ry insurance themselves. The UK has – particularly 
since 2004 – received an extremely large number 
of EU migrants, who have typically taken work in the 
lowest strata of the pay hierarchy. Competition for 
low-paid jobs and pressure on public sector services 
constituted a hot topic, which in many respects laid 
the foundations for Brexit.

Denmark, as the representative of the Nordic welfare 
model, has had a well-regulated but flexible working 
life combined with a comprehensive, universal welfare 
state featuring a high level of compensation and a broad 
range of high-quality services provided free of charge. 
New arrivals are assured an income from day one. The 
threshold for immigrants to enter working life has been 
high, as a result of productivity requirements and a 
compacted pay structure. This means that pressure 
on the Danish welfare model has been significantly 
greater than in the two other countries. In response to 
this, Denmark has introduced differentiated solutions 
for transfer incomes, establishing a “two-track” welfare 
state in some areas, with payments allocated on the 
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basis of time of residence in the country.

As we have seen, the three national states are fac-
ing major challenges in their current situation, espe-
cially with regard to demographics, globalisation and 
climate issues. Even though the policies chosen for 
promoting employment and growth in productivity have 
a number of similarities, they also show great variation. 
Activation and work line are shared approaches, but 
with much greater elements of training and social in-
vestment in Denmark than in the other two countries. 
The levels of payment are also different, and the pop-
ulations have been subjected to differing degrees of 
cuts and tightening. 

The EU expansions in 2004 and 2007 have had 
an impact in all three countries, although the effects 
were clearly greatest in the UK. In and of itself, mem-
bership of the EU has had great significance for how 
it has been possible to deal with the issues, in the 
form of EU directives that have become increasingly 
comprehensive with regard to both social and labour 
market policies. The Schengen partnership and the 
elimination of border controls internally within the 
region has also boosted the propensity of the Mem-
ber States to take note of each others’ policies in the 
area of immigration, so as not to place themselves in 
a relatively disadvantageous situation. In the wake of 
Brexit, the UK now finds itself on the sidelines of the 
challenges formerly faced jointly by the Union, but 
in return is facing significant problems of its own on 
multiple fronts.

There is currently a two-sided migration system in 
the EU: one system that regulates mobility internally 
within the EU, where EU citizens enjoy free mobility 
throughout the region, and one system for what are 
known as “third-country citizens”, i.e. people from 
countries outside the EU. Even though policy regarding 
these third-country citizens has long since been con-
sidered primarily a national responsibility, the tendency 
in recent years has been for the EU progressively to 
make its influence felt in this context as well. Never-
theless, there can be no doubt that national freedom 
to act is still present, as evidenced in particular during 
the refugee crisis in 2015.

Generally speaking, labour immigration from the 

EU has proved a benefit to all three countries from 
a purely economic perspective, although it simulta-
neously brought structural challenges. The business 
community needed the labour, but the companies are 
not the ones to foot the bill when the need for housing, 
healthcare services, child care facilities and schools 
arises. Internally within the labour market, displace-
ments can take place when, for example, a Polish 
plumber is preferred to a “home-grown” apprentice 
or a settled refugee from Iraq. Those people who are 
worst placed in their working life are the biggest losers.

The refugee crisis in 2015 represented a watershed 
moment in all three countries. Absorption capacity and 
-will, from both economic and cultural perspectives, 
proved to be a hot topic in all three contexts. The three 
countries were all affected to different degrees, and 
they also attempted to deal with the repercussions in 
different ways. 

Germany was the principal “magnet” in Europe, 
but also ended up paying dearly in several ways – 
particularly from the political perspective through the 
polarising dynamics that the circumstances triggered. 
New restrictions in the areas of both immigration and 
integration were introduced in all three countries in 
the aftermath of the crisis. Denmark has taken the 
lead in changing more-or-less its entire policy, mak-
ing it much more restrictive. Where the UK is heading 
is harder to say on the basis of the short period since 
the country withdrew from the EU. Germany’s robust 
economy and high demand for foreign labour sets a 
special framework for the country’s immigration policy, 
and the tendency to divide working life and the welfare 
state in two has produced different cost structures to 
those previously in place. One aspect common to all 
three countries is that the high level of immigration 
they have experienced as from the early 1990s – and 
more particularly since the turn of the millennium – has 
become a dominant society-altering factor.
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Further reading

Chapter 1. The three North-West European 
welfare states: delimitation and introduction
This book is the second volume in a series from the 
ROCKWOOL Foundation Research Unit that takes a 
comparative look at welfare states and their popula-
tions in North-West Europe from 1960 to the present 
day. The first volume was Brochmann et al. (2020). 
Velfærdsstat og befolkning i Skandinavien. Træk af 
udviklingen siden 1960’erne [Welfare state and pop-
ulation in Scandinavia. Development Traits Since the 
1960s] (published in Danish only). This publication fo-
cused on a number of issues that are conventionally 
associated with the welfare state and life within it, and 
the second volume largely follows the layout of the 
first one. The division into chapters and the layout of 
the figures and tables are generally the same, with a 
view to maintaining the comparative, empirical aspect.

The discussion about welfare states in this chap-
ter is inspired by Esping-Andersen (1990): The Three 
Worlds of Welfare Capitalism, in which he identifies 
three types of welfare state regimes with distinctive 
features that clearly differentiate them from one an-
other. Castle (ed.) (1993): Families of Nations; Patterns 
of Public Policy in Western Democracies presents a 
comparative analysis in which he finds that the Scandi-
navian model is the one that stands out to the greatest 
degree from the others, and has the most remarkable 
unifying traits. Castle applies a different approach than 
Esping-Andersen, however, where he identifies three 
“family types” of states, which are related in a broader 
sense. Korpi (2002): Velfærdsstat og socialt medborg-
erskab: Danmark i et komparativt perspektiv 1930-1995 
[Welfare state and social civic participation: Denmark 
from a comparative perspective, 1930–1995] presents 
a categorisation of the welfare states based on the dis-
tinguishing features of the states’ institutions, while 
a CESifo study from 2008, with the emphasis on con-
vergence between welfare states, purely and simply 
separates the models according to their “godfathers”: 
Bismarck versus Beveridge: A Comparison of Social 
Insurance Systems in Europe.

The movement from class-based parties to peo-
ple’s parties in Denmark, and the development of 
the Danish welfare state are described in a number 
of historical works, and with the greatest detail in Pe-
tersen, Petersen and Christiansen (2010–14). Dansk 
velfærdshistorie Bind IV-VI. [The history of Danish Wel-
fare, Volumes IV–VI]

Key general questions about the direction of the 
Scandinavian welfare state and the challenges it faces 
are dealt with in T.M. Andersen (2015). The Welfare State 
and Economic Performance, Andersen (2018a). Har 
velfærdssamfundet en fremtid? Velfærdens økonomi 
og dilemmaer. [Is there a future for the welfare society? 
The economics and dilemmas of welfare] and Ander-
sen (2019b). Inequality and Economic Performance.

For the introduction to the UK and the British wel-
fare state, we have used Annan (1990). Our Age. The 
Generation that made Post-war Britain, Calvocoressi 
(1979). The British Experience. 1945–1975, Morgan 
(1990). The People’s Peace. British History since 1945, 
Christophersen and Hansen (2020). Storbritanniens 
historie fra Britannia til Brexit. [The history of Great 
Britain from Britannia to Brexit] and Pugh (2017). State 
and Society: A Social and Political History of Britain 
since 1870. An almost contemporary description of 
The National Insurance Act is presented in Robson 
(1947). The National Insurance Act, 1946.

For the introductory, brief description of Germany 
and the German welfare state, we have drawn on a 
number of monographs. These include Bender (2016). 
Tysklands genkomst. En udelt efterkrigshistorie 1945-
1990. [Germany’s return. An undivided post-war his-
tory, 1945–1990], Friis (2014). Hund efter Tyskland: 
25 år efter Berlinmurens fald. [In love with Germany. 
25 years after the fall of the Berlin Wall], Kitaj (2015). 
Tyskland efter 1989, [Germany after 1989] Lammers 
(2006). Tyskland efter Murens fald 1989, [Germany 
after the fall of the Wall in 1989] Nedergaard (2014). 
Tyskland – en grundbog i politik og økonomi. [Germa-
ny – a primer in politics and economics] and Øhrgaard 
(2009). Tyskland. Europas hjerte. Et essay. [Germa-
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ny. The heart of Europe. An essay] The history of the 
GDR is described in Mählert (2009). DDR’s historie. 
[The history of the GDR] Torp (2016). The Adenauer 
Government’s Pensions Reform of 1957 – a Question 
of Justice analyses the comprehensive reforms of the 
West German pension system in the latter half of the 
1950s. Granieri (2004). The Ambivalent Alliance: Kon-
rad Adenauer, the CDU/CSU, and the West, 1949-1966 
depicts the integration of the Federal Republic into 
Western Europe. Leffler (1996). Occasional Paper No. 
16 presents a status report on the interpretations by 
various groups of historians of the causes of the Cold 
War and the role of Germany in the early years – at a 
time when a number of archives in the former Soviet 
Union had been opened up to researchers. A huge 
amount of literature is available about the position of 
Germany around the outbreak of the Cold War, and we 
will not discuss it in any more depth here.

Chapter 2. The population in Denmark, 
the UK and Germany
This chapter is largely based on data collected from 
the national statistics compilers. For the population 
forecasts, we have drawn on data from the UN’s de-
mographics department.

Chapter 3. Geographical distribution   
of the population
For the discussion of the peripheral regions policy, we 
have drawn – for Denmark – on the chapters about re-
gional unemployment in the 1950s in Jensen (2008). 
Hvad skrev aviserne om de arbejdsløse? [What did the 
papers have to say about the unemployed?] For an 
analysis of the current status of urbanisation, see the 
Nordic Council of Ministers (2018). State of the Nordic 
Region 2018. This depiction of the urbanisation pro-
cess also builds on Lindström and Frovin (ed.).(1994). 
Välfärdsstatens Framtid och Regionerne, [The future of 
the welfare state, and the regions] which looks at region-
al development from the 1960 to the the early 1990s.

The study by the ROCKWOOL Foundation Research 
Unit of social and ethnic segregation is published as 
Damm, Schultz-Nielsen and Tranæs (2006). En be-
folkning deler sig op? [A population dividing?] Data 

from this book have been supplemented with, for ex-
ample, Andersen (2015). Indvandring, integration og 
etnisk segregation, [Immigration, integration and ethnic 
segregation], see the notes to the chapter. Staver et 
al. (2019). Scandinavia’s segregated cities – policies, 
strategies and ideals presents the most recent govern-
ment initiatives, including the Danish ones, to reduce 
ethnic and social segregation.

Regional political issues are touched on in places 
in the general presentation of British history in Pugh 
(2017). State and Society: A Social and Political History 
of Britain. A detailed analysis of status around the time 
of publication is set out in OECD (2017). Economic 
Outlook United Kingdom 2017. The possible ramifi-
cations of Brexit on regional development in the UK 
are analysed in Thissen et al. (2019). The Implications 
of Brexit for UK and EU Regional Competitiveness.

Ethnic and social segregation in Germany is ex-
amined in a number of studies, see the references 
for Chapter 3. The overarching regional political devel-
opment is dealt with in bullet form in the more general 
presentations mentioned under Chapter 1.

Chapter 4. Housing and family life
The rapid development in construction and the in-
frastructure after 1960 is depicted in a number of 
works. One easily accessible presentation for Den-
mark is to be found in Bidstrup (1977). Danmark – dit 
og mit. [Denmark – yours and mine] Family creation 
in Denmark is described in, for example, Jensen and 
Tranæs (2011). Vi der bor i Danmark, [We who live in 
Denmark], which also provided inspiration for the de-
piction in this chapter.

Time use among the Danish population has been 
analysed in a number of studies performed by the 
ROCKWOOL Foundation Research Unit, most recently, 
Bonke and Wiese (2018). Hvad bruger danskerne tiden 
til? [What do Danes spend their time on?] An overview 
of time use studies in a number of European countries 
is available from Bonke and Jensen (2012). Hvad har 
vi gjort ved tiden? En forskningsoversigt over tidsan-
vendelsesstudier før og nu. [What have we done with 
our time? A research overview of time use studies past 
and present.] The same publication contains a review 
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of the historical and current debate about the move-
ment towards a leisure society and the convergence 
of the genders in the context of time use.

Bonke (2009). Forældres brug af tid og penge på 
deres børn. [How parents spend their time and money 
on their children] contains an international compari-
son of how parents spend their time on children in 
the early noughties, as well as a wealth of information 
about the time and money that Danish parents devote 
to their children.

Bonke and Greve (2013). Bruger skolebørn tiden 
hensigtsmæssigt? Om søvn, spisning, motion, samvær 
og trivsel. [Do schoolchildren make appropriate use of 
their time? On sleep, eating, exercise, interaction and 
well-being.] features, on the basis of questionnaires 
included in the national time use study in 2008/09 – 
carried out by the ROCKWOOL Foundation Research 
Unit – an analysis of the everyday lives of Danish 
schoolchildren, subsequently presented in a more 
concentrated format in Andersen et al. (2020). Hvad vi 
ved om børn og deres opvækstvilkår. [What we know 
about children and the conditions in which they grow 
up.] As the title indicates, this book presents a broader 
study of Danish children and their lives in the context 
of family life, free time and school, primarily based on 
studies carried out by the ROCKWOOL Foundation 
Research Unit.

Chapter 5. Immigration
For Denmark, this issue is dealt with in a wide range 
of publications from the ROCKWOOL Foundation Re-
search Unit, which has been analysing the immigra-
tion and integration process for more than 20 years. 
These publications commenced with Coleman and 
Wadensjö (1999). Indvandringen til Danmark. Inter-
nationale og nationale perspektiver. [Immigration in-
to Denmark. International and national perspectives.] 
As the sub-header suggests, the focus of the authors 
– over and above actual immigration into Denmark 
and integration into Danish society – was on the in-
ternational migrations to Europe on the threshold of 
a new millennium, as well as on European immigra-
tion policy per se.

A detailed comparative analysis of immigration and 

integration into Denmark and Germany was complet-
ed under a Danish-German project organised by the 
ROCKWOOL Foundation Research Unit, and published 
as Tranæs and Zimmerman (ed.) (2004). Migrants, Work 
and the Welfare State. Jensen (2005). Indvandringen 
til Europa. Integration og velfærdsstat. [Immigration 
into Europe. Integration and the welfare state] reports 
on immigration into Western Europe, as well as the 
process of integration, with the emphasis on labour 
market integration.

Schultz-Nielsen (2016). Arbejdsmarkedstilkny-
tningen for flygtninge og indvandrere – ankommet til 
Danmark i perioden fra 1997 til 2011. [Connection to 
the labour market of refugees and immigrants – ar-
rived in Denmark in the period 1997–2011] analyses 
employment among immigrants and refugees, with 
comparisons in relation to ethnic Danes. Pedersen 
(2011). A Panel Study of Immigrant Poverty Dynamics 
and Income Mobility – Denmark, 1987–2007 reveals 
the extent and duration of poverty among immigrants.

Bonke and Schultz-Nielsen (2013). Integration 
blandt ikke-vestlige indvandrere [Integration among 
non-Western immigrants] elucidates, on the basis of 
the ROCKWOOL Foundation’s Time and Consumption 
Study among immigrants (ITUC) from 2011, the everyday 
lives, work and consumption patterns of non-Western 
immigrants, which are likewise compared to those of 
ethnic Danes. Illegal immigration into Europe in general 
and Denmark in particular is analysed in Tranæs and 
Jensen (2014). Den illegale indvandring til Europa – og 
til Danmark. [Illegal immigration into Europe – and into 
Denmark.] The ROCKWOOL Foundation Research Unit 
regularly publishes reports on the population of illegal 
immigrants in Denmark; see, for example, Larsen and 
Skaksen (2019). De illegale indvandrere i Danmark, 
2008-2018. [Illegal immigrants in Denmark 2008–18]

Among the more recent, general publications about 
immigration into Denmark and integration there, see 
Skaksen and Jensen (2016). Hvad ved vi om indvandring 
og integration? [What do we know about immigration 
and integration?] This book contains a synthesised 
presentation of the unit’s research since the turn of 
the millennium.

With regard to the debate about immigrants, a 
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review for Denmark for the period from the 1870s 
until the 1990s was prepared in connection with the 
ROCKWOOL Foundation’s first project in the field 
of immigration and integration in Jensen (2000). De 
fremmede i dansk avisdebat fra 1870’erne til 1970’er-
ne. [Foreigners in Danish newspaper debates from 
the 1870s to the 1970s.]

A detailed review of the method, calculations and 
results of a comparative analysis of the position of 
Turkish immigrants around the turn of the millennium 
in relation to the social systems – not just in Denmark, 
the UK and Germany, but also in other European coun-
tries and Canada – is presented in Tranæs, Jensen and 
Nielsen (2006). A Comparison of Welfare Payments to 
Asylum Seekers, Refugees, and Reunified Families. In 
Selected European Countries and in Canada. The re-
sults are laid out in a more readily accessible version in 
Jensen (2005). Indvandringen til Europa. Velfærdsstat 
og integration. [Immigration into Europe. The welfare 
state and integration.]

The economic consequences of immigration on 
public sector finances are covered in a range of Euro-
pean analyses. The Danish Ministry of Finance (2017). 
Økonomisk analyse: Indvandreres nettobidrag til de 
offentlige finanser. [Economic analysis: The net con-
tribution of immigrants to the public sector finances.] 
presents a calculation for Denmark and also includes 
an overview of corresponding Danish analyses. Skak-
sen and Jensen (2016). Hvad ved vi om indvandring 
og integration? [What do we know about immigration 
and integration?] provides a summary of a number of 
West European analyses.

Chapter 6. Development in   
the political systems
Danes’ relationship to the political system and the sig-
nificance of the classic political grass roots network 
have been analysed by the ROCKWOOL Foundation 
Research Units in a number of books published in the 
1990s. The project on Political Credibility was most 
comprehensively published in Andersen et al. (1992). 
Vi og vore politikere [We and our politicians], while 
Jensen (1993). Politikerne og dig. Om det politiske liv 
i Danmark [The politicians and you. On political life in 

Denmark] sets out an easily accessible summary of 
the project, supplemented with a comment on the de-
velopment of representative democracy in Denmark 
from 1848 up to the time of publication.

Brochmann et al. (2020). Velfærdsstat og befolk-
ning i Skandinavien [Welfare state and population in 
Scandinavia] describes the development in the polit-
ical system in Denmark since 1990, and parts of this 
text have been included in this chapter. Lindström 
(1989). Politik i Norden 1889-1989: Et socialdemokratisk 
århundrade? [Politics in the Nordic region, 1889–1989; 
a social democratic century?] applies the perspec-
tive suggested in the title of the work and presents 
an analysis why the social democratic movements in 
Denmark, Norway and Sweden ascended to an apex 
position of strength in “the Lutheran peripheries of 
Europe” (p. 91).

Pugh (2017). State and Society. A Social and Polit-
ical History of Britain Since 1870 provides straightfor-
ward presentations of the development of the political 
system in the UK up to 2015. A corresponding, easily 
accessible overview in Danish is presented in Chris-
tophersen and Hansen (2020). Storbritanniens historie 
fra Britannia til Brexit. [The history of Great Britain from 
Britannia to Brexit.] A less readily accessible study, al-
though with plenty of interesting details about develop-
ment up to the end of the 1980s, is Morgan (1990). The 
People’s Peace. British History 1945-1990 and Annan 
(1990). Our Age. The Generation that made Post-War 
Britain. The significance of deindustrialisation for the 
establishment of identity among the dethroned Brit-
ish working class is highlighted through an in-depth 
study of the old iron and steel city of Rotherham in 
Toje (2020). Gullbrikkespillet – et Europa i ruiner. [The 
Goldbricker Game – a Europe in Ruins.]

Anderson (2021). The breakaway depicts the polit-
ical and opinion-related development of the British re-
lationship with the EU, from the earliest discussions in 
the 1950s to the final backing for Brexit. Tombs (2021). 
This Sovereign Island. Britain In and Out of Europe 
analyses the causes – and the process – of Brexit in 
depth. Fawcett (2021). Conservatism: The Fight for 
a Tradition centres on the conservative ideology in 
state-bearing parties in the UK, France, Germany and 
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the United States, with discussion of the latest devel-
opment towards Brexit in the UK.

The debate about welfare and incentives to work 
was given an empirical foundation through a range 
of publications from the ROCKWOOL Foundation 
Research Unit, starting with Atkinson and Mogensen 
(1993). Welfare and Work Incentives. A North Europe-
an Perspective and summarised in Mogensen (1993). 
Arbejdslyst og velfærd – en umulig cocktail? [Desire to 
work and welfare – an impossible cocktail?]

Good, reflective approaches to the political devel-
opment since 1949 – first in the two German nations, 
and then, from 1990 onwards, in the unified Germany 
– are to be found in Øhrgaard (2009), Tyskland. Euro-
pas hjerte. Et essay. [Germany. The heart of Europe. 
An essay.] and Friis (2014). Hund efter Tyskland: 25 år 
efter Berlinmurens fald. [In love with Germany: 25 years 
after the fall of the Berlin Wall.] For the period after 
1989, we recommend Kitaj (2015). Tyskland efter 1989, 
[Germany after 1989] and Lammers (2006). Tyskland 
efter Murens fald 1989. Historie og tekster. [Germany 
after the fall of the Wall in 1989. History and texts.]

Kornelius (2014). Angela Merkel. Kansleren og hendes 
verden [Angela Merkel. The Chancellor and her world] 
provides insight into the assimilation of the GDR into 
the Federal Republic, centred on the Chancellor’s par-
ticipation in the transition. This work also presents the 
reader with an occasionally heroising narrative about 
Merkel’s insight into the further political development 
of the reunified Germany up to 2014. Vind (2021b). 
Grønt chok [Green shock] describes the journey of the 
German “Green Party” (Die Grüne) from a grass-roots-
driven party in 1980 to the current top-governed party 
prepared to enter into government coalitions.

Chapter 7. The three welfare states,  
1960–2020
A general description of the upswing in the public sec-
tor economies is to be found in Lindert (2007). Grow-
ing Public. Social Spending and Economic Growth 
Since the Eighteenth Century. A key point here is that 
the development of levelling up income via transfer in-
comes followed the expansion of the access to vote, 
where population groups earning less than the mean 

income strongly favoured such levelling measures. This 
process was accentuated even further when women 
were granted suffrage. The same effect was caused 
by the rising average age of the population over the 
course of the twentieth century.

A remarkably detailed presentation of the devel-
opment of the Danish welfare state is published in 
Petersen, Petersen and Christiansen (2010 and follow-
ing years). Dansk velfærdshistorie Bind I-VI. [History 
of Danish Welfare, Volumes I–VI.] In this context, we 
should also mention Jonasen (1998). Dansk Social-
politik 1708-1998. [Danish social policy, 1708–1998.]

Jensen (1999). Kan det betale sig at arbejde? Dan-
skernes arbejdsudbud i 90’ernes velfærdsstat. [Is it 
worth working? Jobs available to the Danes in the 
welfare state of the 1990s.] presents an analysis of 
the debate in the major Danish newspapers prior to 
the passing of the Danish Social Assistance Act (Lov 
om social bistand) in 1974. This book also traces the 
corresponding debate regarding a range of other 
major social reforms up to that point. Jensen (2008). 
Hvad skrev aviserne om de arbejdsløse? Debatten fra 
1840’erne til 1990’erne. [What did the papers have 
to say about the unemployed? The debate from the 
1840s to the 1990s.] presents the debate about the 
unemployment insurance reform in 1967, which is al-
so the theme of Due and Madsen (2007). Det danske 
Gent-systems storhed og fald? [The greatness and fall 
of the Danish Gent system?]

Korpi, W. 2002. Velfærdsstat og socialt medborger-
skab: Danmark i et komparativt perspektiv 1930–1995. 
[Welfare state and social civic participation: Denmark 
from a comparative perspective, 1930–1995.] com-
pares levels of transfer incomes in countries includ-
ing Denmark, the UK and Germany. In the preparation 
of this chapter, we also drew on Andersen (2015). 
The Welfare State and Economic Performance, An-
dersen (2018a). Har velfærdssamfundet en fremtid? 
Velfærdens økonomi og dilemmaer. [Is there a future 
for the welfare society? The economics and dilemmas 
of welfare.] and Andersen (2019b). Inequality and Eco-
nomic Performance.

Hansen and Schultz-Nielsen (2015). Kontanthjælpen 
gennem 25 år. Modtagere, regler, incitamenter og 
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levevilkår fra 1987 til 2012. [25 years of state benefit. 
Recipients, regulations, incentives and living condi-
tions from 1987 to 2012.] presents a comprehensive 
analysis of the Danish state benefit system and its 
development over 25 years. Of particular interest to 
the discussion of the welfare states in Denmark, the 
UK and Germany is chapter 11 of the book, which lays 
out a comparison – on a completely uniform basis – of 
payments made from the state benefit systems in the 
three countries.

For descriptions of the development in the British 
and German pension schemes in the period from the 
post-war years to the mid-1970s, we have drawn on 
Baldwin (1990). The Politics of Social Solidarity. Class 
Bases of the European Welfare State 1875-1975.

The three welfare models and their development 
are also presented in general terms in Jensen (2004). 
Vil der være hænder nok? Danskernes arbejdsudbud 
i 2000-tallets velfærdsstat. [Will there be enough of 
us? Jobs available to the Danes in the welfare state 
of the 2000s.]

Chapter 8. Taxes in North-West Europe
A comparative analysis of the development in the tax 
burden and marginal tax rates at different levels of in-
come has been performed for countries including Den-
mark, the UK and Germany in Andersen et al. (2017). 
Danskernes liv med skatter, sort arbejde og gør det 
selv-arbejde. [How Danes live with taxes, undeclared 
work and DIY work.]

A large part of tax evasion in the modern North-Eu-
ropean welfare states, which have all implemented 
digital systems for the registration of income, is linked 
to undeclared work. Bentsen et al. (2018). Sort arbe-
jde, gør det selv-arbejde og deleøkonomi [Undeclared 
Work, DIY work and shareconomy] presents, in the 
latter section, a review of related, survey-based stud-
ies in North-West Europe, including Denmark, the UK 
and Germany.

The ROCKWOOL Foundation Research Unit has 
previously completed surveys of the extent of un-
declared work on a completely comparable basis in 
Northern Europe, cf. Pedersen (2003). The Shadow 
Economy in Germany, Great Britain and Scandinavia. 

A Measurement Based on Questionnaire Surveys. The 
Foundation has also published a range of analyses of 
undeclared work in Germany, summarised in Feld and 
Larsen (2013). Sort arbejde i Tyskland. [Undeclared 
work in Germany.]

An analysis of the development in tax evasion in 
Denmark is presented in Mogensen (2003a). Skat-
tesnyderiets historie. Udviklingen i underdeklarationen 
i Danmark i 1900-tallet. [The history of cheating on tax. 
Development in under-declaration in Denmark in the 
twentieth century.] Mogensen (2003b). Danmarks ufor-
melle økonomi. Historiske og internationale aspekter 
[The informal economy of Denmark. Historical and in-
ternational aspects] provides a more easily accessible 
introduction to the topic. Raczkowski (2015). Measur-
ing the tax gap in the European economy analyses the 
individual tax gaps in the three states.

Chapter 9. A high and rising   
level of education
A concentrated review of the Danish school reforms 
and the pedagogical debate of the twentieth centu-
ry is set out in Andersen et al. (2020). Hvad vi ved om 
børn og deres opvækstvilkår [What we know about 
children and the conditions in which they grow up], 
which provides a summary of the ROCKWOOL Foun-
dation Research Unit’s studies of the conditions for 
children in Denmark today.

For the UK, Pugh (2017). State and Society. A Social 
and Political History of Britain Since 1870 and Annan 
(1990). Our Age. The generation That Made Post-War 
Britain contain some discussion of the development 
of the British education system.

A description of the German education system is to 
be found in Constant and Larsen (2004). The Educa-
tional Background and Human Capital Attainments of 
Immigrants, and Tranæs and Zimmermann (ed.) (2004). 
Migrants, Work and the Welfare State.

Chapter 10. Marginalised young people in 
North-West Europe
The ROCKWOOL Foundation Research Unit had Mar-
ginalised young people as a prioritised research area 
in the period 2015–19. The Unit’s research has been 
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summarised in Andersen, Jensen, Nielsen and Skak-
sen (2017 and 2019). Hvad vi ved om udsatte unge 1 
og 2 [What we know about marginalised young peo-
ple, 1 and 2]. Furthermore, this chapter is based on 
independent data collection.

Chapter 11. Health and sickness
This chapter is inspired by the corresponding chap-
ter in Brochmann et al. (2020). Velfærdsstat og be-
folkning i Skandinavien [Welfare state and popula-
tion in Scandinavia], and is otherwise built on the da-
ta collection for the topic. The analyses of the health 
implications of the Coronavirus crisis are inspired by 
chapter 18 of Brochmann et al. (2020). Velfærdsstat 
og befolkning i Skandinavien [Welfare state and pop-
ulation in Scandinavia].

Chapter 12. Crime, punishment   
and imprisonment
A detailed introduction to, as far as possible, harmo-
nised statistics regarding crime, punishment and 
serving sentences is published in Aebi et al. (2021). 
European Sourcebook of Crime and Criminal Justice 
Statistics 2021 Sixth Edition. Equally detailed data 
for Germany are presented in Jehle (2019). Criminal 
Justice in Germany, Seventh Edition. A concentrat-
ed analysis of the causes of the decline in criminali-
ty since the 1990s is provided in Balvig (2015). Krim-
inalitetsudviklingen. [Development in criminality.] As 
mentioned in this chapter, the legal traditions in the 
three countries are different. Nevertheless, chapter 3 
in Jensen, Tamm and Tranæs (2015). Forbrydelse, straf 
og afsoning i Danmark [Crime, punishment and serv-
ing sentences in Denmark] (the chapter in question 
is entitled Træk af strafferettens historie (Features of 
the history of criminal law)) presents an outline of de-
velopments in legal thinking and practice in Europe 
since the Middle Ages.

The conclusion in the chapter to the effect that 
criminality, punishment and serving sentences are 
gradually becoming less encompassing in the Scandi-
navian welfare system is documented in Lappi-Seppälä 
(2007). Penal Policy in Scandinavia and in Lappi-Sep-
pälä and Tonry (2011). Crime, Criminal Justice, and 

Criminology in the Nordic Countries.
Attitudes to the law among citizens have been 

traced in several publications from the ROCKWOOL 
Foundation Research Unit, including Andersen (1998). 
Lovene og mig. Danskernes forhold til landets love. 
[The laws and me. Danes’ relations their country’s 
laws] and Andersen (2011). Borgerne og lovene. [Cit-
izens and the laws.]

Chapter 13. Economic development
For Denmark, we have drawn on Jensen (1991). Dan-
skernes dagligdag. Træk af udviklingen fra 1960erne 
til 1990erne. [Everyday lives of the Danes. Traits of de-
velopment from the 1960s to the 1990s.] Jensen and 
Tranæs (2011). Vi der bor i Danmark, [We who live in 
Denmark] Christoffersen (1999). Danmarks økonomiske 
historie efter 1960, [The economic history of Denmark 
after 1960] and Hyldtoft and Johansen (2005). Teknol-
ogiske forandringer i dansk industri 1896-1972. [Tech-
nological changes in Danish industry, 1896–1972] Mo-
gensen (2010). Det danske velfærdssamfunds histo-
rie [The history of the Danish welfare state] includes, 
in addition to a review of the development of the wel-
fare state, an in-depth discussion of the broader eco-
nomic background in Denmark and Western Europe.

Economic development in the UK is analysed as a 
part of the general description of societal development 
in Pugh (2017). State and Society. A Social and Political 
History of Britain Since 1870, Calvocoressi (1979). The 
British Experience. 1945–1975, and Morgan (1990). 
The People’s Peace. A study of the deindustrialisation 
of Coventry, one of Britain’s old industrial cities, has 
been carried out in Healy (1985). Industrial Decline, 
Industrial Structure and Large Companies: the Case 
of Coventry, 1974-1982.

For Germany, we used, for example Kitaj (2015). 
Tyskland efter 1989, [Germany after 1989] Lammers 
(2006). Tyskland efter Murens fald 1989 [Germany after 
the fall of the Wall in 1989] and Hawes’ tour de force 
through the history of Germany Den korte historie om 
Tyskland [A brief history of Germany] (2019).

The privatisation of industry in East Germany is 
examined in a number of works. Giebler and Wyrwich 
(2018). The Privatisation Activities of the Treuhandanstalt 

FURTHER READING
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and the Transformation of the East German Corporate 
Landscape: A New Dataset for First Exploitations pro-
vides the analyses and the discussion with a detailed 
data basis. Blum (2019). The Eastern German Growth 
Trap: Structural Limits to Convergence? analyses how 
likely it is that the former GDR is approaching the West 
German productivity level and volume per capita.

As always, the OECD’s economic overviews of 
the individual countries provide a solid introduction 
to their economic activities. In the presentation here, 
we have, for instance, used OECD (2017 and 2020a). 
OECD Economic Surveys United Kingdom 2017 and 
2020 and OECD (2006 and 2020). OECD Economic 
Surveys Germany 2006 and 2020.

Chapter 14. Employment    
and the labour market
A comparison of employment rates, hours worked an-
nually and retirement ages in the three countries has, 
for example, been carried out by Andersen (2019). 
Beskæftigelsen i Danmark i et internationalt pers-
pektiv [Employment in Denmark from an internation-
al perspective] in Skaksen (2019). Hvordan udvikler 
beskæftigelsen sig i Danmark? En analyse af forskel-
lige befolkningsgruppers deltagelse på arbejdsmarke-
det. [How is employment developing in Denmark? An 
analysis of labour market participation among differ-
ent groups of the population.] This book presents a 
comprehensive analysis of the current movements in 
the supply of jobs in Denmark, as well as of the effect 
of the latest domestic reforms of the labour market. 
Wadensjö (2021). Möjligheter till tidig pensionering. 
En analys av internationella erfarenheter [Opportuni-
ties for early retirement. An analysis of international 
experiences] provides an overview of opportunities 
for early retirement in a range of countries. Other-
wise, the chapter is based on new collections of da-
ta, cf. the references for the chapter.

Chapter 15. Incomes, consumption  
and savings
This chapter is inspired by the corresponding chapter 
in Brochmann et al. (2020). Velfærdsstat og befolkning 
i Skandinavien [Welfare state and population in Scan-

dinavia], and is otherwise built on new data collection. 
A collaborative project between Statistics Denmark 
and the ROCKWOOL Foundation Research Unit ap-
plied perspective to the development of consumption 
in Denmark in the period from 1970 through 1990, by 
correcting for factors such as the costs of environmen-
tal degradation. The results were published in most 
detail as P.R. Jensen (1995). En velfærdsindikator for 
Danmark 1970. Forbrug, miljø, husholdningsarbejde 
og fritid [A welfare indicator for Denmark, 1970. Con-
sumption, environment, household work and leisure], 
and in a more easily accessible and concentrated form 
in H.E. Zeuthen and B. Jensen (1995). Hvad fik vi ud 
af den økonomiske vækst? Forbrugsudviklingen i mil-
jøpolitisk belysning. [What did we get out of the eco-
nomic growth? The development in consumption from 
the perspective of environmental policy.]

The Equality Trust (2019). How Has Inequality 
Changed? Development of UK Inequality Since 1938 
sketches the general outlines of development in equal-
ity/inequality in the UK. For Germany, we refer to the 
Federal Ministry af Labour and Social Affairs. Life Situa-
tions in Germany. Federal Government’s 5th Report on 
Poverty and Wealth. The Federal Government updates 
and publishes this report every four years. Biewen and 
Juhasz (2010). Understanding Rising Income Inequal-
ity in Germany analyses the rise in inequality from the 
mid-1990s up to around the time of publication.

Chapter 16. How have the countries per-
formed in a globalised economy?
Malchow-Møller et al. (2011). Danmarks Kvalifikations-
balance [Denmark’s balance of skills] provides a de-
tailed analysis of Denmark’s standing in a globalised 
world. The focus here is on the import/export bal-
ance regarding various types of labour in the period 
from 1980 to 2007. Germany’s special position as an 
“export machine” is analysed in a number of works, 
including Hawes (2019). Den korte historie om Tysk-
land. [A brief history of Germany].

Chapter 17. European welfare models   
– a bumpy terrain
See references in the chapter.
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