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 BELGIUM:  WHEN GROWING 
BACKGROUND INEQUALITIES  MEET 

RESILIENT INSTITUTIONS    *        

     TIM VAN   RIE  AND  IVE   MARX **    

       1.    Introduction   

 Belgium is one among few industrialized countries that did not experience a substantial 
increase in income inequalities over the course of the last three decades. Th is status as an 
international outlier is quite remarkable, considering that the country ranks consistently 
among the most ‘globalized’ countries in the world. 

 From a national perspective, the fi nding of stable income inequality is no less puz-
zling: since the early 1980s, the country has experienced major economic and political shift s. 
Belgian politics are traditionally characterized by three intercutting cleavages:  linguistic; 
socio-economic; and religious-philosophical. As the segmentation in ideological ‘pillars’ 
gradually evaporated, the linguistic fault line came to be the dominant source of political 
confl ict. In a process of centrifugal federalism, the Kingdom of Belgium delegated ever 
more competences to its communities and regions. Concurrently, European integration 
had a major impact on the evolving Belgian federation, arguably even preventing the federal 
level from disappearing (Beyers and Bursens, 2006). 

   *    Th is chapter is based on a more elaborate country report prepared in the framework of the FP7 
Project Growing Inequalities’ Impacts. Th e full report can be accessed online < www.gini-research.org/
CR-Belgium  >  

While taking full responsibility for the text, the authors would like to thank the following colleagues 
for topical contributions: Marjolijn De Wilde; Jeroen Horemans; Leen Meeusen; Annemie Nys; Olivier 
Pintelon; Pieter Vandenbroucke; Wim Van Lancker; Aaron Van den Heede; and Gerlinde Verbist. We 
thank Abigail McKnight and Massimiliano Bratti for helpful comments on a pre-fi nal version of this 
chapter
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BELGIUM   127

 Th e constitutional reforms were all the more controversial because they coincided with 
a shift  in the economic fortunes of the country’s main regions. Th e past three decades saw 
the continued decline of heavy industry, which had been concentrated in the francophone 
Walloon region. Gradually, the economic centre of gravity shift ed to the Dutch-speaking 
Flanders, which capitalized on its central geographic location to develop transport, logis-
tics and light industry. Th e presence of international political organizations—NATO and a 
number of EU institutions have their headquarters in Brussels—contributed to the develop-
ment of a service sector that is international in outlook. 

 Th rough international migration, the Belgian population became more diverse. Since 
1945, net migration has been positive in all but a few years, with a clear upward trend since 
the early 1980s. European enlargement plays a substantial role, but there are also sizeable 
infl ows from third countries. To a large extent, these can be linked to prior waves of labour 
migration (notably from Turkey and Morocco) and the colonial past (Democratic Republic 
of Congo) (CGKR, 2011). 

 While all these changes potentially have major socio-economic implications, Belgian poli-
tics are notable for a deep-rooted tendency towards stability, inertia even. In the Belgian con-
sociational democracy, political elites are characterized by a fi rm commitment to consensus 
decision-making (Hooghe and Huyse, 2009). Government coalitions tend to seek linguistic 
and ideological symmetry with parties of the same political family from either side of the lan-
guage border. Since 1980, there have never been fewer than four political parties in the national 
government. A multitude of checks and balances prevent one language group from imposing 
changes unilaterally. Th e legacy of pillarization includes an institutionalized role for actors 
from civil society, most notably the social partners. As expected in political theory (Tsebelis, 
1995), the large number of veto players tends to be associated with policy continuity (and at 
times governmental instability). Crucially in terms of income inequality, the main instruments 
of income distribution (social security and the bulk of taxation) have largely been maintained 
at the central level. We argue that this combination of growing background inequalities and 
resilient institutions constitute the key to understanding inequality and its impacts in Belgium. 

 Th is chapter fi rst considers the development of income inequality and its drivers. Next, 
it examines a number of social impacts, both in terms of trends over time and stratifi ca-
tion of social risks. Th e analysis of political and cultural impacts applies a similar approach. 
Th e policy section assesses the role of cash benefi ts, taxes and social services in mediating 
inequalities. Th e fi nal section concludes.  

     2.    The Development of Inequality 
and its Drivers   

    Household Income Inequality   
 Survey data suggest that, while real average incomes increased, income inequality in 
Belgium remained fairly stable between 1985 and the late 2000s (Horemans, Pintelon  et al ., 
2011). Th e fi nding of stability is robust for inequality measures that are sensitive to diff erent 
parts of the income distribution. A possible exception relates to the period between 1992 
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128   TIM VAN RIE AND IVE MARX 

and 1997, which shows a relatively small but signifi cant rise in income inequality, which 
mainly resulted from a stagnation of lower incomes.      

 A reasonable degree of caution is warranted in reading Table 6.1. Its observations are 
based on three distinct surveys, with breaks in series and diff erent income concepts. While 
the data have been harmonized as much as possible across these sources, trends should be 
assessed only within each of the series, not directly across sources. Most notably, inequality 
measures based on the SEP survey are substantially lower than those based on ECHP and 
EU-SILC. At fi rst glance, this might suggest that inequality was on the rise in the fi rst half of 
our observation period. However, this gap is mainly due to diff erences in methods between 
these sources (Cantillon, van Dam  et al.,  2003). 

 Similar to income inequality indicators, measures of relative income poverty suggest sta-
bility since the mid 1980s. In the late 2000s, approximately one out of seven inhabitants had 
an equivalized income below the poverty threshold of 60 per cent of the median.      

 A number of categories are at particularly high risk (see Table 6.2). Age shows a U-shaped 
pattern, with higher rates for children and the elderly, compared to persons of active age. In 

    Table 6.1    Equivalent disposable household income (annual, 2009 euro’s) and 
inequality, Belgium, 1985-2009   

  Average income    Gini    Theil    P90/P50    P50/P10    N  

  SEP  

 1985  14944  0.220  0.081  1.616  1.647  18261 

 1988  15593  0.224  0.088  1.627  1.636  11069 

 1992  17154  0.223  0.084  1.632  1.654  10697 

 1997  17862  0.233  0.092  1.679  1.715  12184 

  ECHP  

 1993  19926  0.281  0.138  1.781  1.939  8894 

 1994  19853  0.272  0.13  1.736  1.914  8616 

 1995  19765  0.262  0.122  1.710  1.88  8225 

 1996  19960  0.268  0.127  1.731  1.849  7743 

 1997  20180  0265  0.122  1.773  1.825  7276 

 1998  20665  0.273  0.141  1.693  1.786  6834 

 1999  21160  0.271  0.136  1.748  1.778  6455 

 2000  21368  0.259  0.120  1.770  1.766  5829 

  EU-SILC  

 2003  16968  0.255  0.109  1.705  1.897  12781 

 2004  18021  0.255  0.111  1.676  1.845  12657 

 2005  18887  0.259  0.116  1.72  1.869  14169 

 2006  19206  0.257  0.115  1.695  1.872  15322 

 2007  19795  0.258  0.116  1.689  1.856  14911 

 2008  21042  0.252  0.109  1.681  1.843  14579 

 2009  21274  0.257  0,112  1.708  1.856  14621 

  Source: Horemans, Pintelon  et al . (2011), updated to 2009. Incomes are equivalized using the 

modifi ed OECD scale. SEP data are annualized from monthly reference period.  
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BELGIUM   129

terms of household types, single parents are increasingly vulnerable. Th e poverty risk also 
shows regional diff erences, with a considerably higher rate in the Walloon region (17.7 per 
cent in 2009) compared to the Flemish region (10.4 per cent). Due to small sample size, no 
reliable point estimates are available for the Brussels region, but all the evidence suggests 
that the risk is higher in the capital than in the Walloon region. Moreover, there are indica-
tions that regional gaps for child poverty risk have been widening over recent years, with 
stability in Flanders but increases in Wallonia and Brussels (Vandenbroucke, 2012). Among 
adults, there are steep gradients in poverty risk according to educational attainment. Adults 
that did not fi nish lower secondary education became increasingly exposed to income pov-
erty. Judged by international standards, the in-work poverty risk in Belgium is fairly low. 
Non-workers are considerably more exposed. While unemployment decreased overall, the 
poverty risk for unemployed has increased substantially compared to the mid 1980s (Van 
den Bosch, Vandenbroucke  et al ., 2009). Finally, the poverty risk is very high among the 
population that was born outside the EU. Th is immigrant gap is considerably wider than 
in most other EU countries, which makes Belgium an outlier in this respect (Corluy and 
Verbist, 2010; OECD, 2012).  

    Table 6.2    At-risk-of-poverty rates, 2009   

  Total   14.6 

 Sex  Men  13.9 

 Women  15.2 

 Age category  <18  18.3 

 18–24  14.4 

 25–54  11.6 

 55–64  12.5 

 65+  19.4 

 Household type  Two or more adults, no children  11.4 

 Two or more adults with children  12.4 

 Single person  18.8 

 Singe parent  35.3 

 Educational attainment (aged 18+)  Lower (secondary)  23.0 

 Upper secondary  10.7 

 Tertiary  5.5 

 Main activity status(aged 18+)  Employed  4.5 

 Retired  16.1 

 Other inactive  25.8 

 Unemployed  30.4 

 Country of birth (aged 18+)  Belgium  10.8 

 Other EU27  19.2 

 Extra EU27  39.2 

  Source: Eurostat, based on EU-SILC 2010. Poverty threshold is set at 60% of the median equivalized 

disposable income. Incomes are equivalized using a modifi ed OECD scale.  
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130   TIM VAN RIE AND IVE MARX 

    Wealth and Debt Inequality   

 Analyses of wealth inequality are hampered by a lack of recent data. Rademaekers and 
Vuchelen (1999) provide an estimate for the mid 1990s and mid 1980s. Th eir concept of 
wealth comprises fi nancial assets, real estate (both professional and private), movable mate-
rial property (both professional and private) minus debt (including mortgage debt). For 
1994, the authors fi nd a marked concentration of wealth, with the richest 10 per cent of the 
Belgian population accounting for nearly half of total wealth (49.6 per cent). By contrast, 
the fi rst decile possessed merely 1.0 per cent. Compared to 1984, the wealth distribution had 
become more unequal over time. 

 Analysing the link between income and wealth, Van den Bosch (1998) found that in the 
early 1990s, the gross wealth of the income poor was about half that of the non-poor. Among 
the income poor, wealth was found to be very unequally distributed. Households on very 
low income include rather wealthy pensioners owning their home as well as other property, 
as well as non-home owners that possess little fi nancial wealth. 

 More recently, and from an international perspective, Belgium appears to qualify as a 
country with rather low wealth inequality (taking into account all methodological caveats 
that apply to such rankings) (Keating, O’Sullivan  et al ., 2011). Th ese comparisons also show 
that the ratio of wealth to disposable income is very high in Belgium.  

    Labour Market Inequality   

 Judged by international standards, the dispersion of (net) wages among individual workers 
in Belgium is very low. By contrast to many other industrialized countries, there is no indi-
cation that dispersion of net wages among full-time workers increased substantially between 
the middle of the 1980s and the late 2000s (Horemans, Pintelon  et al ., 2011; OECD, 2011). 

 One important caveat applies, however: the sizeable tax wedge appears to have stimulated 
the development of employer-provided fringe benefi ts that are fully or partially tax-exempt 
(OECD, 2009). Th ese benefi ts, such as lunch vouchers and—most notably—company cars, 
tend to be strongly concentrated among the highest wage earners. Taking their value into 
account increases inequality substantially (Verbist and Lefebure, 2008). One of the recent 
crisis measures was to increase taxation on company cars. 

 Measures of labour market inequality that are more qualitative in nature suggest that 
Belgian workers are fairly secure. Part-time work has increased substantially over the past 
three decades, but is mostly (and increasingly) voluntary in nature. Temporary employ-
ment is on the rise, but remains low by international standards (8.1 per cent in 2010). 
Self-employment declined over time and contributes less to inequality compared to other 
countries (OECD, 2011). 

 While wage diff erences among workers are rather modest, and precarious work uncom-
mon, labour force participation as such is highly stratifi ed. Over the course of the past three 
decades, labour force participation in Belgium increased, but remained consistently below 
the European average (see Figure 6.1). Similar to other countries, the rise was largely due to 
the entry of females into the labour market. For men, the 1980s was a period of declining 
activity and employment rates, due to Belgium’s policy of labour shedding through early 
retirement schemes (Marx, 2007). Unemployment, through its cyclical variations, has fallen 
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BELGIUM   131

from approximately 12 per cent in the early 1980s to approximately 8 per cent in 2010. It 
tends to be rather persistent, with typically half of all unemployed having been so for over 
12 months.      

 Labour market participation in Belgium is strongly stratifi ed. Th is applies fi rst and fore-
most to the life span. Belgium has fairly high employment rates at prime age (25–54) but low 
employment for young and, particularly, older workers. Strong gradients apply to educa-
tional attainment. In 2010, just over 60 per cent of the prime age population (25–54) with at 
most lower secondary education was in employment, compared to 80 per cent among those 
who attained upper secondary employment and 90 per cent among tertiary graduates. In 
addition, large regional disparities mirror the pattern observed in poverty risk: Flanders has 
the most favourable outcomes (employment rate of 66.3 per cent and unemployment at 5.1 
per cent in 2010), followed by the Walloon region (56.7 and 11.4 per cent) and Brussels (54.8 
and 17.3 per cent). 

 Migrants, particularly those born outside the EU, have substantially lower employment 
rates. Th e OECD has singled out Belgium as the country with a very low female employ-
ment rate among non-EU migrants. Rather worryingly, the Belgian employment and unem-
ployment gaps for the second generation of migrants (native born off spring of migrants 
compared to natives) are also among the largest in the industrialized world (OECD, 2012). 

 Overall, the distribution of jobs across households seems to have had an equalizing eff ect 
on market incomes. Educational homogamy is relatively limited (Domański and Przybysza, 
2007) and many of the new female part-time jobs came to complement workers’ incomes 
(Van den Bosch, Van Dam  et al ., 1999; OECD, 2011). Nevertheless, Belgium has one of the 
highest and most persistent rates of household joblessness amongst industrialized coun-
tries. In 2010, approximately one eighth of working age adults and children lived in a jobless 
household.  
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   Figure 6.1    Employment and unemployment rates, Belgium, 1983–2011  
  Source: Eurostat, based on labour force statistics. Employed as a share of (a subgroup of) the population. 

Unemployed as a share of the labour force (employed plus unemployed).   
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132   TIM VAN RIE AND IVE MARX 

    Educational Inequality   

 Belgium has experienced a major educational expansion over the previous decades. Th is 
process was accompanied by a gender switch, as tertiary attainment is now higher among 
women than men. 

 Th e PISA studies suggest that Belgium’s 15 year olds perform signifi cantly better than the 
OECD average in science, mathematics and reading literacy. Beyond this headline score, 
however, there are large diff erences. First, there are considerable gaps between the Flemish, 
German and French communities, which each organize their own curricula (De Meyer and 
Warlop, 2010). On average, Flemish students perform signifi cantly better than their coun-
terparts attending French-Community schools, with the German Community between 
both. Tracking of secondary education, in general, technical and professional streams, 
starts at age 12 and is a recurrent topic of political debate. International evidence suggests 
that such tracking may contribute to educational segregation (Brunello and Checchi 2012). 
Pupils’ socio-economic and migrant background have a larger eff ect on literacy scores in 
Belgium, compared to the OECD average (OECD 2011).  

    Drivers and Interdependence Between Inequalities   

 Belgium’s stable income inequality poses a puzzle, dubbed ‘the zero-sum crisis’ (Van den Bosch, 
Van Dam  et al ., 1999). Th e explanation lies in a combination of socio-demographic trends and 
policy changes. Overall, the labour market and wage-setting are rather tightly regulated, which 
contributes to a low share of workers in precarious employment, low pay and in-work poverty. 
Conversely, there is quite strong stratifi cation in labour market participation and unemploy-
ment. Th e household dimension has proven to be an important buff er, as the increase of female 
(part-time) employment complemented the single earner model, dampening increases in 
market inequality. Second, in terms of social policy (to be discussed in Section 5), the general 
approach has been to extend coverage beyond the traditional insurance-based model (includ-
ing self-employed or non-contributors), whilst targeting benefi ts to the most needy (with family 
composition as a major consideration) (Cantillon, De Lathouwer  et al ., 1999; Vleminckx, 2011). 

 Beyond stability, there is a recurrent pattern of risk factors across diff erent dimensions. 
Both in terms of education, labour market performance and income, the Flemish north 
tends to have better outcomes than the mainly francophone Walloon region and Brussels. 
It is important to note that ‘inter-regional educational discrepancies probably started in the 
early 50s, and preceded the socio-economic ones, known to have emerged in the 1970s and 
early 1980s’(Vandenberghe, 2012). 

 While educational expansion as such is a positive development, it also contributes to the 
marginalization of adults that did not complete upper secondary education. Even among 25 
to 34 year olds, the less-educated represent approximately 20 per cent. 

 Moreover, while Belgium has been notably liberal in its migration and nationalization 
policies, non-natives from outside the EU tend to have lower literacy scores, less favour-
able labour market positions and higher risks of poverty. Th e data suggest that this is not 
just a transitory issue: there is strong socio-economic reproduction for native born off spring 
of migrants. Th e impacts sections will therefore not only consider the changes of headline 
rates, but also stratifi cation linked to background inequalities.   
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BELGIUM   133

     3.    Social Impacts   

 It has been argued that (rising) income inequalities translate into a wide range of adverse 
eff ects at the individual, household and societal level. Belgium poses a peculiar puzzle in 
this respect: given stable income inequalities, should one expect stability in each of these 
dimensions? Beyond general trends, the subsequent section considers stratifi cation of social 
risks, to gauge the extent to which these correspond to background inequalities. 

    Material Deprivation and Housing   

 Over time, the share of the Belgian population that faces an enforced lack of basic necessi-
ties decreases steadily. Th e risk factors for material deprivation are rather similar to those of 
poverty risk, resulting in considerable overlap. One important exception is age: despite their 
high income-poverty risk rate the elderly are the least deprived (see Table 6.3).      

    Table 6.3    Severe material deprivation rate by a number of characteristics, 2009   

  Total   5.9 

 Sex  Men  5.7 

 Women  6.0 

 Age category  <18  7.7 

 18–24  7.1 

 25–54  6.5 

 55–64  4.7 

 65+  2.8 

 Household type  Two or more adults, no children  2.6 

 Two or more adults with children  4.7 

 Single person  11.0 

 Singe parent  18.1 

 Educational attainment (aged 18+)  Lower (secondary)  9.1 

 Upper secondary  4.8 

 Tertiary  1.7 

 Main activity status(aged 18+)  Employed  2.3 

 Retired  3.0 

 Other inactive  11.0 

 Unemployed  16.1 

 Country of birth (aged 18+)  Belgium  3.6 

 Other EU27  7.5 

 Extra EU27  22.9 

  Source: Eurostat, based on EU-SILC 2010. Severe material deprivation is defi ned as an enforced lack 

of 4 or more items out of 9 (to pay rent, mortgage or utility bills; to keep the home adequately warm; 

to face unexpected expenses; to eat meat or proteins regularly; to go on holiday; a television set; a 

washing machine; a car; a telephone).  
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134   TIM VAN RIE AND IVE MARX 

 Compared to many other countries, the rise and promotion of home ownership by pub-
lic authorities in Belgium started much earlier—in the late nineteenth century, in direct 
response to industrial unrest (De Decker, 2008). By the late 2000s, home ownership was 
clearly the norm: over 70 per cent of the population own their dwelling. While all the regions 
share in the increase, there remain marked regional diff erences: the highest ownership rates 
in Flanders (over 77 per cent), followed by Wallonia (73 per cent). Th e majority of the popu-
lation in Brussels are tenants (55 per cent) (Verbist and Vanhille, 2012). Across Belgium, only 
7.3 per cent of the population are tenants with reduced rent. Rent-free tenants are even less 
common (1.6 per cent). Immigrants are signifi cantly less likely to own a home than natives, 
but appear to be neither over- nor under-represented in social housing (OECD 2012). 

 Tenants on the private market are particularly vulnerable to housing cost overburden. 
Quite possibly, there is a selection eff ect, where only households with considerable wealth or 
steady income can obtain a mortgage or acquire a home. Indeed, the poverty risk of tenants 
has increased steadily since the mid 1980s (Van den Bosch, Vandenbroucke  et al ., 2009).  

    Family Formation and Fertility   

 Family life in Belgium has changed notably since the 1980s. Th e average size of house-
holds decreased from 2.73 persons in 1981 to 2.39 in 2001. Th e trend is driven mainly by an 
increase in single person households (who tend to be quite vulnerable socio-economically) 
(see Table 6.4). Flanders traditionally has larger households than Wallonia, but there has 
been notable downward convergence over time (Census data). Migrants tend to live in 
larger households, with more children, but seem to converge with native practices over time 
(Deboosere, Lesthaeghe  et al.,  2009).      

 Declining marriage rates and rising divorce rates provide further evidence of the decline 
of marriage as an institution. Cohabitation has become generalized, with a growing share of 
extra-marital births. Single parenthood has also increased rather strongly, a notable devel-
opment given the high poverty risk rates for this household type. 

 Th e total fertility rate in Belgium declined rather strongly between 1960 and the 
mid-1980s, from 2,5 to 1,5 children per woman over her lifetime. From the 1980s onwards, 
fertility has recovered somewhat, to a level nearer (but below) the natural replacement rate 
of 2,1. With hindsight, the decline up to the mid-1980s was linked to a pattern of delayed 

    Table 6.4    Household structure (% population, in 
private households) in Belgium, 1981–2001   

  1981    1991    2001  

 Single, no children  8.6  11.4  13.5 

 Couple without children  17.4  17.6  18 

 Couple with children  56.2  52.8  45.6 

 Single parent  5.6  7.4  9.1 

 Other  12.2  10.8  13.8 

  Source: Volkstelling (census)  
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fertility, with women having children at later age. Fertility trends do not seem to be linked 
directly to income inequality trends (which are stable in Belgium). By contrast, Neels (2010) 
has shown how unemployment in Belgium has adversely aff ected birth hazards at younger 
ages in all socio-economic groups between 1960 and 2000, with more highly educated 
women recovering more strongly in years of lower unemployment.  

    Health   

 Since the 1980s, the Belgian population has made considerable gains in life expectancy. 
Women gained more than six life years (up to 83 in 2010), men almost eight (77.6 in 
2010) (OECD Health series). Moreover, at least part of the extra life years is spent in good 
health. 

 Beyond these favourable headline rates, however, the inequalities are non-negligible. 
Th ere are regional disparities, particularly among men. In the late 2000s, boys born in 
Flanders can expect to live three years longer than those in Wallonia, with Brussels in an 
intermediate position. Life expectancy at age 25 shows strong educational gradients. 
Between 1991 and 2001, the gap between highly and less educated has widened, particu-
larly among women. Th is also applies to healthy life expectancy (Van Oyen, Deboosere 
 et al ., 2011). 

 In terms of morbidity, the evolutions are rather diff use. It should be noted that popula-
tion ageing may possibly distort the picture, as health tends to deteriorate with age. In terms 
of morbidity, the trends are rather diff use. Population ageing possibly distorts the picture, 
as health tends to deteriorate with age. Given that women tend to live longer, but in worse 
health than men, the trends reported below control for age and sex. 

 Subjective health improved between 1997 and 2008, despite the fact that chronic illness 
went up. Mental health fl uctuates between 2001 and 2008, as is the case for depressive dis-
order. However, the use of psychotropic medication is clearly on the rise, from 10 per cent 
of adults in 1997 to 15 per cent in 2008. In terms of stratifi cation, a number of recurrent pat-
terns emerge. Controlling for age and sex, less-educated persons tend to be more vulnerable 
than the more highly educated. Th e sole exception is for allergies, which are more prevalent 
among tertiary graduates. For subjective health, an intergenerational analysis suggests that 
there is an education eff ect on health, independent of parental educational attainment. In 
regional terms, inhabitants of Flanders tend to be in better health than Walloons and the 
Brussels population (Van der Heyden, Gisle  et al ., 2010). 

 Overall, the data suggest that the Belgian healthcare system performs rather well in pro-
viding accessible care. Th e share of the population reporting unmet needs for healthcare is 
particularly low (never more than 1,5 per cent in the late 2000s). Moreover, immigrants do 
not report more issues in this respect than natives (whereas in many other OECD countries, 
this is an issue) (OECD, 2012). 

 Turning to lifestyle and prevention, the headline rates once more suggest a diversity of 
trends, positive and negative. Smoking tobacco has declined very strongly between the 
early 1980s and the late 2000s, but obesity is a growing problem. Alcohol consumption 
among adults remains fairly stable at a high level, with some evidence that problematic 
use and binge drinking may be on the rise. Th ere is a negative linear association between 
educational level and both smoking and obesity (controlling for age and sex). Alcohol 
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consumption shows an inverse pattern: moderate consumption of alcohol is more com-
mon among the higher educated. Th e link between education and problematic drinking, 
however, is not clear. Regional gradients appear to be less stark: overall, French-speaking 
Belgians smoke more than the Dutch-speaking population, but this holds only among older 
age groups. Alcohol consumers are most common in Flanders and least in Brussels (Gisle, 
Hesse  et al ., 2010).  

    Violence, Crime and Punishment   

 Belgium is an international outlier in terms of victimization. Against an international ten-
dency for falling victimization rates, Belgium actually recorded an increase between the late 
1980s and late 2000s (from 13.4 per cent of the population being victimized to 17.8 per cent). 
As a result, Belgium changed from being one of the European countries with the lowest rates 
to a position close to the European average (van Dijk, Manchin  et al ., 2007). 

 Among the population aged 15 and over, over ten per cent (11.2) experienced violence 
over the course of a year (2008). Brussels (19 per cent) clearly has much higher rates than 
Wallonia (13 per cent) and Flanders (9 per cent). Th e better educated are most vulnerable to 
theft , burglary and robbery (Demarest, Hesse et al., 2010). Belgium has a higher rate of hate 
crimes than the European average (4.2 per cent versus 2.8 per cent). Some twenty per cent of 
immigrants that live in Belgium have experienced hate crimes, which is more than double 
the European average (van Dijk, Manchin  et al ., 2007). 

 Th ere has been a marked increase in the prison population between the early 1990s and 
the late 2000s, from 67 to 82 prisoners per 100,000 inhabitants (Eurostat). Th e overpopula-
tion of prisons has become a pressing political issue. Penal policy in Belgium has ‘bifurcated’ 
over time. Recent years have seen an enlarged application of non-custodial sentences such 
as electronic surveillance in general, but also more remand custody and longer prison sen-
tences for drug, sexual and violent crimes (Snacken, 2007).  

    Life Satisfaction, Happiness and Social Cohesion   

 In terms of life satisfaction and happiness, Belgium is an outlier. Whereas, across countries, 
this level tends to be rather stable over time, there has been a noted decline among Belgians 
between the mid 1970s and mid 1980s. Inglehart and Klingemann (2000) linked this malaise 
to tension between the Flemish and Walloons. Still, one could argue that these have hardly 
abated since the mid 1980s. Despite the decline, Belgium still ranks fairly highly among 
OECD countries in terms of life satisfaction. In terms of stratifi cation along background 
inequalities, there is a clear educational gradient, with higher educated adults reporting 
higher levels of life satisfaction. 

 Over eighty per cent of the Belgian population has daily or weekly personal contact with 
family and friends. Th is score puts the country fi rmly among the European countries that 
are most sociable, along with Spain, Portugal, the UK and Finland. Some 5 per cent of the 
population cannot turn to any friends, family or neighbours for help, which is below the 
European average. Th e data suggest multidimensional vulnerability, as persons at risk of 
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poverty are much more likely to be isolated compared to those above the income threshold 
(Eurostat 2010) 

 Perceived social exclusion is relatively high in Belgium: the share of adults that feel left  out 
of society, looked down upon or not recognized by others is much higher than its GDP per 
capita would predict. At the individual level, there is a strong link to background inequali-
ties, with higher rates among single persons and single parents, unemployed and manual 
workers and persons experiencing material deprivation (European Foundation for the 
Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2010).  

    Intergenerational Mobility   

 Th e section on educational inequalities hinted at a strong reproduction of pupils’ 
socio-economic background. While entry into higher education increased substantially 
between 1976 and 2004, little to no progress has been made in combating the social gradi-
ent. Particularly among men, the diff erence is very stark. In 2004, over 60 per cent of the 
sons of highly educated fathers participated in higher education. Among sons of fathers 
who had not obtained upper secondary education, participation was under 15 per cent. 
For girls, the gradient is less strong, but still notable (26 per cent compared to 50 per cent) 
(Verbergt, Cantillon  et al ., 2009). Belgium is among the countries where intergenerational 
reproduction is strongest for elementary occupations (Zaidi and Zolyomi, 2007), providing 
additional proof that background inequalities are an important factor in understanding the 
national story of inequality.   

     4.    Political and Cultural Impacts   

 Similar to social impacts, there is a wide range of negative political and cultural outcomes 
that have been (tentatively) associated with rising inequalities. Once more, the stability of 
income inequality in Belgium makes it a notable test case. Beyond the headline rates, strati-
fi cation along background inequalities is documented wherever possible. 

    Civic and Political Participation   

 Belgium’s institutional framework includes a number of features that strongly promote 
(formal) political participation. Th e vote is compulsory for nationals aged 18 and over at all 
political levels, (i.e. European, federal, community, regional, province and local elections). 
Absenteeism is in principle sanctioned by fi nes, but enforcement is in practice rather leni-
ent. Since 1980, voter turnout rates have nonetheless remained within a narrow band of 85 to 
95 per cent. For national elections, there appears to have been a slight downward tendency 
since 2000. Compared to strong declines that are observed in many industrialized coun-
tries, this drop remains limited. 

 One might argue that in the context of a compulsory vote, invalid votes represent a more 
valid measure. Participation is equally high by these standards, as typically more than 90 
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per cent of votes at national and European level are valid. If any, there appears to be a slight 
downward trend of invalid votes over time (IDEA Voter Turnout Database). 

 In most industrialized countries, the share of trade union affi  liates among employees 
dwindled from the 1970s onwards, with membership falling or lagging behind job growth. 
Belgium bucks this trend, as its union density has remained relatively stable at some 50 
per cent of employees. A number of institutional features promote participation. In many 
sectors, trade unions can off er a union bonus (fi nanced by employers) to partly reim-
burse membership fees. In addition, and similar to some Nordic countries, Belgian trade 
unions are (indirectly but visibly) involved in the provision of unemployment benefi ts. Th e 
so-called Ghent system has been shown to promote high and resilient union density rates. 
In Belgium, union density is very strongly concentrated among less-educated and blue col-
lar workers (Van Rie, Marx  et al ., 2011). 

 Th e only measure of formal political participation that shows a consistent decrease is 
political party membership. Whereas nearly 10 per cent of the electorate were members of a 
political party in 1978 (up from less than 8 per cent in 1961), this share has dwindled consist-
ently to somewhat less than 6 per cent in 2007 (Deschouwer, 2012). 

 Survey data from the European Values Study suggests that less formal manifestations 
of participation are increasing rather than waning. Compared to the early 1980s, a grow-
ing share of adults claims to discuss political issues with friends. Self-reported interest in 
politics has also increased compared to 1990 (see Table 6.5). Th ere is evidence of stratifi -
cation: among the ‘apolitical class’ there is an over-representation of women, persons with 
low educational attainment, low-skilled blue collar workers, non-Catholics, and individuals 
with a materialistic value set. Th ere is no substantial diff erence between Flanders and the 
Walloon region, although Brussels is under-represented in the apolitical class.      

 Between the early 1980s and 2000s, there is no clear trend in either direction for 
non-conventional political participation. Th is comprises signing petitions, taking part 
in demonstrations, boycotting, wildcat strikes and occupying buildings or factories. 
Stratifi cation has a similar pattern to political interest: women, the less educated, blue collar 
workers and persons with a materialistic mindset tend to be less militant. Th ere are regional 

    Table 6.5    Interest in politics among adults, 1981–2009   

  1981    1990    1999    2009  

  Self-declared interest in politics  

 Strongly interested  :   7  10   7 

 Somewhat interested  :  23  29  24 

 Not very interested  :  30  31  36 

 Not interested at all  :  40  30  33 

  Discussing politics with friends  

 Regularly   5   9  13   8 

 Now and then  39  44  50  53 

 Never  56  47  37  39 

  Source: Abts, Swyngedouw et al. 2011, based on European Values Study  
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diff erences, as Walloons tend to be signifi cantly more militant than Flemings (with Brussels 
somewhat closer to Wallonia than Flanders) (Abts, Swyngedouw  et al ., 2011). A comparison 
of peace protests in the 1980s and 2003 show a shift  in age structure (with fewer young pro-
testers) and education (with more tertiary educated) (Walgrave, Rucht  et al ., 2010).  

    Trust   

 A popular line of reasoning holds that centuries of occupation by consecutive foreign pow-
ers have instilled the Belgian mindset with a deep mistrust of public authority. Recent opin-
ion surveys suggest a diff erent pattern. Rather than a generalized lack of confi dence in all 
political authorities, Abts, Swyngedouw  et al . (2011) fi nd strong polarization. A very large 
majority of the Belgian population (well over eighty per cent in 2009)  holds favourable 
opinions of the health care system, the education system and social security. By contrast, 
less than half of Belgians trust the main political institutions. Th e political parties (some 
20 per cent), the government (around 30 per cent) and Parliament (approximately 40 per 
cent) all enjoy a low degree of confi dence. Recent political crises have only served to reduce 
trust in these institutions (ESS2002-2010). A number of other institutions hold an interme-
diate position: the national administration; as well as EU and NATO (each just below 60 per 
cent); the justice system; the army; large companies and trade unions (around 50 per cent). 
Th e police enjoy widespread trust (70 per cent), whereas the press (40 per cent), and the 
Church (36 per cent) do not. 

 While the polarization between national political institutions and welfare institutions 
can also be observed in neighbouring countries (France and the Netherlands), it is nowhere 
nearly as strong as in Belgium. Th is is mainly due to particularly high trust in welfare insti-
tutions among the Belgian population. One might argue that this confi dence is vindicated 
by the stable income inequalities. On the other hand, there is a possibility that Belgians 
overestimate their system, for example pension entitlements. In terms of institutional trust, 
there is little notable stratifi cation among the population.  

    Values and Legitimacy   

 Support among the population for democracy is both very large and rather stable over 
time. Less than one tenth of the population consider democracy as rather bad (8 per cent in 
2009) or very bad (1 per cent). Over time there has been a shift , with a declining share con-
sidering democracy very good (49 per cent in 1999 to 37 per cent in 2009), whereas ‘rather 
good’ increases (from 41 to 54 per cent). 

 Quite possibly, this links to a criticism that is shared by many, namely that the practice 
involves ‘too much talk’ and indecision. Th is view has become slightly more common from 
1999 to 2009. Indeed, the late 2000s in Belgium were a period of governmental instabil-
ity and great political tension. Rejection of both the principle and practice of democracy 
is strongly stratifi ed among the population. Anti-democratic views are more common 
among the young, among blue collar workers and persons who did not obtain secondary 
education. Flanders leans towards a critique of the principle of democracy, whereas Brussels 
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and the Walloon regions report higher shares of disenchantment with its practice (Abts, 
Swyngedouw  et al ., 2011). 

 Th e rise of the extremist vote is a notable development over the last three decades, par-
ticularly in Flanders. In a system of proportional representation voting, three ‘traditional’ 
political families (Christian-democrats, socialists and liberals) have dominated the electoral 
landscape since Belgian independence in 1831. In the early 1950s, they jointly represented 90 
per cent of the vote. Th is share dwindled to approximately 70 per cent around the mid 1990s 
and 57 per cent in 2010 (Deschouwer, 2012). 

 Th e combined share of the traditional parties was mainly taken up by new actors, nota-
bly regionalist parties, ecological parties and right-wing populist parties. Th e extreme left  
is weak and dwindling in Belgium. Th e Belgian communist party was mainly concentrated 
in industrial (Walloon) areas. It has not succeeded in capturing a single seat in the Federal 
Parliament since 1981 (see Table 6.6). 

 By contrast, the rise of the extreme right is a notable development over the last three 
years, particularly in Flanders. Francophone Belgium has a ‘Front National’, with historic 
links to the French party of the same name. In Belgium, FN is rather marginal, represent-
ing less than 5 per cent of the Walloon electorate. In Flanders, a party named ‘Vlaams Blok’ 
(Flemish Block) has played an increasingly important role over the past three decades. It was 
founded in the late 1970s as a break-away radical wing of the regionalist party. In 1991, the 
breakthrough of this party at national level proved a major shock to the political landscape. 
On ‘Black Sunday’ (24 November), more than one tenth of Flemish votes in the national 
elections went to the populist right-wing party. With a program that included unilateral 
secession of the Flemish region and anti-immigrant rhetoric, the party gained considerable 
success over subsequent elections, up to the mid 2000s. In 2004, it was convicted for the 
use of racist propaganda and changed its name to Vlaams Belang (Flemish Interests). Th at 
same year, it went on to claim its highest share of the vote yet, with 24 per cent in the Flemish 
regional elections. Th e subsequent dwindling success is partly a result of containment policy 

    Table 6.6    Share of the vote and seats for extreme parties in the national 
Chamber of Representatives, 1981–2010   

  Vlaams Blok/Belang    Front National    KPB/PCB  

 Seats  Vote  Seats  Vote  Seats  Vote 

 8/11/1981   1   /212  1.1%  -   2   /212  2.3% 

 13/10/1985   1   /212  1.4%  -  -  1.2% 

 13/12/1987   2   /212  1.9%  -  -  0.8% 

 24/11/1991   12   /212  6.6%   1   /212  0.5%  -  0.1% 

 21/05/1995   11   /150  7.8%   2   /150  2.3%  -  0.1% 

 13/06/1999   15   /150  9.9%   1   /150  1.5%  - 

 18/05/2003   18   /150  11.6%   1   /150  2.0%  - 

 10/06/2007  17/150  12.0%  1/150  2.0%  - 

 13/10/2010  12/150  7.8%  -  0.5%  -  - 

  Source: (Deschouwer 2012). Vlaams Blok/Belang and Front National are right-wing populist parties. 

Belgische Kommunistische Partij /Parti Communiste de Belgique was the Belgian Communist Party.  
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by other parties, as well as competition with the regionalist party N-VA (Nieuw-Vlaamse 
Alliantie, New Flemish Alliance) (Pauwels, 2011). 

 Vlaams Belang seems to have tapped into a powerful political current in Flanders that 
combines regional identifi cation and anti-immigrant stances. In terms of socio-economic 
characteristics, there are no clear gradients, as the vote is quite evenly spread across educa-
tional and occupational segments (Frognier, Bol  et al ., 2012).       

    Welfare   

 Th e Welfare State enjoys not only a large amount of trust, but also considerable support 
among the Belgian population. Th e support seems to be rather stable over time. A small 
minority consider that need is the result of laziness (less than 20 per cent). Injustice and 
being unlucky are much more frequent answers. Between 1990 and 2008, the view that need 
is a part of modern society has become more common (from one tenth to nearly a quarter of 
the population) (European values study). 

 Th e economic disparities between Flanders and Wallonia result in fairly large inter-
regional transfers, through the individualized welfare payments. Over time, these have 
become a political issue, prominent on the political agenda of Flemish nationalist parties. 
Opinion surveys suggest, however, that splitting social security along regional lines enjoys 
very mixed support, even among Flemish voters (Swyngedouw and Rink, 2008).   

     5.    The Role of Policies   

 Belgium has an extensive Welfare State, with highly coordinated wage-setting mechanisms, 
as well as one of the OECD’s largest social expenditure budgets (relative to GDP). Th e aus-
terity of the post-oil crisis decades has seen a curtailment, but no direct cuts in the overall 
level of welfare spending and taxes. Social services (such as health and childcare) represent a 
growing share of the social budget. Th e distributive allocation of these services suggests that 
they are strongly linked to a number of background inequalities. 

    Labour Income   

 Belgium has a deep-rooted tradition of centralized and coordinated wage-setting. Collective 
wage bargaining occurs consecutively at cross-sectoral, sectoral and company level. Th e for-
mer two levels are highly infl uential. While there has been decentralization of wage-setting 
over the course of the 1980s, Belgian wage setting remains highly coordinated (Plasman 
 et al ., 2007). Th e widespread use of extension mechanisms leads to a very high coverage rate. 
Over 90 per cent of Belgian wage and salary earners are covered by collective wage agree-
ments, a share that has been constant since the middle of the 1980s (Visser 2011). 

 Two national particularities with regard to wage formation should be noted. First, 
Belgium is one of few industrialized countries that applies automatic cost-of living adapta-
tion to wages and social benefi ts. Concerns for wage competitiveness have led consecutive 
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governments to reform the ‘index’ (including a series of indexation freezes in the mid 1980s 
and adaptation of the basket of goods and services in 1994). Nevertheless, the system contin-
ues to play a key role as a lower bound in wage-setting. 

 Second, the so-called ‘Competitiveness Laws’ of 1989 and 1996 institutionalized govern-
mental intervention in wage setting when wage developments are considered harmful to 
competitiveness. A monitoring system was introduced, benchmarking Belgian wage devel-
opments against those in her main competitors and neighbouring countries:  Germany; 
France; and the Netherlands. Th e weighted average of pay developments in these countries 
is considered the upper margin for negotiations, as wage increases beyond this limit trig-
ger government intervention. Belgium’s statutory monthly minimum wage applies to all 
private sector employees. While its real value is safeguarded by the indexation mechanism, 
gross minimum wages have failed to keep up with developments in average wage from the 
second half of the 1990s. Analyses of net wages (including certain social benefi ts as well) 
suggest that the gap between Belgian minimum wage earners and the median income wid-
ened somewhat between 1992 and 2001, but recovered slightly by 2009. For the entire period 
under consideration, the minimum wage has been associated with a risk of income pov-
erty (with the 60 per cent of median disposable income threshold), at least when several 
household members depend on a single earner (Van Mechelen, Marchal  et al ., 2011) (see 
Figure 6.2).       

    Taxation   

 Tax revenue as a share of GDP remained fairly stable between 1980 and 2009, with fl uctua-
tion ranging between 41.3 per cent (1980) and 45.0 per cent (1998). Th is stability followed 
fi ft een years of strong expansion (from 31.1 per cent in 1965 to 43.0 per cent in 1979). Taxes 
on income profi ts and capital gains are the dominant source of revenue, with social secu-
rity contributions a close second. Th e latter increased in share from 1980 to the early 1990s. 
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   Figure  6.2    Net disposable income at minimum wage relative to median equivalized 
disposable household income (%), 1992, 2001 and 2009  

  Source: Van Mechelen, Marchal  et al .  (2011)   
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Taxes on goods and services have remained relatively stable as a source of revenue, and rep-
resent a fairly small share, compared to other countries. Taxes on property are a relatively 
modest but growing source of revenue. 

 From an international perspective, personal income taxes in Belgium consistently rank 
among the most redistributive in Europe, mainly due to the high level of the average tax rate 
(Verbist, 2004; Immervoll, Levy  et al ., 2006; Lelkes and Sutherland, 2009; Decoster, 2009). 
Moreover, compared to Greece, Hungary, Ireland or the UK, indirect taxes are less regres-
sive in Belgium. 

 Looking at developments over time, the reform of personal income tax in 1988 (imple-
mented 1989) reduced taxes on labour substantially, leading to a sharp drop in the average 
tax rate and making the PIT less redistributive (Van Cauter and Van Meensel, 2006). Th e 
reform of 2001 was fairly neutral in terms of redistribution, as the reduction in tax level that 
this reform entailed was off set by an increase in the progressivity of personal income taxes 
(Cantillon, Kerstens  et al ., 2003).  

    Social Expenditure   

 Public social expenditure data for Belgium reveal a pattern of stability over the longer term. 
Between 1980 and 2007, the share in GDP fl uctuates between 23.5 and 27 per cent. Th ere 
is a slight upward trend. Th e shares of social expenditure in GDP reported in the previ-
ous section are ‘gross’, i.e. they do not take into account the eff ect of taxes. When these are 
taken into account, Belgium has the third largest Welfare State in the OECD, larger than the 
Nordic countries, where signifi cant amounts are reclaimed through taxation (Adema and 
Ladaique, 2009). 

 Disaggregation by function shows an increasing share of public social expenditure on 
health care and (to a lesser extent) old age pensions. Th e share of survivor’s pensions and 
incapacity-related benefi ts declines, the latter particularly between 1980 and the early 1990s. 
No clear trend in either direction can be observed for expenditure on unemployment, active 
labour market policies (available from 1985), family benefi ts and other benefi ts. 

 Th e share of in kind social expenditure has increased from less than one fourth (23 per 
cent) in 1980 to over one third in (36 per cent) in 2007. Th is shift  is due mainly to the increase 
in spending on health and child care. Within the declining branch of cash public social 
expenditure, the increase in pension age spending is off set by declines for incapacity-related 
income support and, remarkably, child benefi ts (family allowances) (OECD SOCX).  

    Benefi ts and Welfare   

 As had been mentioned earlier, wages and social benefi ts in Belgium are linked to price lev-
els through automatic wage indexation. Nonetheless, when non-benefi t incomes increase 
at a faster pace than social benefi ts, the latter may erode relative to overall living standards. 
Th is did indeed occur for all the social minima, from the early 1980s up to the early 2000s 
(see Figure 6.3).      

 By the mid 2000s, a rather general consensus on the inadequacy of benefi t levels led to 
increases beyond cost of living adaptations. Th ese concurred with the dynamic surrounding 
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a so-called ‘Generation Pact’, which aimed at longer working lives and activation. Net 
income packages show a decline relative to median income between 1992 and 2001, but 
some recovery by 2009. Still, most benefi ts fall well short of the poverty risk threshold (Van 
Mechelen, Marchal et al., 2011). 

 Overall, the distribution of benefi ts corresponds to the risk factors outlined earlier in this 
chapter. Cash benefi ts on active age generate sizeable redistributive fl ows from the Flemish 
to the Walloon (and Brussels) regions. As Flanders is ageing faster, it claims a relatively 
larger share of pensions, but this is not of the order to cancel out the transfers on active age 
(Cantillon and De Maesschalck, 2008). Migrants tend to be over-represented among benefi t 
recipients, and particularly in social assistance (Corluy and Verbist, 2008).  

    Th e Distributional Eff ects of Social Services   

 Th e Belgian health care system appears to succeed rather well in terms of access (see Section 
3). Belgium features a system of compulsory health insurance, administered through pri-
vate, not-for-profi t healthcare funds. As in other social security branches, there has been a 
tendency towards wider coverage. Since 2008, coverage of the self-employed was widened to 
so-called ‘small risks’ (relatively low-cost risks). In addition, protection for the most vulner-
able groups was reinforced by the ‘maximum bill’ (Maximumfactuur/maximum à facturer). 
Introduced in 2002, the system aims to put a limit on the share of healthcare costs in total 
disposable household income. Th is measure reinforces selectivity of policy towards lowest 
incomes (Schokkaert, Guillaume  et al ., 2008; Schokkaert, Guillaume  et al ., 2008). Th e allo-
cation of health care to income quintile suggest that the lower income quintiles claim a pro-
portionally large share of health care expenditure (Verbist, Förster  et al ., 2012). 
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   Figure  6.3    Social minima as % of net national income per capita, 1971–2009 
(1991 =  100)  

  Source:  Social indicators, Herman Deleeck Centre for Social Policy   

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – FIRSTPROOFS, Tue Oct 29 2013, NEWGEN

06_9780199687428_c06.indd   14406_9780199687428_c06.indd   144 10/29/2013   7:38:00 PM10/29/2013   7:38:00 PM



BELGIUM   145

 Expenditure on education in Belgium as a share of GDP remained stable at 6.1 per cent 
of GDP between 2000 and 2007. While the Communities each organize their own educa-
tional system, compulsory schooling age is set at the national level. Study allowances and 
grants are a community matter, granted on the basis of family composition and income. 
Overall, expenditure on education services in Belgium is fairly equally distributed over 
the diff erent quintiles, with a slight inverted J shape (highest share in the third and fourth 
quintile). Expenditure on compulsory education is concentrated in the middle quintiles, 
whereas expenditure on tertiary education fl ows disproportionally to the higher quintiles 
(see Table 6.7).      

 From a European perspective, Belgium has a fairly high coverage of child care. Provisions 
come both in the form of institutionalized day care centres and private but subsidized ‘care 
mothers’. Gross fees are strongly income-related as well as partially tax deductible, render-
ing child care close to costless for those with the lowest incomes (Marx, 2009). Still, the use 
of childcare is very unequally distributed among households.      

    Table 6.7    Distribution of expenditure on in kind education benefi ts by income 
quintile, 2007   

 Q1  Q2  Q3  Q4  Q5 

 Total education services  17%  19%  22%  22%  20% 

 Compulsory education  18%  20%  22%  21%  18% 

 Upper secondary education  19%  21%  21%  22%  18% 

 Tertiary education  13%  15%  22%  22%  28% 

  Source: OECD (2011)  
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   Figure  6.4    Th e social distribution of government investment in subsidized childcare, 
Flanders, 2005: Millions of euro, by income quintile among families with young children  

  Source: Van Lancker and Ghysels (2012).   
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 Figure 6.4 shows the total government eff ort, i.e. the government investment in formal 
child care, for Flanders in the year 2005. Th e very unequal distribution of public child care 
eff orts is striking. Not only is the use of child care in Flanders biased against the lowest 
incomes, (scarce) government resources are allocated mostly to the households higher up in 
the income distribution.   

    6. Conclusion   

 Against the backdrop of growing income inequalities across industrialized countries, 
Belgium represents a remarkable outlier. While breaks in series and diff erent data sources 
call for some degree of caution, there is no indication that disposable household income 
inequalities among the Belgian population have increased substantially over the past 
thirty years. 

 Th is stable income inequality may be considered remarkable given the political and eco-
nomic context. As shown in the introduction, Belgium has experienced a number of major 
shift s since the early 1980s. Th e Belgian economy is among the most open and globalized 
in the world, with economic activity strongly geared towards trade and logistics. Over the 
last three decades, value added and (to a lesser degree) employment has shift ed from manu-
facturing towards services. From an international perspective, such shift s have oft en been 
accompanied by skill-biased technological change and growing wage inequalities. 

 In terms of politics, the traditional segmentation into ideological pillars has steadily 
evaporated over the course of the past thirty years. Th e linguistic fault line, by contrast, has 
become ever more important. A process of federalization implied that competences have 
been decentralized towards the communities and regions. Whereas the social security sys-
tem has largely remained at the federal level, many of the competences that relate to back-
ground inequalities (for instance education, public employment services and vocational 
training) are now organized at regional or community level. 

 Th e past thirty years have seen growing disparities between the more prosperous Dutch 
speaking Flanders in the North and Wallonia in the South. Th e former consistently outper-
forms the latter in terms of labour market participation and material living conditions. Th e 
offi  cially bilingual Brussels Capital Region plays a remarkable role: as a major centre of eco-
nomic activity (and commuting), its residential population is relatively vulnerable to unem-
ployment and income poverty. Regional diff erences in prosperity are mirrored in a range 
of social outcomes (including housing tenure, victimization, life expectancy). In terms of 
a number of political variables that have been studied in this report, regional diff erences 
appear to be less pronounced. Still, the rise of the extreme right and nationalist vote in the 
Flemish region are particularly important in this respect. 

 Very signifi cant immigration over the past thirty years represents an additional source of 
diversity within the Belgian population. While Belgium is considered one of the most liberal 
OECD countries in terms of granting nationality to newcomers, it appears that their inclu-
sion in Belgian society has been problematic (Corluy, Marx  et al ., 2011). Being born outside 
the EU is associated with steep gradients in terms of labour market participation, material 
living conditions and education. 
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 A third cross-cutting issue relates to the role of educational attainment. Th e past decades 
have seen a major educational expansion in Belgium. Th is implies that low levels of educa-
tional attainment (less than higher secondary education) are mainly concentrated among 
the older population. Still, a substantial share of the younger generations does not obtain 
a degree that is broadly considered the minimum to obtain stable gainful employment. 
Controlling for age and sex, low educational attainment is associated with many adverse 
health outcomes. Th e causality in this case can arguably be considered bi-directional. Th e 
section on political and cultural impacts has shown that low levels of educational attainment 
are also linked to lower interest and participation in politics, as well as more anti-democratic 
views. Taking into consideration the very strong socio-economic reproduction in the edu-
cational system, these fi ndings raise concerns for a resilient dualization between the less and 
the more highly educated. 

 While these background inequalities are very strong, oft en signifi cantly stronger than 
in many other OECD countries, Belgium also features a particularly intricate institutional 
framework. Some of the institutional settings have a direct eff ect on the impacts studied. For 
instance, the compulsory vote and the Ghent system play a direct role in promoting formal 
political participation and union membership. 

 In terms of policy, the Welfare State is among the largest and most regulated in OECD 
countries. Wage-setting is highly coordinated, including a fairly high minimum wage 
that arguably dampens ‘market’ inequalities. Th e Belgian Welfare State ranks among the 
most redistributive in the European Union and the OECD. Th e share of taxes in GDP has 
remained stable, and data suggest that their redistributive impact has proven quite resilient. 
Cash benefi ts eroded overall, but were extended in coverage and became increasingly tar-
geted towards the most needy. Below stable headline spending, a few shift s are occurring, 
with social services (child care, education, health spending) taking up a larger share and 
cash spending waning. Some would argue that precisely such a shift  is needed to directly 
address the background inequalities that cash transfers remediate ex post. Still, others would 
warn against overly optimistic assumptions in this respect, particularly given the Matthew 
eff ects that are currently observed in the take-up of tertiary education and child care. 

 Belgium has weathered the recent economic crisis quite well, with its automatic stabiliz-
ers playing an important role. Rather, in the late 2000s, the headlines were concerned with 
an on-going political crisis, including a succession of cabinets and very lengthy negotiations 
over coalitions and state reform. For all the stability on the surface, Belgian governance is 
a particularly complex and tense equilibrium, where the next (redistributive) confl ict is 
always on the horizon. It is safe to assume that the future prospects of the country will rely 
to a large extent on the relative strengths of its two most salient features, namely large back-
ground inequalities and an intricate institutional framework.    
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