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Abstract
Social workers may play an important role in the implementation of welfare policies tar-
geted at the poor. Their norms, beliefs, and attitudes form local anti-poverty programmes 
and affect discretionary practices with their clients. Despite this, we know little about how 
social workers’ exposure to poverty shapes their attitudes towards poverty and their causal 
attributions for poverty. This study investigates social workers’ poverty explanations and 
the extent to which they depend on the level of local poverty. Data from a survey conducted 
among Hungarian social workers were analysed using multilevel linear regression models. 
To measure local poverty, we used a composite index of poverty, as well as a subjective 
measure of exposure to poverty. Our analysis revealed that most social workers explained 
poverty with structural causes, but individual blame was also frequent. Contrary to our 
hypothesis, the level of local poverty did not significantly increase the adoption of struc-
tural explanations but did raise the occurrence of individualistic ones. However, the effect 
of local poverty was non-linear: social workers tended to blame the poor for their poverty 
in the poorest municipalities, where multiple disadvantages are concentrated, while moder-
ate poverty did not lead to such opinions. Our results suggest that efforts should be made 
to improve the poverty indicator framework to better understand the phenomenon of spatial 
concentration of multiple disadvantages and its consequences for the poor.

Keywords  Attitudes · Attributions for poverty · Spatial concentration of disadvantages · 
Post-socialist countries · Social workers · Multilevel linear regression

1  Introduction

In post-socialist countries, the most painful side effect of transition from state socialism 
to market economy was arguably the emergence of a previously unknown level of pov-
erty. Income inequality was low and poverty was barely visible in the pre-transition period, 
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as a consequence of egalitarian ideology and near-full employment. Transformation from 
state-socialism to market economy quickly led to high unemployment and severe income 
poverty. Although the problems of restructuring have mostly been resolved in each coun-
try, their accession to the European Union has raised new questions about poverty in the 
EU. Despite the convergence, post-socialist countries continue to have far lower median 
incomes when compared to ‘old’ EU countries, and many of them face extreme poverty 
(Bradshaw & Movshuk, 2019).

We know little about how these rapid structural changes shape people’s attitudes 
towards the poor in post-socialist countries. These attitudes are important ‘because they are 
likely to have significant consequences for poor people themselves, especially in terms of 
the impact of these attitudes on middle-class voting behavior, willingness to help alleviate 
or end poverty, and beliefs about welfare and welfare reform’ (Cozzarelli et al., 2001: 208).

Attitudes of professionals such as social workers may have a particularly important 
influence on the poor. As street-level bureaucrats (Lipsky, 1980) in contact with the poor 
on a daily basis, they ‘not only deliver but also actively shape policy outcomes by inter-
preting rules and allocating scarce resources’ (Meyers & Vorsanger, 2003: 307). Research 
suggests that social workers’ norms, beliefs, and attitudes form local anti-poverty strategies 
and programmes (Reingold & Liu, 2008) and play a role in their discretionary practices 
with their clients (e.g. Keiser, 1999).

A large body of research has focused on attributions for poverty. Comparative research 
on the lay population has revealed that explanations of poverty depend on the respondents’ 
individual characteristics and the national political, institutional, cultural, and socio-eco-
nomic contexts in which they live. Few studies have investigated how community-level fac-
tors such as local poverty affect beliefs pertaining to the causes of poverty. Some findings 
show that the more respondents are exposed to homelessness or poverty –in direct or indi-
rect forms– the more likely they are to explain it with external (structural) factors instead 
of individualistic ones (e.g. Lee et al., 2004; Lepianka, 2007).

There is far less evidence on how social workers’ attributions for poverty are influenced 
by the characteristics of the local contexts in which they carry out their activities. They 
may be more exposed to poverty than the general population, as they are more often in 
contact with the poor. However, the literature shows a mixed picture identifying predomi-
nantly structural explanations of poverty in Nordic countries (Blomberg et al., 2013) and 
individualistic ones in Latvia (Landmane & Reņģe, 2010).

This study aims to contribute to filling a research gap by investigating social workers’ 
poverty explanations in a post-socialist country, namely Hungary. More specifically, we 
assume that social workers’ poverty attributions are affected by their exposure to poverty 
in the municipality in which they carry out their activities. Based on the previous research 
(Blomberg et al., 2013; Lee et al., 2004), we formulate the hypothesis that the higher the 
level of local poverty (and thus social workers’ exposure to it), the more likely social work-
ers are to attribute poverty to structural causes and less likely to support individualistic 
explanations.

To analyse poverty attributions, we used survey data gathered from 600 social workers 
engaged in child and family welfare services in Hungary in 2019. In testing our hypotheses 
on the effects of social workers’ exposure to poverty on their beliefs, we estimated multi-
level linear regressions. Social workers’ exposure to poverty, the key independent variable 
of our analyses, was measured using municipal-level indicators of poverty and individual-
level survey data (i.e. social workers’ perceptions of local poverty).

The rest of this paper is structured as follows. In Sect. 1, we briefly outline the Hun-
garian context. Section  2 reviews the literature concerning the theoretical and empirical 
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approaches to attributions for poverty among social workers. Section  3 discusses the 
data and methods used. Our results are presented in Sect. 4. Finally, Sect. 5 presents the 
conclusions.

2 � Poverty After the Post‑Socialist Transition—The Case of Hungary

Economic growth, following a deep recession caused by the transition crisis, enabled 
the post-socialist countries to catch up with the old member states of the EU in terms of 
income levels. However, not every social group has benefited equally from this devel-
opment, which has led to widening income inequality in all countries, albeit to varying 
degrees. Indeed, the historical heritage and the applied economic and social policies have 
resulted in different development paths within the post-socialist bloc, reflected in the rate 
of economic growth as well as in the extent and nature of social inequalities (Medgyesi & 
Tóth, 2021).

In Hungary, the catching-up is slow and happens with moderate income inequality and 
poverty. In recent years the rate of relative income poverty has been falling, 12.3% in 2019, 
which was lower than that of the EU28 countries as a whole (16.8%). However, the income 
gap between the poor and the rest of society is increasing. The rate of severe material dep-
rivation is fairly high at a national level, but is particularly high, at 26.6% in the lowest 
income quintile (Eurostat Database, 2020). According to some calculations, Hungary has 
the third highest extreme poverty1 rate in the EU when low income and severe depriva-
tion were considered together (Bradshaw & Movshuk, 2019). Poverty as a social problem 
in Hungary is therefore mainly manifested in the form of persistent marginalisation and 
severe material deprivation of the most vulnerable groups, whose situation has hardly 
changed over the past years (Branyiczki & Gábos, 2019).

Since the political-economic transition, the main factors increasing the risk of poverty 
in Hungary have been the poor labour market position and low levels of education, both of 
which are closely related. Besides, certain groups are more exposed to the risks of poverty, 
such as those living in the least developed regions, villages, single-parent families, and 
those with many children, as well as the Roma (HCSO, 2018).

Unlike in most developed countries, where poverty and social exclusion are more 
prevalent in big cities (Wacquant, 2009; Rae, 2012), in post-socialist countries marginal-
ised groups are concentrated in rural villages and small towns of the old industrial zones 
(Szirmai et al., 2016). This is also the case in Hungary, where the disparities between the 
capital and the deprived rural areas are very significant, much greater than within the cap-
ital (HCSO Database, 2020). The least developed regions face persistent poverty partly 
because of the structural problems in the local labour markets, and because these areas 
have less developed human infrastructure and uneven access to high-quality social, health, 
and education services (Ferge, 2010). Therefore, not only is the degree of poverty higher 
but also the accumulation of disadvantages is more frequent than in the more developed 
parts of the country.

1  Although there is no consensus on the definition, the notion of extreme poverty not only refers to being 
at the bottom of the income distribution hierarchy but also to a different level of well-being. The combina-
tion of very low income and severe material deprivation, which is an essential feature of extreme poverty 
(Bradshaw & Movshuk, 2019), often leads to a chronic or permanent state associated with several forms of 
social exclusion.
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Several studies have addressed the marginalisation and the social and spatial exclusion 
of the Roma population (e.g. Kemény & Janky, 2005; Szalai & Zentai, 2014). The risk of 
poverty, especially extreme poverty, is particularly high among those whose exposure to 
the main risk factors is above average (Gábos & Tóth, 2017). Although extreme poverty is 
not ethnically specific, the Roma are ten times more likely to fall into extreme poverty than 
the non-Roma population (Autonómia, 2013).

Since the conservative political turn in 2010, there has been a significant shift in social 
policy that is reflected in the cuts in social expenditure and a sharp turn to workfare. The 
expansion of the public works programme has served to provide income for those excluded 
from the labour market, but the low wages and precarious employment have contributed to 
an increase in persistent poverty rather than labour market integration (Scharle & Szikra, 
2015). Besides, increasing emphasis has been placed on various personal social services in 
combatting poverty and related social problems. Whereas the local authorities are respon-
sible for the provision of most services, they are (partly or fully) financed by the central 
government. The number of services operating in settlements reflects the financial capac-
ity of the local governments and their efforts to address poverty. Evidence confirms that 
the latter is affected by the local discourse on poverty and the perceived deservingness of 
potential recipients (Husz, 2018; see also Schwarcz, 2012).

Child and family welfare services have the closest contact with poor families. In one 
out of five cases, major issues detected by family and child welfare services were directly 
related to subsistence difficulties, but family conflicts, life management, and child-raising 
difficulties can often be associated with poverty, too (HCSO, 2016).

Since 2016, each settlement should have had a child and family service tasked with the 
duty of playing a supportive role by providing social assistance, information and consul-
tancy support, coordination and skills development programmes, community development, 
and other prevention programmes and leisure activities. In reality, however, few settle-
ments were able to fulfil all their regulatory obligations. Personal and material resources 
necessary to guarantee quality services were unevenly distributed (Husz et al., 2020). In 
the most disadvantaged small settlements, which suffered most from extreme poverty, ser-
vices were often available only for 2–4 h each week, with a single person taking care of all 
relevant tasks (Gál, 2017). Nearly a quarter of the family and child welfare services were 
single-person ones (HCSO Database, 2020). In many municipalities, the staff were often 
busy solving crisis situations and providing social assistance, and no sufficient resources 
were left for prevention and development activities (Kopasz, 2017).

3 � Perceptions of the Causes of Poverty–Literature Review

3.1 � Theoretical and Empirical Approaches

The theoretical discourse on the causes of poverty is dominated by individualistic and 
structural perspectives (see e.g. Niemelä, 2008; Taylor-Gooby, 1991; van Oorschot & Hal-
man, 2000). The individualistic approach focuses on cultural and behavioural factors. Pov-
erty is conceived as a result of internal factors such as inappropriate behaviour of the poor, 
lack of motivation, or living an indecent way of life. The structural approach focuses on 
external factors and emphasises the unfavourable position of the poor in the social hierar-
chy. In this view, poverty results from problems in society that lead, for example, to the lack 
of opportunity or low income. In this sense, poor people are victims of social structures.
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Feagin (1972) was the first to systematically examine–in a national sample in the 
US–what people believe about the causes of poverty. He developed a list of 11 potential 
explanations of poverty, and a priori categorised them into three groups: (1) individualistic, 
which attributed responsibility for poverty to the poor themselves; (2) structural, which 
focused on external social and economic factors; and (3) fatalistic, which accounted for 
factors beyond the control of individuals and society.

Several studies used Feagin’s original 11 survey items with minor adjustments. Find-
ings from factor-analytic studies generally supported Feagin’s classification (e.g. Feather, 
1974; Lepianka, 2007; Niemelä, 2008). At the same time, studies that significantly modi-
fied the original list produced incongruent results (e.g. Cozzarelli et al., 2001; Furnham, 
1982; Morçöl, 1997).

Van Oorschot and Halman (2000) refined Feagin’s classification and identified four 
types of poverty explanations: (i) individual blame, (ii) individual fate, (iii) social blame, 
and (iv) social fate. The first three types are comparable to Feagin’s classification, whereas 
the fourth considers social factors responsible for poverty, and also deems them uncontrol-
lable and impersonal, that is, the poor are seen as victims of broad social and economic 
developments, such as technological developments and recession. This classification has 
been employed by a number of studies using data from the Eurobarometer and other inter-
national surveys (e.g. Kainu & Niemelä, 2014; Lepianka et al., 2010; Marquis, 2020).

3.2 � Social Workers’ Perceptions of the Causes of Poverty

Relatively few poverty attribution studies have been conducted among social workers (or 
certain groups within the profession) thus far (e.g. Blomberg et al., 2013; Niemelä, 2011; 
Weiss-Gal et  al., 2009). Evidence from different countries has generally indicated that 
social workers (or social work students) are likely to favour structural explanations of pov-
erty over individualistic ones. This holds true even for countries in liberal welfare regimes 
such as the US and Israel (Bullock, 2004; Reingold & Liu, 2008; Weiss-Gal et al., 2009). 
One exception is a study in Latvia, which reported that social workers tend to explain pov-
erty by individualistic rather than structural (and family/fatalistic) causes (Landmane & 
Reņģe, 2010).

Studies of social workers have mainly focused on the role of individual-level character-
istics in shaping their poverty attributions. Previous findings concerning the role of gender 
in the formation of social workers’ poverty beliefs are controversial. While Sun (2001) and 
Blomberg et al. (2013) found that women tend to support structural explanations of pov-
erty more than men, Cozzarelli et al. (2001) showed few gender differences. Some research 
evidence is available on the effects of social work education and the amount of time spent 
in education on attributions for poverty. Earlier U.S. studies show that social workers with 
a master’s degree are more willing to support structural perspectives of poverty than those 
with a bachelor’s degree (Rehner et al., 1997; Reingold & Liu, 2008). In a similar vein, 
Blomberg et al. (2013) revealed that Nordic social workers without a degree in social work 
are more inclined to agree with individual blame explanations and less inclined to agree 
with social blame explanations than are those with a degree. Not only the amount of time 
spent in education but also the amount of work experience in the field of social work may 
be related to perceptions of the causes of poverty. According to the findings of Blomb-
erg et al. (2013), social workers with longer work experience are more likely to support 
social blame explanations, and less likely to support individual blame and individual fate 
explanations.



1074	 I. Husz et al.

1 3

3.3 � The Impact of Contextual Factors on Poverty Attributions

Our knowledge of how and through what mechanisms contextual factors, including 
community- and country-level characteristics, affect beliefs about the causes of poverty 
is limited. There is some sporadic evidence indicating that people’s explanations for 
the causes of poverty are shaped by the socio-economic characteristics (e.g. the level of 
poverty, or the political climate) of the community contexts (Hopkins, 2009; Lepianka 
et al., 2010). This limited body of research has been conducted among lay people.

In an influential study, Lee et  al. (2004) reformulated the contact hypothesis (for 
review see e.g. Jackson, 1993), according to which “contact between members of an 
in-group and an out-group is expected to improve the attitudes of the former toward the 
latter by replacing in-group ignorance with first-hand knowledge that disconfirms ste-
reotypes” (2004: 40). Lee and his colleagues switched the focus of the contact hypoth-
esis from contact to exposure, which encompasses at least four possibilities of how the 
in-group can learn about the out-group (the homeless people in the study): informa-
tion from third-party sources (i.e. sources other than homeless persons); direct obser-
vation of homeless people in everyday settings; interaction with homeless individuals; 
membership in the out-group (e.g. having homeless family members or friends). Test-
ing the revised contact hypothesis using data from a U.S. survey, the study concluded 
that respondents exposed to homelessness were more likely to attribute this condition to 
structural causes and less likely to adhere to individual causes. Furthermore, the analy-
ses yielded support for the contact hypothesis regardless of the type of exposure.

Drawing on the study of Lee and his colleagues (2004), Merolla et al. (2011) raised 
the question of whether and how community-level ‘concentrated disadvantage’ that is, 
the geographic concentration of poverty and associated social conditions–may shape 
people’s explanations of poverty. Their starting point was that exposure by enhancing 
the opportunity for social contact is the key mechanism by which community contexts 
may influence poverty attributions. However, exposure to the poor may involve different 
types of contact. Research has shown that equal-status and/or intimate (as opposed to 
impersonal) relationships with the poor increase people’s adoption of structural expla-
nations of poverty. In contrast, impersonal or anonymous contacts with the poor enhance 
support for individualistic beliefs about poverty (Lee et al., 1990; Wilson, 1996). The 
findings of Merolla et al. (2011) revealed that people living in areas with more ‘concen-
trated disadvantage’ displayed increased support for both individualistic and structural 
explanations of poverty. This ‘dual consciousness’ (see Kluegel & Smith, 1986; Kluegel 
et al., 1995) is attributed by the authors to people’s greater exposure to social contact 
that simultaneously fosters individualistic and structural poverty beliefs.

Cross-country studies on poverty attributions usually focus on the impact of country-
level characteristics on poverty beliefs (see e.g. da Costa & Dias, 2015; Lepianka et al., 
2010; Marquis, 2020). Da Costa and Dias (2015), utilising data from Eurobarometer 2007, 
reported that the most developed countries (those ranking highest in terms of the Human 
Development Index and with the lowest poverty rates) attributed poverty to individualistic 
and fatalistic causes, while the least developed countries explained it through structural 
causes. Drawing on data from Eurobarometer surveys, Marquis (2020) demonstrated that 
higher exposure to (macro-level) social and economic hardship, measured by the unem-
ployment rate and economic growth, increases the choice of structural attributions.

The closest antecedent to our research is a cross-country study by Blomberg et  al. 
(2013), which analysed the effect of contextual factors (including community- and 



1075Social Workers’ Causal Attributions for Poverty: Does the Level…

1 3

country-level ones) on poverty attributions in a sample of social workers. They assumed 
that higher exposure to social problems increases the adoption of structural explanations 
of poverty and decreases support for individualistic explanations. The study was carried 
out in four Nordic countries and showed that higher exposure to poverty, measured by 
the local unemployment rate, is associated with increased support for structural expla-
nations of poverty.

4 � Hypothesis, Data, and Methodology

4.1 � Hypothesis

Our research is based on the assumption that social workers’ perceptions of the causes of 
poverty are not independent of the extent of poverty in their area of work. Taking into 
account the theoretical considerations and previous empirical findings, and also in line 
with Blomberg et al. (2013), our hypothesis is that social workers working in municipali-
ties with higher levels of poverty, that is, social workers experiencing greater exposure to 
poverty (not only via client contact but also non-client contact, direct observation, etc.), are 
more likely to support structural poverty attributions and less likely to blame the poor for 
their poverty.

4.2 � Data

Our empirical analysis was based on a survey of family and child welfare service workers 
carried out between November 2018 and February 2019. The primary goal of the data col-
lection process was to review the working conditions of those engaged in the services and 
it included a block of questions on the perceptions of the causes of poverty. For sampling, 
we had a list of municipalities with family and child welfare services and the number of 
social workers in each municipality. The applied multi-stage stratified sampling method 
was as follows. First, a random sample of counties was taken to ensure regional representa-
tiveness. Then, the municipalities2 of the selected counties were stratified according to the 
number of social workers, and a random sample was taken from each strata. The aim of this 
procedure was to include an appropriate proportion of single-person services in the sample.

In total, 178 out of 652 municipalities and 9 out of 23 capital districts were included 
in the sample. In each municipality, the proportion of social workers contacted varied 
between 50 and 100%, depending on the number of staff in the local service. A Com-
puter-assisted personal interview (CAPI) was conducted with each social worker, with the 
response rate being 65%. After data cleaning, the database contained 600 persons, which is 
19% of the total family and child welfare worker population. The sample of social workers 
was predominantly female (90% women), and whereas 12% lived in Budapest, 52% lived 
in towns and 36% in small settlements. A third of the respondents were aged between 30 
and 39 years, another third between 40 and 49 years, and those below 30 years and above 
50 years each constituted 16% of the sample. On average, they had over 9 years of experi-
ence in social work. All of them had some type of tertiary education: nearly two-thirds had 
a degree in social work or a related discipline.

2  districts in the case of the capital.
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4.3 � Dependent Variables

Previous studies applied two main empirical approaches to study causal attributions for 
poverty. Feagin (1972) used factor analysis, whereas studies adopting the four-type classi-
fication proposed by van Oorschot and Halman (2000) used a forced choice question asked 
in the Eurobarometer survey. Although the literature has highlighted certain weaknesses 
of these approaches (Lepianka, 2010; Marquis, 2020), both are used actively (cf. Hunt & 
Bullock, 2016). Here, we applied the factor-analytic approach and asked for the respond-
ents’ agreement to ten statements pertaining to causal attributions for poverty (see Table 1). 
Most items were included in earlier research, for example, nine of our ten items were also 
used by Niemelä (2011). The response options were coded on a 4-point scale ranging from 
‘strongly agree’ and ‘agree’ to ‘disagree,’ and ‘strongly disagree.’

As Table  1 shows, social workers in family and child services most often attributed 
poverty to the lack of education and skills. As many as 84% of them agreed or strongly 
agreed with this statement. The majority of the respondents explained poverty with some 
structural factor. As many as 57% agreed that poverty is caused by the inaccessibility of 
social services and inadequacy of social services was also blamed by a similar fraction of 
respondents. Over half the respondents mentioned inequality of opportunities as well. At 
the same time, nearly half the respondents presented individualistic explanations of pov-
erty: 47% agreed that the poor ‘spend on things they cannot afford’ and 42% agreed that 
laziness and lack of will power were major causes of poverty. Only a few thought that 
the poor can only blame themselves for their situation (19%). According to our results, 
social workers in Hungary tended to agree either with structural or individualistic explana-
tions. There is a sign of polarisation of beliefs rather than ‘split consciousness’ (Kluegel 
& Smith, 1986), that is, the simultaneous endorsement of individualistic and structuralist 
explanations was rare. As for fatalistic explanations, every second respondent agreed that 
poverty was an inevitable part of modern progress, while only a few attributed it to bad 
luck (17%).

The dependent variables of the analysis have been defined with the use of exploratory 
factor analysis of the ten items listed in Table 1. The results suggest two underlying factors: 
the first was strongly and positively correlated with items describing structural explana-
tions of poverty (lack of opportunities, injustice, inadequacy of social services and inacces-
sibility of social services), while the second was positively correlated with individualistic 
explanations and only weakly and negatively correlated with structural ones (for a sum-
mary see Table 1 and for detailed results see the Appendix, Table 4). Similarly to some 
other studies (e.g. Cozzarelli et  al., 2001), the fatalistic explanation of poverty did not 
emerge as a separate factor in our analysis.

4.4 � Independent Variables

Some of the studies analysing the effect of the local context on poverty attributions used 
single indicators like the unemployment rate or the percentage of recipients of social ben-
efits to measure the extent of social problems in the municipalities (e.g. Blomberg et al., 
2013), while other studies defined a composite index of local disadvantage (e.g. Merolla 
et al., 2011). We applied this latter approach and constructed a composite index to measure 
municipality-level poverty. Our starting point was the At risk of poverty or social exclusion 
(AROPE) indicator, the EU2020 official poverty measure, which combines indicators of 
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income poverty, material deprivation and labour market exclusion. We aimed to capture all 
three dimensions of the AROPE at the municipality level by using two indicators for each 
dimension.

Local level poverty is difficult to measure in Hungary, because data for territorial units 
below NUTS2 level are scarce. To measure the income poverty and material deprivation 
dimensions of poverty we relied on proxy variables. In the absence of municipality-level 
income poverty data, we decided to use data on recipients of means-tested benefits. Our 
aim was to cover all main types of means-tested benefits available in Hungary (regular 
child protection allowance; benefit for persons in active age/old-age allowance), thus 
including all broad age groups.

The percentage of recipients of regular child protection allowance (“rendszeres gyerme-
kvédelmi kedvezmény”)3 among those aged 0–17 was used as a proxy for child poverty. In 
Hungary, the poor of working age are entitled to benefit for persons in active age (“aktív 
korúak ellátása),4 and the retired poor are entitled to the old-age allowance (“idős korúak 
járadéka”).5 Accordingly, the percentage of those receiving any of these two benefits was 
used as a proxy for adult poverty.

Data related to the items of the (severe) material deprivation rate are not available at the 
municipality level. Therefore, we relied on two proxy variables: the percentage of those 
living in substandard housing, and the percentage of children who are entitled to free meals 
over the holidays (for more on this benefit, see Husz, 2018). This latter provision was 
intended by the government to be a tool against food deprivation of children, therefore, it 
seemed reasonable to use this as a proxy measure of material deprivation.

The indicators related to labour market exclusion were the unemployment rate and the 
percentage of participants in public employment services in the municipality. The partici-
pants in public employment schemes in Hungary are mostly the long-term unemployed, 
particularly those with low levels of education or professional skills. Research shows that 
those employed in public works are not very likely to enter the open labour market (Cseres-
Gergely & Molnár, 2015), thus participation in public works is considered as a form of 
labour market exclusion, in spite of the fact that those employed in public works are not 
counted among the officially unemployed. The definition of the six indicators used in the 
derivation of the composite index follows the official definition and the source of data is 
the Hungarian Central Statistical Office (HCSO). The distribution of the indicators among 
all Hungarian municipalities is shown in the Table 5 of the Appendix.

We used principal component analysis, performed on all municipalities in Hungary, to 
derive a composite index of municipality-level poverty based on the six indicators outlined 
above. This is one of the standard procedures for weighting and aggregation of the indica-
tors into a single index (Booysen, 2002; Greco et al., 2019; OECD, 2008). The principal 
component analysis resulted in one extracted component, which explained 73% of the total 

3  The regular child protection allowance is given to children living in households where per capita monthly 
income is below approx. €127 in 2019.
4  A person is eligible for the benefit for persons in active age if the family’s monthly income per consump-
tion unit does not exceed 90% of the minimum old-age pension, which is approx. €79 in 2019.
5  Old-age allowance is given to persons who are of legal retirement age and are living with a spouse or 
cohabiting partner, if the per capita income, including the income of the spouse, is not higher than €79 in 
2019. The income threshold is higher among persons living alone: €93 below the age of 75, and €125 if age 
is equal to or higher than 75.
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variance (see details in Table  6 in the Appendix). This composite index of poverty was 
used as the main independent variable in our basic regression analyses.6

Our analysis controlled for a number of variables that may have affected the respond-
ents’ opinions about the causes of poverty, including age cohort (a dummy variable to iden-
tify those who were born before 1968 and thus became adults during the socialist period), 
the amount of social work experience, presence of a social work or related degree (sociol-
ogy or social policy),7 and childhood experience of hardship (a dummy variable denoting 
whether the respondent had experienced poverty or other related problems in childhood).

Further control variables were also included as proxies for social service quality: two 
dummy variables indicating single-person services and whether the respondent received 
supervision in the preceding year, and a variable measuring the presence of job stress 
(those who cannot spend enough time with their clients are assumed to suffer job stress, 
see Blomberg et al., 2015). Another group of control variables captured the municipality’s 
characteristics. Also, we controlled for the settlement type (capital, towns, and villages). 
The number of social services available in the settlement was included in the model to 
measure the municipality’s effort to mitigate poverty. Descriptive statistics of the variables 
used in the analysis are shown in Table 7 of the Appendix.

4.5 � Methods

We used multilevel linear regression models with random intercepts at the municipality 
level to test our hypothesis. After running our basic regression models we conducted fur-
ther analysis of the relationship between local poverty and causal attributions of poverty by 
examining non-linear effects and using alternative indicators of local poverty and exposure 
to poverty.

5 � Results

The results of the multilevel models show that the acceptance of individualistic poverty 
explanations is associated with our composite index of municipal-level poverty even after 
controlling for individual and municipal-level control variables (see Table  2, Model 1). 
The regression coefficient is positive, meaning that higher values of the poverty index are 
associated with stronger acceptance of individualistic attributions to poverty. In the case 
of the structural explanations of poverty, our analysis failed to detect a statistically sig-
nificant effect of exposure to poverty. The regression coefficient is negative, but its value is 
low and not statistically different from zero (see Table 2, Model 2). Overall, these findings 
do not support the hypothesis that the acceptance of structural explanations increases and 

6  The construction of a composite index requires us to make several decisions about the selection, scaling, 
weighting and aggregation of the indicators used (e.g. Booysen, 2002). These decisions involve a consider-
able amount of subjectivity. In order to address this issue, we perform sensitivity analysis using some other 
versions of the index.
7  Hungarian child and family workers are required by the law to have at least a bachelor’s degree in social 
sciences, so the only differences are in the type of social science studies (e.g. social work, sociology, social 
pedagogy, mental hygiene, etc.). Since child and family workers are a homogeneous group in terms of edu-
cational background, it is assumed that there are no significant differences in their level of knowledge about 
poverty.
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the acceptance of individualistic explanations declines when social workers are exposed 
to higher levels of poverty in the municipality where they work. We performed sensitivity 
analysis using other variants of the composite index of municipality-level poverty, and the 
main results remained basically unchanged (results available upon request).

In addition, our statistical analysis shows that individual-level and municipal-level con-
trol variables also have a significant effect on the causal attributions for poverty. Those who 
were born before 1968 and became adults during the socialist period were less inclined to 
attribute poverty to individual factors. This result is in line with our expectation about the 
effect of egalitarian ideology of the socialist era on poverty attributions. Education is also 
a key factor in social workers’ explanations for poverty. Those with social work or other 
related tertiary degree have a significantly higher acceptance of structural explanations and 
significantly lower acceptance of individualistic explanations for poverty. Somewhat sur-
prisingly, experience in social work does not affect explanations of poverty. Social work-
ers who were overburdened and could not spend enough time with their clients tended to 
attribute poverty more to structural reasons. In settlements where poverty mitigation efforts 
were higher (measured by the higher number of available social services), the acceptance 
of structural explanations was lower and respondents were more likely to blame the poor 
for their situation. Compared to social workers in Budapest, respondents in towns and 

Table 2   Baseline multilevel regression models of poverty explanations

z-values in parenthesis, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Model 1
Individualistic explanations

Model 2 
Structural
explanations

Individual-level control variables
 Born before 1968 − 0.26** (2.96) 0.14 (1.52)
 Experience of social work (years) 0.01 (1.52) 0.00 (0.47)
 Having social work degree − 0.14* (2.12) 0.18* (2.46)
 Childhood experience of hardship − 0.11 (1.63) 0.07 (0.96)
 One-person social service 0.10 (1.03) 0.03 (0.33)
 Supervision attendance 0.05 (0.60) 0.10 (1.21)
 Job stress 0.06 (0.08) 0.24** (3.28)
 No. of local social services 0.05** (2.67) − 0.05* (2.54)

Municipal-level variables
 Settlement type
 Capital (reference)
 Town 0.89*** (4.40) − 0.46 (1.96)
 Village 0.10*** (4.61) − 0.70** (2.78)
 Municipal-level poverty (composite index) 0.16* (2.50) − 0.02 (0.31)
 Constant − 1.05*** (4.10) 0.47 (1.60)

Random-effects parameters
 Municipality-level intercept variance 1.19*** 0.28***
 Individual-level variance 0.42*** 0.47***

Log likelihood − 611.4 − 653.6
N 549 549
Number of groups (municipalities) 184 184
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villages are more likely to attribute poverty to individual causes and less likely to adhere to 
structural causes.

5.1 � Further Analyses

As discussed above, the results of our baseline regression model do not confirm our 
hypothesis regarding the effect of local poverty on causal attributions for poverty. To 
better understand the relationship between local poverty and causal attributions among 
social workers we conducted further analyses (see results in Table  3). First, in order to 
detect non-linear effects of local poverty, we introduced in the model a categorical ver-
sion of the composite index of municipal-level poverty, using the quartiles of the variable. 
Then we analysed the relationship using alternative measures of local poverty. First, we 
defined a measure of spatial concentration of poverty using the same six poverty indicators 
described above. This measure counts the number of indicators on which the municipality 
has an above-median value. This variable thus identifies municipalities where the different 
aspects of poverty tend to occur simultaneously and are characterised by concentrated dis-
advantage. A four-category version of the variable was used in the regression models, with 

Table 3   Further multilevel models of individualistic poverty explanations

z-values in parenthesis, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Models were estimated with the same control 
variables as included in models of Table 2

Model 3
Individualistic 
explanations

Model 4
Individualistic 
explanations

Model 5
Individualistic 
explanations

Municipal-level poverty (composite index)
 Lowest quartile Ref.
 Lower middle quartile 0.01 (0.06)
 Upper middle quartile 0.18 (1.33)
 Highest quartile 0.38** (2.58)

Spatial concentration of poverty
 Above-median value on 0 indicator ref. Ref.
 Above-median value on 1 or 2 indicators − 0.09 (0.66) − 0.11 (0.85)
 Above-median value on 3 or 4 indicators − 0.01 (0.04) − 0.07 (0.50)
 Above-median value on 5 or 6 indicators 0.42** (3.26) 0.34* (2.57)

Subjective measure of exposure to povery
 Agree: many Roma families in the area 

(dummy)
− 0.05 (0.55)

 Agree: many families in extreme poverty 
(dummy)

0.22* (2.51)

 Control variables Yes Yes yes
 Constant − 1.23*** (4.86) − 1.20*** (4.89) − 1.31*** (5.37)

Random effects parameters
 Municipality-level intercept variance 0.19 0.17 0.16
 Individual-level variance 0.42 0.42 0.42

Log-likelihood − 610.0 − 606.3 − 603.0
N 549 549 549
Number of groups (municipalities) 184 184 184
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values 0: below-median values on all six indicators, 1: above-median values on one or two 
indicators, 2: above-median values on three or four indicators, 3: above- median values on 
five or six indicators.

In addition, a subjective measure of exposure to poverty was also included in the model. This 
measure is based on a survey question that asked the respondents whether their area of service 
provision was characterised by the presence of many families living in extreme poverty (included 
in the model as a dummy variable 1-strongly agree or agree, 0-disagree, strongly disagree). A 
similar survey question asked the respondents whether they agree that many Roma families live 
in their work area. This question was used to analyse whether causal attributions for poverty are 
influenced by feelings about the Roma minority.

These variables were included in the multilevel regression models with the same control 
variables as before. Results regarding the determinants of individualistic poverty attributions are 
shown in Table 3 (results for control variables are not shown but are similar to the results in 
Table 2), while results for structural explanations of poverty are shown in Table 9 in the Appen-
dix. Results of this further analysis confirm that local poverty is positively associated with the 
acceptance of individualistic explanations of poverty, while is not related to structural explana-
tions of poverty. These new results also add further important insights regarding the impact of 
the local poverty context.

As shown in Model 3 of Table 3., the relationship between the categorical version of the 
already used composite poverty index and individualistic attribution for poverty displays a non-
linear pattern. Social workers blame the poor for their poverty only in the poorest municipali-
ties, while moderate poverty does not lead to such opinions. When looking at the impact of the 
variable measuring spatial concentration of poverty, this non-linear pattern becomes even more 
striking (see Table 3, Model 4). The agreement with individualistic explanations of poverty is 
higher only in municipalities characterised by a high concentration of disadvantage, having rela-
tively high values on most (5 or 6) indicators. At the same time, respondents in municipalities 
having above-median values on fewer indicators are not different from those working in settle-
ments where all poverty indicators are low.

Findings using the subjective measure of exposure to poverty are also consistent with our 
previous results. Social workers who have experienced high levels of extreme poverty around 
them were more likely to agree with individualistic explanations for poverty than those with dif-
ferent perceptions. It is worth mentioning that the results do not indicate anti-Roma sentiments 
among social workers. A higher perceived rate of Roma families in the area of work did not 
influence social workers’ poverty attributions when all other variables were controlled for (see 
Table 3, Model 5). We note that the results regarding the spatial concentration of poverty remain 
unchanged if the subjective measure of exposure to poverty is also included in the model.

Overall, these results suggest that it is not poverty in general that leads to a higher acceptance 
of individualistic explanations of poverty among Hungarian social workers, but the presence of 
high levels of multiple deprivation and exposure to extreme poverty.

6 � Conclusions and Discussion

This study investigated social workers’ poverty explanations in Hungary, a post-socialist coun-
try in which extreme poverty is among the highest in the EU. We expected that social workers’ 
thinking about poverty is affected by their exposure to poverty in the municipality in which they 
carry out their activities. Our hypothesis was that social workers experiencing greater exposure to 
poverty are more likely to support structural poverty attributions and less likely to blame the poor 
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for their poverty. We tested our hypothesis using data from a survey conducted among child and 
family welfare workers in Hungary.

Our results show that most social workers, in daily interaction with poor families, explained 
poverty with structural causes in Hungary. However, individual blame was also frequent (simi-
lar to the lay population). We pointed out that these contradictory opinions were not simultane-
ously present in the respondents’ minds. Structural and individual causes were typical in separate 
groups with different characteristics. These findings challenge the idea that the split conscious-
ness theory developed for public perceptions could also be applied to social service professionals.

The results show that the hypothesised negative relationship between exposure to poverty and 
individualistic poverty attributions does not hold in general. Social workers working in the most 
disadvantaged municipalities have a higher tendency to accept individualistic explanations of 
poverty. Using a subjective indicator of poverty, we obtained similar results: acceptance of indi-
vidualistic explanations is higher among those who perceive more extreme poverty in their area 
of social provision.

This result is consistent with some of the findings in the literature (e.g. Merolla et al., 2011) 
which suggest that exposure to concentrated disadvantage may increase acceptance of individual 
causes for poverty. One possible explanation is that severe poverty may lead to more frequent 
occurrences of behavioural patterns that are considered irrational or deviant, which may seem 
like deficiencies in character even in the eyes of a family and child welfare worker, especially 
if he/she has a degree other than social work (or related fields). High-quality training, supervi-
sion, and other types of regular professional support can help social workers cope with these 
difficulties.

Further investigation is necessary to explore how social workers’ daily interactions with 
(extremely) poor people are affected by their perceptions of the causes of poverty. Poor fami-
lies are largely dependent on child and family welfare workers who are responsible for deliver-
ing anti-poverty assistance to them. Individual blame may result in less supportive behaviour 
towards them and less active search for solutions to their problems. If so, in the most deprived 
settlements of Hungary, social workers’ perceptions may also contribute to the development of 
multiple disadvantages.

Despite growing interest, we still do not know enough about the consequences of high spatial 
concentration of (extreme) poverty. Our study draws attention to the fact that this may also affect 
the attitude of institutional actors towards the poor. Further research is needed to understand the 
mechanisms behind this. But this would require appropriate indicators and adequate data collec-
tion. The EU statistical system, for example, has excellent indicators for measuring the extent 
and depth of poverty, whereas the data and measurement tools needed to map the spatial con-
centration of disadvantages are lacking. Efforts should be made to improve the poverty indicator 
system in this direction.
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Appendix 1

Exploratory Factor Analysis for the Creation of the Dependent 
Variables

Exploratory factor analysis has been carried out on the set of ten items related to 
individual poverty attributions (see Table  4). There are four factors that have posi-
tive eigenvalues but the scree-plot suggests a two-factor solution (see Figure 1). For 
easier interpretation of results, factors were rotated with oblique (oblimin) rotation 
in order to allow for correlation between the factors. The first factor obtained after 
rotation is strongly and positively correlated with items describing structural expla-
nations of poverty (lack of opportunity, bad luck, inadequacy and inaccessibility of 
social services). The second factor extracted is positively correlated with individual-
istic explanations of poverty, while only weakly and negatively correlated with struc-
tural explanations (see Table 4). After exploring the factor structure of the ten items it 
became clear that items c) (“bad luck”) and i) (“poverty is inevitable part of modern 
progress”) are not emerging as a separate factor representing the „fate” dimension of 
poverty attributions identified in the literature.8 In addition, it became also clear that 
these items together with item h) (“lack of education and skills”) are not strongly cor-
related with any of the two factors emerging from the analysis. Therefore, the factor 
scores that were finally used in the analysis as dependent variables are result of a sec-
ond factor analysis where these three items were omitted.

See Fig. 1.
See Tables 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9.
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Fig. 1   Scree plot from exploratory factor analysis of 10 items

8  Item (i) „poverty is inevitable part of modern progress” is most closely related to Factor 3, but this factor 
is also correlated to some of the items considered to be part of structural explanations. Item c) „bad luck” 
is most closely correlated with Factor 4, but again it is difficult to propose a clear-cut interpretation of this 
factor.
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Table 4   Rotated factor loadings from exploratory factor analysis of 10 items

Factors were extracted with principle factors method, only factors with positive eigenvalues shown. Rota-
tion method used: oblique oblimin

Variable: The poor are poor beacuse… Factor1 Factor2 Factor3 Factor4

(a)..they spend on things that they cannot afford 0.017 0.625 − 0.041 − 0.086
(b).. of laziness and lack of willpower − 0.077 0.656 − 0.014 − 0.011
(c)..of bad luck 0.035 0.113 0.179 0.322
(d)..they didn’t have the opportunities others had 0.190 − 0.185 0.438 0.002
(e)..there is a lot of injustice in our society 0.460 − 0.139 0.305 0.109
(f)..of inadequate level of social services 0.758 − 0.006 − 0.052 − 0.007
(g)..the access to social services is too bureaucratic and compli-

cated
0.699 0.035 − 0.040 − 0.037

(h)..they lack the education and skills that are necessary today on 
the labour market

0.079 0.065 0.212 − 0.325

(i)..poverty is inevitable part of modern progress − 0.020 0.076 0.419 − 0.005
(j) The poor can only blame themselves for their situation 0.040 0.465 0.086 0.165

Table 5   The distribution of the six municipal-level poverty indicators among all Hungarian municipalities

Mean
(%)

25th percentile (%) Median
(%)

75th 
percentile 
(%)

N

% Receiving child protection allowance 25.4 6.1 17.9 39.8 3177
% Receiving social benefits 2.4 0.5 1.3 3.1 3177
Unemployment rate (%) 5.6 2.5 4.3 7.5 3177
% In public employment service 4.1 0.7 2.2 5.5 3177
% In substandard housing 14.9 6.8 12.5 20.4 3177
% Receiving free school meals 15.7 0.0 5.9 23.6 3177
Composite index of poverty 0.000 − 0.748 − 0.321 0.449 3177

Table 6   Results of principal 
component analysis over six 
poverty indicators (N = 3177)

Eigenvalue Difference Proportion Cumulative

1st component 4.348 3.706 0.725 0.725
2nd component 0.642 0.178 0.107 0.832
3rd component 0.464 0.196 0.077 0.909
4th component 0.268 0.116 0.045 0.954
5th component 0.151 0.023 0.025 0.979
6th component 0.128 0.021 1.000
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Table 7   Descriptive statistics of variables included in the baseline multilevel models

Variable Obs Mean SD Min Max

Individualistic explanations of poverty 549 0.006 0.844 − 1.597 1.895
Structural explanations of poverty 549 0.016 0.884 − 1.911 1.822
Cohort (born before 1968) 549 0.186 0.389 0 1
Experience of social work 549 9.473 8.298 0 44
Social work diploma 549 0.627 0.484 0 1
Childhood experience of problems 549 0.392 0.489 0 1
One-person service 549 0.253 0.435 0 1
Participated in supervisory meeting 549 0.388 0.488 0 1
Cannot spend enough time with clients 549 0.659 0.474 0 1
No. of social services available in town 549 6.555 3.368 0 12
Budapest 549 0.117 0.321 0 1
Town 549 0.515 0.500 0 1
Village 549 0.368 0.483 0 1
Municipal-level poverty (composite index) 549 − 0.426 0.716 − 1.067 2.605
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Table 9   Further multilevel models of structural poverty explanations

z-values in parenthesis, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
Models were estimated with the same control variables as included in models of Table 3

Model 3
Structural 
explanation

Model 4
Structural 
explanation

Model 5
Structural 
explanation

Municipal-level poverty (composite index)
 Lowest quartile Ref.
 Lower middle quartile − 0.03 (0.20)
 Upper middle quartile − 0.01 (0.08)
 Highest quartile − 0.16 (0.93)

Spatial concentration of poverty
 Above-median value on 0 indicator Ref. Ref.
 Above-median value on 1 or 2 indicators − 0.01 (0.08) − 0.02 (0.14)

Above-median value on 3 or 4 indicators 0.06 (0.35) 0.03 (0.17)
 Above-median value on 5 or 6 indicators − 0.19 (1.28) − 0.22 (1.45)

Subjective measure of exposure to povery
 Agree: many Roma families in the area (dummy) − 0.02 (0.23)
 Agree: many families in extreme poverty (dummy) 0.10 (1.07)
 Control variables Yes Yes Yes
 Constant 0.51 (1.75) 0.51 (1.75) 046 (1.56)

Random effects parameters
 Municipality-level intercept variance 0.28 0.28 0.28
 Individual-level variance 0.47 0.47 0.47

Log-likelihood − 653.1 − 652.3 − 651.7
N 549 549 549
Number of groups (municipalities) 184 184 184
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