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INTRODUCTION

DEecADES AGO Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis wrote, “We can
have democracy in this country, or we can have great wealth concen-
trated in the hands of a few, but we cannot have both.” We now live in
what has been christened a “new gilded age.” Wealth in the United States
is indeed concentrated in the hands of a few—more so than at any time
since the 1920s. In this book I examine the relationship between indi-
vidual Americans’ financial resources and their political power, seeking to
understand the extent to which contemporary America confirms Justice
Brandeis’s grim assertion.

Citizens in every society are unequal in many ways. But democracy is
commonly understood to entail a substantial degree of political equality,
even in the face of social and economic inequalities. In Robert Dahl’s for-
mulation, a central characteristic of democracy is “the continuing respon-
siveness of the government to the preferences of its citizens, considered as
political equals.” This ideal of political equality is perhaps impossible to
fully achieve in the face of economic inequality—in every democracy citi-
zens with greater resources are better able to shape government policy to
their liking. But the degree of political inequality in a society, and the
conditions that exacerbate or ameliorate it, tell us much about the quality
of the society’s democracy.

My goal in this book is to document and explain patterns of represen-
tation in the United States over the past few decades by examining the
relationship between the policy preferences expressed by the American
public and the policies adopted by decision makers in Washington. To do
so I have assembled a dataset of survey questions reflecting the policy
preferences of Americans at different income levels. These data reflect the
answers given by hundreds of thousands of respondents to questions
about all sorts of government policies—from raising the minimum wage,
to restricting abortions, to sending U.S. troops to Bosnia. In the chapters
that follow, I analyze these data by comparing the support for specific
changes in national policy expressed by lower- or higher-income Ameri-
cans with the course of actual policy as determined by the president and
Congress. What I find is hard to reconcile with the notion of political equal-
ity in Dahl’s formulation of democracy. The American government does
respond to the public’s preferences, but that responsiveness is strongly
tilted toward the most affluent citizens. Indeed, under most circumstances,
the preferences of the vast majority of Americans appear to have essen-
tially no impact on which policies the government does or doesn’t adopt.
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As I show below, representational inequality is widespread across time,
political circumstances, and domains of government policy. Yet there are
exceptions to this pattern, and conditions that are more conducive to the
representation of the middle class and low-income people. In identifying
these conditions, I aim not only to document the variation in representa-
tional inequality in the United States, but to identify more and less prom-
ising strategies for expanding the responsiveness of government policy
makers to more equally encompass all Americans.

WaAT THIs Book Is AND Is NoT

This book is not about plutocrats or corporate titans. America’s tycoons
certainly have inordinate influence over our government. For many Amer-
icans the great recession that began in 2007 confirmed the extraordinary
power and unchecked greed of the country’s top financial institutions and
the millionaires and billionaires who run them. Moreover the apparent
failure to hold responsible the people and institutions accountable for the
economic crisis, and the difficulty in strengthening government regulation
of financial institutions, suggest that the government in Washington is far
too beholden to these powerful interests.

The political influence of Wall Street moguls and the financial industry
more generally surely helps to explain why the government’s response to
the financial crisis took the form it did. I will address the power of inter-
est groups in chapter 5 and the influence of wealthy individuals in chap-
ter 8. But most of my attention to the affluent will be devoted not to
millionaires and billionaires but to the larger group of Americans at the
90th income percentile. In 2010, 90 percent of American households
earned less than $135,000 a year—a substantial sum, but hardly enough
to qualify as “rich” by most people’s standards. The reason I concentrate
on this income level rather than the smaller number of even more pros-
perous Americans at the 99th or 99.9th income percentile is simply that
I lack sufficient data on the preferences of the truly rich. The number of
rich Americans is small to begin with, and they are even scarcer among
respondents to typical national surveys. Despite the obvious importance
of this privileged class, we simply do not have much hard evidence about
their policy preferences and how those preferences differ from those of
less advantaged Americans.

The existing evidence (which I discuss in chapter 8) suggests that, in
general, the policy preferences of the rich are somewhat more extreme
than those at the 90th income percentile (whom I call “the affluent”) but
follow the same patterns in their divergence from the preference of the
middle class and the poor. Nevertheless there may be some issues, like
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corporate regulation or the tax treatment of investment income, that dif-
ferentially affect the rich, and on which the preferences of rich Americans
differ significantly from those of the affluent. Different subsets of indi-
viduals and interest groups are of course likely to exert influence on dif-
ferent policies at different times. (Indeed, much of the analysis in the
chapters that follow involves an effort to identify these sorts of patterns
in the responsiveness of policy makers to subgroups of the public.) It may
be that a small group of rich Americans dominate policy making on a
subset of issues about which they care most intensely. Assessing that in-
fluence, however, will require different kinds of data and perhaps a very
different strategy for identifying influence over government policy from
the one I adopt here.

This book is also not about good versus bad government policy. My
interest here is in how the public’s preferences shape policy outcomes, not
in whether those preferences are wise or misguided. In chapters 1 and 7
I discuss the formation of public preferences, the role of elite manipu-
lation, and the extent to which public preferences can serve as a useful
foundation for democratic policy making. My conclusions in this regard
are fairly positive, certainly more so than those of the many observers
who see the American public as typically misinformed or hoodwinked by
powerful interests. Nevertheless T hold no illusion that citizens’ policy
preferences are in fact the best policies, or even the policies best suited
to advance the interests and values of those citizens. If public policy bet-
ter reflected the preferences of the majority, our country would be more
democratic. But that doesn’t always mean it would be better. Citizens are
often shortsighted and unsophisticated in forming their judgments about
public policy, just as they are often shortsighted and unsophisticated in
making decisions in their own private lives, and numerous elites are more
or less constantly trying to influence the public, with varying degrees of
success. Yet however imperfect the public may be as a guardian of its own
interests, it is a more certain guardian of those interests than any feasible
alternative.

Finally, the approach I use to assess government responsiveness to pub-
lic preferences does not account for all aspects of democratic representa-
tion or assess all dimensions of representational inequality. I don’t ex-
amine inequalities by race or sex or age or geographic location. Nor do I
consider inequalities in the administration of policies once they are ad-
opted, or unequal opportunities to articulate one’s preferences or attempt
to shape the public debate. My focus is confined to the expressed prefer-
ences of Americans at different income levels and the differential associa-
tion of these preferences with policy outcomes. To measure Americans’
policy preferences, I assembled a dataset of survey questions asking whether
respondents favored or opposed specific policy changes. Most of the anal-
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yses in this book assess how the level of support or opposition to a policy
among poor, middle-class, or affluent Americans affects the probability
of that policy being adopted. I call this association between policy pref-
erences and policy outcomes the “preference/policy link” and use inter-
changeably the terms “responsiveness,” “policy responsiveness,” and “rep-
resentation” to refer to this association between what citizens want and
what government does. A strong positive preference/policy link for a par-
ticular income group indicates a high degree of responsiveness to the
preferences of that group. To the extent that policy responsiveness is both
strong and equal across income levels, it approaches the idealized condi-
tion I call “democratic responsiveness.” In my analyses I estimate the
strength of the preference/policy link in order to determine how much and
under what conditions policy outcomes reflect the desires of more and
less economically advantaged Americans.

Responsiveness, then, can be democratic (to the extent that it reflects
the preferences of all citizens) or antidemocratic (to the extent that it re-
flects the preferences of only a privileged subgroup of citizens). But this
specific kind of responsiveness—the strength of the preference/policy
link—is not the only important feature of the connection between citizens’
desires and government activity. For example, if government policy mak-
ers are gridlocked and little policy change is adopted during some period,
then many important issues may go unaddressed. Yet if the policies that
are adopted during this period are highly popular, then the preference/
policy link will be strong and responsiveness in the sense that I am using

it will be high.

PLAN OF THE Book

I begin by addressing the role of public opinion in a democracy. Many
observers view the policy preferences expressed by survey respondents
as largely reflecting ill-informed “nonattitudes.” Given citizens’ demon-
strably low levels of knowledge and engagement in public affairs, T ask
whether the public’s policy preferences are worthy of shaping govern-
ment policy. Chapter 1 takes up this question by considering the claims
of public ignorance raised by scholars of public opinion. I argue that de-
spite the failure of the public to live up to many observers’ standards of
citizen knowledge and engagement, the policy preferences that Americans
express in public opinion surveys do in fact deserve respect as criteria
from which to judge the degree of democratic responsiveness in the United
States. That doesn’t mean that policymakers should always follow ma-
jority opinion. But it does suggest that substantial deviations of public
policy from public preferences are prima facie indications of a failure of



Introduction e 5§

democratic governance, and that inequality in the responsiveness of pol-
icy makers to the preferences expressed by more and less advantaged citi-
zens is a prima facie indication of a violation of the norm of democratic
equality.

Chapter 2 describes my approach to analyzing democratic representa-
tion. I first consider the difficulty of identifying a set of actual and poten-
tial policy changes that is neither too broad (e.g., encompassing minor
and obscure issues about which few Americans could be expected to have
meaningful opinions) nor too narrow (e.g., neglecting important issues
that political actors have failed to include on the government’s agenda).
Next I describe the survey data and policy outcome coding that form the
basis of my analyses. Finally, chapter 2 addresses the advantages and dis-
advantages of alternative approaches to assessing government responsive-
ness to the public. In particular I point to the benefits of using actual
policy rather than congressional votes as the outcome of interest. For one
thing, examining only congressional roll-call votes (a common approach in
analyses of representation) fails to account for the importance of agenda-
setting power in determining which among the many potential issues
government takes up and which it ignores. In addition, many of the key
decisions concerning even those issues that do result in congressional
roll-call votes are made behind closed doors earlier in the legislative pro-
cess. Finally, I argue that understanding representational inequality re-
quires the analysis of discrete policy choices rather than broad measures
of liberal or conservative leanings. Affluent Americans tend to be more
conservative on economic policies but more liberal on issues like abortion,
gay rights, and foreign aid. Consequently preference differences across
income groups are canceled out when these countervailing issues are com-
bined into broad ideological indices.

In chapter 3 I assess the link between public preferences and govern-
ment policy in broad terms. I find a fairly strong association between
policy outcomes and the preferences of the affluent, and weaker associa-
tions for the preferences of the middle class and the poor. I also find that
most of the observed association between preferences and policies for
these latter groups is accounted for by shared preferences with the afflu-
ent. When less-well-off Americans hold preferences that diverge from those
of the affluent, policy responsiveness to the well-off remains strong but
responsiveness to lower-income groups all but disappears.

My examination of policy responsiveness also shows that the impact
of preferences on policy outcomes is most apparent at high levels of sup-
port for or opposition to a proposed policy change. For example, a dif-
ference of 20 percentage points in support for a policy has little effect
if opinion is evenly divided (e.g., the difference between 40 percent and
60 percent favorability) but a much greater effect if opinion leans in one
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direction or the other (e.g., between 20 and 40 percent or between 60 and
80 percent favorability). This pattern implies that the most politically sig-
nificant aspect of public preference is less likely to lie in the simple dis-
tinction between majority support and opposition than in the degree of
support or opposition among the relevant group.

Chapter 3 also addresses alternative explanations for the representa-
tional inequality I find. First, I show that the reliability of my policy-
preference measures does not differ significantly across income groups.
Nor is differential responsiveness caused by differences in the breadth of
opinionation across income groups (i.e., the proportion of respondents at
different income levels that have opinions on the issues contained in my
dataset). Differences in the strength of opinion (i.e., the extent to which
respondents’ preferences are held “strongly” versus “somewhat”) also
fail to explain patterns of representational inequality. Finally, I address
the possibility that the link between preferences and policy outcomes re-
flects not the influence of the public (or of the affluent segment of the
public) over government policy, but rather the influence of policy makers
and other elites on the public’s preferences. Drawing on a variety of evi-
dence from my own data and from previous scholarship, I argue that
while both these processes contribute somewhat to the observed associa-
tion of preferences and policy outcomes, the influence of the public over
government policy likely accounts for the bulk of the association T ob-
serve in my analyses.

While chapter 3 shows dramatic representational inequalities between
lower- and higher-income Americans, chapter 4 looks at the variation in
this inequality across substantive issue domains. For the most part I
find the overall pattern of unequal responsiveness reproduced across each
of the four issue domains I examine. A detailed look at preferences and
policy outcomes in each domain shows how government policy would
differ if it more equally reflected the preferences of all Americans. For
example, in the economic domain we would expect a more progressive
tax system, stricter corporate regulation, and a higher minimum wage;
foreign policy would reflect a more protectionist trade regime and less
foreign aid; policies on “religious” or “moral” issues such as abortion and
gay rights would be more conservative. On many of these policies, the
differences across income groups are matters of degree rather than dif-
ferences in which side of an issue the majority favors. But as chapter 3
shows, degree of support (or opposition) can be as politically consequen-
tial as whether a majority favors or opposes the policy, if not more so.

My analyses in chapter 4 do show a partial exception to the general
pattern of representational inequality in the case of social welfare. On
issues such as Social Security, Medicare, school vouchers, and public-
works spending, policies are more responsive to the preferences of poor
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and middle-class people than is true for the other issue domains I exam-
ine. The reason, I argue, is that poor and middle-income Americans have
interest-group allies on these issues that they lack elsewhere. The Ameri-
can Association of Retired People (AARP), teachers’ unions, the health
care industry, and other lobbying interests share the preferences of less-
well-off Americans on these issues and serve to pull policy outcomes in
the direction that both the less advantaged and the interest groups prefer.

The identification of interest groups as important in explaining varia-
tion in representational inequality in chapter 4 leads to a broader exami-
nation of the role of interest groups in chapter 5. For these analyses I
develop a measure of interest-group alignment on each of the proposed
policy changes in my dataset. Using this measure I show that while inter-
est group alignments are strongly related to policy outcomes, they do not
explain the representational inequalities documented in the previous chap-
ters. Nor is it the case that the preferences of the public (or of affluent
members of the public) are more or less influential when interest groups
are more strongly engaged on an issue. Instead I argue that interest groups
form an essentially parallel channel of influence over government policy.
When interest groups and affluent Americans agree, policy makers are very
likely to follow suit. When these two influences work at cross-purposes,
they typically prevent policy from changing—whether it is interest groups
or affluent members of the public that favor the status quo. I conclude
that interest groups help to explain the patterns of policy outcomes in my
data and to account for anomalous cases such as outcomes that are more
consistent with the preferences of the poor or the middle class than of the
affluent. But interest groups as a whole cannot be held accountable for
the economic biases in policy responsiveness.

In chapters 6 and 7 I examine changes over time in political conditions
and the impact of those changes on policy responsiveness. Chapter 6
begins by describing additions to my dataset and modifications to its
structure to better assess how representation has differed across time and
political context. I then examine the role of the electoral cycle, showing
that responsiveness to all income groups is highest in presidential election
years, but that this “representational boost” is greatest for the least-well-
off Americans. Consequently representational inequality is lowest during
presidential election years (although even in these periods, the preference/
policy link remains strongest for the affluent and weakest for the poor). I
also show in chapter 6 that responsiveness to the preferences of well-off
Americans increases in the first years after control of the presidency shifts
from one party to the other. This pattern is much weaker for the middle
class and wholly absent for the poor. Thus the flurry of policy making that
typically characterizes a new partisan regime in Washington tends to ad-
vance the preferences of the affluent but not those of the less well-off.
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Finally, chapter 6 explores the impact of political parties on represen-
tation by contrasting periods in which Republicans had greater control of
Congress and the presidency with periods in which the Democrats domi-
nated the federal government. The Democratic Party has long been recog-
nized as the party of the working class, and less-well-off Americans con-
tinue to identify as Democrats to a greater extent than do the affluent. But,
unexpectedly, representational inequality is greater and responsiveness to
all income levels (including the poor) lower under Democratic control.
Analyses of the specific issues that account for these partisan patterns of
representation show that they are largely a consequence of the core pol-
icy commitments of the two parties, including the broad unpopularity of
tax increases (and popularity of tax cuts), approval of the Reagan defense
buildup, support for the Afghan and Iraq wars (at least in their early
stages), opposition to loosening restrictions on immigration, and support
for George W. Bush’s “faith-based initiative.” In addition the Democratic
Party’s long-standing alliance with organized labor has eroded as the party
has adopted a more free-market orientation toward regulation and trade
policy over the past decades (exemplified by the ratification of the North
American Free Trade Agreement under unified Democratic control). A
different partisan pattern does emerge in the social welfare domain, how-
ever, where responsiveness to the poor is greater under Democratic Party
control and responsiveness to the affluent is greater under Republican con-
trol (the policy responsiveness for the middle class is about equal under
Democrats and Republicans).

It is important to note that the stronger policy responsiveness for poor
Americans under Republican than Democratic control does not mean
that policies that benefit the poor in material terms are more likely to be
adopted when the Republicans hold power. I show in chapter 6 that poli-
cies with clearly downwardly redistributive consequences, such as in-
creases in the minimum wage, are considerably more likely to be adopted
under Democratic rule, while policies with upwardly redistributive con-
sequences, such as reductions in the estate tax, are more common when
Republicans are in control. But these redistributive policies, while very im-
portant, are a small fraction of the policies in my dataset, and preferences
on these policies do not differ as consistently or as strongly across income
levels as one might suppose.

Chapter 7 addresses broader trends in policy responsiveness over the
past decades. My expectation was that representational inequality had
grown in the United States along with the growth in economic inequality.
I did find evidence of this pattern in the steadily rising responsiveness
to the well-off—but not to other income levels—over the four decades
covered by my data. But the story is more complicated than this, and
short-term fluctuations in political conditions are powerful influences that
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overlay long-term trends and shape responsiveness to all income levels.
Specifically, chapter 7 shows that an evenly divided Congress enhances
responsiveness to poor, middle-class, and affluent Americans alike, as
parties and politicians (temporarily) neglect their own policy commit-
ments in an effort to bolster their support among the public. I also show
that the policy gridlock that grows out of partisan polarization serves,
counterintuitively, to enhance responsiveness as well. Gridlock reduces
the amount of policy change and consequently diminishes the extent to
which the federal government addresses the public’s concerns. But grid-
lock, I show, impedes unpopular policies more than popular policies. As
a result policy outcomes during periods of high gridlock are more consis-
tent with public preferences, as only those policies with the broadest pub-
lic support are able generate sufficient political pressure to overcome the
“gridlock filter.”

Political conditions like partisan regime change, majority party strength
in Congress, and gridlock help to account for some unexpected patterns
of policy responsiveness over time. For example, I anticipated a high de-
gree of responsiveness to the poor and the middle class during the Lyn-
don Johnson years but found low levels of responsiveness to all income
levels instead. I argue in chapter 7 that the strong Democratic control
during this period insulated the Johnson administration from public pres-
sures and allowed the Democratic Party to pursue its own policy agenda—
an agenda that included both broadly popular policies like Medicare and
federal aid to education, and broadly unpopular policies like (many as-
pects of) the war on poverty and immigration reform. In stark contrast
the early years of George W. Bush’s first administration were character-
ized by an evenly divided Congress and a highly polarized political climate
following the disputed 2000 presidential election. Policy outcomes in this
period were highly responsive to the preferences of all income levels—a
significant and unexpected departure from the lack of responsiveness to
poor and middle-class Americans characteristic of Bush’s predecessors.
But as I show in chapter 7, this unique set of circumstances was short-
lived, and responsiveness to public preferences plummeted during the
period of strong Republican control that characterized the middle years
of Bush’s presidency. Political conditions, then, not a predisposition of the
Bush administration to respond to the preferences of the less advantaged,
account for this unexpected finding.

The patterns of responsiveness that emerge from my analyses in chap-
ters 6 and 7 support a view of political parties as “policy maximizers”
captured by activists and interest groups with strong commitments to
enacting their preferred policies. My findings seem to support the notion
that parties in the United States have evolved from broad-based, vote-
maximizing organizations attentive to the preferences of large and diverse
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publics to coalitions of intense, narrow “policy demanders.” Yet the fact
that parties and politicians must be forced by political circumstances to
respond to the preferences of the public means that they can be forced
by those circumstances. Thus there is reason to hope that reforms that
enhance political competition can intensify the beneficial impacts of
electoral proximity and equal partisan division of Congress and thereby
strengthen the responsiveness of policy makers to poor and affluent Amer-
icans alike.

In my concluding chapter I further explore the role of money in Ameri-
can politics and seek to identify the most promising strategies to enhance
representational equality. I focus on citizens’ engagement with the politi-
cal system, showing that affluent Americans are more likely to vote, to
volunteer in political campaigns, and to donate money to political causes.
But donating money is the only component of political participation that
mirrors the patterns of representational inequality revealed in earlier chap-
ters. This finding, which parallels those of other studies of political influ-
ence, suggests that the disproportionate responsiveness to the preferences
of the affluent cannot be attributed to their higher turnout rates or their
greater involvement with political campaigns. Money—the “mother’s
milk” of politics—is the root of representational inequality, and as politi-
cal campaigns have become more expensive over the decades, the respon-
siveness to those who supply the necessary resources has grown.

I close by exploring efforts to tame the flow of money in politics and
suggest possible avenues by which democratic responsiveness might be
increased and representational inequalities lessened. Achieving even mod-
est gains in this regard will be difficult. Campaign finance reform has been
likened to squeezing a balloon; if you push in one place the balloon sim-
ply pops out in another. Moreover, the increasing concentration of in-
come and wealth in an ever smaller slice of well-off Americans raises the
specter of an ever increasing concentration of political power as those with
the means to influence the government shape policy in ways that further
reinforce their advantaged position.

But American democracy did not spring fully grown from the Revolu-
tion of 1776. Voting rights were limited at first to white, male property
holders, and it took long decades—indeed centuries—of struggle to in-
clude poor people, women, and African Americans among the electorate.
My analyses suggest that the power to shape policy outcomes has not
been following this hopeful trajectory. In recent decades the responsive-
ness of policy makers to the preferences of the affluent has steadily grown,
but responsiveness to less-well-off Americans has not. Our country faces
huge challenges in the years ahead in responding to economic uncertainty,
increasing ethnic diversity, shortcomings in our educational system, and
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the emergence of new global military and economic powers. How we
respond to these challenges will depend significantly on whose prefer-
ences guide government policy making, and those policies in turn will
significantly shape the life circumstances of more- and less-advantaged
Americans.



CHAPTER 1

Citizen Competence and Democratic
Decision Making

THIS BOOK 1S ABOUT the relationship between what the American public
wants government to do and what government does. I analyze the rela-
tionship between public preferences and government policy in order to
determine the conditions under which government responds to the will
of the governed, and to identify who it is among the governed that gov-
ernment responds to. In the chapters that follow I document enormous
inequalities in the responsiveness of policy makers to the preferences of
more- and less-well-off Americans, inequalities that have both practical
implications for the lives of the rich and the poor and normative implica-
tions for our understanding of the society in which we live.

The radical idea at the core of democracy—that the power to shape
public policies should be widely and more or less equally shared among
citizens—presupposes that citizens are widely (and more or less equally)
competent to exercise that power. It is helpful, therefore, before setting
off to assess public preferences and their relationship to government deci-
sion making, to identify the role assigned to such preferences according
to different understandings of democracy, and to assess the role the pub-
lic reasonably can be expected to play in the process of democratic gov-
ernance, given what we known about the nature of public opinion and
the modest levels of political knowledge and engagement of the American
citizenry.

Critics of democracy since Plato have questioned the ability of citizens
to guide their political rulers. If citizens’ preferences on policy issues are
fickle or misinformed, or if they are too easily manipulated by powerful
interests, then equality of influence over government decision making
would produce undesirable, if not disastrous, results. However appealing
equality of representation may be from a normative perspective, the limi-
tations of the public may present a practical impediment to meaningful
democracy. If the public is incapable of forming sensible preferences on
matters of public policy, then the representational inequalities that I doc-
ument in the following chapters take on a very different normative hue.
In this case inequality in responsiveness to the public may reflect not the
shortcomings of government decision makers in responding to the public,
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but the failures of the public to form meaningful policy preferences to
begin with.

In this chapter I address the problem of citizen competence. Drawing
on the extensive empirical research on public opinion, I argue that de-
mocracy’s critics are in many ways right in their understandings of citi-
zens’ limited political knowledge and abilities. But they are wrong in the
implications of those understandings. Citizens, I argue, need not be in-
formed about and attentive to every issue on the agenda as long as they
are reasonably knowledgeable about the subset of issues they care about
most. In addition, citizens need not become experts in the technical com-
plexities of public policy as long as they can identify experts who share
their general values and outlooks and can guide them in forming their
political preferences. Finally, the shortcomings in individual citizens’ po-
litical knowledge are substantially mitigated when individuals’ preferences
are aggregated; collective opinion is more consistent, more predictable,
and more cogent than the individual opinions that make it up. In short,
the public’s preferences, imperfect as they are, constitute a reasonable basis
for democratic decision making.

If the public, as T argue, is reasonably competent in forming policy
preferences, then the failure of government policy to reflect those prefer-
ences, or stark inequalities in the responsiveness of policy makers to the
preferences of more- and less-advantaged Americans, imply a failure of
democratic governance. While we would not expect, and perhaps not
desire, a perfect correspondence between majority opinion and govern-
ment policy on every issue, large and persistent inequalities in responsive-
ness to public preferences impugn our understanding of America as a
democratic society.

In the following pages I look first at the role assigned to the public ac-
cording to different understandings of democracy and then assess how
well the public can be expected to fulfill this role, given what we known
about the nature of public opinion and the modest levels of political knowl-
edge and engagement of the American citizenry. After concluding that the
public is indeed capable of fulfilling its assigned function in democratic
governance, I address some of the practical challenges involved in mea-
suring public attitudes and assessing the responsiveness of government to
citizens’ preferences.

WHAT Is A DEMOCRACY?

Democracy is not one idea or even one set of ideas about the way a politi-
cal community might be governed, but a disparate array of related concep-
tions. Rousseauean notions of the General Will and the direct participation
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of citizens in lawmaking contrast with republican conceptions of checks
and balances in a government of elected representatives, while both are
distinct from substantive conceptions of democracy involving human
rights, freedoms of expression, due process of law, and universal suffrage.

Common to all conceptions of democracy is the idea that the power to
shape political decisions should be shared widely. But just how citizens
are expected to exercise this power varies widely across different demo-
cratic theories and different democratic polities. One school of democratic
theory highlights the role of citizen engagement in democratic decision
making. Such participatory conceptions of democracy call for the direct
involvement of the citizenry in the process of deliberation and collective
decision making, bringing to mind New England town meetings or an-
cient Athens. Theorists of deliberative democracy have identified an array
of institutional forms that might facilitate deliberation in larger polities
as well, like neighborhood councils or stakeholder meetings that bring
together representatives of the various interests involved in a particular
issue or policy decision. Central to theories of deliberative democracy is
the notion that citizens’ preferences and their understanding of their own
interests are not exogenous to the political process but can and should be
shaped by it. Through deliberation, by this account, citizens come to bet-
ter understand both the issue at hand and their fellow citizens’ perspec-
tives on that issue, and through this understanding refine and revise their
preferences and beliefs.

In contrast to deliberative theories, aggregative theories of democracy
take citizens’ preferences and interests as given and focus on the mecha-
nisms by which those preferences are incorporated (or aggregated) into
political decisions. The more demanding versions of aggregative democ-
racy require citizens to be well informed about the issues of the day and
the alternative policies proposed by candidates and parties. In one widely
quoted formulation of this conception of democracy, Bernard Berelson,
Paul Lazarsfeld, and William McPhee write, “The democratic citizen is
expected to be well informed about political affairs. He is supposed to
know what the issues are, what their history is, what the relevant facts
are, what alternatives are proposed ... [and] what the likely consequences
are.”! As Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee note, actual citizens rarely meet
this lofty ideal.

Minimalist conceptions of democracy view citizens of modern polities
as too uninterested and uninformed about politics and social policy to
fulfill their assigned role in either the deliberative or aggregative theories
of democracy sketched above. The most influential formulation of the
minimalist conception of democracy is Joseph Schumpeter’s. Schumpeter
believed that most citizens, including the most educated and successful in
society, simply do not apply much effort to formulating political opinions.
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As one person among a huge multitude, the average citizen lacks any
clear sense of responsibility for political matters and thus lacks the moti-
vation to acquire information or to use the information he or she has in
a disciplined, rational manner. “The typical citizen,” Schumpeter writes,
“drops down to a lower level of mental performance as soon as he enters
the political field. He argues and analyzes in a way which he would read-
ily recognize as infantile within the sphere of his real interests.”?
Believing that few citizens hold preferences worthy of shaping govern-
ment policy, Schumpeter put forward a model of democracy in which the
role of the public is limited to choosing between competing candidates
for political office. Democracy, for Schumpeter, is strictly a mechanism of
governance based on the competitive selection of political leaders. “The
principle of democracy then merely means that the reins of government
should be handed to those who command more support than do any of
the competing individuals or teams.”® But once those leaders are selected,
the preferences of the citizenry should have no bearing on government de-
cision making. “The voters,” he writes, “must understand that, once they
have elected an individual, political action is his business and not theirs.”*

Citizens’ Role in Democratic Governance

To explore the role of citizens in democratic governance, I start by look-
ing at the expectations or requirements of the public as embodied in the
minimalist conception of democracy. The central task for the public, ac-
cording to Schumpeter and other theorists of “minimal democracy,” is to
choose among alternative political parties or candidates.’ But what might
the basis of this choice be? If voters are unable to form sensible policy
preferences, as minimalist theories of democracy suggest, how can they
decide which candidate they prefer?

The least demanding basis for choosing among competing candidates
is a simple evaluation of the incumbent officeholder’s performance, as
elaborated in theories of retrospective voting. According to the retrospec-
tive voting model, citizens need not form preferences on a multitude of
political issues but simply assess the performance of the incumbent politi-
cian or administration. The voter returns the incumbent to office if he or
she has performed above some threshold, and if not the voter casts a bal-
lot for the challenger. Central to this view of the public’s democratic role
is the ease with which it can be carried out. As Morris Fiorina writes, “In
order to ascertain whether the incumbents have performed poorly or well,
citizens need only calculate the changes in their own welfare.”®

Many voters do seem to behave in accord with the retrospective model,
as reflected in the strong association between economic conditions and
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election outcomes.” But other voters have strong ties to political parties
and are unlikely to be swayed by economic conditions. Moreover retro-
spective voting in this simple form applies directly only to “consensus is-
sues” on which all voters prefer the same outcome, like a good economy
or low crime rates.® Yet many prominent issues that government ad-
dresses are matters of contentious disagreement: the level and progres-
sivity of taxes, gun control, abortion, foreign military engagements, en-
vironmental and energy policy, and so on. As Fiorina points out, judging
retrospective performance on these issues requires a preference or crite-
rion by which success or failure can be measured. Far from being un-
demanding, retrospective voting on nonconsensual issue requires both a
policy preference and the knowledge of whether the incumbent candidate
has helped advance the desired outcome.

Consensus issues like economic well-being may appear to avoid the
necessity for citizens to form preferences on complex policy issues. But
even as seemingly simple a judgment as economic well-being can be quite
complex. For example, individual voters must assess the degree to which
their own economic fortunes reflect those of the country. If they’ve lost
a job and the national unemployment rate has increased, voting against
the incumbent seems straightforward. But what if they’ve lost their job
while the national unemployment rate has declined? In that case citizens
must make some assessment of the tie between their personal situation
and broader national conditions. Studies show that voters do attempt to
make these sorts of distinctions.’

Furthermore, accurate retrospective evaluations require citizens to dis-
tinguish between those aspects of current conditions for which incumbent
politicians might plausibly be held responsible and those that are clearly
outside their control. For example, voters are more likely to reelect their
governors when state economic conditions are good and cast them out of
office when times are bad. But when state economic conditions appear to
reflect national conditions (which are presumably beyond any governor’s
control), voters adjust accordingly and attribute less blame or credit for
state conditions to their incumbent governor.'® While such patterns sug-
gest a degree of rational accounting among members of the public, ap-
portioning blame for current conditions, economic or otherwise, is a dif-
ficult task (even for economists), and voters seem to do a mediocre job of
it at best.!!

Minimalist democracy could persist, of course, even if voters do a poor
job of forming retrospective evaluations, ignoring concerns about the ex-
tent to which incumbent politicians are responsible for changes in social
conditions or using such simple but misleading criteria as only the most
recent trends in economic performance.!? But uninformed or misguided
retrospection is no more viable a basis for democracy than uninformed
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policy preferences. In short, even the least demanding conceptions of de-
mocracy require citizens to form preferences and to make difficult assess-
ments of the responsibility of political leaders. But are citizens capable of
fulfilling even this least demanding understanding of their role in demo-
cratic governance? Skeptics of democracy since Plato have held that ordi-
nary citizens are ill-equipped to guide government decision making, and
a half-century of survey data on political knowledge lends credence to
this skepticism. My view is that few Americans fulfill the stringent ex-
pectations of the more demanding conceptions of democracy, but that
public opinion is nevertheless a worthy, if imperfect, guide for govern-
ment policy.

DoEs THE AMERICAN PuBLIC HOLD MEANINGFUL
PoLricy PREFERENCES?

Scholars of American public opinion can be roughly divided into two
schools of thought: One concludes that Americans’ low level of political
knowledge and apparent lack of clear and consistent policy preferences
show that the public is indeed incapable of providing meaningful guid-
ance to government decision makers on policy matters. The other school
of thought acknowledges the gap between traditional expectations and
the public’s performance but believes that compensatory mechanisms
allow citizens to form meaningful preferences, at least in the aggregate,
even in the face of low information levels and considerable inconsistency
in preferences as revealed by survey responses.

In his seminal paper “The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass Publics,”
Philip Converse paints a bleak picture of the American public as largely
lacking coherent political preferences. Converse observed that survey re-
spondents are apt to express different preferences when presented with
the identical question on different occasions, that preferences on one pol-
icy issue are at best weakly associated with preferences on seemingly re-
lated issues, and that most Americans poorly understand broad organizing
principles like liberalism or conservatism. Confronted with this evidence,
Converse concludes that the preferences respondents report on surveys
consist largely of “non-attitudes” and that “large portions of [the] elec-
torate do not have meaningful beliefs, even on issues that have formed
the basis for intense political controversy among elites for substantial pe-
riods of time.”!3

Many subsequent assessments of Americans’ political preferences have
been only slightly more hopeful. After examining hundreds of survey
measures of political information, for example, Michael Delli Carpini
and Scott Keeter conclude that “more than a small fraction of the public



18 e Chapter 1

is reasonably well informed about politics—informed enough to meet
high standards of good citizenship. Many of the basic institutions and
procedures of government are known to half or more of the public, as are
the relative positions of the parties on many major issues of the day.”!#
But the flip side of this coin is that a large proportion of the public does
not rise to this level. “Large numbers of American citizens are woefully
underinformed,” Delli Carpini and Keeter write, and “overall levels of
knowledge are modest at best.”!’

These two analyses address the two most troubling aspects of public
opinion, casting doubt on the feasibility of meaningful democratic gov-
ernment: the public’s lack of knowledge about political affairs and the
seeming randomness of policy preferences expressed in surveys as reflected
in their lack of stability over time, and the weakness of associations be-
tween related issues or across similar formulations of the same policy issue.

Scholars who take a more sanguine view of the quality of citizens’ pol-
icy preferences point to three aspects of mass political attitudes to explain
how a public with minimal political information can nevertheless form
meaningful issue preferences. First, citizens with modest levels of infor-
mation might turn to more knowledgeable others for cues about the de-
sirability of alternative policies or politicians. Second, individual citizens
are not equally interested in the full range of political issues at play at
any given time but tend to specialize in a subset of issues about which
they are more knowledgeable and have more stable and well-thought-out
preferences. The division of citizens into these issue publics means that
the ability of any individual citizen to participate meaningfully in shaping
government policy should be judged relative to the set of issues that that
individual cares about; all citizens need not hold equally well-developed
preferences on all issues for the public to fulfill its role in democratic
governance. Finally, the fickle element of individual citizens’ policy pref-
erences will, to some degree at least, tend to cancel out when preferences
are aggregated across the public as a whole (or across distinctive sub-
groups of the public). Aggregate opinion, by this reckoning, will typically
be more stable, with a higher signal to noise ratio than the individual opin-
ions that make it up.

CUE TAKING AS A BAsis FOR POLITICAL PREFERENCES

Given the stringent standards for the democratic citizen laid out by Ber-
elson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee, it is not surprising that these authors view
the American public as falling short. Political opinions, they write, are
more frequently “matters of sentiment and disposition rather than ‘rea-
soned preferences’ ... characterized more by faith than by conviction and
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by wishful expectation rather than careful prediction of consequences.” !
Yet Berelson and his coauthors believe that despite the public’s general
lack of politically relevant information and poor quality of reasoning
about policy matters, the ignorant many are able to leverage the expertise
of the well-informed few who are politically knowledgeable and engaged.
If most citizens are indifferent to and uninformed about public affairs,
it is nevertheless true that some are absorbed in the world of politics and
policy. Moreover social networks, they maintain, allow for a division of
labor in which more informed opinion leaders provide policy insights and
endorsements to their less-informed friends and acquaintances. “The po-
litical genius of the citizenry,” they conclude, “may reside less in how well
they can judge public policy than in how well they can judge the people
who advise them how to judge public policy.”'”

Taking cues from more knowledgeable elites or acquaintances is a
sensible strategy for citizens who lack the ability or inclination to gather
the information needed to formulate a preference on a given policy issue.
Anthony Downs, writing shortly after Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee,
notes that the average citizen “cannot be expert in all the fields of policy
that are relevant to his decision. Therefore, he will seek assistance from
men who are experts in those fields, have the same political goals he does,
and have good judgment.”!8

A substantial literature has developed over the past decades that iden-
tifies the wide range of cue-givers that citizens can rely on in forming po-
litical judgments.'® The simplest cue-taking models posit that citizens adopt
the policy positions expressed by like-minded elites and ignore those of
the non-like-minded (judged on the basis of partisan or ideological com-
patibility, or the more specific affinities associated, for example, with a
citizen’s religious, union, or professional organization). Cue-givers of this
sort can be either social leaders whose views are transmitted through the
media or individual acquaintances who are perceived as comparatively
well informed on the issue at hand.

A somewhat more complex understanding of cue taking as a basis for
political preference formation allows citizens to adapt cues to their own
purposes by adopting the positions of like-minded cue-givers and adopt-
ing the opposite positions of those espoused by the non-like-minded. Ar-
thur Lupia illustrates this process nicely in an experiment in which re-
spondents were told either that Jesse Jackson or that Patrick Buchanan
favors or opposes no-fault automobile insurance.?’ Democratic respon-
dents tended to shift their own preference on no-fault insurance in the
direction of the position attributed to Jackson and away from the posi-
tion attributed to Buchanan, while the opposite was true for Republican
respondents. Interestingly, Democrats were more influenced by Buchanan’s
purported position on the issue than by Jackson’s, while Republicans re-
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acted more strongly to Jackson’s position than to Buchanan’s. That is, the
dissuasive impact of the non-like-minded cue-giver was stronger than the
persuasive impact of the cue-giver with perceived compatibility of ideo-
logical leanings.

The strategy of turning to those with greater knowledge when faced
with a challenging decision is hardly limited to political novices. Even
citizens who follow politics closely will inevitably lack sufficient informa-
tion (or technical expertise) to form opinions from scratch on many is-
sues. In a modern nation there are simply too many detailed and technical
issues for even the most motivated members of the public to keep abreast
of. Indeed, even elected representatives who have abundant informational
resources and who follow politics for a living turn to experts in specific
issue areas for advice and take cues from other representatives in their
own party who specialize in particular issue domains.?!

Issue PuBLICS

Cue taking is one mechanism by which citizens may be able to form mean-
ingful preferences on issues despite a lack of knowledge and expertise,
and the relationship between cue-taker and cue-giver highlights the large
differences in political knowledge held by different members of the pub-
lic. But large differences in knowledge can also exist from one policy issue
to another for the same person.

Among the many enduring contributions of Converse’s seminal paper
is the concept of issue publics—the obvious but often overlooked fact
that different people care about different political issues. To participate in
democratic governance, citizens must be able to form meaningful prefer-
ences on the policy issues that government addresses. But that does not
mean that every citizen must have a preference on every issue. Given the
broad range of backgrounds, interests, and situations that citizens in a
large and diverse society face, it would be surprising if there were not
substantial variations in the specific political issues that different citizens
care about and attend to.

Converse based his negative assessment of the mass public’s political
preferences in part on the substantially stronger intercorrelations of pref-
erences on related issues among the political elites he surveyed. (Converse’s
sample of political elites consisted of candidates for the U.S. Congress,
arguably an unrealistically sophisticated comparison group.) Neverthe-
less, when Converse restricted his analysis of the public’s policy positions
in a given issue domain like foreign aid or racial policy to those respon-
dents whom he judged to be members of a given issue public,?? he found
that the intercorrelations among ordinary Americans resembled those
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among his political elites: “removal from analysis of individuals who,
through indifference or ignorance, lie outside the issue publics in question
serves to close much of the gap in constraint levels between mass and elite
publics.”?3

Subsequent analyses confirm Converse’s insight regarding issue pub-
lics.?* Jon Krosnick, for example, sorted survey respondents into issue
publics on the basis of the level of importance they attached to a dozen
different political issues. Krosnick reports that the greater the importance
a respondent attached to a given policy issue, the more likely he or she
was to mention that issue as a reason for liking or disliking the presiden-
tial candidates, the less likely he or she was to change an issue preference
in response to persuasive communications, and the more stable his or her
reported issue preference was over time.

Research on issue publics suggests that assessments of the quality of
public preferences that look only at the average level of knowledge, pref-
erence stability, or other measures across the public as a whole may strongly
understate the degree to which a typical citizen holds meaningful policy
preferences. True, the typical citizen may attend to only a few of the many
issues facing the country at any time. But if citizens have sensible and rea-
sonably informed preferences on the subset of issues that they care most
about, and if they use those issues disproportionately as a basis for choos-
ing among parties and candidates, then the public can fulfill its assigned
role in democratic governance, even if most citizens lack meaningful opin-
ions on most issues.

THE “MAGIC OF AGGREGATION” AND THE QUALITY OF
PUBLIC PREFERENCES

Cue taking suggests that even citizens with minimal information may be
able to form meaningful preferences by relying on others who share their
general outlook or political orientation, and the division of the citizenry
into issue publics suggests that meaningful participation in democratic
governance does not require all citizens to hold meaningful preferences
on all issues. A third factor relevant to the assessment of the public’s role
in democracy is that the aggregate preferences of the public as a whole
have different characteristics from the individual preferences that make
them up.

The eighteenth-century French philosopher and mathematician Con-
dorcet explained in his famous “jury theorem” that if each individual in
a group has even a modest tendency to be correct, the group as an ag-
gregate can have a very high probability of reaching the correct decision
(and the larger the group, the higher the probability that the collective
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judgment will be correct). This insight has been applied to the political
attitudes expressed in surveys to suggest that the errors in respondents’
reports of their own preferences will, at least under some circumstances,
tend to cancel out, resulting in a measure of aggregate opinion that is more
stable and more reliable than the individual opinions that make it up.?®

But how can respondents be “wrong” about their own preferences?
Two different kinds of errors in survey-based measures of policy prefer-
ences can be distinguished. First, even if respondents had perfectly fixed
and certain views on a particular policy option, the reports of those views
as captured in surveys would contain some degree of error. The ambigui-
ties of question wording, the difficulty in matching a specific sentiment
to the available response options, and mistakes in reading or hearing the
survey question or recording the respondent’s answer will all introduce
some degree of measurement error.

Second, most respondents are not likely to have perfectly fixed and
certain views on most political issues. Current understandings of political
attitudes suggest that citizens typically hold a variety of considerations
relevant to a given policy issue and use those considerations to construct
a position on a policy question when asked by a survey interviewer.2¢ For
example, if asked whether he or she favors cutting government spending
on foreign aid, a survey respondent might consider his or her views about
taxes and government spending, about humanitarian needs in developing
countries, about waste and corruption in those countries, about compet-
ing domestic needs, and so on. This process of canvassing considerations
and constructing positions is an imperfect one, however. Given the time
and motivational constraints typical of a survey interview, only a subset
of all possible considerations bearing on a particular question are likely
to be brought to mind. Moreover this subset of considerations may be
biased toward those that are at the top of the head as a result of earlier
questions in the survey, stories that have been in the news, recent experi-
ences the respondent may have had, specific aspects of the question word-
ing, or any number of other reasons.

From this perspective most citizens cannot be said to “have attitudes”
corresponding to a particular survey question on a political issue, in the
sense that those attitudes existed in a crystallized form before the ques-
tion was asked. But individual citizens can be said to have “response ten-
dencies” or “long-term preferences” that represents their (hypothetical)
average opinion if it were to be ascertained repeatedly over time.?” This
Platonic “true attitude” is nothing more than the imperfectly revealed av-
erage of these hypothetical repeated preference constructions (in the same
way that a “true circle” is a hypothetical shape that any actual circle in
the real world can only approximate).
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It is impractical, of course, to measure citizens’ long-term preferences
by repeatedly surveying the same individuals. But aggregating survey re-
sponses across many individuals will produce much the same result (with-
out the problem of dealing with new information or changed circum-
stances that might alter the set of relevant considerations). To the extent
that the biases in formulating a preference from a given set of consider-
ations are randomly distributed across individuals they will balance out,
just as the errors in individuals’ judgments in a jury context cancel each
other out. If randomly distributed idiosyncratic factors lead individual
citizens to report preferences that differ from their true or long-term pref-
erences, those errors will lead some citizens to underreport support for a
policy while leading others to overreport support. With a large enough
sample of citizens, these errors will cancel out, resulting in aggregate pref-
erences that closely match the average of the individuals’ long-term pref-
erences. Of course, not all factors that lead citizens to wrongly report their
issue preferences will be random and therefore offsetting, a concern Ill
return to below.

The most thorough examination of aggregate opinion toward public
policy is Benjamin Page and Robert Shapiro’s influential book The Ra-
tional Public. Page and Shapiro do not view aggregation as a cure for all
the shortcomings of public opinion. But they argue that collective prefer-
ences display a degree of stability and cogency that far exceed the typical
individual-level preferences that make them up.

While we grant the rational ignorance of most individuals, and the possibility
that their policy preferences are shallow and unstable, we maintain that pub-
lic opinion as a collective phenomenon is nonetheless stable (though not im-
movable), meaningful, and indeed rational ... it is able to make distinctions;
it is organized in coherent patterns; it is reasonable, based on the best avail-
able information; and it is adaptive to new information or changed circum-
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Moreover, they maintain, “surveys accurately measure this stable,
meaningful, and reasonable collective public opinion.”?’ The collective
rationality of public opinion stems, Page and Shapiro argue, from the ag-
gregation of individual opinions that cancel out both random measure-
ment errors in surveys and temporary fluctuations in individuals’ opinions.
The aggregate preferences that result from this process tend to be quite
stable but also exhibit sensible responsiveness to changing conditions. For
example, public support for unemployment assistance increases as unem-
ployment rates rise, public support for defense spending increases when
the threat of war goes up, public support for tax cuts declines when tax
rates are lowered, and so on.
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Page and Shapiro also show that trends in public opinion among sub-
groups of Americans tend strongly to move in parallel. That is, even when
preferences diverge across income, racial, or age categories, social condi-
tions that shift preferences in a given direction for one subset of the public
do so for the other subsets as well; the rich and poor, blacks and whites,
the old and the young tend to shift in the same direction and by similar
amounts in response to changes in political and social conditions.?"

FALSE CONSCIOUSNESS AND ELITE MANIPULATION

Two principal objections have been raised about the “miracle of aggrega-
tion.” The first, which Page and Shapiro discuss at some length, is that
errors in individuals’ policy preferences will not always be randomly dis-
tributed. One source of nonrandom error in preference formation is mis-
information that leads most or all members of the public to shift their
policy preferences in the same direction. For example, John Kennedy and
others claimed during the late 1950s that the United States was facing
a “missile gap” with the Soviet Union. In retrospect it is clear not only
that was there no missile gap (the United States maintained a consider-
able advantage in nuclear missiles), but that good evidence was available
at the time demonstrating the absence of such a gap. This sort of mis-
information will inevitably pervert the preferences that the public would
otherwise hold on related policy issues (in this case, defense spending and
foreign policy).

Military and foreign policy have long been identified as domains in
which elite actors (especially the president and administration) have an
informational advantage over other elites and the public at large, and
many of the most glaring examples of elite manipulation of public opin-
ion concern foreign policy. In addition to Kennedy’s purported missile gap,
apparently successful attempts to shape public opinion through misinfor-
mation include the 1964 Gulf of Tonkin incident, which Johnson used to
pressure Congress into expanding U.S. military involvement in Vietnam,
and efforts by the George W. Bush administration to tie Saddam Hussein
to the September 11 terrorist attacks.' While these cases are troubling,
and many more could be cited, a clear assessment of the significance of the
problem of elite manipulation must consider counterexamples as well.
Despite years of effort, for example, the Reagan administration was never
able to convince the public to support its policy of military intervention
in Central America.’?> A similar failure to shape public views was dis-
played in the G. W. Bush administration’s resistance to creating a cabinet
department of homeland security. Bush insisted for months that domestic
antiterror efforts should be located within the executive office of the pres-
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ident, but the public was unmoved, and in an abrupt turnaround Bush
came out in June 2002 in favor of establishing the Department of Home-
land Security.33

By its very nature, foreign policy is a domain in which the executive
branch has an informational advantage over both the public and other
elites. The practical control of this information, and the perceived legiti-
macy of restricting access to information with national security implica-
tions, will perhaps always present a challenge to government account-
ability in foreign policy.

While foreign policy may always be a problematic domain for demo-
cratic decision making, concerns about the manipulation of the public by
elites have frequently focused on economic and redistributive issues. The
concept of “false consciousness” has come to refer to the acceptance by
those who are disadvantaged of beliefs that justify social inequalities or
policies that promote those inequalities, especially when the segments
of society that are advantaged by existing arrangements encourage those
beliefs and policies.**

Without discounting this understanding, I believe there are three con-
siderations that should make us wary of attributing the preferences of the
disadvantaged (or any other social group) to false consciousness. First,
efforts to convince others to support or oppose a given policy are cen-
tral to political life, and these efforts nearly always involve some degree
of biased information, dubious argument, and so on. While the degree of
bias, misinformation, and misleading argument need not be equal among
all parties to political debate, such tactics are employed by the Left as
well as the Right, by Democrats, Republicans, Tea Party activists, and
liberal and conservative bloggers, and even by friends and acquaintances
who are more likely to make a case for favoring or opposing a given
policy than to attempt to lay out a set of arguments highlighting both the
pros and cons. For example, after studying the course of Bill Clinton’s
efforts to pass health care reform in the mid-1990s, Lawrence Jacobs and
Robert Shapiro concluded that “Clinton and Republican leaders were
engaged in a kind of double deception: they crafted misleading claims
and they used the cover of promoting rational and critical discussions
about the ‘national interest’ ... to obscure the play of special interests
behind the scenes.”?* From this point of view, efforts to convince low-
income Americans to support tax cuts that primarily benefit the rich are
no different in kind from the arguments that all parties to policy debates
frequently make.

Second, as observers we have a strong tendency to attribute support
for positions we disagree with to false information or manipulation but
attribute support for positions we agree with to sensible reasoning based
on relevant facts. Many on the left, for example, attribute low-income
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Americans’ opposition to the inheritance tax to false consciousness since
it so clearly contradicts their material interests. But these same observers
view the support for the inheritance tax by George Soros or Bill Gates as
resting on sensible, clear-sighted evaluations of fairness, broader benefits
to society, and so on. The point is not that these interpretations are nec-
essarily wrong (they are surely correct for some subset of low-income
Americans), but that they are too easy to embrace when they hold conge-
nial political implications.

Finally, as the previous observation suggests, outside observers must
acknowledge the difficulty of identifying the true interests of another in-
dividual or social group. If we conceive of interests narrowly, as reflecting
only individuals’ material well-being (or that of their families), then peo-
ple often hold preferences that conflict with their interests. Affluent liber-
als, for example, may value the perceived benefits of progressive taxation
for society more generally or may hold conceptions of fairness and virtue
that demand greater contributions to social welfare from those most able
to pay. There is no reason to think that less-affluent or less-educated Amer-
icans do not also consider nonmaterial factors and arrive sometimes at
policy preferences that contradict their narrow economic interests but fit
with their broader values or conceptions of justice or fairness.

Support for the G. W. Bush administration’s efforts to eliminate the
estate tax, for example, might appear to be a clear case of false conscious-
ness on the part of the public since the benefits of eliminating the tax were
restricted entirely to a very small number of extremely well-off Ameri-
cans. But despite the clear and divergent interests for rich Americans and
everyone else, preferences regarding the estate tax are complicated by the
apparently strong and widely shared noneconomic concern that the es-
tate tax is unfair. Scholars who disagree about the political forces that led
to the estate tax reforms of 2001 nevertheless agree that public opposi-
tion to the estate tax was rooted primarily in perceptions of fairness (or
unfairness, to be more exact) and not in calculations of economic self-
interest.3®

My argument is not that false consciousness and elite manipulation
are absent from American politics or that they should not concern us.
On the contrary, elites’ attempts to mislead the public are often deeply
troubling. The Bush administration’s efforts to link Saddam Hussein
with 9/11 and the selective use of intelligence about Iraqi weapons of
mass destruction in the lead-up to the Iraq War undoubtedly boosted
public support for a policy with enormous consequences for America
and the world.>” My claim, instead, is that clear-cut cases of successful
elite manipulation are rare, and that we should be cautious in attributing
others’ preferences to manipulation, especially when we disagree with
those preferences.
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The possibility of elite manipulation does complicate the assessment
of government responsiveness to public preferences. But concerns about
such manipulation typically focus on the vulnerability of the least en-
gaged, least educated, and least-well-off members of the public. To the
extent that these citizens are most susceptible to elite manipulation,
we would expect to find stronger associations between the preferences
they express and the policies government adopts. In fact, as the chapters
that follow will show, quite the opposite is true. The link between prefer-
ences and policy outcomes is strongest for the most affluent Americans
and weakest for the poor. If elites are manipulating the preferences of
these arguably most vulnerable citizens, they are doing a poor job of it
indeed.

Elite manipulation is one potential impediment to an informed citi-
zenry, but shared misinformation need not result from purposeful attempts
to mislead the public. Sizable misperceptions of changes in the crime rate,
spending levels on foreign aid, the racial composition of the poor, or the
typical length of time beneficiaries receive welfare have all been wide-
spread among the American public at various times.?® This kind of mis-
information may result from media practices that tend to stereotype so-
cial groups (as in the overly racialized depictions of poverty) or that cater
to audiences’ appetite for bad news (as in the extensive coverage of crime
stories in TV news, even when crime rates are in decline).

The extent of collectively held misinformation among the public is dif-
ficult to assess, in part because the truth about many politically relevant
facts may not become known until later, if ever. After canvassing some of
the sources and content of misinformation held by Americans, Page and
Shapiro conclude that “we cannot hope to offer a precise or definitive
account of the extent (or, for that matter, the nature) of information bi-
ases in the United States. But if we are on track concerning important
instances of opinion manipulation and general patterns of biased and mis-
leading information, these pose troubling implications for the workings
of democracy.”%’

Just how troubled we should be about biased or misleading informa-
tion is difficult to judge. To the extent that misinformation is universal (or
nearly universal) among elites and the public at large, it is hard to see
how any form of government could make optimal decisions. If the best
information available at the time a decision is made turns out in retro-
spect to be wrong, it hardly makes sense to blame the public for relying
on that information. The consequences of misinformation that are unique
to democracy, on the other hand, are those in which large numbers of citi-
zens fall prey to avoidable misperceptions or biases. For example, if mis-
information that the best-informed citizens knew to be untrue influenced
the preferences of the majority of citizens, then a democratic government
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that reflected the public’s collective preference might do a poor job of
serving the public’s true interests. Misinformation always has the poten-
tial to bias preferences under any form of government, but the special
challenge to democracy arises from situations in which the collective
preferences of the public would be different if the public had the same
level of relevant information that the most politically knowledgeable and
engaged members of society hold.

In the following section I discuss the degree to which this sort of mis-
information appears to bias public preferences and undermine demo-
cratic governance. But there is a second principled objection to the opti-
mistic account of aggregate opinion that we must consider as well. As
Scott Althaus explains, the notion that errors in the individual preferences
reported on surveys will cancel out when those individual reports are ag-
gregated rests on the assumption that preferences are measured in such a
manner that errors in one direction and errors in the other direction are
equally likely.** But this is not always the case. For example, consider a
question with only two response options (in addition to “Don’t know”),
such as those gauging support or opposition to some proposed policy
change. Among citizens who really favor the proposed change, some pro-
portion will mistakenly be recorded as opposing it because they mis-
understood the question, they were misinformed about the policy, or the
interviewer simply entered the wrong code. But if these sources of error
are randomly distributed across the survey respondents, then (approxi-
mately) the same proportion of citizens who really oppose the policy will
be recorded as favoring it.

It might appear that this balancing out of opposite errors will leave
the aggregate preference on this policy as measured by this hypothetical
survey question unchanged. But that is only the case if equal numbers of
citizens support and oppose the policy. If true supporters outnumber op-
ponents by, say, three to one, then the number of survey respondents er-
roneously counted as opponents will be three times as great as the num-
ber erroneously counted as supporters. In this example if 20 percent of
all respondents are misclassified, then 15 percent of the respondents will
be erroneously shifted from supporters to opponents (20 percent of 75)
while 5 percent will be erroneously shifted from opponents to supporters
(20 percent of 25). As a result, it will appear that 65 percent rather than
75 percent of respondents favor the proposed policy, and 35 percent
rather than 25 percent oppose it.*!

More generally, random errors will shift the apparent distribution of
preferences on questions with only two valid responses toward 50 per-
cent. (If the true distribution of preferences on such an item is 50 percent,
then random errors will in fact be equal and offsetting.) The same logic
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applies to survey questions with more than two valid response categories
to the extent that the preferences of respondents who belong in the high-
est category can only be moved downward while those in the lowest
category can only be moved upward. If the true distribution of long-term
preferences is asymmetrical, then random errors will not cancel out but
will tend to move the recorded mean toward the center of the scale.

This sort of nonoffsetting error on policy issues with asymmetric dis-
tributions of preferences will dampen the apparent extremity of prefer-
ences for the public as a whole. This in itself is not likely to present much
of a problem for the analyses of public preferences and government pol-
icy in the following chapters. The distribution of preferences across issues
would appear to be somewhat more centrist and less extremist than is
really the case, but the relationship between those preferences and the
probability of a proposed policy change being adopted would look much
the same.

A greater concern would arise if the tendency to provide wrong an-
swers to the policy preferences measures varied systematically across
groups. A group might appear to hold more centrist views simply because
more of its members’ preferences were recorded with error. If so, the
apparent relationship between this group’s preferences and actual policy
outcomes would appear stronger than it otherwise would.*> Most analy-
ses of measurement error in political attitude questions focus on differ-
ences in question format rather than differences among types of respon-
dents. There is some evidence, however, that somewhat higher levels of
measurement error exist for less-educated respondents.*? Since education
and income are related, we might expect higher levels of measurement
error among lower-income respondents as well. If so, the apparent rela-
tionship between preferences and policy outcomes for low-income re-
spondents would be biased upward somewhat relative to the relationship
for higher-income respondents. As chapter 3 reveals, the relationship be-
tween preferences and policy outcomes is considerably weaker for low-
income than for high-income respondents. If anything, then, the greater
responsiveness of policy to the preferences of the well-off may be some-
what understated by the lower reliability of preferences measures among
low-income respondents.

In sum, the magic of aggregation cannot be assumed to cancel out all
the random error inherent in measures of political preferences (nor, of
course, can it help alleviate nonrandom errors based on shared ignorance
or misinformation). But to the extent that the moderating bias toward
more centrist aggregate views that results when aggregating asymmetric
preferences influences the results presented in the following chapters, this
bias works to dampen the differences observed across income groups.
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How WELL Do CUE TAKING AND AGGREGATION WORK?

To what extent do cue taking, preference aggregation, and issue publics
ameliorate concerns about low levels of political information and the low
quality of public preferences on political issues? No actual public in a
large society is likely to meet the classical expectations of the well-
informed citizen as laid out by Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee. But
does the existing public display enough wisdom in its political prefer-
ences to recommend a system of governance that strongly reflects the
preferences of the public? We know that cue taking can be an effective
strategy for forming policy preferences on complex issues. In one study,
for example, respondents who were poorly informed about the details of
five competing insurance-reform initiatives on a California ballot but
knew where the insurance industry stood on each initiative were able to
closely emulate the voting behavior of their better-informed peers.** But
just because cues can serve as effective shortcuts does not mean the neces-
sary cues are always available or that citizens will make use of them when
they are.

One way to assess the quality of public preferences that emerge from
the processes described above is to compare the actual preferences ex-
pressed in surveys with some hypothetical standard of well-informed pref-
erences that citizens would hold if they had the ability, time, and inclina-
tion to gather the relevant information on any given set of policy issues.

The most straightforward way to assess how far actual preferences
diverge from hypothetical well-informed preferences is to inform a repre-
sentative group of citizens about some set of policy issues and see how
their preferences shift as a result. James Fishkin and Robert Luskin have
done just this in a series of “deliberative polls.”** For example, the 1996
National Issues Convention brought 466 participants, selected at ran-
dom from the U.S. population, to Austin, Texas, for four days, during
which they read briefing materials on various economic, foreign policy,
and family issues, discussed those issues in small groups, and participated
in question-and-answer sessions with experts. When initially contacted,
and once again at the end of their stay in Austin, participants answered
identical questions concerning their policy preferences in these three issue
areas. To provide a comparison group, members of the initial sample who
elected not to come to Austin completed the same surveys.

The participants in the National Issues Convention did shift their pref-
erences somewhat on many of the forty-eight political attitude questions
they were asked. But the average change in aggregate preferences was not
large and barely exceeded the aggregate change of preferences expressed
by the control group that was not provided with the information or op-
portunity to deliberate. On a 100-point scale, the average net (i.e., aggre-
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gate) difference in pre/post preferences across these forty-eight issue ques-
tions was about 5 points for the deliberation group and about 3 points
for the control group.*® The four days of focused study and deliberation,
it appears, resulted in an aggregate change in policy preferences that was
2 percentage points greater than would otherwise be expected by simply
resurveying the same respondents with no intervening activity.

The results of the National Issues Convention study suggest that on the
topics addressed, participants’ preexisting aggregate preferences closely
resembled the well-informed preferences they expressed after four days
of education and deliberation. But these conclusions hinge on the specific
information provided to the deliberating respondents. If the information
provided was not new to the participants, was not different enough from
what they already knew, or was not relevant enough to the policy judg-
ments they were asked to make, then the possibility remains that different
information might have shifted aggregate preferences to a greater degree.
Nevertheless, since the organizers’ goal was to provide just the sort of
educational experience that critics of the quality of public opinion view
as lacking, these results do lend some credibility to the notion that cue
taking and aggregation result in collective judgments that differ little from
what a well-informed and engaged citizenry would express.

A different way to compare actual to hypothetical well-informed pref-
erences is to use statistical tools to simulate a well-informed citizenry. This
approach takes advantage of the fact that, as Philip Converse observed,
the mean level of political knowledge among the electorate is very low, but
the variation in knowledge is very high.*” By modeling the vote choices or
policy preferences of the best-informed segment of the electorate, one can
impute preferences for citizens who share a given set of characteristics
but have lower levels of political information.

Larry Bartels, for example, compared the presidential votes of the best-
informed respondents with those of less-informed respondents of the same
age, education, income, race, sex, occupational status, region, religion,
union membership, urban residence, homeowner status, and labor force
participation.*® Bartels found an average individual deviation of about
10 percentage points between actual and well-informed votes for the six
presidential elections between 1972 and 1992. Many of these deviations
were offsetting, however—some poorly informed citizens reported casting
a Republican vote when they would have been predicted to vote Demo-
cratic if well informed, but other poorly informed citizens “mistakenly”
voted Democratic when they would have been predicted to vote Repub-
lican. The more relevant aggregate deviation between actual and well-
informed presidential votes was only 3 percentage points.*’

In an even more directly relevant study that used a similar methodol-
ogy, Scott Althaus compared respondents’ expressed preferences on 235
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political opinion questions with imputed preferences calculated by as-
signing to each respondent the predicted preference of someone with the
maximum level of political knowledge but otherwise identical in terms
of education, income, age, partisan identification, race, sex, marital status,
religion, region, labor force participation, occupational category, union
membership, and homeownership.*® Althaus found that in the aggregate,
imputed “fully informed preferences” differed from expressed preferences
by an average of about 6.5 percentage points—not a trivial amount, but
hardly enough to dismiss existing preferences as an unsuitable guide to
government decision making.’!

Two lessons can be drawn from the research on enlightened preferences.
First, while heuristics or informational shortcuts might, in theory, be ex-
tremely effective at allowing citizens to reach the same preferences they
would if they were more fully informed, in practice a gap remains be-
tween actual and hypothetical well-informed preferences, whether those
preferences are statistically imputed or arrived at after exposure to new
information and deliberation. Second, the size of the aggregate gap is
rather modest. The two most directly relevant analyses that focus on
policy preferences find gaps of 2 and 6.5 percentage points, with a gap of
3 percentage points in presidential voting. Differences of this size might
be enough to swing a close election or to shift aggregate preferences from
slightly favorable toward some policy option to slightly opposed. But the
policy proposals T examine in the following pages range widely from
strong opposition to strong support (about two-thirds of the proposed
policy changes in my dataset were favored by under 40 or over 60 percent
of the respondents). Thus the relatively small differences in favorability
that might be expected from a better-informed, more enlightened citizenry
would be unlikely to lead to substantially different conclusions.

QUESTION-WORDING AND FRAMING EFFECTS

Even casual consumers of survey data are aware that subtle differences
in how a question is worded can sometimes produce large differences in
responses. But just how ubiquitous and how consequential are such
question-wording effects? Some of the most frequently cited examples of
question-wording effects do raise doubts about the ability of survey mea-
sures to accurately capture the public’s policy preferences. For example,
Tom Smith reports that 64 percent of Americans thought the government
was spending too little on “assistance to the poor,” but only 22 percent
thought too little was being spent on “welfare.”’?> Howard Schuman and
Stanley Presser found that in the 1970s two in five Americans felt that the
United States should “not allow” public speeches against democracy, but



Citizen Competence ¢ 33

only half that number felt that the United States should “forbid” public
speeches against democracy.’? Finally, George Quattrone and Amos Tver-
sky found that 64 percent of their respondents preferred a program that
would reduce unemployment from 10 percent to 5 percent (at the cost of
somewhat higher inflation), but only 46 percent made the same choice
when the program was described as increasing employment from 90 per-
cent to 95 percent.’*

Each of these examples reveals substantial effects from apparently
minor changes in the words used to describe a policy choice, and each has
been replicated numerous times, so we cannot dismiss them as statistical
flukes. Yet their implications for how we understand citizens’ policy pref-
erences (or their lack of preferences) and our ability to gauge those pref-
erences is far from clear. For example, the greater appeal of “assisting the
poor” over “welfare” has often been interpreted as indicating the sensi-
tivity of the public to particular positively or negatively loaded terms. If
the preferences expressed toward the same policy can be shifted so dra-
matically by calling it one thing rather than another, can we even say the
public has a real and discernible preference toward that policy? Yet this
example can be viewed another way entirely. There are many different
government programs that assist the poor by providing medical care,
housing subsidies, legal aid, child care, job training, and so on. For some
respondents all these programs might be included under the rubric “wel-
fare,” but for many Americans welfare is understood as cash assistance to
the able-bodied, working-age, unemployed poor. The public tends to be
strongly supportive of these other antipoverty programs,> so the lesser
appeal of “welfare” in comparison to “assisting the poor” can be under-
stood not as a superficial response to an emotionally laden term, but as
a sophisticated differentiation between kinds of government antipoverty
programs.

The broader lesson from this alternative perspective on the welfare
question-wording experiment is that much of what passes for question-
wording effects are actually differences in responses resulting from differ-
ences in the policy that respondents are asked to respond to. The same
survey that showed more support for “assisting the poor” than for “wel-
fare” also found greater support for “halting the rising crime rate” than for
“law enforcement” and for “dealing with drug addiction” than for “drug
rehabilitation” (General Social Survey). But these alternative question
wordings are not simply different formulations of the identical policies;
they are references to different aspects of their respective issues.

In the example above that contrasts “forbid” and “not allow,” the al-
ternative wordings do appear to have identical meanings. The substantial
differences in responses to these two formulations are a bit of a mystery,
especially since the alternate question wordings sometimes produce dra-
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matically different responses (as in the case of “speeches against democ-
racy” described above), sometimes modest differences (e.g., in a parallel
experiment focused on “speeches in favor of communism”), and some-
times no differences at all (e.g., in questions about “showing x-rated
movies” or “cigarette advertisements on television”).’® Sometimes respon-
dents seem to react differently to “forbid” and “not allow,” but at other
times these alternative wordings seem to make no difference.

Quattrone and Tversky’s study revealed different evaluations if a pol-
icy choice was presented in terms of its effect on the percent of the work-
force that would be employed or on the percent of the workforce that
would be unemployed. These sorts of mathematically equivalent alter-
native descriptions have been labeled “equivalency frames.”3” This ex-
ample is explained by recognizing that people tend to evaluate differences
in magnitude (like the employment or unemployment rates) at least partly
in terms of ratios. The difference between 10 percent and 5 percent un-
employment appears large because the former is twice as big as the latter.
In contrast, the difference between 90 percent employment and 95 per-
cent employment appears small because the ratio is close to one.’8

These sorts of framing effects have led many scholars to doubt whether
the public can plausibly be said to have preferences on the underlying
policies. But other scholars point out that such framing effects in survey
experiments take place under highly artificial conditions. In the real world
alternative ways of characterizing a policy choice are typically encoun-
tered not in isolation (as in survey experiments) but simultaneously as
part of the political debate. The availability of competing frames and the
give-and-take of political debate have been shown to undermine framing
effects, reducing or eliminating differences in responses.’’

Question-wording and framing effects potentially challenge the notion
that the public holds meaningful preferences and that we can use survey
interviews to discern what those preferences are. Yet the real-world im-
pact of these problems may be small, as two recent examples suggest. In the
first example, opponents of the inheritance tax were said to have boosted
their cause by relabeling it the “death tax.”®® But the best evidence sug-
gests that the label made little difference. In a survey experiment using
two alternative wordings administered to randomly selected halves of the
sample, 69 percent of respondents favored doing away with the “estate
tax” while 73 percent favored doing away with the “death tax.”¢!

In a parallel example, observers have claimed that the label “climate
change” generates greater concern among the public than does “global
warming.”®? But the only randomized survey experiment to pit these two
formulations against each other found little difference: 57 percent of Amer-
icans believed that “global warming” would become a “very serious” or
“extremely serious” problem if nothing was done, compared with 60 per-
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cent who felt that way about “climate change” and 58 percent about
“global climate change.”¢3

In sum, we cannot entirely dismiss concerns about question-wording
and framing effects. The evidence is strong that how a policy is described
can have an impact on the level of support or opposition expressed to-
ward that policy. However, the conclusion that these effects mean that the
public has no real attitudes toward these policies, or that we cannot know
(at least approximately) what those attitudes are, seems unjustified. James
Druckman, a leading expert who has conducted numerous studies of fram-
ing effects, concludes that “framing effects appear to be neither robust nor
particularly pervasive. Elite competition and heterogeneous discussion
limit and often eliminate framing effects.”®*

FEIGNED ATTITUDES AND FEIGNED NONATTITUDES

Two additional problems are sometimes viewed as affecting survey mea-
sures of political attitudes. First, respondents who lack opinions may be
reluctant to say “Don’t know” either out of embarrassment or in an ef-
fort to be helpful to the interviewer. In such cases claims to support or
oppose some policy represent “nonattitudes” that distort the observed
measure of public preferences. In other cases respondents who in fact do
have relevant opinions nevertheless may answer “Don’t know” perhaps
because they think their true preference is embarrassing or out of step
with perceived social norms. In either situation respondents who engage
in these behaviors may be distinctive in ways that result in a misleading
assessment of what the true distribution of preferences in the population
looks like.

Scholars have examined both kinds of “misreported” attitudes. Re-
spondents’ tendency to feign preferences on issues on which they lack
opinions has been assessed by asking respondents about wholly fictitious
issues. For example, 24 percent of respondents in one survey expressed
a preference on whether the “1975 Public Affairs Act” should be re-
pealed, and 39 percent offered an opinion on the “Agricultural Trade Act
of 1984,” despite the fact that neither of these supposed pieces of legisla-
tion existed.® This suggests that some of the opinion preferences that
survey interviewers collect about policies (or potential policy changes)
that really do exist are in fact nonattitudes reported by respondents who
are reluctant to say “Don’t know.” Yet the 76 percent and 61 percent of
respondents who did say “Don’t know” in response to these two ques-
tions about fictitious legislation is far higher than the percentage of re-
spondents saying “Don’t know” to any of the real issues represented in
my dataset.
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Since most respondents do seem able to resist the pressure to express
a preference on an issue they have never heard of, most of the preferences
that are expressed in response to the questions I examine in this study are
likely real preferences, even if the respondents offering those preferences
are only vaguely familiar with some of the issues they were asked about.
Taking the worst-case scenario above as a guide, if only 61 percent of
those who really don’t have an opinion on an issue say “Don’t know” and
the rest offer a substantive preference anyway, the observed proportion
of “Don’t knows” will be an underestimate of the true proportion by
1/0.61. Thus if we observed that 5 percent of respondents said “Don’t
know” (about the average for my data), we could infer that the real per-
centage of respondents who lack an opinion is about 8.2 percent (5/0.61).

The hidden nonattitudes in the example above consist of the 3.2 per-
cent of respondents who gave a substantive answer despite having no real
opinion. Of course if the question concerned a more obscure policy on
which a larger percentage of the respondents in fact had no opinion, the
size of the hidden nonattitudes group would be proportionately larger.
Since few of the policy questions in my dataset produce observed “Don’t
know” rates of greater than 10 percent, the extent of such hidden non-
attitudes is simply too small to seriously distort the real information
contained in the substantive survey responses that form the basis of my
analyses.®®

The second threat to the validity of survey data mentioned above is the
opposite of hidden nonattitudes. In this second scenario respondents
who hold opinions give “Don’t know” responses. Adam Berinsky offers
the most extensive analysis of this phenomenon.®” Berinsky hypothesizes
that survey questions on political attitudes are most likely to elicit “Don’t
know” responses from people who do have opinions if the issue being
discussed is complex or if the respondent’s views run counter to perceived
social norms. In the former case, for example, a question about tax policy
might require considerable effort from respondents to connect the pro-
posed policy to their own interests and preferences on taxes. Rather than
engage in this effortful processing, respondents may simply say “Don’t
know.” In the latter case a respondent who opposes laws protecting ho-
mosexuals from discrimination may prefer to avoid the risk of embarrass-
ment or social sanction by saying “Don’t know” instead.

Berinsky tests this theory with a series of questions about race, social
welfare policy, and the Vietnam War. Of concern here is the extent to
which observed measures of policy preferences are distorted by respon-
dents with real attitudes who say “Don’t know.” Using a sophisticated
statistical model to impute preferences to respondents who said “Don’t
know,” Berinsky finds virtually no such distortion for questions that lack
complexity and have no clear socially normative answer (consistent with
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his hypotheses). In contrast he does find distortions on questions with
one or the other of these qualities. But like the impact of hidden nonat-
titudes, the size of the distortions uncovered in Berinsky’s analysis is quite
small. The largest distortions occur on racial policy questions asked dur-
ing the 1990s for which he estimates that opposition to school integration
would appear 3 to 5 percent higher if the hidden attitudes of respondents
saying “Don’t know” were statistically taken into account. The distor-
tions on the other questions hypothesized to produce hidden attitudes are
even smaller: observed preferences on social welfare policy in the 1990s
and on the Vietnam War in the 1960s never differ from the estimated true
preferences by more than 2 percentage points.

Survey questions are imperfect measures of public preferences in many
ways. The question for scholars and others interested in what the public
thinks is whether the distortions inherent in survey data are small enough
that such data can be relied on to gauge public sentiments. With regard
to both potential threats to validity examined above, it appears that these
distortions are minor. Neither hidden attitudes nor hidden nonattitudes
appear to be substantial enough to significantly affect the value of survey-
based preference measures for analyzing Americans’ preferences on mat-
ters of public policy.

PREFERENCE INTENSITY AND DEMOCRATIC RESPONSIVENESS

Many democratic theorists consider political equality to be the hallmark
of democratic government. Robert Dahl, for example, writes that “a key
characteristic of democracy is the continued responsiveness of the gov-
ernment to the preferences of its citizens, considered as political equals.”®3
But exactly what political equality means, and how it might be achieved,
are difficult questions that generations of scholars and theorists have de-
bated. One prominent issue in democratic theory concerns the variation
in preference intensity across individuals on a given issue and across is-
sues for a given individual. As noted above, citizens differ in the extent to
which they care about different issues. The existence of multiple issue pub-
lics raises the question of whether policy makers should respond equally
to the preferences of all citizens on every issue, or whether policy in a given
domain should be shaped more by the subset of citizens who are most
passionately concerned about that set of issues. In discussing the limita-
tions of majoritarian rule, Dahl notes: “By making ‘most preferred’ equiv-
alent to ‘preferred by the most” we deliberately bypassed a crucial prob-
lem: What if the minority prefers its alternative much more passionately
than the majority prefers a contrary alternative? Does the majority prin-
ciple still make sense?” ¢’
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At first blush it may appear that a system of policy responsiveness
tilted toward citizens who, on any given issue, are the best informed and
hold the most intense preferences might, in the long run, produce the
most optimal outcomes for all. If T care deeply about foreign policy and
am indifferent to education, and you care strongly about education and
not foreign policy, a government that responds to my preferences on for-
eign policy and yours on education would make us both happier than
one that took each of our views equally into consideration in both issue
domains.

The problem, of course, is that citizens with the greatest information
and most intense preferences on a given issue may have interests that are
quite distinct from, and often in conflict with, the less strongly held pref-
erences of the majority. Such special-interest politics are particularly likely
to arise when the benefits of a policy are concentrated in a small number
of citizens and the costs are diffused to a larger group.”® Each individual
in the larger group lacks an incentive to become engaged in the issue, yet
the total cost to the group as a whole can be substantial. Dairy price sup-
ports, for example, impose a small cost on each consumer of dairy prod-
ucts and provide a substantial benefit to dairy producers. Not surpris-
ingly, it is the dairy producers who are most knowledgeable about and
hold the most intense preferences about this transfer of resources from
consumers to producers.

I will not try even to lay out the complexities of such considerations
here, much less attempt to resolve them.”! My analyses in the following
chapters will for the most part ignore differences across respondents in
the intensity of preferences and simply weight each individual who ex-
pressed an opinion equally with every other. This is partly because my
data do not for the most part allow me to distinguish between more and
less intensely held preferences and partly because the normative implica-
tions of differential responsiveness to more and less strongly held views
are so complex.

There is one aspect of preference intensity that does play a central role
in my analyses, however. Although I lack measures of individuals® prefer-
ence intensities, I do, in a sense, have measures of groups’ preference in-
tensities. Although a group of people as such cannot strictly be said to
have a preference (or any other psychological state), we often attribute
to a group those characteristics that are widely shared by the individuals
who make it up. Much of my analysis of representation in the chapters
that follow rests on measures of how widespread a particular preference
is among a specific group. If 60 percent of poor people express support
for a particular tax cut, for example, and 80 percent of the affluent sup-
port that same tax cut, I might say the affluent supported the tax cut
more strongly than did the poor. As I discuss in chapter 2, taking into ac-



Citizen Competence ¢ 39

count the extent of support for a given policy rather than focusing simply
on the congruence of policy outcomes with majority preference reveals
more about the strength of the connection between citizens’ desires and
government decision making.

MANIFEST AND LATENT PREFERENCES

To the extent that electoral incentives compel politicians to respond to
the preferences of the public, it is not the public’s existing preferences that
are likely to be most influential, but rather the preferences that the public
might be expected to hold at the time of the next election.”” From a strate-
gic point of view, therefore, we might expect democratic responsiveness—
to the degree that it occurs—to reflect the public’s “latent opinions””3 or
“potential preferences””* rather than its manifest opinions. From a nor-
mative point of view, we might even want government to respond not to
the preferences the public expresses at any given time, but rather to the
preferences the public would express if the issue were raised in the con-
text of an election, with opposing candidates raising arguments for and
against the policy, other elites weighing in with information and recom-
mendations, and citizens giving more attention to the issue. Democratic
responsiveness, from this perspective, would consist not in policies that
mirror the public’s expressed preferences, but in policies that would re-
ceive the greatest support at some future point when the wisdom of those
policies could be subjected to a public debate.

The question, then, is whether comparing government policy to mani-
fest (i.e., expressed) opinion, as I do in the following chapters, provides a
superficial or misleading account of policy responsiveness. If policies di-
verge from expressed opinion because policy makers are responding to
the opinions they anticipate the public will hold at some future date, we
might deem government more rather than less democratic.

Without denying that there are occasions when a lack of fit between
manifest opinion and government policy might reflect a deeper form of
responsiveness to latent opinion, I believe that opinions expressed at the
time policies are adopted constitute a reasonable basis for assessing pol-
icy responsiveness. First, one of the reasons manifest and latent prefer-
ences might differ is that opinions change in response to new information
or changing circumstances. Deteriorating conditions in Iraq and Afghani-
stan led to sharp drops in the initially high public support for these wars.
But it would be silly to base our assessment of whether government pol-
icy reflected the preferences of the public on the latent or potential opposi-
tion that materialized only years later. In cases like this, policy makers and
the public alike must form preferences based on the information available
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at the time a policy decision is made, and it is this manifest opinion that
counts as the basis for assessing democratic accountability.

Dramatic new information or changing conditions may lead the public
to change its preferences, but when conditions remain stable, preferences
almost always remain stable as well. In their study of fifty years of survey
data discussed above, Page and Shapiro conclude that “collective policy
preferences of Americans have been quite stable, ... when opinion change
does occur, it is usually modest in magnitude, ... [and] most abrupt opin-
ion changes represent understandable responses to sudden events.””’

Still, potential preferences might differ from manifest preferences even
in the absence of changing conditions or sudden events if the public were
exposed to new policy-relevant information or arguments of the sort that
opposing candidates might raise during an election. While preferences do
undoubtedly change in this way on occasion, the “deliberation experi-
ments” described above suggest that exposing citizens to this sort of in-
formation and these sorts of arguments has a very minor impact on their
policy preferences.”®

Some will find my comparison of expressed opinion and government
policy in the pages that follow too impoverished to reflect a normatively
desirable model of democratic responsiveness. I too recognize the appeal
of a more sophisticated account of democracy in which the latent or en-
lightened preferences of the public form the basis for evaluating demo-
cratic governance. But the empirical evidence suggests that such potential
or hypothetical preferences are strongly correlated with expressed opin-
ions, and when they differ it is most often because the relevant social
conditions have changed. In addition, manifest opinion has the very de-
sirable quality of being measurable in a direct and concrete way while
latent opinion, as V. O. Key put it, is a “singularly slippery” problem that
“so long as it remains latent ... cannot well be inspected.”””

DeEMoOcRACY: THE WORST FORM OF GOVERNMENT ...

The account of public preferences sketched above is consistent with Win-
ston Churchill’s oft-quoted remark that “Democracy is the worst form of
government except for all those other forms that have been tried from
time to time.””® Individual citizens’ policy preferences are often unstable
and ill-informed, but the specialization of multiple issue publics and the
ability of citizens to use cues in place of raw policy-relevant information
go a long way toward redeeming the public as a source of policy guidance.
Moreover, some of the shortcomings attributed to public preferences are
inherent in the complex nature of policy formation. Additional cues or
information might shift the preferences the public holds on a given pol-
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icy,” but experts too shift their preferences on public policies as their
understanding evolves or as new information comes to light.

There is surely much room for improvement in the quality of the
American public’s preferences on policy matters. But those preferences,
imperfect though they may be, are worthy of guiding government policy
makers—at least on the many issues that gain some prominence on the
public agenda. Given the lack of a compelling alternative to letting the
public determine its own preferences as best it can based on its values and
interests, the pressing question is how responsive the government is to the
public’s preferences, and in particular whether that responsiveness privi-
leges the preferences of more advantaged subgroups of the public over
those of the less well-off.

ASSESSING PoLICY RESPONSIVENESS

My approach to assessing policy responsiveness involves three elements
that collectively distinguish it from previous research. First, my outcome
measure consists of actual policy rather than representatives’ votes in
Congress, presidents’ proposals, or other intermediate steps in the policy-
making process. We may learn much from studying these intermediate
outcomes, but the bottom line of democratic governance is the public’s
ability to shape actual policy. If representatives’ votes reflect their con-
stituents’ wishes, but other elements of the legislative process prevent
those wishes from being realized in policy outcomes, the resulting respon-
siveness is of little benefit to the public.

Second, my analyses are based on a large number of specific proposed
policy changes rather than an aggregate measure reflecting broad prefer-
ences for more versus less government activity or liberal versus conser-
vative policy. Such broad measures can sometimes help analysts discern
general patterns, but they also obscure differences that emerge when spe-
cific policies are examined. Affluent Americans, for example, tend to hold
more conservative views on economic issues but more liberal views on
moral or religious issues than those who are less well-off. Broad measures
of liberal versus conservative leanings conceal this distinction and hinder
the ability to identify inequalities in responsiveness to different income
groups.

Finally, my approach is based not on dichotomous judgments of
whether policy conforms with majority preference, but on the strength of
the association between policy outcomes and the degree of support ex-
pressed by the public (or a subgroup thereof). That is, I estimate the prob-
ability of a proposed policy change being adopted as a function of the
proportion of the relevant group favoring that change. By using the degree



42 e Chapter 1

of support for a proposed policy change as a predictor, I don’t need to
impose a predetermined level of support (like 50 percent) as my criterion
but can allow the data to reveal the relationship between public prefer-
ences and policy outcomes. As I show in chapter 3, the difference between
modest opposition to a policy and modest support (e.g., between 40 per-
cent in favor and 60 percent in favor) has little political consequence. But
the difference between modest opposition and strong opposition, or mod-
est support and strong support (e.g., between 20 percent and 40 percent
in favor or between 60 percent and 80 percent in favor), has far more
impact.

Each of these elements of my analytic approach has been used in one
form or another in previous studies on policy responsiveness. But the
combination of these elements, and the way they are incorporated into
my estimates of the policy responsiveness, allow me draw conclusions
about representational inequality that extend beyond previous research.

ALTERNATIVE GAUGES OF POLICY RESPONSIVENESS

Quantitative analyses of the link between public preferences and govern-
ment decision making have taken three main forms.?? The most prevalent
approach, often labeled “dyadic representation,” examines the relation-
ship between constituency opinion and the behavior of representatives or
candidates across political units like U.S. states or congressional districts.?!
This work typically finds strong correlations between constituents’ pref-
erences and legislators’ voting behavior.

A second approach examines changes over time in public preferences
and the corresponding changes (or lack of changes) in public policies. For
example, if support for spending on space exploration declines over some
period of time, does actual spending on the space program also decline?
Using this technique, Page and Shapiro found fairly high levels of con-
gruence between the direction of change in opinion and the direction of
change in government policy, especially for salient issues or cases with
large changes in public preferences.$? Robert Erikson, Michael MacKuen,
and James Stimson also related changes in public preferences to subse-
quent government policy.83 Rather than focusing on individual policy is-
sues, however, Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson used a broad measure of
“public mood” concerning the size and scope of government and a simi-
larly broad measure of actual government policy. Taking into account the
reciprocal relationship between public preferences and government pol-
icy, they report an extremely strong influence of public mood on policy
outputs, concluding that there exists “nearly a one-to-one translation of
preferences into policy.”$*
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Finally, using a third approach, Alan Monroe compared public prefer-
ences for policy change expressed at a given time with subsequent changes
(or lack of changes) in government policy.®® For example, if the public
expresses a preference for cutting spending on space exploration at a
given time, does actual spending on the space program decline in the fol-
lowing years? Monroe found only modest consistency between public
preferences and subsequent policy change during the 1960s and 1970s
and even less consistency during 1980s and 1990s. Mirroring Page and
Shapiro’s results, however, Monroe found a better match between public
preferences and government policy for issues that the public deemed more
important.$

Previous research, then, suggests a fairly high level of correspondence
between constituency preferences and legislators’ behavior, a more mod-
est match between Americans’ specific policy preferences and specific gov-
ernment policies (with stronger correspondence on more salient issues),
and a strong aggregate relationship between broadly defined public mood
and broad measures of government activity.

In contrast to the substantial body of research examining the preference/
policy relationship for the public taken as a whole, only a small number
of studies use quantitative data to assess the variation in this relationship
across social groups. John Griffin and Brian Newman conduct dyadic
analyses of congressional voting and constituent opinion, looking sepa-
rately at the preferences of black, white, and Latino constituents.’” Tak-
ing into account the different size of each racial group within a congres-
sional district, they find that the fit between legislators’ voting patterns and
constituents’ views is strongest for whites and weakest for blacks.

Taking a different approach, Lawrence Jacobs and Benjamin Page as-
sess the impact on U.S. foreign policy of various elite groups as well as the
public as a whole.?¥ Using parallel survey measures of policy preferences
administered to the general public and a variety of foreign policy leaders
over almost thirty years, they find that business leaders and experts have
the greatest ability to sway foreign policy, but that the public as a whole
has little or no influence.

Finally, in the study that most closely relates to my concerns with eco-
nomically based representational biases at the national level, Bartels relates
U.S. senators’ roll-call votes to the preferences of their high-, middle-, and
low-income constituents. Examining civil rights, the minimum wage, gov-
ernment spending, abortion, and broad measures of liberal/conservative
ideology, Bartels finds senators to be consistently and substantially more
responsive to the opinions of high-income constituents (this bias being
somewhat greater for Republican than for Democratic senators).%’

As the description of past research indicates, previous analyses of gov-
ernment responsiveness have used a variety of techniques to assess the fit
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between what the public wants and what the government does. In the
United States, dyadic analysis, which links individual senators’ or repre-
sentatives’ voting behavior with the preferences of their constituents, has
been by far the most common approach. One advantage of this approach
is that data are plentiful. A single congressional vote can provide the re-
searcher with 435 distinct observations (House districts) or 100 Senate
votes from the 50 states. Dyadic analysis also allows researchers to take
into account other factors that affect representatives’ voting behavior,
such as political party, personal background, and district characteristics.
But the dyadic approach to assessing policy responsiveness has some
serious limitations as well. Most obviously, analyses of congressional roll-
call votes limit studies of policy responsiveness to those potential policy
changes that actually make it to a floor vote in Congress. But political
power, and hence responsiveness, may rest as much in the ability to deter-
mine what policies will be considered as what decisions about those poli-
cies will be made.®® Consequently congressional scholars sometimes view
agenda control, including the power to determine which potential policy
changes receive floor votes, as the key to partisan influence in Congress.”!
In chapter 2 I discuss in more detail the distinction between the “public
agenda” of issues that receive attention from citizens, the media, interest
groups, and so on and the “government agenda” of issues that are taken
up by Congress and the president. Limiting one’s analyses to congressio-
nal roll-call votes severely restricts the range of issues and misses entirely
that portion of policy responsiveness that consists of the process by which
some issues and not others are brought to a vote in Congress. To the ex-
tent that the potential policies that receive roll-call votes in Congress
differ systematically from those that do not, studies of roll-call votes will
fail to reflect the degree of responsiveness across the wider range of poten-
tial issues that the federal government might plausibly have addressed.
The importance of “what didn’t happen” in understanding policy re-
sponsiveness is central to the notion of “policy drift” that Jacob Hacker
and Paul Pierson develop in their exploration of rising economic inequal-
ity in the United States.”> Hacker and Pierson point out that the impact
of existing policies can shift as circumstances change. In such cases not
acting results in changes in the impact of government policies just as much
as explicit changes in policy do. For example, if inflation erodes the value
of the minimum wage and policy makers do not act to adjust the mini-
mum wage, then the impact of this policy changes over time. Another
example of the importance of considering governmental nonactions as
well as actions comes from Sarah Binder’s analysis of legislative grid-
lock.”? Where previous studies looked only at policies that were adopted
by Congress and concluded that divided government was not a hindrance
to enacting significant legislation, Binder considers potential policy changes
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that were prominent in public debate but not adopted by Congress and
comes to the opposite conclusion.”*

Not only are dyadic analyses of roll-call votes limited to the subset of
possible policy changes for which floor votes in Congress are recorded,
but legislators’ behavior with regard to roll-call votes may systematically
differ from their behavior with regard to less visible aspects of their jobs.
Members of Congress have electoral incentives to behave in ways that
reflect the preferences of their constituents. But the strength of those in-
centives varies according to the degree of visibility and clarity of the be-
havior in question.” Final-passage votes on substantive legislation are
typically the most visible and easily interpretable actions that legislators
take (at least with regard to policy issues; I leave aside district-specific
pork barrel activities, which may also be highly visible and easily inter-
pretable). Thus constituent influence over legislators’ behavior is likely to
be strongest on final-passage votes on hot-button issues and weakest on
activities like committee votes, floor votes on procedural matters and
legislative amendments, and the substantial behind-the-scenes work that
is needed to move potential policies onto the congressional agenda and
secure passage.

If constituents’ preferences were the only factor influencing legislators’
behavior, we might be safe in assuming that whatever degree of respon-
siveness we observe with regard to roll-call voting would be reflective of
the broader range of activities that members of Congress undertake. But
legislators must balance constituent desires against a range of other fac-
tors including party leaders, interest groups, campaign donors, and their
own personal political orientations.”® Roll-call votes, and especially final-
passage votes on high-profile legislation, are most likely to be noticed by
voters (and most easily brought to voters’ attention by electoral opponents,
interest groups, and legislators themselves). Therefore it is these votes on
which members of Congress have the greatest incentives to conform to
their constituents’ desires. This is particularly true because the other in-
terested parties attempting to shape legislators’ behavior have a greater
ability to monitor the less-visible aspects of congressional activity than
does the public. Party leaders, interest groups, and legislators themselves
are all able to consider a wider range of activity, thereby increasing the
incentives for members of Congress to be more responsive to constitu-
ents on roll-call votes and more responsive to other influences (including
their own personal policy preferences) on other activities that shape pol-
icy outcomes.

Donations to members of Congress from political action committees
(PACs), for example, do not appear to influence legislators’ roll-call votes,
but they are strongly related to behind-the-scenes activities such as offer-
ing amendments during subcommittee markup and negotiating with other



46 e Chapter 1

legislators.”” We might therefore expect legislators to respond to their con-
stituents’ preferences most strongly on highly visible roll-call votes and
least strongly on these sorts of behind-the-scenes activities that are diffi-
cult or impossible for constituents to monitor.

Dyadic analyses based on roll-call votes, then, are likely to overesti-
mate the extent to which legislators behave in ways that further the pref-
erences of their constituents. The extent of this overestimate will depend
on the extent to which constituent preferences diverge from the other
forces that shape legislators’ behavior. For some representatives on some
issues, there may be no conflict between the policies their constituents
prefer and the policies the representatives would otherwise be inclined
to pursue. But in other cases legislators will be pressed to pursue their
constituents’ preferences in their most visible actions and to pursue com-
peting preferences in activities that are unlikely ever to come to their
constituents’ attention.

The evidence concerning the differential impact of constituents on dif-
ferent legislative activities is scant but appears to be consistent with the
expectations outlined above. Michael Crespin, for example, shows that
members of Congress whose districts have been redrawn adjust some, but
not all, of their roll-call voting to better match the preferences of their
new districts.”® Change is most evident, Crespin finds, on highly visible
final-passage votes and not at all on procedural votes that are hard for
observers to interpret but important to the party for controlling the con-
gressional agenda. Along the same lines Vincent Hutchings, Harwood
McClerking, and Guy-Uriel Charles show that the proportion of African
Americans in a congressional district is most strongly related to represen-
tatives’ final-passage votes on prominent racial policies and least related
to the less visible but equally consequential votes on racial policy amend-
ments.”’

In this book T ignore the behavior of individual legislators and other
specific political actors and focus on the end product of the policy-making
process: the actual policies that are adopted—or not adopted—Dby the fed-
eral government. This approach requires a far larger number of policy is-
sues to serve as the input into the analysis than does the dyadic approach.
But it avoids the problem of relying on a partial and potentially mislead-
ing aspect of policy making and concentrates instead on the policies
themselves, which, after all, is presumably the reason we find legislative
voting (and other aspects of the political process) of interest to begin with.

By focusing on policy adoption, I incorporate into my analyses the
influence of the public (or subsets of the public) over both agenda forma-
tion and policy decisions. That is, for a policy to be adopted, it must be
accepted onto the government agenda and then acted on. Whether in-
fluence is exerted primarily at the agenda-setting stage or primarily at the
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policy-decision stage, it will be reflected in the associations of public pref-
erences with policy outcomes. Finally, by focusing on individual policies
rather than broad measures of ideological orientation, I allow the asso-
ciation of income and policy preference to vary across the different is-
sues.'% As noted previously, affluent Americans, for example, tend to be
more conservative on economic issues but more liberal on “moral” issues
like gay rights or abortion. Combining too broad an array of issues into
one measure will tend to obscure these differences and make representa-
tional inequalities impossible to detect.

There is no single right way to assess something as complex as govern-
ment responsiveness to public preferences; alternative approaches offer
different sets of trade-offs and limitations. By using the end product of the
policy process as my outcome measure, discrete proposed policy changes
as my unit of analysis, and the strength of the preference/policy link as
my measure of responsiveness, I have sought to maximize the benefits
and minimize the limitations inherent in any analysis of this complicated
relationship. My hope and expectation is that other scholars will further
pursue the study of representational inequality using a variety of methods
and data, providing additional insights, extensions, and corrections of the
results reported here.

DEMOCRACY AND REPRESENTATION

The quality of democratic governance in any society must be judged on a
range of considerations. Are elections free and fair? Do citizens have ac-
cess to the information necessary to evaluate their political leaders and
competing candidates? Do government agencies perform their duties in a
competent and unbiased manner?

In this book I concern myself with only one aspect of democratic
governance—the extent to which government policy reflects the prefer-
ences of the governed. My aim is to document and explain the patterns of
“representation” or “policy responsiveness” (terms that I will use inter-
changeably) reflected in the link between public preferences and govern-
ment policy. My focus is description rather than prescription. In docu-
menting the ways in which policy fails to reflect (or reflect equally) the
preferences of the public, I do not mean to imply that a perfect (or per-
fectly equal) responsiveness to the public is best.

There are good reasons to want government policy to deviate at times
from the preferences of the majority: minority rights are important too,
and majorities are sometimes shortsighted or misguided in ways that pol-
icy makers must try to recognize and resist. But the association of public
preferences and government policy—and the variation in that association
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across subgroups of the public— does provide a descriptive baseline
from which to understand the nature and judge the quality of democratic
representation.

Perfect equality in the responsiveness of policy makers to the wishes
of the public is neither attainable nor, perhaps, even desirable. Particular
segments of the public may hold preferences on particular issues that are
harmful to the community, violate important democratic values, or are
misinformed and detrimental to the interests of those citizens themselves.
On the other hand, gross levels of inequality—of the sort I document
in the pages that follow—do seem incompatible with notions of political
equality that Americans embrace. Furthermore, the increasing concen-
tration of economic resources at the very top of the income distribution
that we have witnessed over the past few decades intensifies concerns
with political inequality. America’s richest citizens have enjoyed astonish-
ing increases in income and wealth since the 1970s while the incomes of
poor and middle-class people have barely risen—and would have fallen if
not for the substantial increase in the hours they work per year.'! Other
nations have adopted policies to ameliorate the increases in economic
inequality brought, at least in part, by changes in the global economy.
America has not. Tax cuts for the wealthy, financial deregulation, attacks
on unions, and cutbacks in funding for public education serve to exacer-
bate economic inequalities. In the face of these changes, and the continuing
economic challenges facing less-well-off Americans, the representational
inequalities described in the pages that follow are all the more significant.

The findings reported in this book can at best provide a broad sense of
the extent to which the American political system works to incorporate
citizens’ preferences into government policy. By illuminating the condi-
tions that lead to stronger and weaker, and more and less egalitarian,
patterns of responsiveness, I hope to provide an empirical foundation on
which normative evaluations (and further empirical analyses) can be built.
In chapter 8 I discuss the policy implications of my findings, focusing on
mechanisms that seem more or less promising in redressing inequality in
government responsiveness. Some readers may not view existing inequal-
ity as something that needs addressing, but I suspect that many will feel
otherwise. For those who share my concern that responsiveness to public
preferences is tilted too far in the direction of the most advantaged Amer-
icans, a challenging task of political reform lies ahead.

In the next chapter I discuss the sorts of potential policy changes that are
suitable for inclusion in a study of government responsiveness to public
preferences and describe the nature of my preference measures and policy
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outcome coding. With that groundwork laid, chapter 3 begins my analy-
sis of policy responsiveness and takes up the important issue of causal
influence: Do associations between public preferences and government
policy reflect the influence of the public over policy makers, the ability of
policy makers to sway public opinion, or the operation of some other,
unobserved factor?



CHAPTER 2

Data and Methods

To wWHAT EXTENT does government policy reflect the preferences of the
governed? To answer this seemingly straightforward question we must
address a host of practical and conceptual issues. First, should all govern-
ment policies be included in our assessments, even the most technical and
obscure? If not, by what criteria can we distinguish an appropriate set
of policies to include? Second, since control over the government’s agenda
is one important form of influence over policy outcomes, how can we
account for the failure of some policy options to even make it onto the
agenda in Washington? Third, what sort of time frame is appropriate for
assessing the responsiveness of policy makers to the preferences of the
public? The wheels of government sometimes turn slowly, but at what
point does “policy delayed” become “policy denied”? Finally, what are
the practical considerations in collecting and coding measures of public
preferences and policy outcomes and in choosing among alternative ways
of measuring the strength of association between those measures?

In this chapter I lay the groundwork for my analyses of policy respon-
siveness by identifying my data sources and analytic procedures. Along
the way I address conceptual issues such as those raised above that any
effort to understand the role of the public in shaping government policy
making must confront.

DEFINING A SUITABLE SET OF POLICY PREFERENCES

Any assessment of the impact of public preferences on public policy must
grapple with the difficulty of identifying a suitable collection of policy
preferences to assess. Federal government activity extends to a huge array
of policy areas. In addition, any comprehensive assessment of public at-
titudes needs to consider not only preferences toward the policies govern-
ment adopted, but toward policies that could have been, but were not,
adopted as well. For example, in the realm of education policy, one would
want to know what the public thinks about both the No Child Left Be-
hind program, which was adopted, and federally funded school vouchers,
which have been frequently discussed but never adopted.! One challenge,
then, is to develop a set of criteria by which to assess the suitability of the
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virtually infinite number of possible policy changes that the public might
favor or oppose.

John Kingdon’s discussion of agendas, alternatives, and policies pro-
vides a helpful start. Kingdon distinguishes between the “systemic agenda”
of issues being discussed by the media, interest groups, political parties,
and the general public and the “formal government agenda” of issues
taken up by Congress or the president.? Practical constraints preclude
government from addressing all the issues on the broader public agenda
at once, even if policy makers were inclined to do so. As Herbert Simon
put it, “the environment makes parallel demands on the system, but the
system can respond only serially.”? Since government cannot address all
the policies on the public agenda, influence over government policy can
take the form of shaping what issues government addresses as well as
what policies government adopts on the issues that are addressed.

In addition to considering the process by which issues become part of
the government agenda, Kingdon notes that policy depends as well on the
set of alternatives that government policy makers seriously consider. Just
as an issue on the public’s agenda may fail to make it onto the govern-
ment’s agenda, so too a particular response or alternative approach to
an issue may be popular with the public but not seriously considered by
the government. Thus any assessment of the role of the public in shaping
policy must consider the degree of support for or opposition to policies
the government adopted, to policies the government considered but failed
to adopt, and to policies that were in some sense on the public agenda but
that the government never considered at all. In short, we want to include
in our analyses policies the government plausibly could have adopted,
even if they never made it onto the formal agenda.

One difficulty in defining such a set of policies is that an almost infinite
array of policies could, in principle, be adopted. Thus criteria are needed
to exclude policies that are clearly impractical or that fall far outside the
realm of plausible public support. For example, if tires, for technical rea-
sons, could not be made from recycled rubber, then the failure to pass a
law requiring tire companies to use recycled rubber would not be very
informative, even if such a policy was popular with the public.

In addition to excluding policies judged as clearly impractical, analy-
ses of government responsiveness should also exclude policies that fall
outside the realm of plausible public support. For such policies the cor-
respondence between public preferences and government policies is triv-
ial and uninformative (assuming, of course, that they are not adopted).
For example, the fact that the public opposes and the government hasn’t
adopted a policy outlawing bicycles should not be taken as an example
of democratic responsiveness to the preference of the public. In this ex-
ample it’s hard to imagine the public holding any other position, so the
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policy is unsuitable for assessing government responsiveness. In contrast
the public’s strong opposition to switching to the metric system for fed-
eral highways is less obvious (and, indeed, one could imagine this opposi-
tion softening over the years). In this case the correspondence between
public preferences and government policy does seem to reflect a substan-
tively meaningful observation.

The challenge, then, is to identify a reasonable set of possible policies
or policy changes that the government might adopt. One approach that
has been taken to address this challenge is to consider all bills introduced
in Congress, whether passed into law or not.* This approach has the ad-
vantage of providing a clearly defined universe of possible policies to
include. But as Kingdon points out, nonresponsiveness to the public (or
other constituencies) may take the form of excluding particular issues or
policy alternatives from consideration altogether. If the process of gov-
ernment agenda setting is biased against less-well-off Americans, any
analysis that is limited to bills introduced in Congress will miss this as-
pect of democratic inequality.

An alternative approach that catches some prominent policy issues
that Congress doesn’t address but misses many less prominent issues that
it does take up is to use media sources to identify issues on the public
agenda.’ The weakness with using the media as a reference point is that
many enduring issues of public interest receive very irregular coverage in
the media. Moreover, much of this coverage is driven by political actors
themselves. Abortion, for example, is an ongoing issue salient to many
Americans. But it rarely receives media coverage unless a dramatic inci-
dent creates a news event, or it becomes the subject of a court decision,
or politicians raise the issue during an election.

Finally, not every kind of policy issue the federal government addresses
is appropriate for inclusion in analyses of the role of public preferences
in shaping policy outcomes. Some policies are simply too technical or too
obscure to reasonably be held to the delegate model of representation.
While citizens might have attitudes or orientations that would inform
their views on such issues, it is unreasonable to expect citizens to hold
actual preferences on questions like which high-definition television stan-
dard should be adopted or whether anabolic steroids should be changed
from a schedule III prescription drug to the more restrictive schedule 11
category.

If sufficiently clear cues are available, citizens can form meaningful
opinions even on very complex and technical issues (see chapter 1). For
example, the impact of free-trade agreements on the U.S. economy are
quite complex with different effects on different industries, different ef-
fects on employers and consumers, and different impacts on different seg-
ments of the labor force. Some citizens will have cue-givers they trust on
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questions like this—perhaps their union or an advocacy group such as
the Chamber of Commerce. But when issues are both technical and ob-
scure, citizens are much less likely to encounter cues on which to base
their preferences. Citizens can attend to cues and information about only
a limited subset of the issues on the agenda at any given time, and the
more obscure the issue, the less likely it is that any given citizen has any
basis whatsoever for forming a preference.

When an issue gains prominence on the public agenda, citizens are
likely to encounter some discussion of the issue and become aware to a
greater or lesser degree of the positions of potential cue-givers on the
issue. But we cannot expect citizens to form opinions on the thousands of
issues that government decides every year that never arise on the public
agenda. Representatives must serve as trustees on issues like these, mak-
ing decisions that they deem to be in their constituents’ (or the country’s)
best interest rather than reflecting their constituents’ existing preferences.

In sum, a set of policies suitable for assessing democratic responsive-
ness to public preferences should be broader than those taken up by Con-
gress or prominent in the media but at the same time restricted to the
subset of issues that at least a reasonable proportion of the public might
be expected to hold preferences on. To approximate this vaguely defined
set of policies, I've relied on the judgments of multiple polling organiza-
tions over the period my study covers. Using online data bases of survey
questions from news media and national polling firms, I collected as many
questions as possible that asked whether respondents favored or opposed
some specific change in federal government policy.® Since my ultimate
objective in collecting these data is to analyze the relationship between
public preferences and actual policy outcomes, I included only policy ques-
tions that were specific enough to be able to determine whether the pro-
posed policy change was adopted. My primary dataset (described below
and analyzed in chapters 2-5) covers the years 1981-2002. As detailed
in chapter 6, I later augmented these data with additional survey ques-
tions from 1964-68 and 2005-06.

My set of survey questions covers a broad array of public policies and
ranges from quite specific questions about particular policy proposals
to broader questions reflecting general orientations with regard to some
policy area. For example, a broad question about national health care
included in the dataset reads: “Do you favor or oppose national health
insurance, which would be financed by tax money, paying for most forms
of health care?” A more specific (and less popular) version reads: “Do
you favor or oppose a national health plan, financed by the taxpayers, in
which all Americans would get their insurance from a single government
plan?” Finally, specific aspects of health care reform were addressed in
questions like “Please tell me if you favor or oppose charging all Americans
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the same for health care, regardless of factors like their age and where they
live.”

Many of the questions in my dataset refer to specific proposals on the
government agenda, including specific bills before Congress, but many
other questions reflect policies that might garner some public support
but that Congress or the president is quite unlikely to consider seriously.
For example, during the mid-1990s a majority of Americans expressed
support for “a five-year ban on all legal and illegal immigration into the
United States.” Bills to cut back on legal immigration were introduced in
Congress during this period, but none called for an outright ban on legal
immigration (for any length of time).

The public policy questions that polling organizations asked during
the years I examined tilt toward the more prominent policy debates of the
day but extend to a wide range of relatively obscure issues as well. For
example, I have twenty-nine questions in my 1981-2002 dataset relating
to health care reform, seventeen questions about missile defense (asked
mostly during the Reagan and G. W. Bush administrations), twenty-six
questions about military action against Iraq, and eighteen questions about
the North American Free Trade Agreement. But I also have questions
about allowing motorized vehicles in federal wilderness areas, adopting
a federal income tax credit for purchasing high-mileage cars, classifying
tobacco as a drug subject to government oversight, and making the birth-
day of Martin Luther King, Jr., an official federal holiday.

In sum, the questions collected from polling organizations range
broadly across policy areas, degrees of specificity, and centrality to the
formal government agenda of the time. While I make no claim that these
data are the only or even the best set of policy-preference questions with
which to assess government responsiveness, I do believe they are a rea-
sonable set of questions that match the criteria outlined above. Before
describing my dataset in more detail, I address some specific issues that
have been raised concerning the use of survey questions to assess policy
responsiveness.

PoLicy PREFERENCES AND THE SURVEY AGENDA

For practical reasons many authors have used archived survey data of the
kind T employ to study the relationship between public preferences and
government policy.” But other scholars have raised questions about the
suitability of the “survey agenda” as a basis for assessing policy respon-
siveness.®

The most pressing reservation concerns possible biases in the set of poli-
cies that survey organizations ask about. Benjamin Page and Paul Burstein
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have argued that the policies that survey organizations ask about over-
represent the most salient and important issues and underrepresent those
that are obscure or technical in nature.” Since the link between public
preferences and government policy tends to be stronger for more salient
issues, this leads, these authors argue, to an upwardly biased estimate of
the strength of the preference/policy link.

This is an important objection, and it is certainly true that survey or-
ganizations tend to focus more on questions of broad interest. Given the
wide range of often obscure issues government deals with, we would ex-
pect survey organizations to ignore many—indeed the vast majority of—
specific policy proposals. On the other hand, survey organizations do
sometimes ask surprisingly obscure questions of the general public. For
example, the Roper Organization asked Americans whether they favored
or opposed “U.S. companies selling telecommunications systems such as
high-tech telephone switches, telephone communications satellites, and
microwave transmission systems to Mainland China.”'® More important,
the proper mix of more- and less-obscure policies that would produce an
unbiased estimate of policy responsiveness depends on one’s conception
of the nature of representation. As discussed above, it would be unrea-
sonable to expect the public to hold preferences over the full range of
policies the government does or might pursue. In a modern nation there
are simply too many detailed and technical issues for the public to pos-
sibly keep track of. Even elected representatives with large staffs and sub-
stantial resources appear to have difficulty following the details of many
policy issues. Based on his extensive interviews with members of the U.S.
House of Representatives, Kingdon concludes that “like most busy peo-
ple, congressmen have limited time to devote to any one activity and are
faced with much more information than they can systematically sift and
consider.”! What we care about most is how much influence the public
has over policy on that subset of issues that Americans do or reasonably
could hold preferences on.

From this perspective the tendency of survey organizations to neglect
obscure and technical policy issues is desirable as long as it doesn’t go too
far. Of course, defining exactly how far is too far may be difficult; a data-
set consisting of only the most prominent policies over a given time pe-
riod is likely to be a misleadingly narrow basis on which to judge respon-
siveness. But a dataset reflecting all the policies on the formal government
agenda (or, equivalently, a representative sample of all the policies) is also
unlikely to provide a suitable basis for assessing responsiveness to public
preferences.!?

A second form of bias in the survey agenda may be equally problem-
atic and equally difficult to assess. In choosing questions to pose to the
public, survey organizations may tend to overrepresent issues that political
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elites or they themselves consider important, or policy options that they
consider feasible or desirable. If the public as a whole—or subgroups of
the public like the economically disadvantaged—place more importance
on other issues or gravitate toward other policy options, the groups whose
priorities survey organizations ignore may be even less well represented
by government policy makers than appears to be the case. For example,
creating federal government jobs to alleviate unemployment is quite pop-
ular among poor and middle-income Americans (and only modestly less
popular among the affluent) but rarely asked about by survey organiza-
tions. Since no such programs were adopted during the decades covered
by my primary dataset, additional survey questions on this policy would
have reduced the apparent responsiveness of policy makers to public pref-
erences (and somewhat more so for the less well-off).

The magnitude of such biases in the survey agenda is difficult to gauge
for the public as a whole, but my data do allow me to compare the extent
to which the proposed policy changes in my dataset privilege the priorities
or policy alternatives of one economic level versus another. To the extent
that survey organizations favor the preferred policy options of one sub-
group of Americans and ignore the preferred options of another group,
the average level of support for the proposed policy changes should be
higher among the former than the latter. In fact my data show virtually
no difference across income levels in the average support for the pro-
posed policy changes posed to Americans by survey organizations. The
average support for the proposed policy changes in my dataset is 54.8
percent for respondents at the 10th income percentile, 56.0 percent for
those at the 50th percentile, and 56.3 percent for respondents at the 90th
income percentile.'? Particular policies, of course, often generate differing
levels of support among Americans at different income levels. But aver-
aged across the full set of policy questions I’ve collected, the preferences
of all economic levels appear to be equally well represented. At the very
least, then, whatever tendency survey organizations may have to neglect
certain policy options favored by the public does not seem to differen-
tially advantage or disadvantage one income level or another.

I make no claim that my set of policy-preference questions constitutes
a definitive collection of federal policies from the years I examined, only
that it constitutes a broadly defined group of policies that plausibly re-
flect the range of issues that were on the public agenda over this time
period and is, on average, equally reflective of the preferences of Ameri-
cans at all income levels. To the extent that news media and survey orga-
nizations tailor their questions to the more prominent policy issues of the
day, the set of questions I collected should reflect at least in a loose way
the set of concerns that the federal government and the American public
were grappling with.
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DATASETS

The main dataset used for my analyses of policy preferences consists of
1,923 survey questions asked of national samples of the U.S. population
between 1981 and 2002. For my analyses of change in policy responsive-
ness over time, I supplement these data with additional survey questions
asked during 1964-69 and 2005-06 (as described in chapter 6). Each
survey question in these datasets asks respondents whether they support
or oppose some proposed change in U.S. government policy: raising the
minimum wage, sending U.S. troops to Haiti, requiring employers to pro-
vide health insurance, allowing gay people to serve in the military, and so
on. The survey question is the unit of analysis in the dataset, with vari-
ables indicating the proportion of respondents answering “Favor,” “Op-
pose,” or “Don’t know” within each category of income and education.'

The survey questions in my dataset were identified using keyword
searches of the iPOLL database maintained by the Roper Center at the
University of Connecticut and the Public Opinion Poll Question database
maintained by the Odum Institute at the University of North Carolina. I
obtained the actual data indicating the distribution of responses to these
questions by demographic categories from these two sources when pos-
sible, or from the Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social
Research, the Institute for Social Science Research at UCLA, the Kaiser
Family Foundation, or the Pew Research Center for the People and the
Press. Dozens of different survey organizations collected the original sur-
vey data, with the largest number of questions coming from Harris, Gal-
lup, CBS, and Los Angeles Times surveys.

To be included my dataset, a survey item had to meet four criteria:
First, it had to pose a dichotomous choice of supporting or opposing
some specific policy change.!> Second, it had to be specific enough to
allow for a reasonably confident judgment of whether the proposed pol-
icy change was implemented. For example, a question asking whether or
not the respondent favored the government doing more to help small
business would be very difficult to code since there are so many programs
that could plausibly be thought to help (or hurt) small businesses. Assess-
ing whether the sum of changes in tax policies, Small Business Adminis-
tration programs, trade policy, and so on were a net help for small busi-
ness would be virtually impossible. On the other hand, a question asking
whether or not the respondent favored a reduction in federal corporate
tax rates could be coded with a fair degree of certainty. (Even in the case
of this more specific question, however, coding the outcome as consistent
or inconsistent with the preference addressed by the survey question can
be complicated. For example, statutory rates might be cut but exemptions
reduced, resulting in higher effective taxes.)
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Third, all survey questions included in my dataset had to concern an
issue that is or plausibly could be addressed by the federal government. I
excluded questions about state or local policies, such as whether tenure
for public schoolteachers should be abolished. Finally, the questions had
to be categorical rather than conditional. For example, a question asking
whether the United States should take military action against Iraq even
if the United Nations Security Council were to vote against such action
would be excluded.

To find questions that meet these criteria, I first combed through hun-
dreds of questions from the relevant time period in the iPOLL database.
This exploratory exercise revealed that the vast majority of appropriate
questions contained the words “favor” and “oppose” or “support” and
“oppose” in the question text. Consequently I used the word “oppose” as
a keyword to identify questions that were candidates for inclusion in the
dataset. I examined all the questions from the iPOLL and Public Opinion
Poll Question databases containing this word in the relevant time period
and retained those that met the criteria outlined above.

If identical questions were asked in the same calendar year, I used only
the most recent instance of the question. This was done to avoid allowing
a prominent topic (say, the Clinton health care reform efforts) from dom-
inating the dataset. On the other hand, alternative questions about the
same topic were allowed for two reasons. First, I wanted the dataset to
reflect to some degree the amount of attention different issues were get-
ting. To include only one question about the Clinton health plan would
put it on a par in shaping my findings with a single question on an ob-
scure topic, such as whether alcohol advertising should be banned from
radio and television.

In addition, allowing alternative versions of questions about the same
policy gives me the best chance of capturing the public’s “response ten-
dencies” or “long-term preferences” and the range of considerations on
a given issue.'® As I argued in chapter 1, there are two distinct sources of
variation in individuals’ responses to alternative questions about the same
policy issue. For individuals with weakly held preferences on the issue at
hand, alternative question wordings or framings may evoke different sets
of considerations. If one question about Social Security privatization, for
example, reminds respondents that individuals might lose money if the
stock market performs poorly and another question reminds respondents
that reforms have been proposed to deal with the future financial prob-
lems facing Social Security, Americans without firm preferences on Social
Security privatization are likely to express less support in responding to
the first than to the second version.!” For these respondents the closest we
can come to identifying a true underlying preference is to average across
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a range of plausible question wordings. By including multiple question
wordings in my dataset, [ am in essence doing just that.

The second source of variation in responses to alternative questions
about the same policy issue stems from the complexities of social policy
and the sensitivity of (some) respondents to alternative formulations of
related policy options. For example, a question asking whether respon-
dents favor a proposal to “allow Americans to take all of their Social
Security taxes out of the Social Security system and invest them on their
own” generated support that was about 9 percentage points lower than
that for a question asking whether respondents favor or oppose “people
having individual accounts and making their own investments with a
portion of their Social Security payments.” In a case like this the best es-
timate of the public’s support or opposition to Social Security privatiza-
tion would reflect both these questions since they are both plausible for-
mulations of proposals that were being debated at the time: one suggesting
private accounts as an alternative to traditional Social Security and the
other referring to the partial privatization of “a portion” of Social Secu-
rity payments.

A final aspect of the selection of questions for the dataset is that I in-
cluded even identical survey questions if they were found in different
calendar years. There are some policy issues that are never completely
resolved but remain at least potentially on the agenda decade after de-
cade. For example, taxes could always be raised or lowered, irrespective
of whatever choices on tax rates had been made in the past. Social condi-
tions, political control, and public preferences can all change over time.
Consequently it is important to have multiple measures over time of these
kinds of enduring issues.

Even when public preferences remain fixed, the inclusion of multiple
measures allows the analysis to reflect the reality of changing responsive-
ness on that issue. For example, large majorities of the public supported
raising the minimum wage throughout the 1981-2002 period. But the
minimum wage remained at $3.35 an hour from 1981 through 1990 and
then increased four times over the next seven years. Thus the policy his-
tory on this issue shows a substantial period during which public prefer-
ences supporting an increase were not reflected in government policy,
followed by a substantial period during which policy was (at least more)
consistent with the public’s preferences. The fifteen separate questions in
my dataset about the minimum wage allow me to capture the pattern of
government responsiveness and nonresponsiveness in a way that would
be impossible with either a single measure or a summary of multiple sur-
vey questions across these decades. In chapters 6 and 7, where I examine
change in policy responsiveness over time, I take advantage of the temporal
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spread of my preference data to assess the impact of changing political
and economic conditions.

CobpING PoLricy OUTCOMES

Once I identified appropriate survey questions, I used historical informa-
tion sources to determine whether or not the proposed policy change
occurred.'® If the proposed change took place within four years of the
date of the survey question, the change was coded as having been ad-
opted. More specifically, if federal policy makers completed their task
within the four-year coding window, the policy was coded as having been
adopted even if it did not go into effect within this time frame. For ex-
ample, if Congress passed and the president signed legislation, then I con-
sidered the policy to have changed on the date it was signed into law,
even if the implementation was delayed until the next fiscal year or be-
yond. In his analysis of public preferences and policy change, Alan Mon-
roe looked for policy changes over a long time period and found that 88
percent of the changes that eventually took place occurred within two
years of the date of the survey questions he examined.' In my data 90
percent of changes that took place within the four-year window occurred
in the first two years (with an additional 7 percent occurring in year three
and 3 percent in year four).

In coding outcomes for survey questions with specific quantified pro-
posals (e.g., raising the minimum wage to six dollars an hour or increas-
ing fuel efficiency standards to forty miles per gallon), coders considered
a change to have occurred if it represented at least 80 percent of the
change proposed in the survey question. If the actual policy change rep-
resented less than 80 percent of that proposed in the survey question but
more than 20 percent, the outcome was given a “partial change” code.
Only 3 percent of the outcomes were coded as partial changes; these cases
were dropped in all the analyses reported below.

Additional codes were developed indicating the policy area addressed
by the question (e.g., tax policy, abortion) and whether the proposed
change would require a Supreme Court ruling or a constitutional amend-
ment. After I eliminated proposed policy changes that would require a
constitutional amendment or Supreme Court ruling, proposed changes
that were partially but not fully adopted, and questions that lacked in-
come breakdowns, 1,779 questions from 1981-2002 remained for the
analyses reported below.
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IMPUTING PREFERENCES BY INCOME AND EDUCATION

Because the surveys employed were conducted by different organizations
at different times, the demographic categories are frequently inconsistent.
In particular income and education are divided into different numbers
of categories and use different break points in various surveys. To create
consistent measures of preferences that can be compared across surveys
and across years, I used the following procedure. For ease of exposition,
I describe the procedure for imputing preferences by income; I applied
the identical procedure to education.

For each survey, respondents in each income category were assigned
an income score equal to the percentile midpoint for their income group
based on the income distribution from their survey. For example, if on
a given survey 10 percent of the respondents fell into the bottom income
category and 30 percent into the second category, those in the bottom
group would be assigned a score of 0.05 and the second group a score of
0.25 (the midpoint between 0.10 and 0.40, the bottom and top percen-
tiles for the second group).

After rescoring income for each survey, I estimated predicted prefer-
ences for specific income percentiles using a quadratic function. That is,
for each survey question, I used income and income-squared (measured
in percentiles) as predictors of policy preference for that question (result-
ing in 1,779 separate logistic regressions, each with two predictors). I then
used the coefficients from these analyses to impute policy preferences for
respondents at the desired percentiles.?’

This approach has three advantages. First, it allows easy comparisons
across survey questions with different raw income categories. Second, in
basing the imputations on the continuous functions of policy preference
by income for each policy question, this approach smoothes out some
of the noise inherent in estimating preferences for population subgroups
with limited numbers of respondents. Finally, by converting income cat-
egories to percentiles for each survey, this approach generates policy pref-
erences based on relative rather than absolute measures of income level.
Relative income levels are more appropriate for my purposes both be-
cause inflation changes the value of a given dollar level of income and
because they allow me to hold constant over time the proportions of the
population whose influence I am comparing. (If I used absolute income
levels, the proportion of the population in the top income category, for
example, would have grown considerably over time, making compari-
sons difficult.)

To assess the accuracy of the preference imputation process, I identi-
fied a subset of the survey questions that used identical income categories.
The largest such subset is from 1981 to 1987 and contains 451 questions,
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Table 2.1 Observed and Imputed Percent Favoring Policy Change

Average Absolute

Difference between Correlation between
Observed and Imputed Observed and Imputed
Income Category Percent Favoring Percent Favoring
Under $7,500 1.95 991
$7,500-$15,000 2.63 .987
$15,000-$25,000 1.60 995
$25,000-$35,000 1.86 993
$35,000-$50,000 2.45 988
Over $50,000 2.45 .987
Average across income 2.16 990

categories

Based on the 451 questions with identical income categories asked between 1981 and
1987. Imputed percent favoring based on quadratic estimates for each survey question
using income and income-squared as predictors of policy preference. See text for details.

each using the same six income categories. For this subset of questions I
compared the observed percentage of respondents in each category favor-
ing each proposed policy change with the imputed percentage based on
the quadratic imputation procedure described above. As shown in table
2.1, the average size of the absolute difference in the percent favoring
policy change between the observed and imputed preferences is about
2 percentage points, and the correlations between the observed and im-
puted preferences ranges range from 0.987 to 0.995. For this set of survey
questions where the observed and imputed values can be directly com-
pared, the estimated percent favoring each policy change for each income
group based on the imputation equations is quite close to the observed
percent favoring change in that income group. While only a quarter of
the questions in my dataset can be easily compared in this way, the simi-
larity of imputed and observed values for these questions suggests that
the imputation procedure can be relied on to produce reliable preference
estimates for the dataset as a whole.

RELIABILITY OF PREFERENCE AND OUTCOME MEASURES

As indicated above, policy outcomes were coded according to whether or
not the proposed policy change was adopted within the four-year coding
window, with a third category used to indicate partial change in the di-
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rection indicated in the survey question. Partial change codes (represent-
ing about 3 percent of all cases) are excluded from my analyses. Of the
remainder, the proposed policy was adopted within the coding window
for 30.6 percent of all questions. Intercoder agreement for policy out-
come (whether the proposed change occurred within four years of the
survey question) was 91 percent, equivalent to an alpha reliability coef-
ficient of 0.81.%

The reliability of the policy-preference measures is more difficult to
assess because I lack the ability to compare multiple measures of the same
characteristic (like the outcome codes produced independently by two
separate coders referenced above). For a subset of my survey questions,
however, I can approximate multiple measures by using alternative ques-
tion wordings relating to the same policy collected around the same time.
Of the 1,779 questions available for my analyses, 387 had at least one
alternative version relating to essentially the same policy change asked
within the same calendar year. Most of these questions had a single alter-
native form, but 75 of them had two alternatives and 80 had three or
more alternatives asked within the same year. By treating the pairs of al-
ternatives among these 387 questions as parallel measures, I can estimate
the reliability of the preference measures for the imputed preferences at
various income levels.

To give some sense of the nature of these paired questions, table 2.2
shows four examples of policies from the early 1980s that were identi-
fied as having multiple measures of aggregate preferences for the same
policy. Note that the alternative question wordings embody alternative
contextualizations of the policies being asked about. For example, one
version of the question about selling airborne warning and control sys-
tems (AWACS) to Saudi Arabia gives pro and con arguments while the
other version does not. To the extent that the arguments contained in the
first version reflect prominent considerations that were being raised in
public debate about this policy, the first question is more likely to reflect
the existing opinions of those attending to this issue and the potential or
latent opinions of those who are not attending. On the other hand, to the
extent that public preferences on this issue typically rest on other consid-
erations, the bare version of the question that doesn’t provide any frame-
work of considerations for respondents may be a better gauge of public
preferences. Such uncertainties contribute to the unreliability of my mea-
sures of public preferences, even if they do not reflect measurement error
per se.

To assess the reliability of survey questions, classical test theory em-
ploys parallel measures of the same underlying construct asked of the
identical respondents at a single point in time. Since my reliability esti-
mates are based on different samples of respondents at different (but close)
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Table 2.2 Alternative Question Wordings for Reliability Estimates
Selling AWACS to Saudi Arabia (1981)

Version 1: Saudi Arabia wants the U.S. to supply it with our highly sophisticated
system for detecting hostile military activity, called AWACS. Supporters of the
sale say the system will help Saudi Arabia defend itself against outside attack,
and that providing them with the AWACS will demonstrate our friendship.
Opponents of the sale say the AWACS could be used in a war against Israel, or
that the top-secret system could fall into hostile hands. Do you favor or oppose
the U.S. sending the AWACS system to Saudi Arabia?

Version 2: Do you favor or oppose the sale of AWACS to Saudi Arabia?

Criminalizing privacy violations (1983)

Version 1: Would you favor or oppose federal laws that would make it a
criminal offense if the privacy of an individual were violated by an information-
collecting business or organization?

Version 2: Would you favor or oppose federal laws that could put companies
out of business which collected information about individuals and then shared
that information in a way that violated the privacy of the individual?

Supplying 136 million dollars in military aid to El Salvador (1983)

Version 1: As you may know, President Reagan has charged that the Russians
and Cubans are supplying arms to the left-wing guerrillas in El Salvador. Do
you favor or oppose the U.S. taking each of the following steps to help the
government in El Salvador: sending in 136 million dollars in military aid to
the El Salvador government troops for 1983?

Version 2: President Reagan has taken a number of steps in Central America to
meet what he says is the mounting supply of arms from Russia and Cuba going
to left-wing rebel forces in El Salvador and to the Sandinista government in
Nicaragua. Let me ask you if you favor or oppose sending in 136 million dollars
in military aid to the El Salvador government troops for 1983?

Providing government money to faith based organizations (2001)

Version 1: Do you think it is a good idea or a bad idea for the federal govern-
ment to give money to religious organizations so they can provide social services
like job training and drug treatment counseling?

Version 2: Do you favor or oppose allowing churches and other houses of
worship to apply, along with other organizations, for government funding to
provide social services such as job training or drug treatment counseling to
people who need them?

Version 3: Do you favor or oppose giving government funding to churches and
other houses of worship so they can provide social services such as job training
or drug treatment counseling to people who need them?
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points in time, my estimates will reflect not only the degree of unreliabil-
ity inherent in the survey measures, but also the additional unreliability
due to sampling error in comparing two different samples and whatever
systematic change may have taken place in respondents’ preferences dur-
ing the time between the two surveys.?? On the other hand, my measures
are aggregate preferences for the respondents as a group or imputed pref-
erences for respondents at a particular income level. Because unreliability
is assumed to result from random measurement error, aggregated measures
are considerably more reliable than the individual-level measures they are
based on. (That is, the random errors inherent in individuals’ responses
tend to cancel out when those responses are aggregated.)

In one of the broadest efforts to assess the reliability of survey-based
political attitude measures, Duane Alwin and Jon Krosnick found an av-
erage reliability of 0.53 for the 33 policy questions they examined.?? In
comparison the average correlation (equivalent to the classical reliability
coefficient) across alternative measures among my 387 paired policy-
preference questions is 0.82. (In chapter 3 I show that the reliability of
my imputed preferences is quite similar for low-, middle-, and high-
income respondents.)

As explained above, only 387 of the questions from my larger dataset
can be used to estimate the reliability of my policy-preference measures.
While this number of questions is sufficient for my purposes, the broader
applicability of the results depends on the extent to which these 387 ques-
tions are representative of the broader set of preference questions in my
data. Of particular concern is the possibility that survey organizations
might ask more questions (and thus be more likely to produce multiple
measures in my dataset) about more prominent policies. Since respon-
dents’ views on more prominent policies might well be more crystallized,
this set of 387 questions might be measured with greater reliability than
questions about the less prominent policies for which I have only single
measures.

As I show in the appendix, the 387 multiple-measure questions do
closely resemble the remaining questions in my dataset in terms of the
average level of support for the proposed policy change and the percent-
age of respondents saying “Don’t know” (an indication of the salience of
the policy the question addresses). While it is impossible to assess the reli-
ability of the questions that lack multiple measures, I can compare the
reliabilities of questions with two, three, or four alternative measures. If
responses to multiple-measure questions are more reliable than responses
to questions with only single measures, we might also expect reliability to
increase as the number of multiple measures increases. In fact this turns
out not to be the case: the reliabilities for questions from two-item, three-
item, and four-item sets of alternative measures are 0.79, 0.82, and 0.77,
respectively.
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In sum, the aggregation of individual-level responses in my preference
measures appears to generate data that are quite reliable by the standards
of survey research. As I discuss in chapter 3, the aggregation process also
equalizes the reliability of these measures across levels of income and
education—an important advantage given my interest in comparing the
strength of policy responsiveness for different demographic groups.

ASSESSING RESPONSIVENESS: CONSISTENCY VS. INFLUENCE

Measures of public preferences and policy outcomes can be used to assess
two conceptually distinct aspects of the preference/policy link. With these
data we can examine the extent to which the public as a whole, or various
subgroups of the public, get what they want from government. Alter-
natively we can examine the extent to which the public or subgroups of
the public shape what they get from government. It may be true that the
more a social group shapes government policy, the more that group is
going to get the policy it wants. Nevertheless, a group’s preferences can
coincide with government policy even in the absence of any actual influ-
ence of the former over the latter. In an absolute theocracy, for example,
any group of citizens that shares the preferences of the theocratic rulers
will get the policies they desire, but it would clearly be a mistake to see in
that correspondence the influence of those citizens over policy makers.

As described more fully in chapter 1, previous analyses of the associa-
tion of public preferences and government policy have taken one of two
forms. One set of scholars has related changes in public preferences across
time to subsequent changes (or lack of changes) in government policy.>*
This approach has its advantages and disadvantages, as discussed above,
but is impossible with my data, which most often contains preference mea-
sures for a given policy at only one point in time.

The second approach to assessing the relationship between prefer-
ences and policies—the one I take here—is to measure support for spe-
cific changes in policy and relate that support (or opposition) to subse-
quent policy. Previous analyses using this approach have relied primarily
on consistency between majority opinion and policy outcome as their
measure of policy responsiveness.”® But raw consistency (defined as the
conformance of a policy outcome with majority preference) is a rough
measure that does not take into account the degree to which policy out-
comes are influenced by the public’s preferences. For example, a policy
change opposed by 51 percent of the public and one opposed by 99 per-
cent of the public would both be inconsistent with public preferences,
but the latter clearly represents a greater failure of policy to reflect public
preferences.
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More important for my purposes, raw consistency reflects whether a
majority of the public (or a subgroup of the public) got what it wanted
on the policy in question. But it is a poor measure of the extent to which
the public (or a subgroup) shaped what it got. Consistency can be par-
ticularly misleading in trying to assess the relative influence of different
subgroups over government policy making. In my dataset 56 percent of
the proposed policy changes received majority support, but only 32 per-
cent of the proposed changes actually took place—a substantial status
quo bias that I return to in chapter 3.2¢ Consequently if the majority of
population group X prefers policy change less often than population
group Y, X will ceteris paribus have higher consistency scores. But influ-
ence over policy outcomes is reflected in the degree to which policy change
is more or less likely to occur depending on whether or not members of
that group support it. A group that favors only 10 percent of proposed
policy changes will inevitably have a high consistency score, but if the
probability of a change being implemented bears no relationship to the
group’s preferences, the group cannot be said to have influence over policy
outcomes.

The weakness of raw consistency as a measure of policy influence is
illustrated with a hypothetical example in table 2.3. The preferences of
groups A and B are each consistent with policy outcomes ten out of six-
teen times (63%). But for group A, policies are three times as likely to be
adopted if they are favored as if they are opposed (3/8 vs. 1/8), while for
group B, policies are equally likely to be adopted whether they are fa-
vored or opposed (1/4 vs. 3/12). The consistency scores are 0.63 for both
groups, but the measure of association (in this case, correlation) reveals
the stronger relationship between preference and policy for group A (0.29
vs. 0.00). For group B in this example, consistency results from the lower
number of favored policies combined with the status quo bias in policy
outcomes, not from the association of preferences and outcomes.

Finally, consistency scores are problematic for assessing influence over
government policy because any specific cutoff point for this purpose (such
as 50 percent or majority preference) is arbitrary. The 50 percent mark
may be a logical criterion for assessing the extent to which a group gets
what it wants, but there is no reason to expect influence over policy out-
comes to be focused around this level. That is, there is no reason to think
the difference in impact on policy outcomes between 45 percent favor-
ability and 55 percent favorability is any greater than the difference be-
tween 55 percent and 65 percent. Because public preferences are only one
factor affecting policy outcomes, the degree of favorability needed to tip
a policy from not being adopted to being adopted may be more or less
than 50 percent. Since policies requiring federal legislation to be adopted
need to garner the support of the president, congressional committees and
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Table 2.3  Consistency vs. Correlation as Measures of Policy Responsiveness

Policy Group A’s Preference Group B’s Preference Outcome
1 1 1 1
2 1 0 1
3 1 0 1
4 1 0 0
S 1 0 0
6 1 0 0
7 1 0 0
8 1 0 0
9 0 0 1

10 0 1 0

11 0 1 0

12 0 1 0

13 0 0 0

14 0 0 0

15 0 0 0

16 0 0 0

Consistency of 0.63 0.63

preference and

outcome

Correlation of 0.29 0.00

preference and

outcome

Group A: Favors eight policies of which three are adopted

Opposes eight policies of which one is adopted

Group B: Favors four policies of which one is adopted

Opposes twelve policies of which three are adopted
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subcommittees in both houses of Congress, a majority of House mem-
bers, and a supermajority of Senators (to avoid a filibuster),?” we might
very well expect the tipping point for public support to be considerably
higher than 50 percent. On the other hand, if powerful forces such as
interest groups are aligned in favor of a particular policy change, that
change may require only a modest level of public support to be adopted
(that is, such a policy may have a high probability of adoption unless the
public overwhelmingly opposes it).

In chapter 3 I look more closely at the probability of policy change
associated with different levels of public support. For now the important
point is that there is no magic number in terms of public support, and the
politically relevant threshold may be lower or higher than 50 percent
depending on the other forces at work in shaping any particular policy
outcome.

In the analyses that follow, I use a measure of association (the logistic
regression coefficient) rather than raw consistency scores to assess the
strength of the relationship between policy preferences and policy out-
comes across groups. Regression coefficients (and the associated prob-
abilities of policy change that I report) overcome the various shortcomings
of consistency scores—they incorporate the degree of support (or opposi-
tion) to a specific policy proposal, they reflect the extent to which differ-
ent levels of policy support are associated with different probabilities of
policy implementation within each group, and they don’t impose an arbi-
trary tipping point in assessing the strength of policy responsiveness.

With the preliminaries of data description and analytic approach now
out of the way, I turn in the next chapters to the substantive examination
of policy responsiveness. Chapter 3 presents some key findings on varia-
tion in responsiveness across income groups and considers the alternative
causal processes that might account for those associations. In chapters 4
through 7 I examine additional aspects of representational inequality,
looking at the variation across substantive issue domains (chapter 4), the
role of interest groups (chapter 5), and changes in policy responsiveness
under different political circumstances and over time (chapters 6 and 7).



CHAPTER 3

The Preference/Policy Link

FEW WILL BE SURPRISED that the link between preferences and policies
turns out to be stronger for higher-income Americans than for the poor.
But the magnitude of this difference, and the inequality in representation
that I find even between the affluent and the slightly less well-off, suggest
that the political system is tilted very strongly in favor of those at the top
of the income distribution. After presenting my core findings on represen-
tational inequality, I show that alternative methodologies for estimating
the independent influence of Americans at different income levels pro-
duce similar results. The final section of the chapter discusses alternative
explanations for the representational inequalities I find. I show that the
stronger link between preferences and policies for the affluent does not
result from different reliabilities in measuring preferences at different in-
come levels. Neither can representational inequality be explained by dif-
ferences in the scope of the issues on which Americans at various income
levels hold preferences or to the strength of those preferences. I argue in-
stead that the association of policy outcomes and the preferences of afflu-
ent Americans primarily reflects the influence of this subgroup of the
public over policy outcomes.

STYLIZED MODELS OF POLICY RESPONSIVENESS

Democratic responsiveness implies a positive association between the
level of public support for a policy and the likelihood of that policy being
adopted. In any actual democracy, of course, this relationship is likely to
be imperfect. First, there are many other factors that influence government
policy in addition to public preferences; second, electoral structures can
generate countermajoritarian outcomes (e.g., the overrepresentation of
citizens from small states in the U.S. Senate); and third, governing struc-
tures can impose restraints on policy making leading to a bias favoring
the status quo (for example, by requiring supermajority support for some
kinds of policy change or by the imposition of constitutional constraints).

Four stylized representations of the relationship between public prefer-
ences and government policy are shown in figure 3.1. The two diagrams
at the top reflect perfectly nonresponsive and perfectly responsive rela-
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Figure 3.1. Stylized Models of Policy Responsiveness

tionships. In the top left panel the probability that a policy change will be
adopted is unrelated to the percent of the population favoring that
change. In the top right panel, in contrast, potential policy changes with
majority support are always adopted while those lacking majority sup-
port are never adopted. These hypothetical examples represent the extreme
ends of the continuum of democratic responsiveness and are presented to
help clarify the graphical representation of different kinds and degrees of
government responsiveness to public preferences.

The bottom left panel of figure 3.1 shows a still-stylized but some-
what more realistic hypothetical example in which government policy is
strongly related to public preferences but with a substantial bias toward
the status quo. In this diagram policies that lack majority support are
never adopted, but policies favored by a majority of citizens are adopted
only 70 percent of the time (compared with 100 percent in the “perfectly
responsive majoritarian” example in the upper right panel).

Finally, the lower right panel reflects a fairly responsive government
with a strong status quo bias. In this hypothetical world, even policies
with near unanimous opposition are sometimes adopted (in contrast to

Percent favoring policy change
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the perfectly responsive systems in the previous two diagrams), but the
status quo bias is reflected in the asymmetry in response to very unpop-
ular and very popular policies. In this diagram 85 percent of the least
popular policies are rejected, but only 60 percent of the most popular
policies are adopted. In addition, government responsiveness to public
preferences is less dramatic than in the preceding example. In this last
case, there is a zone of indifference that ranges from mild opposition (40
percent favorable) to mild support (60 percent favorable). Within this
range the probability of a policy being adopted does not change. As sup-
port declines further below 40 percent, however, the chances of a policy
being adopted diminish. Likewise, as support grows above 60 percent, the
chances increase.

These hypothetical examples of policy responsiveness are intended to
illustrate the ways plausible, real-world elements of American politics
might be reflected in macrolevel analyses of policy responsiveness like
those reported below. The zone of indifference around the point at which
roughly equal numbers of Americans support and oppose a policy reflects
the room to maneuver that politicians have when the public in the ag-
gregate does not lean heavily in one direction or the other. If proponents
and opponents of a policy are roughly equal in numbers (and assuming
that they are also equal in their intensity of preference regarding the rel-
evant policy), politicians have no strong incentive to act one way or the
other, at least in terms of satisfying public opinion. It should be empha-
sized that an evenly split public can be said to be indifferent to the pro-
posed policy change in an aggregate sense even though many or most
individual members of the public are strongly in favor or strongly op-
posed. For purposes of both the electoral incentives that politicians face
and responsiveness of the government to aggregate preferences, an evenly
split public is, in the aggregate, indifferent to the adoption of the policy
in question.!

Both the zone of indifference and status quo bias illustrated in the bot-
tom right panel of figure 3.1 are consistent with the American system of
divided government with its multiple veto points and supermajority re-
quirements. In contrast to many parliamentary systems, which concen-
trate power and facilitate policy making, the American system of checks
and balances was expressly designed to protect against the “tyranny of
the majority.”? For majority sentiment (or any sentiment) to be translated
into law, legislation must successfully pass through committees and sub-
committees of both the House and Senate, receive majority votes on the
floor of both houses of Congress, and be signed by the president.? As
we’ll see shortly, the hypothetical status quo bias embodied in the bottom
panels of figure 3.1 is also reflected in the actual patterns of association
between public preferences and government policy.
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Figure 3.2. Observed Association between Policy Preferences and Policy Out-
comes. Cases consist of survey questions about proposed policy changes asked
between 1981 and 2002. Changes are coded as adopted if the proposed policy
change took place within four years of the survey date (N = 1,779).

EmpPiricAL EVIDENCE OF POLICY RESPONSIVENESS

Turning now from stylized models to real-world data, figure 3.2 shows
the relationship between the percentage of survey respondents favoring a
proposed policy change and the proportion of proposed changes that
were adopted. As expected, the association between public support and
probability of adoption is positive, with the percentage of changes ad-
opted increasing from only 11 percent for those policies favored by fewer
than one in ten respondents to 60 percent for policies favored by at least
nine out of ten Americans. Figure 3.2 clearly displays the status quo bias
embodied in the hypothetical examples in the bottom of figure 3.1. Poli-
cies that are strongly opposed have little chance of being adopted, but
policies with strong public support still face uncertain prospects.* Of the
240 proposed policy changes that were favored by at least 80 percent of
survey respondents, only 48 percent were adopted (the two rightmost
dots in figure 3.2).

Figure 3.2 also appears to show a zone of indifference in which the
probability of a policy being adopted changes little between about 25
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percent approval and 55 percent approval among the public. This leftward
shift in the zone of indifference suggests a bias toward change rather than
toward the status quo. That is, the increase in the probability of a policy
being adopted as support rises from 50 to 75 percent is much greater than
the decrease in probability as support drops from 50 to 25 percent. On
the other hand, this change bias must be assessed in relation to the low
probability of policies with 50 percent support being adopted in the first
place (only 28 percent of policies on which the public was evenly split
were adopted). The net result is that any given level of support for policy
change is less likely to be reflected in policy outcomes than is an equiva-
lent level of support for keeping the status quo. (For example, when three
out of four Americans support a policy change, that change occurs about
39 percent of the time, but when three out of four Americans oppose a
policy change, that change is rejected about 78 percent of the time.)

As discussed above, the status quo bias evident in figure 3.2 reflects the
design of the American political system. No sensible observer of Ameri-
can government would be surprised that unpopular policies are more
likely to be rejected than popular policies are to be adopted. But few
scholars have made any effort to quantify the magnitude of the status
quo bias in federal policy making, and the results presented in the figure
arguably represent the best existing evidence on the strength of this bias.®
The bias, in short, is enormous. As reported above, the probability of see-
ing majority preferences reflected in policy outcomes is only half as large
when three-quarters of Americans favor a policy change as when three-
quarters oppose a change (39% vs. 78%). Of course, some degree of
status quo bias in policy making may be beneficial, preventing policy from
shifting too frequently or in response to small changes in public prefer-
ences. But the low probability of policy changes desired even by quite
large majorities of Americans does seem to indicate a very substantial
democratic deficit.

The shape of the relationship between preferences and policy outcomes
shown in figure 3.2 is somewhat unusual in that the steepest parts of the
curve are at the low and high extremes of public support and the flattest
part is in the middle values. (This is opposite the common logit or probit
functional form in which the marginal change in probability is largest in
the middle of the distribution and smallest at the tails.) To capture the
nature of the observed relationship between preferences and policy out-
comes, I take the log of the odds ratio of the percent favoring a given
policy as my predictor in a logistic regression on my dichotomous policy
outcome measure (coded 1 if the proposed change was adopted and 0
otherwise). That is, my predictor (x) is a function of the proportion favor-
ing a given policy (p) as given by x = In (p/(1-p)).
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Figure 3.3. Observed and Predicted Associations between Policy Preferences and
Policy Outcomes. Cases consist of survey questions about proposed policy changes
asked between 1981 and 2002. Changes are coded as adopted if the proposed
policy change took place within four years of the survey date. Predicted prob-
abilities based on the logistic regression shown in the first column of table 3.1
(N = 1,779).

Figure 3.3 shows both the observed and predicted probabilities of
policy adoption by level of public support using the transformation above.
The predicted probabilities, shown by the dark line in the figure, do not
follow every bump in the observed values (no single transformed predic-
tor could), but they do nicely capture the general form of the observed
relationship and in particular the steeper slope of the preference/policy
link at high and low levels of support for proposed policy changes.

The regression results that produced the dark line in the figure are
shown in the first column of table 3.1. The logistic coefficient of 0.41 is
not easily interpretable, but the magnitude of the preference/policy link
can be gauged by comparing the predicted probability of adoption for
highly popular versus highly unpopular policies. Row 4 of the table shows
the predicted probability of a policy change occurring if 20 percent of
respondents favor the proposed change, row 5 shows the predicted prob-
ability if 80 percent favor the proposed change, and row 6 shows the ratio
of row 5 to row 4—that is, the factor by which the predicted probability
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Table 3.1 Policy Responsiveness by Income Percentile

Income Percentile

All
Respondents 10th 30th 50th 70th 90th

Logistic coefficient 41 31 .34 .37 42 49
(Standard error) (.05) (.05) (.05) (.05) (.05) (.05)
Intercept -85 -.80 -.82 -.84 -.87 -.90
Predicted probability

if 20% favor .19 23 22 21 .19 17
Predicted probability

if 80% favor 43 41 41 42 43 45
Relative difference 2.2 1.8 1.9 2.0 2.3 2.7

in predicted

probability

(row S/row 4)
N 1779 1779 1779 1779 1779 1779
Log Likelihood 2198 2223 2213 2203 2188 2169
Likelihood A1) =60 x2(1) =35 (1) =45 xX1) =55 x¥1)=70 xX1) =88

ratio x> p<.001 p<.001 p<.001 p<.001 p<.001 p<.001

Cases consist of survey questions about proposed policy changes asked between 1981 and 2002.
Dependent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took place within four
years of the survey date and 0 if it did not. Predictors are the logits of the percentage of respondents
favoring the proposed policy change (column 1) or the imputed percentage of respondents at a given
income percentile favoring the proposed policy change.

of policy change increases as opinion shifts from strong opposition to
strong support.

The first column, which reflects policy responsiveness for the public as
a whole, shows that the predicted probability of a policy being adopted
rises from 0.19 among policies with only 20 percent support to 0.43 for
policies with 80 percent support. The ratio of these two probabilities is
2.2, meaning that a highly popular policy is about twice as likely to be
adopted as a highly unpopular policy.

Turning next to the differences in policy responsiveness for respon-
dents at different income levels, we find, as expected, that higher-income
respondents’ views are more strongly related to government policy. The
logit coefficients relating preference and policy rise from 0.31 for those at
the 10th income percentile, to 0.37 for median income respondents, to
0.49 for those at the 90th percentile. These coefficients are translated into
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Figure 3.4. Policy Responsiveness for the 10th, 50th, and 90th Income Percentiles.
Predicted probabilities are based on the logistic regressions reported in table 3.1.

probabilities in rows 4 and 5 of table 3.1 and displayed graphically in
figure 3.4. For respondents at the 10th income percentile, the probability
of policy change rises from 0.23 with 20 percent favoring to 0.41 with
80 percent support. Thus a policy that those at the 10th income percen-
tile strongly favor has just under twice the probability of being adopted
as one that they strongly oppose.

For those at the top of the income distribution, the probability of pol-
icy change rises somewhat more dramatically, from 0.17 to 0.45 (a factor
of 2.7). Looking across the columns in table 3.1, we see that the strength
of the relationship between preferences and policy outcomes not only
increases with each step up the income ladder but does so at an increasing
rate: the differences in the logit coefficients and the 80/20 ratio are smaller
between the 10th and 50th income percentiles than they are between the
50th and 90th percentiles.

Poricy RESPONSIVENESS WHEN PREFERENCES ACROSS
INcoME GROUPS DIVERGE

It is hardly surprising that the preferences of the well-off are more clearly
reflected in government policy than those of poor or middle-income citi-
zens. But the results in table 3.1 understate the true differences in the
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ability of different economic groups to influence policy. On many of the
policy issues in the dataset, low- and high-income Americans do not dif-
fer substantially in their policy preferences. If the well-to-do are better
able to exert influence over government policy, the observed association
between policy outcomes and the preferences of poor or middle-income
respondents may simply reflect those proposed changes on which Ameri-
cans of all income levels agree.

To assess the ability of citizens at different economic levels to influ-
ence government policy, we need to know not the strength of the overall
preference/policy link for each income group, but rather the strength of
this association net of the impact of other income groups. That is, after
parceling out the preferences that are shared across income groups, how
much of an association do we find between policy outcomes and the
unique preferences of affluent, middle-income, or poor Americans?

The most common technique for identifying the unique contribution
of each predictor on some outcome of interest is multivariate analysis,
which holds all other variables constant in estimating the impact of any
given factor. For reasons explained below (and in detail in the appendix),
my ability to use this approach is limited by the distinctive characteristics
of my data.

As an alternative to multivariate analysis, I assess the influence of Amer-
icans at various income levels by separating out those proposed policy
changes that elicit similar levels of support across the economic spectrum
from those on which the preferences of low-, middle-, and high-income
respondents diverge. (In the following section I show that this technique
produces results comparable to a multivariate model when the multi-
variate approach is feasible.) Low- and high-income respondents express
comparable levels of support (within 5 percentage points) on about one-
third of the proposed policy changes in my dataset, and middle- and high-
income respondents agree on about half the proposed changes. Examples
of agreement across income groups include opposition to new taxes,
government support for higher education, strengthening antidrug efforts
(but legalizing marijuana for medical use), and providing welfare recipi-
ents with job training and child care. In contrast the affluent and the poor
often disagree on issues like stem cell research, gay rights, abortion, the
progressivity of the tax system, and market-oriented reforms of Social
Security and Medicare. Even in the same general issue area, lower- and
higher-income Americans are sometimes in agreement and sometimes not.
For example, while Americans at all income levels favor job training and
child care for welfare recipients, the poor are far less supportive than the
affluent when it comes to welfare time limits or efforts to reduce welfare
spending overall. In chapter 4 T discuss these patterns of policy support
and opposition in detail; I focus here on how the overall strength of the
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Table 3.2 Policy Responsiveness by Size of Preference Gap across Income Percentiles

10th vs. 90th 50th vs. 90th
Income Percentiles Income Percentiles
Size of Preference Gap 10th 90th 50th 90th
Less than 5 points 54.(.09)FF* 54 (L09)*F* 48 (.07)*** .50 (.07)*
Between 5 and 10 points .41 ((11)*** .52 ((11)*** .33 ((10)*** .51 (.12)***
Greater than 10 points .02 (.09) 46 (L10)***  —.01 (.14) A7 (18)*

Cases consist of survey questions about proposed policy changes asked between 1981 and 2002.
Dependent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took place within
four years of the survey date and 0 if it did not. Predictors are the logits of the imputed percentage
of respondents at a given income percentile favoring the proposed policy change. N ranges from
322 to 936. See appendix table A3.1 for full results.

**p <.01; ***p <.001

preference/policy link differs for policies that generate more or less agree-
ment across economic groups.

For questions that generate comparable levels of support across dif-
ferent income groups, the preference/policy link is necessarily the same
irrespective of income. For the next set of analyses, then, I divide the pro-
posed policy changes into three categories based on the size of the prefer-
ence gap between respondents at the 10th and 90th income percentiles.
To the extent that policy responsiveness for low-income respondents is an
artifact of those issues on which they agree with the affluent, the strength
of this association should decline as the preferences between low- and
high-income Americans diverge. At the same time, if government policy
reflects the preferences of the affluent to the exclusion of other groups,
policy responsiveness for those at the top of the income distribution should
not decline as preference divergence across income groups increases.

The first two columns of table 3.2 show exactly this pattern: as the size
of the preference gap between low- and high-income respondents in-
creases, the association of preferences and policy outcomes declines dra-
matically for the poor but only marginally for the affluent (full results in
appendix table A3.1). On those proposed policy changes where the pref-
erences of low- and high-income respondents coincide (top row), the lo-
gistic coefficients for the preference/policy link are 0.54 for both the 10th
and 90th income percentiles (p < 0.001 for both). As the bottom row of
table 3.2 shows, policy outcomes for questions that generate preferences
gaps of over 10 percentage points between low- and high-income respon-
dents continue to show a strong association with the preferences of the
affluent (b = 0.46, p < 0.001) but no association with the preferences
of the poor at all (b = 0.02, p = 0.85). The top panel of figure 3.5 shows
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Figure 3.5. Policy Responsiveness When Preferences across Income Levels Di-
verge. Predicted probabilities are based on the logistic regressions reported in
table 3.2.
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these two relationships graphically, conveying the fairly steep relation-
ship between preferences and policy outcomes for the well-off and the
virtually flat relationship for the poor for those policies on which their
preferences diverge.

The complete lack of government responsiveness to the preferences of
the poor is disturbing and seems consistent only with the most cynical
views of American politics. These results indicate that when preferences
between the well-off and the poor diverge, government policy bears ab-
solutely no relationship to the degree of support or opposition among the
poor. But these results could be compatible with an egalitarian and ma-
joritarian polity if poor people hold attitudes that consistently differ from
those held not only by the wealthy but by the middle class as well. If the
preferences of the poor were systematically at variance with the major-
ity of Americans, the lack of responsiveness to their preferences might
actually reflect a well-functioning democracy. Middle-income respondents
better reflect the preferences of the median voter on most issues, and the
responsiveness of government policy makers to the preferences of the
middle class might therefore serve as a more appropriate test of biases in
representation.

The right two columns of table 3.2 and the bottom panel of figure 3.5
show that median-income Americans fare no better than the poor when
their policy preferences diverge from those of the well-off. For those pro-
posed policy changes on which middle- and high-income respondents’
preferences diverge by at least 10 percentage points, policy responsive-
ness for the 90th income percentile remains strong (b = 0.47,p < 0.01)
but is indistinguishable from zero for the 50th percentile (b = -0.01,p =
0.93).

The lack of responsiveness to the preferences of the 10th and 50th
income percentiles does not mean that those groups never get what they
want from government, or that high-income Americans always see their
preferences enacted in government policy. On the policy questions on
which low- and middle-income respondents share the same preferences as
those with high incomes, they are, of course, just as likely as high-income
Americans to get what they want. But when their views differ from those
of more affluent Americans, government policy appears to be fairly re-
sponsive to the well-off and virtually unrelated to the desires of low- and
middle-income citizens.

To provide a more complete picture of the relative influence of differ-
ent economic groups, figure 3.6 repeats the analyses shown in the bot-
tom row of table 3.2 for the 10th, 30th, 50th, and 70th income percen-
tiles for those proposed policy changes where the preference gap with the
90th percentile is larger than 10 percentage points (the numeric results of
these analyses are in table A3.2).¢ This figure makes clear the dramatically
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Figure 3.6. Policy Responsiveness When Preferences Diverge between the 90th
and Other Income Percentiles. Predicted probabilities are based on the logistic
regressions reported in table A3.2.

greater influence of the affluent when their preferences diverge from
those of less-well-off Americans. In the four leftmost columns in figure
3.6 the only hint of a link between preferences and policies is for Ameri-
cans at the 70th income percentile (when the preferences of each of these
groups are pitted against those of the 90th percentile). But even for the
70th income percentile, the coefficient is small (b = 0.16) and nonsignifi-
cant (p = 0.28).

In stark contrast, responsiveness to the preferences of the 90th percen-
tile are equally strong whether their preferences diverge from the poor,
from the middle class, or even from respondents at the 70th percentile of
family income (and the four estimates of policy responsiveness for the
90th percentile all are statistically significant at p < 0.01). Of course the
number of proposed policy changes that elicit divergent preferences is
greatest between groups farthest apart on the income distribution—in
this case the 10th and 90th percentiles. Nevertheless, when preferences
did diverge from the affluent, Americans at the 70th income percentile
appear as powerless to shape government policy as their less-well-off fel-
low Americans.
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In short, figure 3.6 suggests that for Americans below the top of the
income distribution, any association between preferences and policy out-
comes is likely to reflect the extent to which their preferences coincide
with those of the affluent. Although responsiveness to the preferences of
the affluent is far from perfect, responsiveness to less-well-off Americans
is virtually nonexistent, at least based on the proposed policy changes in
my 1981-2002 dataset. (In subsequent chapters I look for exceptions to
this lack of influence across different substantive policy domains, years in
the federal election cycle, partisan control of the national government, and
SO on.)

The concentration of political influence among Americans at the top
of the income distribution is incompatible with the core democratic prin-
ciple of political equality. More prosaically, it is also incompatible with
the expectation that the policy positions of parties and candidates will
tend to converge on the preferences of the median voter.” A large litera-
ture has developed that elaborates, criticizes, and defends the median
voter theorem as a model of democratic politics.® Whatever empirical
validity median voter models may hold with regard to the professed posi-
tions of parties and candidates, the findings presented above clearly show
that actual government policy does not respond to the preferences of the
median voter.

Although the median voter theorem, in its most straightforward for-
mulation, is clearly inconsistent with the results presented above, one of
the variations that build on the median voter model is particularly rele-
vant in evaluating the patterns of responsiveness my data reveal. Noam
Lupu and Jonas Pontusson contend that a key determinant of redistribu-
tive policy is whether middle-income voters align with the poor (in favor-
ing greater redistribution) or the affluent (in opposing it).” Lupu and
Pontusson argue that when the income distance between the median in-
come and the poor is small relative to the distance between the median
and the affluent, middle-income voters will tend to align with the poor
and push policy toward greater redistribution. But when the median in-
come is relatively farther from that of the poor and closer to the affluent,
the middle class will tend to align with the affluent and push policy in a
less redistributive direction. Using data from eighteen advanced democra-
cies, Lupu and Pontusson show that middle-income voters hold more re-
distributive preferences, and government policy is in fact more redistribu-
tive, when the median income is closer to the income of the 10th percentile
and farther from the income of the 90th percentile.

Lupu and Pontusson look only at preferences and policies concerning
economic redistribution, but a similar dynamic of cross-class coalitions
could be at work on the wider range of policies I examine. To assess the
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Table 3.3 Policy Responsiveness When Middle-Income Preferences Align with Those of the
Affluent or the Poor

When the Preferences of the When the Preferences of the
50th and 90th Percentiles Align 50th and 10th Percentiles Align

10th 50th 90th 10th 50th 90th
Logit coefficient .07 42 .39 .03 .06 .54
(Standard error) (.20) (.16) (.15) (.16) (.18) (.25)
Intercept —-.69 -.83 -.84 -.82 -.82 -.88
N 235 235 235 192 192 192
Log likelihood 300 293 293 237 237 232
Likelihood Y1) =12 (1) =69 A1) =72 A1) =.03 (1) =.11 y(1)=438

ratio x* p=.73 p=.01 p=.01 p=.87 p=.74 p=.03

The first three columns are restricted to policies on which preferences of the 50th and 90th income
percentiles are within 5 percentage points and both diverge from the 10th percentile by at least 10
percentage points. The last three columns are restricted to policies on which preferences of the 50th
and 10th income percentiles are within 5 percentage points and both diverge from the 90th percentile
by at least 10 percentage points. Cases consist of survey questions about proposed policy changes asked
between 1981 and 2002. Dependent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change
took place within four years of the survey date and 0 if it did not. Predictors are the logits the imputed
percentage of respondents at a given income percentile favoring the proposed policy change.

extent to which preference alignments across income levels influence pat-
terns of responsiveness, I isolated two sets of policies in my data: those on
which the preferences of middle-income Americans resemble those of the
poor but diverge from those of the affluent, and those on which middle-
income Americans’ preferences resemble those of the affluent but diverge
from those of the poor.!? The associations of preferences and policy out-
comes for these two sets of policies do not fit the pattern that Lupu and
Pontusson find (see table 3.3). When preferences of the middle class and
the affluent align in my data, responsiveness is strong and (necessarily)
equal for these two groups and essentially nonexistent for the poor (col-
umns 1-3). But when middle-class preferences align with those of the
poor, responsiveness to the affluent remains strong while responsiveness
to the poor and middle class is completely absent (columns 4-6).

We saw above that less-well-off Americans have little influence over
policy outcomes when their preferences diverge from those of the afflu-
ent. These additional findings show that this is true not only for the poor
and the middle class considered separately (as shown in table 3.2), but for
those policies on which the poor and middle class are closely aligned in
opposition to the affluent. These results are inconsistent with the broad
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cross-national pattern that Lupu and Pontusson find, but not with their
analysis of the United States, which is somewhat of an exception among
the eighteen advanced democracies they examine. As Lupu and Pontusson
explain, income growth in the United States over the past few decades has
been concentrated at the top of the distribution (pushing median incomes
relatively closer to those of the poor), but this has not produced the same
increase in government redistribution that other countries with similar
patterns of income growth over this period have experienced.!! Perhaps
other advanced democracies are generally more responsive to the prefer-
ences of middle-income citizens than the United States is, or perhaps this
pattern reflects the particular characteristics of the redistributive policies
that Lupu and Pontusson examined. At any rate my data suggest that
across the spectrum of policy issues I examine, the representational biases
that privilege the affluent are not diluted by the shared preferences of the
middle class and the poor.

In sum, the responsiveness of policy makers to the preferences of the
American public is highly skewed in favor of the most affluent, and this
remains true even when we isolate those policies on which the preferences
of the poor and the middle class converge. Whether this broad pattern
holds less strongly in other democratic societies, as Lupu and Pontusson’s
examination of redistributive policy suggests, must await future analysis.
In the following chapters we’ll see that representational inequalities in
the United States extend widely, but not universally, across time, policy
domains, political conditions.

AN ALTERNATIVE APPROACH TO ESTIMATING INCOME
GRrouUPS’ PoLicYy INFLUENCE

Dividing my set of proposed policy changes into those with greater and
lesser agreement across income groups, as I did above, is a straightforward
technique to assess the influence of different groups. But this method nec-
essarily entails an arbitrary cutoff for defining the sets of policy changes.
The more common approach to estimating the independent effect of mul-
tiple predictors on some outcome of interest is to use multivariate analy-
ses that include all the relevant predictors simultaneously (in this case, the
policy preferences of low-, middle-, and high-income respondents). Un-
fortunately, correlated error in my measures of policy preferences at dif-
ferent income levels makes this approach difficult to apply.

All data contain some amount of error, and survey measures of sub-
jective phenomena (such as support or opposition to proposed policy
changes) are especially prone to measurement error.'> The consequences of
measurement error depend on the nature of the errors and, in particular,
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whether the errors in measurement of one variable are correlated with the
errors in measurement of other variables included in the same analyses.
Random measurement error biases bivariate associations toward zero,
but correlated errors can either weaken or strengthen observed bivariate
associations.!? In the multivariate context the consequences of both ran-
dom and correlated errors can bias estimates in either a positive or a nega-
tive direction.

The unique nature of my data—aggregated measures of preferences for
subgroups of survey respondents—helps reduce random measurement
error by averaging across many individual respondents within each in-
come group. At the same time the aggregated nature of my data generates
correlated error since the same survey questions are used to gauge the
preferences of respondents at different income levels. To the extent that
question wording or other idiosyncratic features of a particular survey
question lead respondents at all income levels to express more (or less) sup-
port for the proposed policy change, the preferences across income levels
will be more strongly correlated than would otherwise be the case.!* Cor-
related errors, in other words, artificially inflate the degree to which pol-
icy preferences appear to be shared across income levels.

The inflated associations of policy preferences across income levels
that result from correlated measurement error in my data would cause
biased estimates of the preference/policy link if multiple preference mea-
sures were included together in predicting policy outcomes. The most di-
rect remedy for this problem is to deflate the observed covariances among
the predictors by the estimated size of their error covariances. The details
of this procedure are described in the appendix. As I explain there, these
estimates can be applied with confidence only to the dataset as a whole,
and not to smaller subsets of my data. This limitation precludes using this
covariance deflation technique for the analyses of substantive policy sub-
areas and change over time in chapters 4-7. Nevertheless, this approach
does allow me to conduct a traditional multivariate analysis for assessing
the independent impact of preferences at different income levels for the
dataset as a whole and therefore provides a check on the results presented
above.

The associations of policy outcomes with the preferences of the 10th,
50th, and 90th income percentiles when all three are simultaneously in-
cluded as predictors are shown in table 3.4 (with details in table A3.3).
For comparison, table 3.4 also shows the analogous measures of policy
responsiveness based on analyses that restrict the dataset to questions on
which preferences across income levels diverge by more than 10 percent-
age points (based on the bottom row of table 3.2). These two techniques
for estimating the independent influence of Americans with differing in-
comes produce very similar results. In both cases the association between
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Table 3.4 Alternative Estimates of Policy Responsiveness by Income Percentile

Marginal Impact Based on
Bivariate Logistic Regressions

Multivariate OLS When Preference Gap Is > .10

Income Regression Based on a 10th vs. 90th 50th vs. 90th
Percentile Deflated Covariance Matrix Percentiles Percentiles
10th -.10 (.09) .02

50th .08 (.10) -.01

90th S51(.09)*#* A4 A45EEE

The coefficients in the first column are from an ordinary least squares (OLS) model for
which the covariance matrix was deflated to correct for correlated measurement error
among the predictors, as explained in the appendix. The marginal impacts in the last two
columns are based on the logistic regressions for policies in which preferences for the
indicated income percentiles diverged by more than 10 percentage points (reported in
tables 3.2 and A3.1) and are estimated at the mean of the dependent variable. N is 1,779
for the OLS regression, 723 for the 10th vs. 90th income percentile logistic regressions,
and 322 for the 50th vs. 90th logistic regressions. See table A3.3 for details.

5% ) < 0,001

government policy and the preferences of low- and middle-income Amer-
icans is weak and not significant, while the association for high-income
Americans is strong and highly significant (with all three estimates for the
90th percentile significant at p < 0.001).

EXPLAINING THE ASSOCIATION BETWEEN PREFERENCES
AND PoLricy OUTCOMES

The analyses above show that the policy preferences of affluent Ameri-
cans are strong predictors of whether potential policy changes are adopted,
while the preferences of less-well-off Americans are essentially unrelated
to policy outcomes. The most straightforward explanation for this pat-
tern is that it reflects the causal impact of affluent Americans’ preferences
on policy outcomes. That is, policy makers attend to the preferences of
the affluent but largely ignore the preferences of other constituents, at
least when their preferences diverge from those of the well-off. Yet there
are a number of other factors that may account for at least part of the
association of policy outcomes with the preferences of the well-off and
for the lack of association with the preferences of the middle class and the
poor. In this section I address some of these alternative explanations; oth-
ers will be taken up in later chapters.
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Reliability of Preference Measures

One possible concern is that the differences in the strength of policy re-
sponsiveness across income groups described in this chapter may stem,
at least in part, from differences in the reliability of the policy-preference
measures. I could not locate any studies that compare the reliability of
survey measures across income levels, but political-attitude measures from
respondents with more education have been shown to be somewhat more
reliable than those of less-educated respondents.!® But as I discussed in
chapter 1, what is true for individuals is not necessarily true for groups,
and the random measurement error that compromises the reliability of
survey measures tends to cancel out when responses are aggregated. If
I use the same multiple-measure technique for estimating reliability from
my 387 survey questions with alternate versions described in chapter 2,
the estimated reliabilities for the 10th, 50th, and 90th income percentiles
are virtually identical at 0.77, 0.80, and 0.77, respectively. (The reliabili-
ties for respondents at different education levels are also highly similar at
0.78, 0.81, and 0.77 for the 10th, 50th, and 90th education percentiles,
respectively.)'®

Strength of Preferences

A second explanation for the stronger association of policy outcomes
with the preferences of high-income Americans is that the affluent tend to
hold opinions on a wider range of policy issues or to feel more strongly
about the opinions they do hold. The data used in the analyses above
reveal the distribution of preferences among respondents who express an
opinion in favor or opposition to each proposed policy change. But what
about respondents who say “Don’t know” or who express preferences
that they care little about?

The top panel in figure 3.7 shows the average percentage of respon-
dents saying “Don’t know” in response to the policy questions in my
dataset for the 10th through 90th income percentiles. As the figure shows,
poor respondents are about twice as likely, on average, to say “Don’t
know” than those at the median income, but there is no discernible dif-
ference between the propensity of middle- and upper-income Americans
to respond in this way. Since the apparent influence over policy as shown
in figure 3.5 is essentially zero for both low- and middle-income Ameri-
cans, but fairly strong for the well-off, the pattern of responsiveness does
not fit well with the propensity of different income groups to hold (or at
least to express) policy preferences.!”
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Figure 3.7. Percent “Don’t Know” (top) and Strength of Opinion (bottom) by
Income Percentile. Percent “Don’t know” is based on imputed percent of respon-
dents saying “Don’t know” at each income level. Percent strongly and somewhat
favor/oppose is based on the 160 survey questions in the dataset that ask respon-
dents to qualify their support or opposition in this way.
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Most telephone and in-person survey questions do not explicitly pro-
vide a “Don’t know” option to respondents, forcing those with no opin-
ion on a topic to volunteer that response on their own. As discussed in
chapter 1, some proportion of respondents who in fact have no opinion
will nevertheless offer a substantive response, out of a sense either that
they ought to have a view on the matter or that saying “Don’t know”
would somehow be less helpful to the interviewer. The question arises,
therefore, whether respondents at different income levels might differ in
their tendency to give a substantive response even if they really have no
opinion on the question.

The only research I am aware of that sheds light on this question dis-
tinguishes respondents by education rather than income. Three studies
looked at the propensity of survey respondents to offer substantive opin-
ions on policy questions that referred to fictitious issues like the “1975
Public Affairs Act” or the “Agricultural Trade Act of 1984 discussed in
chapter 1. One of these studies finds no difference across educational
levels in the percent of respondents reporting “fictitious opinions,”!8 an-
other finds about a 5 percent higher rate of fictitious opinions among
those with no college education compared with those with at least some
college,'” and a third finds about a 6 percentage point difference between
these two educational groups.?? More tellingly, substantial majorities of
even the least educated groups said “Don’t know” in response to these
questions about fictitious policies. Averaging across the two studies that
found educational differences, about 63 percent of low-education respon-
dents and 71 percent of high-education respondents said “Don’t know”
despite the lack of an explicit “Don’t know” option among the response
categories offered. If differences across income groups are roughly similar
to differences across educational categories, the different proportions of
“Don’t know” responses across income levels in my data must be fairly
close to the actual differences in opinionation (or lack of opinionation)
among these groups. In other words, inflating the percentage of “Don’t
knows” shown in figure 3.7 by the proportion of respondents who give
substantive answers even in the absence of any real opinion would do
little to change the pattern of nonopinions across income groups.

The proportion of respondents expressing opinions at different in-
come levels does not appear to play an important (if any) role in explain-
ing differential responsiveness. However, not everyone who expresses a
preference feels equally strongly about that preference. If high-income
Americans care more about the policy attitudes they express, or hold
more extreme views, policy makers might be justified in attending more
closely to their preferences than to those of the less well-off.

Conclusive evidence of subjective evaluations like the importance of
policy preferences to different groups of Americans is hard to come by.
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Yet two kinds of evidence suggest that high-income Americans do not
hold stronger views of policy issues or consider such issues to be more
important to them. First, surveys occasionally ask respondents to indicate
their policy preferences and then to report how important that policy
issue is to them. The 2004 American National Election Study, for ex-
ample, asked a series of questions about gun control, government health
insurance, defense spending, aid to black people, and environmental pro-
tection. Each policy item was followed by a question asking, “How im-
portant is this issue to you personally?” with five options ranging from
“extremely important” to “not at all important.” The patterns differed
slightly across these five issues, with gun control eliciting slightly greater
“personal importance” ratings from low-income Americans and health
insurance slightly greater importance from those with high incomes. But
averaged across the issues, low-, middle-, and high-income respondents
expressed nearly identical levels of importance; the percentage indicating
these issues were “extremely” or “very” important to them was 58, 61, and
58 percent for low-, middle-, and high-income Americans, respectively.

The second indication that high-income Americans are no more fer-
vent in their policy preferences than those of more modest means comes
from the subset of my data that contains measures of both direction and
strength of preference. One hundred sixty of my survey questions ask re-
spondents to indicate not only their support or opposition to the proposed
policy change, but whether they support or oppose that change “strongly”
or only “somewhat.” The bottom panel in figure 3.7 shows no difference
across income levels in the propensity of respondents to say they “strongly”
as opposed to “somewhat” favor or oppose a given policy.

None of these assessments of opinion holding and opinion strength is
definitive, but collectively they provide strong evidence that little if any of
the representational inequality documented above can be explained by a
greater tendency of the affluent to hold opinions on policy questions, to
consider the issues personally important, or to feel more strongly about
the policy preferences they hold.

Preference Homogeneity

Even if affluent Americans are no more likely than the middle class to
hold or express policy opinions, the affluent might be distinctively ho-
mogenous in the opinions they do hold. If the well-off are typically in
agreement about policy issues but the poor or middle class are more often
divided, a stronger apparent preference/policy link for the affluent might
result. Since all my preference measures are dichotomous (reflecting sim-
ply support for or opposition to a proposed policy change), a higher level
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Figure 3.8. Homogeneity of Preferences by Income Percentile

of agreement on a policy is equivalent to a more lopsided distribution of
opinion. That is, a 50/50 split on an issue would represent both the low-
est level of agreement and the least lopsided distribution, while unanimous
support or opposition would represent the highest level of agreement and
most lopsided distribution.

Figure 3.8 shows the proportion of proposed policy changes in my
dataset that generated varying degrees of agreement for respondents at
the 10th, 50th, and 90th income percentiles. The first set of columns shows
that at least two-thirds of respondents were in agreement (either in favor
of or opposed to the proposed change) for about 50 percent of the ques-
tions in my dataset, and this percentage varied little across income levels.
Not surprisingly, fewer proposed changes resulted in preference majori-
ties of three-quarters or four-fifths of respondents. But as the second and
third sets of columns show, these more homogenous policy proposals oc-
curred with similar frequency across income levels. In short, the affluent
are no more (or less) likely to be of one mind on the proposed policy
changes in my dataset than are Americans with low or middle incomes.
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Public Receptiveness to Elite Persuasion

The stronger link between preferences and policies for high-income Amer-
icans appears to be real in the sense that it is not an artifact of differential
measurement error. But is it causal? That is, does it arise from the influ-
ence of affluent Americans over policy outcomes?

The preference/policy link is typically understood to reflect the demo-
cratic responsiveness of government policy makers to the will of the
people. But this relationship can run in the other direction as well. Both
common sense and considerable evidence suggest that citizens form their
policy preferences at least in part on the basis of cues from political deci-
sion makers and other elites.?! If higher-income Americans are more at-
tentive to such cues, their preferences may correlate more strongly with
government policy than do those of Americans with lower incomes—not
because they have more influence, but because they are more easily led to
hold the preferences that policy makers favor.

If the stronger preference/policy link for those at the high end of the in-
come distribution reflects greater attentiveness to elite political discourse,
we would expect to find an even stronger pattern across levels of educa-
tion, since education is more closely associated with interest in and atten-
tion to politics than is income.?? In fact the increase in strength of policy
responsiveness as education rises is similar to, if slightly weaker than,
that which we observe with income. Table 3.1 showed the estimated co-
efficients for the 10th and 90th income percentiles to be 0.31 and 0.49,
respectively; the analogous coefficients for the 10th and 90th education
percentiles are 0.37 and 0.50.23

A more telling analysis would separate out the effects of income and
education on policy preferences before examining their impact on policy
outcomes. Chapter 2 described the imputation process I used to estimate
policy preferences at specific percentiles of income or education. In a par-
allel procedure T used both income and education as predictors of policy
preferences within each survey in order to estimate a series of imputed
preferences for various combinations of low, middle, and high income and
education. That is, using income, income squared, education, and educa-
tion squared, I estimated the joint relationship of income and education
with each policy outcome.?* Then, using the coefficients from these equa-
tions, I imputed policy preferences for each of the nine combinations of
income and education (the 10th income and education percentiles, the
10th income and 50th education percentiles, and so on).

Figure 3.9 shows the results from nine logistic regression equations
using each of these imputed preferences as predictors of policy outcomes
(this analysis parallels that used for income alone in figure 3.5 and the
bottom row of table 3.2; complete results for these nine logistic analyses
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Figure 3.9. Policy Responsiveness When Preferences across Income or Education
Levels Diverge. Figure shows logistic regression coefficients from nine separate
regressions. Dependent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy
change took place within four years of the survey date and 0 if it did not. Predic-
tors are the logits of the imputed percentage of respondents at a given combina-
tion of income and education percentiles favoring the proposed policy change.
Analysis is restricted to the 1,050 questions on which preferences diverged by at
least 10 percentage points between the 10th and 90th income percentiles or the
10th and 90th education percentiles. See table A3.4 for full results.

are provided in table A3.4). Clearly both income and education matter in
determining the strength of the preference/policy link. But equally clearly,
income is the more important determinant of how strong the link is.
At each income level there is a modest increase in the association of pref-
erences and policy outcomes as education increases from the 10th to
the 90th percentiles (that is, from the front row to the back row of fig-
ure 3.9). But this association increases much more dramatically as income
increases within each level of education (from the left side to the right
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side of the figure). Even among the highly educated, the shift from the
10th to the 90th income percentile is associated with a change from 0.27
to 0.48 in the strength of policy responsiveness (see table A3.4). But
among those with high incomes, a shift from the 10th to the 90th educa-
tion percentiles only increases the estimated coefficient from 0.41 to 0.48.
In other words, high income alone seems sufficient to ensure a strong as-
sociation between preferences and outcomes, while high education alone
does not.

The greater attentiveness to politics that characterizes highly educated
Americans does not seem to explain the stronger association between pref-
erences and policy outcomes among the affluent than among less-well-off
Americans. Consequently the ability of decision makers and other elites
to sway public opinion is not a likely explanation for the differential rela-
tionships between preferences and policy outcomes across income groups.

In addition to this evidence in my own data, other research bolsters the
general notion that public preferences have a causal impact on govern-
ment policy. First, the strong associations between constituency prefer-
ences and representatives’ votes found in the dyadic representation lit-
erature reviewed in chapter 1 are unlikely to arise from the influence of
representatives on their constituents. Only 29 percent of Americans can
name their representative in the House of Representatives, much less de-
scribe his or her position on any particular issue, and only 25 percent can
name both their senators.?S A far more plausible explanation is that rep-
resentatives’ votes are shaped by their constituents’ preferences, operat-
ing through incumbents’ desire to avoid providing potential challengers
with campaign issues and through the election of like-minded officeholders
to begin with.?¢

The second kind of evidence that the preference/policy link reflects the
influence of the public on government decision makers comes from stud-
ies of public policy and the electoral cycle. For example, Brandice Canes-
Wrone and Kenneth Shotts show that the association between public
preferences and presidential budget proposals is strongest not when the
president is most popular (and presumably most able to influence public
preferences) but when the president is most in need of public support
(i.e., when facing reelection with a moderate level of popularity).?” Simi-
larly, research on congressional voting shows that legislators’ positions
tend to be more moderate and more consistent with constituency prefer-
ences when an election is near.?$

The representational inequalities documented in this chapter cannot
be explained by any of the alternative possibilities explored above. The
reliability of my preference measures is virtually identical across income
levels, poor and affluent Americans show no clear differences in strength
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or breadth of their policy opinions, and preferences are equally heteroge-
neous among those with higher and lower incomes. Nor does it appear
that differential receptiveness of the public to elite persuasion can explain
much of the dramatic inequality in policy responsiveness that the analy-
ses in this chapter reveal.

In subsequent chapters I examine other possible explanations for these
patterns, including the role of interest groups (which may be more aligned
with the preferences of the affluent); the different propensities of lower-
and higher-income Americans to vote, contribute, and involve themselves
in politics in other ways; and the fact that members of Congress and
other influential policy makers all fall well within the top decile of the
income distribution themselves.

In the next chapter I look at the substantive content of policy respon-
siveness (and nonresponsiveness) in order to understand the consequences
of the inequalities this chapter revealed. I also begin the search for excep-
tions to the general conclusion that influence over government policy is
restricted to affluent Americans. If there are cases—even if few in number—
where poor or middle-class Americans prevail over the preferences of the
well-off, there may be lessons to be learned about how representational
inequality can be lessened.



CHAPTER 4

Policy Domains and Democratic Responsiveness

THE PREVIOUS CHAPTER documented the stark inequality in policy re-
sponsiveness to the preferences of low- versus high-income Americans. In
this chapter I look at the substantive content of this inequality. That is, I
examine the specific policies that account for the differential responsive-
ness across income groups in order to understand which policies contrib-
ute to the observed inequality and how national policy would differ if
responsiveness were more egalitarian. Dividing my dataset of policy
questions into foreign policy/national security, social welfare, economic
policy, and issues with strong moral or religious components shows that
the representational inequality documented in chapter 3 is replicated in
varying degrees across these diverse issue domains. Policy responsiveness
is always strongest for Americans with the highest incomes, but differ-
ences across domains do emerge both in the extent to which government
policy reflects the public’s preferences in general, and in the degree to
which affluent Americans are advantaged. In particular, moral/religious
issues show the strongest level of responsiveness to public preferences
overall, while representational inequality is lowest for social welfare poli-
cies. Toward the end of this chapter, I explore the relatively equal respon-
siveness in the social welfare domain and begin to examine the role of
organized interest groups in shaping policy responsiveness—a topic I then
take up in more detail in chapter 5.

The 1,779 policy questions analyzed in chapter 3 contain proposals
for changes in dozens of different policy areas, from taxes, to gun con-
trol, to abortion policy, to foreign military engagements. Three-quarters of
these questions fall into the four major domains of foreign policy/national
security, social welfare, economic policy, and issues with strong moral or
religious components. Taking each of these domains in turn, I start by
applying the same logistic model of policy outcomes used in the previous
chapter. Table 4.1 shows the raw logistic regression results as well as the
predicted probabilities of a policy being adopted if favored by 20 percent
or 80 percent of respondents and the relative differences in predicted
probabilities of adoption for popular versus unpopular policies.

The regression coefficients in the top row of the table show roughly
similar levels of responsiveness in the domains of foreign policy, social wel-
fare, and economic policy, but greater responsiveness to public preferences
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Table 4.1 Policy Responsiveness by Policy Domain

Foreign Policy/ Social Economic Religious
National Security Welfare Policy Issues

Logit coefficient .59 51 .66 93
(Standard error) (.12) (.12) (.13) (.26)
Intercept 12 -1.50 -.84 -1.61
Predicted .33 .10 A5 .05

probability if

20% favor
Predicted .72 31 52 A2

probability if

80% favor
Relative 2.2 3.1 3.5 8.1

difference in

predicted

probability

(row S/row 4)
N 428 399 389 161
Log likelihood 562 403 482 161
Likelihood ratio x3(1) = 28 (1) =20 xX1) =27 x}1)=15
X2 p = <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001

Cases consist of survey questions about proposed policy changes asked between 1981 and
2002. Dependent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took
place within four years of the survey date and 0 if it did not. Predictors are the logits of
the percentage of respondents favoring the proposed policy change.

on moral or religious issues (a similar pattern is reflected in the sixth row,
which reports the relative difference in predicted probabilities). A more
nuanced picture of policy responsiveness in these four domains can be
seen in the fourth and fifth rows, which report the predicted probabilities
of adoption when policies are either opposed or supported by 80 percent
of Americans. The fourth row shows that both popular and unpopular
policies are much more likely to be adopted in the foreign policy/national
security domain than in the other three issue domains. The weaker status
quo bias on foreign policy issues reflects the ability of the president to act
independently of Congress and avoid the multiple veto points that allow
minority factions to thwart policy changes they oppose.
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Table 4.2 Characteristics of Proposed Policy Changes by Policy Domain
Percent
Percent  Percent  Percent High Respon-  Percent
N  Favored Adopted Lopsided Salience siveness Divergent

Foreign policy/ 428 0.52 0.54 0.33 0.49 .59 40

national

security
Social welfare 399 0.57 0.22 0.37 0.65 S1 44
Economic policy 389 0.57 0.36 0.35 0.59 .66 45
Religious issues 161 0.57 0.24 0.30 0.66 .93 44

The four major policy domains contain 75 percent of all policy questions in the 1981-2002 dataset.
Percent lopsided shows the percentage of questions in each policy domain for which at least two-thirds
of the respondents either favor or oppose the proposed change; percent high salience shows the percen-
tage of questions in each policy domain with less than 5 percent “Don’t know” responses; responsive-
ness shows the logistic coefficient for policy outcomes regressed on policy preferences from table 4.1;
percent divergent shows the percentage of questions for which preferences of the 10th and 90th income

percentiles diverge by more than 10 percentage points.

In contrast to the foreign policy domain, the status quo bias is stron-
gest for social welfare issues. As the fifth row of table 4.1 shows, fewer
than one-third of proposed social welfare policy changes that garnered
80 percent support from the public were adopted. Many of these popular
but not adopted policies concern proposed expansions of programs or
increases in regulation (e.g., increasing government support for preschool
or college education or mandating various aspects of health insurance),
but some involve cutting back on existing programs or benefits (e.g., im-
posing work requirements on welfare recipients). In the pages below I
examine each of these four issue domains in turn, identifying the specific
policies that give rise to the patterns of responsiveness shown in table 4.1.

Policy issues vary across numerous dimensions, such as their popular-
ity, the extremity of the preferences citizens hold, or the extent to which
preferences differ by income. Because these sorts of characteristics might
contribute to the patterns of representational inequality I describe below,
I begin by examining some of the key characteristics of the issues in each
of the four policy domains. Table 4.2 shows that, in most respects, the
issues within the different domains are quite similar. For example, the
proposed policy changes were, on average, about equally popular across
the four domains, with 52 percent of respondents favoring the proposed
changes in foreign policy and 57 percent favoring the proposed changes in
each of the other three domains. The percentage of proposed changes with
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large preference gaps across income groups was also similar in the four
domains: the proportion of policy changes generating preference gaps of
more than 10 points between the 10th and 90th income percentiles ranged
from 40 percent (for foreign policy) to 45 percent for economic policy
issues. Finally, the proportion of proposed changes that generated lop-
sided preferences for the public as a whole varied only modestly across
policy domains, ranging from 39 to 51 percent. (Lopsided issues are those
for which at least two-thirds of the respondents who expressed a prefer-
ence were on one side of the issue or the other.)

In contrast to these characteristics, proposed policy changes in these
four domains did differ in terms of their salience to respondents and the
likelihood that they would be adopted. As indicated by the percentage of
respondents saying “Don’t know,” proposed changes in the foreign policy/
national security domain were the least salient, with economic issues,
social welfare, and religious issues somewhat more salient to respondents.
The politics of policy making in the foreign policy domain are somewhat
distinct in that the president not only has more power to act unilaterally
but (partly for that reason) is more frequently able to set the foreign
policy agenda as well.! This independence may account, at least in part,
for the higher proportion of proposed policy changes that are adopted in
the foreign policy domain. If the president is more likely to set the agenda
in foreign policy and less constrained by Congress in foreign policy deci-
sion making, policies that the administration opposes are less likely to
make it onto the national agenda, and those that do make it onto the
agenda are more likely to have the support of the political actors needed
to implement the proposed changes.

In short, the characteristics of proposed policy changes do not differ
substantially across the four issue domains in most respects. The modest
differences evident in table 4.2 seem to correspond with expectations
about the different policy domains. For example, foreign policy is the
least salient domain and religious/moral issues the most contentions (with
the lowest percentage of lopsided consensus issues on which the public
falls predominantly on one side of the issue or the other). But these dif-
ferences are modest and show no apparent relationship with differences
in responsiveness. For example, the more salient social welfare and moral/
religious issue domains have both the lowest (social welfare) and highest
(moral/religious) levels of overall responsiveness. The generally similar
characteristics of proposed policy changes suggest that there may be more
commonalities than differences in the dynamics of agenda formation and
policy change across these four substantive domains.

Of central interest, of course, are variations in representational inequal-
ities across these four domains. The strength of the preference/policy link
for the 10th, 50th, and 90th income percentiles is shown in figure 4.1 (the
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Figure 4.1. Policy Responsiveness by Policy Domain by Income Percentile. Figure
shows coefficients from twelve logistic regressions. Dependent variable is policy
outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took place within four years of
the survey date and 0 if it did not. Independent variables are income groups’
preferences as measured by the logits of the imputed percentage of respondents
favoring the proposed policy change at each income level. Full results appear in
table A4.1.

full logistic regression results are in table A4.1). In each policy domain,
responsiveness is strongest for high-income Americans and weakest for
the poor, but the inequality across income levels is highest for foreign pol-
icy and lowest for social welfare. The figure also shows that the starkest
difference in responsiveness to the affluent and the middle class occurs on
economic policy, a consequence of high-income Americans’ stronger op-
position to taxes and corporate regulation, as we’ll see below.

Chapter 3 showed that patterns of differential responsiveness emerged
more clearly once we distinguished between policies on which preferences
diverged across income groups and those that did not. Since the number
of policy questions in some of the domains is quite limited, I don’t divide
up the proposed policy changes into categories as in table 3.2. Instead I
use the interaction between the preferences at a given income level and the
size of the preference gap across income levels to assess how the strength
of the preference/policy link varies depending on the size of the prefer-
ence gap. Negative interactions in these models indicate that the associa-
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Table 4.3 Decline in Policy Responsiveness as Preferences across Income
Groups Diverge

Income Percentile

N 10th 50th 90th
Foreign policy/ 428 —.62%% (.22) —-42% (.22) -.06 (.21)
national security
Social welfare 399 -26% (.14) -13 (.14) -.03 (.16)
Economy and 389 —-43% (.24) —-45% (.23) —-.16 (.24)
tax policy
Religious issues 161 -.79% (.38) -.46%(.33) -.27 (.34)

Table shows logistic regression coefficients (with standard errors in parentheses)
indicating the interaction of policy preference at each income level, with preference
divergence across income levels. Policy preference measured by the log of the odds ratio
of the imputed percentage supporting the proposed policy change at each income level.
Divergence measured by the log of the mean absolute difference between the 10th and
50th and the 50th and 90th income percentiles. Full regression results in table A4.2.

p <105 *p < .05; **p < .01 (one-tailed tests)

tion of preferences and policy outcomes for the particular income level
being examined declines as the magnitude of the preference gap across
income levels increases.

The interaction coefficients reflecting the change in responsiveness as
preferences across income levels diverge are shown in table 4.3 (with full
results in table A4.2). For those at the 10th income percentile, this decline
is significant for all four policy domains but smallest for social welfare
and largest for religious values issues. For median-income Americans, de-
clines in policy responsiveness are quite small and nonsignificant for so-
cial welfare and about equal for the other three domains. For those at the
top of the income distribution, there are no statistically significant declines
in the association of preferences and outcomes as the preference gap
across income groups increases. The lack of significant interactions for
the 90th income percentile echoes the findings in chapter 3: the affluent
do not always get the policies they favor, but differences of opinion with
other income groups do not seem to blunt the influence they do exert.
Similarly echoing the findings in chapter 3, policy responsiveness for the
poor and the middle class declines as preference divergence across in-
come levels grows (with the partial exception of social welfare issues).

The substantive significance of the interaction coefficients in table 4.3
can be gauged by calculating the impact of each income level’s policy
preferences at a particular degree of preference divergence. Figure 4.2
repeats the estimates for the overall strength of policy responsiveness at
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Figure 4.2. Policy Responsiveness Overall and When Preferences across Income
Levels Diverge. Figure shows logistic regression coefficients from analyses in ta-
bles A4.1 (“overall”) and A4.2 (“when preferences diverge”) with the latter cal-
culated for preference divergence of 10 percentage points across income levels.
Policy preference measured by the log of the odds ratio of the imputed percentage
supporting the proposed policy change at each income level. Divergence measured
by the log of the mean absolute difference between the 10th and 50th and the
50th and 90th income percentiles. (Continued on next page)
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Figure 4.2. Continued

each income level from figure 4.1 and contrasts these estimates with the
analogous measures when preferences across income groups diverge by
10 percentage points. The top panel of figure 4.2 shows the substantial
weakening of the preference/policy link for the 10th income percentile
when preferences across income groups diverge. (All the overall associa-
tions of preferences and policy outcomes for the 10th percentile shown in
the white columns in figure 4.2 are statistically significant at p < 0.001,
but none of the conditional associations for the 10th percentile shown in
the black columns is statistically significant.) For the 50th income percen-
tile, the decline in responsiveness is also substantial for all domains ex-
pect social welfare (of the four conditional associations shown for the
50th percentile in the figure, only the estimate for social welfare is statis-
tically significant). Finally, the last panel shows only modest declines in
responsiveness for the 90th income percentile (and all four of the condi-
tional associations for this income level are statistically significant at p <
0.05 or lower).

In the following pages I examine the specific policies within each do-
main that contribute to the broad patterns documented above. This more
fine-grained exploration will not only reveal the substantive content of
representational inequality but suggest some of the factors that contrib-
ute to these unequal outcomes as well as the infrequent but important
exceptions in which government policy reflects the preferences of poor
and middle-class Americans more than those of the affluent.
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FOREIGN PoLicy, DEFENSE, AND TERRORISM

In the domain of foreign policy and national security, responsiveness to
low- and middle-income Americans declines sharply as their preferences
across income levels diverge (table 4.3 and figure 4.2). To better under-
stand the substantive policy issues that underlie these patterns, table 4.4
shows the policy preferences for the 10th, 50th, and 90th income percen-
tiles for those proposed changes that attracted the greatest attention from
polling organizations or that resulted in the largest preference divergence
across income levels. To make the data in this table and subsequent tables
for the other policy domains easier to absorb, I rescored preferences from
percentages to a 11-point scale in which -5 represents strong opposition,
+5 strong support, and 0 an approximately equal division of support
and opposition (the top left cell of these tables contains the legend, which
shows the relationship between percentage favorable and the 11-point
scale).

The first section of table 4.4 shows support for U.S. involvement in
foreign military engagements, including Latin America in the 1980s, the
former Yugoslavia in the 1990s, and Afghanistan and Iraq starting in
2001 and 2003. Public support for these foreign interventions varied con-
siderably, with the invasion of Afghanistan in the aftermath of the 9/11
terrorist attacks receiving the strongest support and aid to anticommunist
forces in Latin America during the 1980s the strongest opposition. With
the exceptions of Afghanistan and (to a lesser degree) Iraq, the public
has been ambivalent toward or opposed to the various proposed military
interventions that survey organizations have asked about. When queried
in advance, majorities expressed opposition to most of the direct foreign
military operations the United States did engage in (including Panama in
1989, Haiti in the early 1990s, and the former Yugoslavia in the mid-
1990s), as well as possible operations the United States did not engage in
(taking military action against Iran, invading Libya, invading Nicaragua).

Consistent with previous research, public support was strongest when
risks to American lives appeared small, when the prospects of being
drawn into an extended imbroglio were low, when the United States acted
as part of an international force rather than unilaterally, and in response
to an attack on Americans.? In sum, U.S. military policy was sometimes
consistent with public preferences (invading Iraq and Afghanistan but not
Iran, Libya, or Nicaragua) and sometimes not (invading Panama, sending
troops to Haiti and Bosnia, supporting anticommunist forces in Central
America). As the last column in table 4.4 shows, preferences on issues of
military engagement tended to be quite similar across income groups.

The preferences of high- and low-income Americans also coincided on
most aspects of nuclear weapons policy. In the mid-1980s, for example,
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Table 4.4 Foreign Policy and National Security Preferences

Between 45% and 55% 0

Over 55% or under 45%  +/-1
Over 60% or under 40%  +/-2
Over 65% or under 35%  +/-3
Over 75% or under 25%  +/-4
Over 85% or under 15%  +/-5

Income Percentile Difference
10th 50th 90th (90th — 10th)
Foreign military engagements
Invade Afghanistan +4 +4 +5 +1
Invade Iraq +2 +2 +1 -1
Use air power against Serbia 0 0 0 0
Send U.S. ground troops to Serbia -3 -2 -2 +1
U.S. troops in international peace- -1 0 0 +1
keeping force in Bosnia
Send U.S. troops to Haiti -1 -2 -2 -1
Give military aid to El Salvador or -3 -2 -2 +1
Sandinistas
Nuclear weapons
Negotiate a nuclear freeze with Soviet +4 +4 +4 0
Union
Build the MX missile -3 -1 +1 +4
Build a missile defense system +3 +4 +4 +1
War on terrorism
Restrict Americans’ freedom of speech -1 -2 -4 -3
Relax legal protections (e.g., habeas +3 +4 +5 +2
corpus)
Monitor Americans’ phone calls, etc. +1 0 0 -1
Torture known terrorists 0 0 -1 -1
Attack nations that harbor terrorists +3 +4 +5 +2
Foreign economic policy
Development aid generally 0 +1 +2 +2
Development aid to former Soviet -2 0 +2 +4
Union
GATT, NAFTA, free trade -1 0 +1 +2
Mexico loan guarantees -4 -4 -3 +1
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support was strong across the board for a nuclear freeze agreement be-
tween the United States and the Soviet Union. Despite the popularity of the
nuclear freeze among the public, the policy ran strongly counter to the
hard line the Reagan administration adopted against the Soviet Union.>

Americans at all income levels also expressed strong support for anti-
missile defense. Reagan’s 1983 Strategic Defense Initiative vastly increased
the resources devoted to developing a defense against nuclear attack.
Despite continued doubts about the technical feasibility of such a system,
funding remained relatively steady throughout the 1980s and 1990s and
increased dramatically under George W. Bush.*

Preferences of high- and low-income Americans did diverge on one
aspect of nuclear weapons policy. The development of the MX missile in
the 1980s was strongly opposed by those with low incomes but weakly
favored by the affluent. Intended to enhance the ability of the U.S. nu-
clear arsenal to survive a Soviet attack, the MX became mired in contro-
versy over its feasibility, its potential impact on the nuclear arms race,
and how it was to be based. While alternative basing strategies were pro-
posed and rejected, development of the missile itself proceeded. The
drawn-out compromise over the MX missile and the funding it received
over the years despite the brouhaha about its basing were more consis-
tent with the mild support of the well-off than with the strong opposition
of poor Americans.

Larger differences of opinion across income groups sometimes emerged
concerning the war on terrorism, although it would be hard to character-
ize either the poor or the affluent as consistently more hard-line in the
policies they supported. For example, well-off respondents were more
likely to oppose restrictions on Americans’ freedom of speech but more
supportive of proposals to relax legal protections such as habeas corpus
and more willing to attack nations that harbor terrorists. For most as-
pects of antiterrorism policy, however, differences in preferences across
income groups were minor.

In general, policies on terrorism have been fairly consistent with public
preferences. Policies with strong public support have been adopted (e.g.,
attacking nations that harbor terrorists, relaxing detainees’ legal protec-
tions, assassinating terrorists in foreign countries) and policies with strong
opposition have not (e.g., restricting speech that might incite terrorism).

The most consistent divergence in preferences across income groups in
the realm of foreign policy and national security concerns trade policy and
foreign aid. Affluent Americans tend to be at least somewhat supportive
of free-trade policies such as NAFTA and the General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade (GATT), and somewhat supportive of nonmilitary aid
to developing countries including the former Soviet Union. Low-income
Americans tend to be somewhat opposed to all these aspects of foreign
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policy. U.S. policy on tariffs and trade during the past few decades has
clearly been more consistent with the preferences of the affluent and has
become more so over time as trade barriers have fallen and bipartisan
support for an open trade regime has strengthened.® On the other hand,
U.S. foreign aid in general and development aid in particular declined
somewhat during the 1980s and 1990s (a trend more congenial to lower-
income than to higher-income Americans) before increasing sharply be-
ginning in 2002.°

In sum, policy making in the foreign affairs and national security do-
main reflects a mix of popular and unpopular decisions on military en-
gagement and weapons policy over the decades examined, and the gener-
ally popular antiterror policies in the wake of the September 11 attacks.
In contrast, the drop-off in responsiveness to middle- and low-income
Americans as their preferences diverge from the affluent is accounted for
largely by trade and foreign aid policies and second by divergent views of
the war on terror. Affluent Americans’ greater support for free trade, for
development aid in general, and for aid to the states of the former Soviet
Union in particular, along with their stronger support for curtailing the
legal rights of suspects but greater opposition to restricting freedom of
speech to combat terrorism, all contributed to inequality across economic
groups in responsiveness to preferences in this domain.

Previous research has documented large gaps between the general pub-
lic’s preferences in foreign policy and the preferences of business and gov-
ernment elites.” The findings presented above show that preference gaps
also exist between less- and more-affluent Americans. If foreign policy
had more equally reflected the preferences of all Americans over the past
decades, we would have seen a more protectionist trade policy and even
lower levels of foreign aid than we did.

RELIGIOUS VALUES ISSUES

A wide range of policy issues—from taxes to health care to terrorism—
may involve moral or religiously based considerations, but such consid-
erations typically play a more direct or more dominant role in most peo-
ple’s preferences on issues like abortion, school prayer, and gay rights. As
table 4.1 and figure 4.2 show, policy responsiveness for religious values
issues is strong in general but falls significantly for the middle-class and
even more dramatically for the poor when preferences across income
groups diverge. In contrast, responsiveness to high-income Americans in
this domain is only modestly lower on issues with divergent preferences,
reflecting the weak and nonsignificant interaction for the 90th income
percentile in table 4.3.
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When preferences across income levels diverge, affluent Americans
consistently express more liberal views on these moral/religious issues
than those with low or middle incomes. Table 4.5 shows that affluent
Americans were significantly more liberal on abortion policy, school
prayer, stem cell research, and mandatory AIDS testing (a highly moral-
ized policy debate when these questions about AIDS were asked in the
mid-1980s). The affluent were also slightly more liberal on gay rights
than were low- and middle-income Americans, though on this set of is-
sues the differences across income groups tended to be smaller.?

On other religious values issues, preferences were shared across income
groups. Majorities at all income levels opposed gay marriage, supported
G. W. Bush’s faith-based social services initiative, favored strengthening
laws restricting sex and violence on television, and favored intensifying
the fight against illegal drug use and teenage smoking. On most of these
issues, federal policy was consistent with majority opinion. George W.
Bush established his faith-based initiative by executive order shortly after
coming into office in January 2001 and expanded its scope in subsequent
years.” Also consistent with public preferences, federal policy throughout
the 1980s and 1990s moved in a direction of greater regulation of sex
and violence on television. The Supreme Court struck down the restric-
tions on TV content that had been adopted into law, but Congress did
succeed in mandating a new rating system for television content, requir-
ing TV manufacturers to install V-chips in new televisions enabling par-
ents to block objectionable shows, and increasing fines for broadcasting
indecent material.!”

Americans at all income levels expressed similar, and typically strong,
opinions on federal policy toward recreational drugs. The poor and the
well-off alike strongly favored both strengthening the fight against drugs
and teenage smoking and encouraging mandatory drug testing in the
workplace. Similarly strong majorities opposed legalizing marijuana for
personal use, but perhaps surprisingly, strong majorities at all income
levels favored allowing use of marijuana for medical reasons with a doc-
tor’s prescription.

Federal policy during these decades reflected public support for fight-
ing recreational drug use, with spending on antidrug efforts increasing
sixfold (in inflation-adjusted dollars) between 1981 and 2004.'! In addi-
tion, workplace drug testing expanded greatly between the mid-1980s
and the early 1990s.12 The clearest exception to the consistency of federal
policy and majority preferences on religious values issues concerns medi-
cal marijuana. Federal policy never reflected the strong public support for
legalizing medical marijuana; to the contrary, both the Clinton and G. W.
Bush administrations tried to shut down growers and distributors of med-
ical marijuana in states that had legalized marijuana for medical use.'?
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Table 4.5 Religious/Moral Values Issue Preferences

Between 45% and 55% 0

Over 55% or under 45%  +/-1
Over 60% or under 40%  +/-2
Over 65% or under 35%  +/-3
Over 75% or under 25%  +/-4
Over 85% or under 15%  +/-5

Income Percentile Difference
10th 50th 90th (90th — 10th)
Abortion and birth control
Approve RU-486 -1 0 +2 +3
Constitutional ban on abortion -2 -3 -4 -2
Federal funding for abortions (e.g., for -2 -2 0 +2
low-income women)
Ban “partial-birth abortion” procedure ~ +2 +2 +1 -1
Require biological father’s consent or +3 +3 0 -3
notification for abortion
Require parental consent for birth 0 0 -2 -2
control assistance for teens
Gay rights
Extend legal protection to gay people +1 +3 +3 +2
Gay marriage -2 -2 -1 +1
Gay civil unions -1 0 0 +1
Gays in the military 0 0 +1 +1
Recreational drugs and teen smoking
Strengthen fight against drugs and +4 +4 +4 0
teenage smoking
Legalize marijuana for medical use +4 +4 +4 0
with doctor’s prescription
Legalize marijuana for personal use -3 -3 -3 0
Encourage mandatory drug testing in +4 +3 +3 -1
workplace
Miscellaneous moral/religious issues
Constitutional amendment to permit +4 +3 +1 -3
school prayer
Stem cell research:
Source unspecified +1 +1 +3 +2
From discarded embryos 0 +1 +3 +3
From newly created embryos -2 -1 +1 +3
Mandatory AIDS testing of all citizens ~ +3 +2 0 -3
(mid-1980s)
G. W. Bush’s faith-based initiative +3 +3 +2 -1
Strengthen TV rating system or time +4 +5 +4 0

restrictions; require V-chip
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While federal policy on consensual issues in the religious values do-
main generally reflected public preferences, policy on nonconsensual is-
sues fell largely in line with the preferences of the affluent. The issue in
this area that received the greatest attention from survey organizations
(and the media) in the decades under study was reproductive policy. For
example, high-income Americans opposed laws that would have required
parental consent for teenagers to receive birth control assistance from
federally financed clinics (low-income Americans were split on this). De-
spite repeated efforts by Republican legislators to require parental noti-
fication for federally funded contraception services to minors, federal
law continues to guarantee the confidentiality of such services, regardless
of age.'

Opinions also differed on approving the abortion pill RU-486, which
the affluent supported and the poor opposed. President George H. W.
Bush delayed FDA approval of RU-486 for a few years, but the Clinton
administration eventually approved the drug.!” Since few survey questions
concerning RU-486 were asked until the late 1990s, coded outcomes (re-
flecting final approval of RU-486 in 2000) were consistent with the more
liberal preferences of the well-off on this issue for most of the questions
in my dataset.

One aspect of abortion law that has clearly favored the stronger anti-
abortion sentiments of low-income Americans is—perhaps ironically—
the prohibition on federal funding of abortion services for low-income
Americans. Although the specific exceptions (e.g., in cases of rape or dan-
ger to the life of the woman) have changed over the years, the exclusion
of abortion services from Medicaid and other federal government health
programs has been in effect continuously since 1976.1¢

The highly moralized debate about AIDS in the mid-1980s also re-
flected very different attitudes among less- and more-affluent Americans.
During the early stages of the AIDS epidemic, some called for compulsory
universal AIDS testing of all American citizens.!” Affluent Americans were
split on this policy, but it was strongly favored by the poor and somewhat
less strongly favored by the middle class. Public health officials unani-
mously rejected such large-scale compulsory testing and the policy was
never adopted.'$

Federal policy in the religious values domain did not always reflect the
preferences of the affluent. High-income Americans strongly supported
efforts during the Clinton years to expand the scope of civil rights laws to
include sexual orientation while low-income Americans were only mildly
supportive. Despite this favorable public opinion, no new federal legisla-
tion of this kind was adopted.

Finally, federal funding for stem cell research was arguably more con-
sistent with the preferences of lower- and middle-income Americans, al-
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though the degree of support among all groups varied depending on the
source of the stem cells in question. During the 1990s federal funding of
stem cell research was limited. Under G. W. Bush funding became avail-
able for work with cells that came from embryos that had already been
destroyed, but not for cells extracted from additional embryos. On the
whole the strict conditions on federal funding for stem cell research were
more consistent with the split opinions of low-income Americans than
with the generally strong support of the well-off."

Of the four major policy domains examined, moral and religious val-
ues policies stand out as being the least affected by logistical or economic
factors and the least influenced by the economic interests of organized
groups or identifiable classes of citizens. In addition the moral and reli-
gious values policies in table 4.5 do not impose significant economic costs
on government. Extending legal protections, restricting abortion proce-
dures, or permitting federal research dollars to be used on one or another
source of stem cells does not require significant government expenditures
the way many social and economic policies do. Consequently politicians
are freer to follow the public’s preferences in this domain, a pattern re-
flected in the stronger responsiveness of policy to preferences shown in
figure 4.2.

Despite the lack of government costs and constraints for most moral/
religious policies, some consensually popular policies in this domain were
not adopted during the decades under study. In particular over 80 percent
of Americans at all income levels supported a twenty-four-hour waiting
period before a woman could have an abortion, and over 90 percent
supported a government requirement that doctors inform patients about
alternatives to abortions. The inconsistency between federal policy and
public preferences on these aspects of abortion law is explained by the
polarized nature of abortion politics, especially at the federal level, and
the shift in focus of abortion opponents to state reproductive laws.?° Sur-
veys show that most Americans hold moderate positions on abortion law,
supporting some restrictions on the availability of abortion but not strict
bans.?! But the groups that have been most central in shaping abortion
politics have typically adopted extreme positions favoring either univer-
sal (or near universal) bans on abortion or the complete elimination of
any legal restrictions. Thus even restrictions popular with large majorities
of the public have been strenuously resisted by abortion rights advocates,
who tend to view such restrictions as the thin end of the wedge that will
inevitably lead to greater restrictions.

By refocusing their efforts on state abortion laws, antiabortion groups
have been able to achieve policy goals that could not be won at the na-
tional level. While federal law does not require a waiting period before a
woman can obtain an abortion, twenty-four states do have laws requir-
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ing a waiting period. The even more popular requirement that doctors
inform patients of alternatives to abortions is absent from federal law but
has been adopted by thirty-three states, with varying stipulations of the
information that must be provided.??

In a more equally responsive political system, moral/religious policies
at the national level would be more conservative than they currently are.
In particular we might expect to find greater restrictions on abortion,
such as requirements for the notification or agreement of the biological
father and a ban or limitation on the availability of RU-486. Also likely
would be a requirement of parental consent for minors to receive birth
control, at least when funded through federal government programs. Al-
though abortion rights supporters often view federal lawmaking over the
past few decades as gradually eroding abortion rights, federal abortion
policy remains in many respects more liberal than the preferences ex-
pressed by the American public as a whole.??

Economic PoLricy

Unlike foreign policy or religious values issues, economic policies tend to
have clear and distinct consequences for Americans at different income
levels. Yet as reported above, preferences across income groups do not
differ more in the domain of economic policy than they do on religious
values issues (table 4.2). This attests both to the important role of non-
interest-based considerations in shaping Americans’ policy views and to
the substantial number of economic issues on which low- and high-income
Americans agree.?* As table 4.6 shows, for example, Americans of all in-
comes opposed proposals for a federal sales tax, opposed across-the-
board increases in income tax, favored across-the-board income tax cuts,
and favored unpaid family leave laws. Americans at all income levels also
strongly supported corporate accounting reform in the wake of the Enron
scandal and differed only modestly on cutting taxes for low- and middle-
income taxpayers and increasing taxes on extremely high earners.?’
Federal government policy on many of these consensual economic is-
sues did reflect the predominant preferences of the public. Lawmakers have
never seriously considered a federal sales (or “consumption” or “value-
added”) tax, and the marginal income tax rate for the average taxpayer
fell from about 31 percent in 1981 to about 24 percent in 2002.2¢ Also
consistent with public preferences, a national family and medical leave
law was adopted in 1993, requiring employers to grant up to twelve weeks
of unpaid leave per year. The 2002 Sarbanes-Oxley Act strengthened cor-
porate accounting rules in the wake of the Enron, Tyco, and other corpo-
rate scandals, again reflecting strong public support. In contrast, changes
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Table 4.6 Economic Issue Preferences

regulation

Between 45% and 55% 0
Over 55% or under 45%  +/-1
Over 60% or under 40%  +/-2
Over 65% or under 35%  +/-3
Over 75% or under 25%  +/-4
Over 85% or under 15%  +/-5
Income Percentile Difference
10th 50th 90th (90th — 10th)
Income taxes
Cut personal income tax (across the +3 +3 +3 0
board)
Cut income tax rates for low- or +4 +4 +3 -1
middle-income earners
Raise income tax rates to reduce the -3 -3 -3 0
deficit (1980s)
Raise taxes on very high income +4 +4 +3 -1
earners
Cut top marginal tax rate 0 +1 +2 +2
Flat tax -1 0 +1 +2
Other taxes
Support a federal sales or consumption -2 -2 -2 0
tax
Cut capital gains taxes 0 +1 +3 +3
Cut/eliminate inheritance tax +1 +2 +3 +2
Raise gas/energy taxes -2 -1 0 +2
Other economic issues
Unpaid family leave law +3 +3 +3 0
Reform corporate accounting rules +3 +3 +3 0
(post-Enron)
Raise minimum wage +5 +4 +3 -2
Extend/increase unemployment benefits 42 +1 -1 -3
Increase government regulation of +1 +1 -2 -3
oil/gas industry
Increase miscellaneous corporate +3 +2 +1 -2

in income tax rates for very high earners did not consistently reflect the
consensus for increases expressed by Americans at the 10th through 90th
income percentiles. Effective (average) income taxes on the top 1 percent
of earners fell during the Reagan years but rose under Clinton, ending
slightly higher in 2002 than they were in 1981.%7
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On many other economic policies, preferences across income groups
did diverge, reflecting the differing interests at stake for lower- and higher-
income Americans. In these cases there was little decline in policy respon-
siveness to affluent Americans, but substantial decline in responsiveness
to both the middle class and the poor (table 4.3 and figure 4.2). Poor
people were evenly split on cutting both the top income tax rate and the
capital gains tax rate, for example, while the affluent strongly supported
both ideas. During the period under study, the top tax rates for both capi-
tal gains and ordinary income fell during the Reagan administration and
rose under Clinton, with the net effect being a decline from 24 percent to
15 percent in the top capital gains rate and from 70 percent to 35 percent
in the top income tax rate.?® These shifts in capital gains and top income
tax rates clearly reflect the differing ideological orientations of the Demo-
cratic and Republican administrations, the changing revenue needs of the
federal government, and a general trend toward lower and less progres-
sive taxes consistent with the preferences of the well-off.

Cutting or eliminating the inheritance tax was also quite popular among
the affluent, but even poor respondents were, on balance, in favor of this
change. The “strange appeal of estate tax repeal” among middle- and
lower-income Americans has received considerable attention.?’ Whether
one attributes this support to public misperceptions or false conscious-
ness, or to a belief that it is unjust to limit people’s ability to pass on their
fairly earned assets to their children, broad opposition to the estate tax
appears to have characterized public attitudes since at least the 1930s.3°
(I revisit the issue of false consciousness in chapter 7 when I discuss the
income and estate tax cuts under G. W. Bush.)

The federal estate tax underwent a number of changes in the decades
under study, almost all of which reduced the taxes owed by inheritors. The
Economic Recovery Act of 1981 tripled the exemption subject to taxes
and reduced the top estate tax rate from 70 percent to 50 percent; the
Taxpayer Protection Act of 1997 further increased the exemption level
from $600,000 to $1,000,000 and created a new exclusion for family-
owned businesses; and, most important, the Economic Growth and Tax
Relief Reconciliation Act of 2001 phased out the federal estate tax en-
tirely by 2009.3! During this period there were also some minor changes
that served to increase the estate tax (or, more accurately, to delay sched-
uled decreases in the top estate tax rate). On balance, however, the period
since the early 1980s was marked by repeated weakening of the estate
tax, consistent with the preferences of higher-income Americans.>?

The only proposal to raise taxes that did not generate opposition across
all income groups concerns federal gasoline or energy taxes. Although
poor people, who are hit hardest by gas (and most other excise or con-
sumption) taxes, were solidly opposed, the affluent were evenly split. Dur-
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ing the years under study, federal gas tax increased substantially: from
only four cents per gallon in 1981 to about eighteen cents beginning in
1993, although this is still very low by international standards.??

On most tax proposals that generated significant differences in prefer-
ence across income groups, then, policy was more consistent with high-
income preferences (cutting capital gains taxes, cutting the estate tax,
cutting the top marginal income tax rate, and increasing gasoline taxes).
The one exception to this rule is proposals for replacing the graduated
income tax with a flat tax that would eliminate deductions and apply a
single rate to all taxpayers.>* Across the decades examined, modest ma-
jorities of well-off Americans favored the flat tax and modest majorities
of the poor opposed it, with median income Americans evenly split. The
failure of flat-tax proposals to gain traction in Washington is a conse-
quence of ideological opposition among lawmakers (primarily Democrats)
who favor progressive taxes on equity grounds and powerful interests
that benefit from exemptions in the current tax system that would be lost
under most such proposals (for example, home mortgage interest, which
benefits the homebuilding and real estate industries; charitable dona-
tions, which benefit universities, hospitals, churches, and other nonprofit
organizations; and payroll tax exemptions, which businesses of all kinds
favor).

Nontax economic policies that generate preference gaps between low-
and high-income Americans often reflect the greater attraction of the free
market to the affluent (who, arguably, benefit most from the relative lack
of government regulation in the United States). The well-off generally
opposed proposals to increase government regulation of the oil and gas
industry, opposed increases in unemployment benefits, and were only mod-
estly supportive of efforts to increase corporate regulation outside of the
post-Enron period. In contrast, poor and middle-income Americans were
considerably more enthusiastic toward government regulation. In a 1985
survey three-quarters of poor and middle-income Americans supported
a requirement that employers give a year’s notice to employees before
closing down the place where they work, while two-thirds thought the
federal government should create a government-owned and operated oil
corporation “to keep the private oil companies honest” (majorities of the
affluent opposed both these ideas). Extending or expanding unemploy-
ment benefits was also popular among the poor and middle class but
often opposed by the well-off. Americans at all income levels strongly
favored raising the minimum wage, but, unlike the affluent, the poor were
nearly unanimous on this question.

In considering the failure of widely (if not equally) supported economic
policies like tightening corporate regulation or raising the minimum
wage, it is important to remember that the preferences of Americans at
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the 90th income percentile may differ from those of the truly rich. I can-
not reliably estimate the preferences of the tiny sliver of the public at the
very top of the income distribution, but it seems plausible that this small
but influential group holds distinctive positions on some economic poli-
cies such as business regulation and tax policy. In my concluding chapter
I revisit this distinction between the merely affluent and the truly rich.

In sum, we would expect greater representational equality in the eco-
nomic sphere to result in a higher minimum wage, more generous un-
employment benefits, stricter corporate regulation (including the oil and
gas industries in particular), and a more progressive personal tax regime
in general. Some of these policies are favored by a majority of Americans
at the 90th income percentile as well, but not with sufficient enthusiasm
to overcome opposition from business and other interests.

SocIiAL WELFARE

Patterns of responsiveness in the social welfare domain are somewhat
distinct from the other three policy domains examined, especially for
middle- and low-income Americans. As table 4.3 shows, social welfare
is the only policy area in which the decline in responsiveness to middle-
income Americans (as their preferences diverge from those of the afflu-
ent) is negligible. The interaction of policy preference and preference di-
vergence for the 50th income percentile ranges from —0.42 to -0.46 for
the other three domains but is only —0.13 (and not significantly different
from zero) for social welfare policies. A similar pattern is evident for the
10th income percentile, where the decline in responsiveness as prefer-
ences across income groups diverge is also far weaker than in the other
three policy domains.

Social welfare policy during the decades under study was most consis-
tent with public preferences on Medicare and Social Security (which were
enhanced or sustained despite budgetary pressures) and the Clinton ad-
ministration’s welfare reforms. In contrast, government policy did not
reflect the substantial public support for health care reform. Perhaps sur-
prisingly, preferences across income groups differed more on modifying
the universal policies of Medicare and Social Security (as well as health
care) than on means-tested welfare per se (i.e., cash assistance programs
like Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, or TANF, and its predeces-
sor, Aid for Families with Dependent Children), programs strongly tied to
income.

The top panel of table 4.7 shows that most policy preferences on wel-
fare reform do not in fact differ much across income groups. Americans
of all income levels strongly support work requirements for welfare re-
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Table 4.7 Social Welfare Issue Preferences

Between 45% and 55% 0

Over 55% or under 45%  +/-1
Over 60% or under 40%  +/-2
Over 65% or under 35%  +/-3
Over 75% or under 25%  +/-4
Over 85% or under 15%  +/-5

Income Percentile Difference
10th  50th  90th  (90th — 10th)
Welfare reform
Work requirements +4 +4 +3 -1
Job training for welfare recipients +5 +5 +5 0
Child care for welfare recipients who +5 +5 +5 0
work
Time limits +1 +3 +3 +2
No extra money for extra kids 0 0 +1 +1
Cut total spending on welfare +1 +3 +4 +3
Health care
Tax-funded national health care +3 +3 +1 -2
Employer mandates +4 +3 +2 -2
Clinton plan +3 +2 +1 -2
Medical savings accounts -3 -2 0 +3
Social Security reform
Government investment of Soc. Sec. -3 -2 0 +3
money in stocks
Individuals control own stock accounts 0 +2 +3 +3
Change Soc. Sec. rules to discourage -2 0 +1 +3
early retirement
Medicare reform
Encourage recipients to move to HMOs -1 +1 +1 +2
Raise premiums/deductibles for -3 -1 0 +3
Medicare beneficiaries
Cut overall Medicare spending -4 -3 -2 +2
Add a prescription drug benefit to +5 +5 +4 -1
Medicare
Education
Federal grants and loans to college +4 +4 +4 0
students
School vouchers -1 0 +1 +2
Otbher social welfare issues
Federal unpaid family leave law +3 +3 43 0
Cut public works spending -2 0 +1 +3
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cipients and favor increasing job-training opportunities and child care
resources for people on welfare. Americans across the income spectrum
shared similar (split) opinions on the question of ending additional pay-
ments to women who have additional children while on welfare. Middle-
and upper-income respondents did express more support for time limits
on welfare receipt and were more inclined to want overall welfare spend-
ing cut than were low-income respondents. In sum, preferences on wel-
fare reform display a surprising degree of consensus across income groups,
a consensus that has characterized public attitudes toward welfare for
many decades.?®

In contrast to the clearly redistributive means-tested welfare programs
referenced in the top panel of table 4.7, preferences on universal pro-
grams like national health insurance, Social Security, and Medicare show
larger preference gaps across income levels. As the second panel shows,
the poor are strongly supportive of federal government involvement in
health care, whether it is in the form of a tax-funded national health plan,
employer mandates, or the Clinton health reform proposal, while the
affluent express weak support for each of these policies.?® Despite the
strong support from low- and middle-income Americans and the strenu-
ous efforts of the Clinton administration in 1993 and 1994, these sorts of
broad expansions of the federal government’s role in health care were not
adopted during the decades under study. Studies have pointed to numer-
ous obstacles to health care reform in the United States, including doc-
tors and hospitals, insurance companies, unions, employers, and political
gridlock.3” To this list we can add the lack of enthusiasm among affluent
Americans.

Social Security and Medicare are the two most expensive social pro-
grams in the United States, accounting for over half of all federal social
spending.3® As table 4.7 shows, affluent Americans are more supportive
of market-oriented reforms to both Social Security and Medicare, such
as shifting Social Security toward individual stock accounts and encour-
aging Medicare beneficiaries to join health maintenance organizations
(HMOs). The affluent are also more willing to consider changes in these
programs that would reduce the benefits they provide (like raising the age
at which full Social Security benefits are available or raising premiums
and deductibles for Medicare recipients).

Despite the growing costs of Social Security and Medicare, changes to
both programs since the early 1980s have been fairly modest. The Social
Security reform bill of 1983 increased the retirement age for full benefits
from 65 to 67 (to be phased in over the first two decades of the twenty-
first century) and made a portion of Social Security benefits subject to
income tax for higher-income beneficiaries (about 10 percent of all ben-
eficiaries at the time).3° Cost savings in Medicare have come primarily at
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the expense of health care providers (although these savings may trans-
late into poorer service for Medicare beneficiaries), with the most sub-
stantial cuts occurring in the early 1980s and late 1990s.4°

In economic terms the most significant change to the Medicare pro-
gram over the past few decades was not a cutback but rather the addition
of a prescription drug benefit (Medicare Part D) in 2003. Although many
people criticized the legislation as a “giveaway” to pharmaceutical com-
panies and a bad deal for American taxpayers, the principle of government-
provided prescription drug coverage for Medicare recipients was quite
popular across all income levels (although slightly less so for the most
affluent Americans).

In sum, the lack of significant change in the core middle-class social
welfare programs—Social Security and Medicare—is consistent with the
strong support for these highly salient programs among low- and middle-
income Americans. Small changes to the Social Security retirement age
and efforts to encourage Medicare beneficiaries to join HMOs were more
consistent with the preferences of the well-off. But the failure of Social
Security privatization, the increase in overall Medicare spending, the ad-
dition of drug benefits for Medicare recipients, and the lack of change in
the portion of Medicare costs paid by government are all consistent with
the preferences of low- and middle-income Americans.*! This pattern of
policy responsiveness on Medicare and Social Security, along with other
policy issues discussed below, contributes to the distinctive nature of the
social welfare domain revealed in table 4.3 and figure 4.2.

The majority of questions on education policy in my dataset concern
either school vouchers for K-12 education or federal financial assistance
to college students.*? College assistance was uniformly popular across
income levels while school vouchers, which would help parents pay for
private-school education, were opposed by the poor and favored by the
affluent. Although it is hard to identify the exact mix of considerations
that accounts for the greater support for school vouchers among the well-
off, this preference is consistent with the stronger appeal to high-income
Americans of market solutions across a range of policies. School vouch-
ers, like many market-oriented social policies, are likely to be most ben-
eficial to those with the financial and informational resources to take ad-
vantage of them. Similarly, poor Americans may be more likely to oppose
vouchers because they are most concerned about the negative impact
such programs might have on existing public schools. Despite numerous
proposals over the years (and support from affluent Americans), the only
federal voucher program ever passed by Congress is an extremely limited
experiment available to under two thousand students in Washington, DC.

Finally, government spending on public works like bridges, roads, water,
and sewage is more popular among lower- than higher-income Americans.
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After a brief drop between 1981 and 1983, federal spending for such proj-
ects rose about 40 percent in constant (inflation-adjusted) dollars over
the next two decades.*3

Social Welfare Policy and Representational Inequality

The social welfare domain is the only policy domain examined in which
the divergence of preferences across income groups does not lead to a
substantial decline in responsiveness to the preferences of less-well-off
Americans (table 4.3 and figure 4.2). The account of social welfare policy
above identified four well-represented sets of policy questions on which
lower-income Americans’ preferences were most likely to prevail: Social
Security, Medicare, school vouchers, and public works spending. More
specifically, compared with the affluent, lower-income Americans are
stronger opponents of Social Security and Medicare benefit cuts, tax in-
creases, and privatization proposals; stronger supporters of prescription
drug benefits for Medicare recipients; stronger opponents of school vouch-
ers (especially vouchers that could be used to help pay for private school-
ing); and stronger supporters of public spending for highways, sewer sys-
tems, and so on.

For a number of these policies, less-well-off Americans were more sup-
portive of the status quo and the affluent more favorable toward change
(in particular, proposals for various market-oriented reforms of Social
Security and Medicare and the adoption of school vouchers). In these
cases the strong status quo bias documented above benefits the less ad-
vantaged.** But in other cases the apparent responsiveness to less-well-off
Americans reflects the adoption of favored policy changes, not the main-
tenance of the status quo. The addition of a drug benefit to the Medicare
program and the expansion of spending on Medicare, Social Security, and
public works all constitute outcomes more consistent with the prefer-
ences of lower- than higher-income Americans.

What unites these different policies (and sets them apart from most
policies on which lower- and higher-income preferences diverge) is that
poor and middle-income Americans have powerful allies that tend to
share their preferences on these issues. The AARP, widely viewed as one
of the most powerful lobbies in Washington, has been a strong sup-
porter of Social Security and Medicare.*’ In addition to support from the
AARP, the Medicare prescription drug benefit that President Bush signed
into law in 2003 also had the backing of the pharmaceutical companies
and their well-funded lobbyists.*® The public education lobby, led by the
American Federation of Teachers and the National Education Associa-
tion, is allied with lower-income Americans in opposing school vouchers.
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Finally, developers and the construction industry back government spend-
ing on public works like bridges and roads, which is more popular among
lower- than among higher-income Americans. Just as important, public
works can provide a highly visible form of pork-barrel benefits for indi-
vidual states or districts, and in their reelection campaigns members of
Congress frequently tout their ability to secure such funding.*”

Powerful interest groups happen to share the preferences of less-well-
off Americans on these prominent social welfare issues. But the less well-
off lack allies on other issues within this domain. For example, lower-
income Americans are more supportive of both taxpayer-funded national
health care and mandates requiring employers to provide health insurance
for their employees. Lower-income Americans also express more support
for proposals to expand unemployment benefits (for example, to cover
part-time workers) and to increase federal support for public schools in
poor neighborhoods.

Of the 399 policy questions in the social welfare domain, about half
concern the four issues on which the preferences of the less well-off are
more aligned with powerful interest groups than are those of the affluent:
Social Security, Medicare, school vouchers, and public works spending.
For these issues there is no evidence that the middle class or the poor lose
out when their views diverge from those of the well-off. The interactions
of preferences and preference divergence (equivalent to those in table 4.3)
are —0.08 and 0.08 for the 10th and 50th income percentiles, respectively
(p = 0.34 and 0.35; see table A4.3 for full regression results). But for the
remaining issues in the social welfare domain, where the less well-off lack
strong allies, the estimated decline in the influence of the poor and the
middle class is substantial and comparable to the declines in other issue
domains shown in table 4.3 (b = —0.53 and —0.39 for the 10th and 50th
income percentiles; p = 0.02 and 0.05).

Chapter 3 revealed a high degree of inequality in government responsive-
ness to the preferences of more- and less-affluent segments of the Ameri-
can public. This chapter shows that these representational inequalities
extend broadly but not uniformly across different substantive policy do-
mains. For the most part the patterns of inequality evident in my over-
all analysis of policy responsiveness were replicated in each of the issue
domains examined, but social welfare issues did constitute a partial ex-
ception to this pattern. In particular the subset of social welfare issues on
which the most significant interest groups were aligned with the prefer-
ences of lower- rather than upper-income Americans were immune from
the inequalities evident on other issues.
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Even if exceptional, the alignment of interest groups with the prefer-
ences of the less affluent raises the question of why this alignment takes
place on these issues (and whether such alignments can be fostered more
broadly). In most cases the confluence of preferences between interest
groups and less-well-off Americans on these issues results from a happy
coincidence and not from any actual influence exerted by the poor or the
middle class. The pharmaceutical lobby and the National Educational
Association, for example, pursue policies that benefit their members and
that happen to coincide with the preferences of the less advantaged. The
AARP, however, as a mass-membership organization, might actually be
considered a conduit through which the influence of less-well-off Ameri-
cans flows.

The next chapter takes up this question as part of a broader exami-
nation of the role of organized interest groups in shaping government
responsiveness.



CHAPTER 5§

Interest Groups and
Democratic Responsiveness

THE ANALYSIS OF SOCIAL WELFARE POLICY in chapter 4 suggests that
interest groups can, at least on occasion, influence policy in a direction
more compatible with middle- or low-income Americans’ preferences than
with those of the affluent. But if interest groups can work against the
preferences of the affluent on some issues, there is no reason to think they
don’t work in favor of the preferences of the affluent on other issues. In-
deed, if interest groups tend to align more with the preferences of the af-
fluent, the relationship between preferences and policy outcomes for the
well-off may reflect not the influence of this economic stratum, but (at
least in part) the influence of interest groups instead.

Over the past decades political scientists have variously portrayed or-
ganized interest groups as a foundation of popular influence in politics,
as the basis of elite domination, and as everything in between.! My anal-
yses in this chapter show a strong association between interest group
preferences and policy outcomes, roughly equal to the influence of high-
income Americans documented in the previous chapters. But interest
groups and affluent members of the public appear to shape federal policy
making largely independently of each other. That is, interest groups on
balance neither raise nor lower the likelihood that affluent Americans’
policy preferences will prevail. Nor does the opposition of interest groups
account for the lack of responsiveness to the preferences of the poor or
middle class. On particular issues, of course, the alignment of organized
interests may favor the preferences of more- or less-well-off citizens. But
across the full range of issues captured in my dataset, and, for the most
part, across each of the separate substantive issue domains I analyze, in-
terest groups’ political power constitutes a separate and parallel influence
to that of the public. These findings suggest that representational inequal-
ity cannot be blamed on the power of organized interests. Particular groups
do undermine the interests of the public on specific issues, but on other
occasions interest groups align with public preferences (even if those
groups are motivated by their own narrow concerns).
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INTEREST GROUP ALIGNMENTS AND THE PUBLIC’S
PoLricy PREFERENCES

Interest group influence over policy making is an important topic in its
own right. But my primary concern is with interest groups and the public
as potentially interrelated forces. Interest group activity and public pref-
erences might combine to shape policy outcomes in a number of different
ways. First, the apparent influence of the public (or affluent members of
the public) revealed in previous chapters might instead reflect, at least in
part, the power of organized interests. Some scholars, for example, sug-
gest that interest groups sometimes seek to shape policy outcomes by
shifting public preferences on a policy issue.> Accounts of the campaigns
to reform health care or to eliminate the estate tax, for example, often
point to the efforts made to sway public opinion by interest groups and
the think tanks and public relations firms they support.? But other ob-
servers are skeptical that interest groups can shift public preferences even
on these high-profile, heavily lobbied issues.* For such skeptics, interest
groups are more likely to succeed in raising the salience of an issue than
in swaying public preferences.’

To the extent that interest groups do manage to shift the public’s pol-
icy preferences, what appears to be the public’s independent influence
over policy outcomes should rightly be attributed to interest groups in-
stead. Reestimating the preference/policy link while taking interest group
alignments into account will shed light on the importance of this mecha-
nism in generating the associations between public preferences and policy
outcomes reported in chapters 3 and 4.

Interest groups’ efforts to sway public opinion on issues like health
care or tax reform might contribute to an association between public pref-
erences and interest group alignments. But such a correlation could arise
for other reasons as well. On some issues the public and the dominant
groups might have compatible interests apart from any attempt to influ-
ence public opinion. For example, the health care and education lobbies
favor greater government spending on health care and education, a pref-
erence frequently shared by majorities of the public. On other issues, the
public’s perceived interests and the interests of organized lobbying groups
are usually at odds. American citizens are typically supportive of strong
environmental regulation, while interest groups tend to align in opposi-
tion to strong environmental safeguards.

My data do not allow me to parse out the various factors that gener-
ate positive or negative associations between interest group alignments
and public preferences. But they do allow me to use multivariate analyses
to assess the overall impact that such associations have on the apparent
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influence exerted by each of these two sets of actors. Most important, my
measure of interest group alignments allows me to test the possibility that
policy responsiveness as estimated in previous chapters is biased owing to
the omitted impact of interest groups on policy outcomes.

A second way in which interest groups might complicate the link be-
tween public preferences and government policy is by shaping the condi-
tions under which the public’s influence over policy outcomes is larger or
smaller. In particular we might expect the public’s influence to be greater
when interest groups are least engaged in shaping policy, or when oppos-
ing interest groups cancel each other out. To assess this possibility, I use
my interest group alignment data to measure not the direction of interest
group preferences on a given policy but the extent to which interest
groups are neutral (or unengaged) rather than aligned on one side of the
issue or the other.

Yet a third possible relationship between interest groups and public
preferences is that these two influences over policy outcomes interact to
reinforce each other. As noted above, some scholars argue that interest
groups are less likely to shift public attitudes than they are to publicize and
mobilize existing opinion when it coincides with their policy objectives.®
From this perspective public opinion is a resource that interest groups
can draw on when the public’s preferences happen to coincide with the
group’s position. Interest groups, by this understanding, are not simply
more likely to prevail when their views align with the public’s preferences;
they can actually leverage public opinion to exert greater influence than
they would otherwise have. Interest groups and the public, in other words,
can serve as force multipliers for each other, forming a whole greater
than the sum of its parts when their preferences coincide. In the analyses
below, this dynamic is captured by including in my models an interaction
between the Interest Group Alignment Index and my measures of public
preferences.

Finally, interest groups and ordinary citizens might simply influence
government policy independently of each other. In that case estimates of
policy responsiveness would be unaffected by whether or not we take
interest groups into account. Yet even if these two influences operated
independently, interest groups might help to explain those cases in which
policy outcomes diverge from the patterns expected based on public pref-
erences alone. As we saw in chapter 4, some policies with strong support
among high-income Americans were not adopted while some policies that
were strongly opposed by high-income Americans were adopted (and in
some cases these exceptions pushed policy outcomes more into line with
the preferences of lower-income groups). The parallel and independent
influence of interest groups and the public would not change our under-
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standing of Americans’ ability to influence policy outcomes, but it could
help to account for the specific patterns of policies that are adopted.

MEASURING INTEREST GROUP ALIGNMENTS

To assess the role of interest groups in explaining representational in-
equality, more systematic information on interest groups’ policy align-
ments and the relationship of those alignments to the preferences of the
public is needed. Identifying the interest groups relevant to any specific
policy issue is difficult, and assessing the relative power of interest groups
aligned on different sides of an issue is even more so. Perhaps the most
ambitious effort along these lines is the Advocacy and Public Policymak-
ing project by Baumgartner and colleagues.” These researchers closely
examined ninety-eight policy issues selected at random from issues iden-
tified in interviews with Washington lobbyists. Based on hundreds of
additional interviews and a wide range of archival material, Baumgart-
ner et al. identified the interest groups active on each issue, the lobbying
expenditures by those groups, the number of former government officials
employed by each group as lobbyists, the campaign contributions of each
group in the current and prior election cycles, the groups’ membership
size, the overall financial resources of each group involved in lobbying on
that issue, and the number of active advocates on each side of the issue
among officials in the legislative and executive branches. From these data
they constructed an index of the relative resource advantage enjoyed by
the interest groups on one side of a policy issue compared with the groups
advocating other positions on that issue.

Because Baumgartner et al. selected their issues to represent the full set
of policy issues that lobbyists were engaged with at the time of their in-
terviews, they included many fairly narrow or obscure issues.® In con-
trast, my dataset based on national survey questions includes only those
issues that were of sufficiently broad interest to attract a survey organiza-
tion to pose a question about it to the American public. Consequently,
I cannot link the Advocacy and Public Policymaking dataset with my
measures of policy preferences and outcomes. However, the extensive
data on interest group activity collected by Baumgartner et al. are helpful
to me by validating a less sophisticated but less labor-intensive technique
for gauging interest group influence on an issue: counting the number of
powerful interest groups that favor and oppose a given policy or proposed
policy change.

No list of “powerful interest groups in Washington” could hope to be
definitive, but a plausible place to start is the “Power 257 list of lobbying
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organizations produced by Fortune magazine. Every few years since 1997,
Fortune has surveyed Washington insiders (including members of Con-
gress, congressional staff, White House aides, and lobbyists themselves),
asking them to rate the influence of dozens of different lobbying organiza-
tions. Baumgartner et al. found that their index of relative interest group
resources was strongly related to the difference in the number of Power
25 groups identified with each side of their policy issues.’

The basis for my own coding of interest group involvement, then, is
based on an expanded version of Fortune’s Power 25 list. I began by com-
bining the Power 235 lists from surveys conducted during both the Clinton
and the G. W. Bush administrations (since the perceived power of different
interest groups may be influenced by changes in partisan control of gov-
ernment). I then added to this combined list the ten industries with the
highest lobbying expenditures (that were not already represented in the
Power 235 list) based on lobbying disclosure data compiled by opensecrets
.org. (Industries that exert most of their lobbying efforts directly rather
than through industry-wide organizations tend not to appear in the Power
25 list. For example, financial and investment firms, oil companies, and
telecommunications companies all spend heavily on lobbying but not
through industry-wide organizations.) This resulted in the expanded list
of forty-three interest groups shown in table AS5.1.

The list of forty-three interest groups described above is clearly a crude
approximation of the interest group environment. First, Fortune began
its Power 25 survey only in 1997, and my public preference and policy
data extend back to the early 1980s. Second, groups that happen to be
on the winning side of an issue are likely to be perceived as more power-
ful regardless of how much influence they may have actually had over
the outcome of that issue. Finally, a simple count of the number of groups
on each side of an issue ignores the variation in power or influence even
among these most influential groups.

Despite these shortcomings, the strong association of the Power 25
group count and the far more sophisticated relative resource index con-
structed by Baumgartner et al. gives some confidence that a simple inter-
est group count will shed light on the dynamics of policy formation. In
addition, while the number of interest groups in Washington has grown
over the decades, the proportion of those groups representing different
sorts of interests appears to have been fairly stable.!?

My extended Power 25 index of interest group alignment is constructed
as follows. For each policy question, I used the extended list of forty-
three interest groups and industries shown in table A5.1 to identify orga-
nizations with a possible interest in the policy question. Then I used a
variety of print and online resources to assess whether each of these po-
tentially relevant groups took a public stand on the relevant policy issue
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(these resources included congressional testimony, interest groups’ web
sites, interest groups’ congressional voting scorecards, news accounts, and
descriptions of interest group activity from Congressional Quarterly). If
the policy change under consideration tapped a core concern of an orga-
nization, that group was coded as being strongly favorable or unfavor-
able toward the policy change. If a group took a position on an issue that
was not a core focus of the organization, the group was coded as being
somewhat favorable or unfavorable toward the issue.!' After repeating
this exercise for each of the interest groups or industries identified as
potentially relevant to the policy issue, I constructed an index of the net
interest group alignment according to the following formula:

Net Interest Group Alignment = In(StFav + (0.5 * SwFav) + 1) -
In(StOpp + (0.5 * SwOpp) + 1),

where StFav is the number of interest groups or industries coded as strongly
favoring the proposed policy change, SwFav is the number of interest
groups or industries coded as somewhat favoring the proposed policy
change, StOpp is the number of interest groups or industries coded as
strongly opposing the proposed policy change, and SwOpp is the number
of interest groups or industries coded as somewhat opposing the pro-
posed policy change. The natural log of the sum of interest groups on
each side of the policy issue is taken to reflect the diminishing marginal
impact of an additional group (e.g., the difference between zero and one
groups on one side of an issue is expected to be larger than the difference
between ten and eleven groups), and one is added to the interest group
count on each side of an issue so that the log of the sum of interest groups
will equal zero when there are no groups on that side of the issue.

I made one adjustment to my interest group alignment scores to reflect
the unusual case of abortion policy. On abortion issues only two interest
groups appear on the Power 25 list—the Christian Coalition and the Na-
tional Right to Life Committee—and they are both opposed to abortion.
But other indicators of lobbying activity on abortion issues suggest that
abortion rights groups such as Planned Parenthood and NARAL have
devoted more resources to influencing federal policy than have antiabor-
tion groups. Over the past decade, for example, abortion rights groups
have donated over seventeen million dollars to federal candidates and
political parties compared with about six million dollars for antiabortion
groups.'? Baumgartner et al.’s analysis of interest groups involved in the
fight over late-term abortion restrictions during the G. W. Bush administra-
tion also reflect the liberal interest group advantage on abortion. Baumgart-
ner et al. found ten groups actively engaged in fighting new restrictions
and four groups actively working to pass late-term abortion restrictions.
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More important, the combined interest groups favoring abortion rights
had three times the resources as those pushing for abortion restrictions.?

None of the ten individual interest groups that Baumgartner et al.
found to be active in opposing late-term abortion restrictions was named
as among the most influential lobbying organizations in any of Fortune’s
Power 25 surveys. Nevertheless, to better reflect the interest group envi-
ronment on abortion, I have added three phantom abortion rights groups
to my list so that the interest group alignment on abortion issues consists
of two antiabortion groups and three abortion rights groups.'* My aim is
to roughly capture the combined influence of the larger number of minor
interest groups on the liberal side of abortion issues with the three liberal
phantom groups.

THE DISTRIBUTION OF INTEREST GROUP ALIGNMENTS

Across all the proposed policy changes in my dataset, an average of 3.8
interest groups from the expanded Power 25 list were coded as taking
a position in support or opposition.!> Of these interest group positions,
slightly more were coded as being only somewhat rather than strongly
favorable or unfavorable toward the proposed policy change. Counting
the somewhat favorable/unfavorable positions as half an interest group
and the strongly favorable/unfavorable positions as a full interest group
(as explained above), the average number of interest groups involved per
proposed policy change was 2.8 (bottom row of table 5.1).

Of course some of the proposed policy changes in my dataset elicited
no interest group involvement (at least among the forty-three powerful
groups included in my list), while others elicited involvement from a large
number of groups. As table 5.1 shows, interest groups were absent from
involvement on almost one-quarter of the policy questions I collected.
Among the policy issues coded as not having any interest group involve-
ment were questions about foreign military engagements such as aiding
the Nicaraguan Contras or intervening in Bosnia, antiterror policies like
allowing the FBI to infiltrate suspected terrorist groups, and some domes-
tic economic and social welfare issues including increasing the child tax
deduction and placing time limits on welfare receipt.

Of the proposed policy changes that did engage interest groups from
my list, most had interest groups involved on only one side of the issue.
About one-third of all policy questions had interest groups in opposition
but none in favor, while about one-fifth had interest groups in favor of
the proposed change but none opposed. Many of these issues may have
had less powerful interest groups—which don’t appear on my expanded
Power 25 list—on the opposing side. Even so, a complete absence of or-
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Table 5.1 Distribution of Interest Group Alignments

Number of Percent of Mean
Proposed Proposed Number
Policy Policy of Interest

Changes Changes Groups
No interest groups 422 23.7 0
Only interest group support 365 20.5 2.3
Only interest group opposition 585 32.9 2.1
Both support and opposition 407 22.9 7.3
All proposed policy changes 1779 100.0 2.8

The mean number of interest groups reflects the number of interests groups coded as
strongly favoring or opposing a proposed policy change plus one-half times the number
of interest groups coded as somewhat favoring or opposing that change.

ganized interest group activity on one side of an issue does not appear to
be unusual. Baumgartner et al. coded a far wider range of interest groups
for their analysis, including groups with less influence and fewer re-
sources than those on my expanded Power 25 list. Of the ninety-eight
issues they examined, 28 percent had either no interest groups defending
the status quo or no interest groups lobbying for change.'®

Questions in my dataset that elicited only interest group opposition
included a range of tax and economic policy issues, such as instituting a
national sales or value-added tax, taxing employee health benefits, rais-
ing income tax rates, imposing trade sanctions on Russia, cutting farm
subsidies, strengthening corporate regulation, and reducing Medicare pay-
ments to health care providers. In addition, proposals to strengthen gun
control elicited only interest group opposition (again, limited to the forty-
three groups and industries on my expanded Power 25 list). In contrast,
interest group support but no interest group opposition was found for
Bush’s tax cuts, aid to Russia and the former Soviet Union, relaxing clean
air standards, restricting Japanese imports, cutting personal income tax
rates, increasing federal college assistance, and adding a prescription drug
benefit to Medicare.

The 23 percent of proposed policy changes that involved powerful
interest groups on both sides included numerous issues on which business
and labor organizations took opposite sides, including corporate and
labor regulation, trade policy, and taxation. Interest groups also lined up
on opposite sides of Medicare and Social Security privatization proposals.
(The AARP opposed privatization of each, while the Health Insurance
Association of America supported Medicare privatization and securities



132 e Chapter §

and investment companies supported Social Security privatization.) Health
care policy also elicited opposing interest group alignments, with em-
ployer health insurance mandates favored by unions and opposed by a
number of employer organizations, and medical malpractice reform fa-
vored by the American Medical Association and health insurers and op-
posed by the Association of Trial Lawyers. Finally, abortion law pitted the
Christian Coalition and the National Right to Life Committee on one side
against numerous smaller abortion rights groups (as explained above).

On issues where interest groups were found on both sides, almost one-
third had equal numbers of interest groups on each side, while about half
had at least twice as many interest groups on one side as the other. The
rather imbalanced nature of interest group alignments on the issues in
my dataset may reflect in part the large number of employer and industry
groups on my expanded Power 25 list (nineteen industry or employer
groups are represented compared with only four unions). In addition my
proposed policy changes tended to exclude the sort of narrow policy is-
sues that pit one industry against another. Tariffs on specific goods, for
example, typically benefit one set of American industries and harm others.
While these sorts of battles have significant consequences for the indus-
tries involved (and sometimes for American workers and consumers as
well), they are not likely to be asked about in national public opinion
surveys. In contrast the much broader questions about trade policy that
are represented in my dataset are less likely to engage equal numbers of
interest groups on each side.

Of the 1,357 proposed policy changes on which at least one interest
group was coded as favoring or opposing, the balance of interest group
alignment was on the side of policy change only 36 percent of the time,
with the net interest group alignment opposed to policy change 55 per-
cent of the time (interest groups were evenly balanced on the remaining
9 percent of policy questions). In contrast, a majority of the public sup-
ported 59 percent of these proposed policy changes. Since the proposed
policy changes in my data are far more popular with the public than with
interest groups, the survey agenda that my data represent is clearly not
tilted toward interest groups. On the contrary the ability of interest groups
to influence the set of issues that reach public discussion (at least as indi-
cated by those asked about in national surveys) appears quite limited.'”

The survey agenda of proposed policy changes is on balance not favor-
able toward interest groups, and the resulting overrepresentation of in-
terest groups in opposition to the proposed policy changes contributes to
the status quo bias we first encountered in chapter 3. As I show below,
organized interests and the public constitute parallel simultaneous influ-
ences on policy outcomes. Consequently interest groups’ tilt toward ex-
isting policies and away from proposed changes serves to reinforce the
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status quo (along with the structural features of American democracy
discussed above).

INTEREST GROUP ALIGNMENTS AND PoLicy OUTCOMES

Figure 5.1 shows the relationship between the Net Interest Group Align-
ment Index described above and the probability of a proposed policy
change being adopted. When there are no interest groups involved, or when
opposing interest groups are equally balanced (in either case a score of 0
on the Net Interest Group Alignment Index), about 35 percent of pro-
posed policy changes are adopted. The slope downward and to the left
from the zero point (reflecting increased opposition among interest groups)
is steeper and more consistent than the slope upward and to the right,
suggesting that interest groups are more effective at blocking changes
they oppose than they are at securing adoption of changes they support.
As the figure indicates, strong interest group opposition is associated with
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Figure 5.1. Percent of Proposed Policy Changes Adopted by Net Interest Group
Alignment. The Net Interest Group Alignment Index is the log of one plus the
number of interest groups supporting the proposed policy change minus the log
of one plus the number of interest groups opposing the policy change. For ex-
ample, a score of about 2 on the Net Interest Group Alignment Index would re-
sult from six interest groups in favor and no interest groups opposed. (See text for
further discussion.) Curve is smoothed with Lowess.
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a 10- to 20-point decline in the probability of adoption (compared with
interest group neutrality), while strong support is associated with a 5- to
10-point increase.

Scholars have long recognized the advantaged position of groups
working to maintain the status quo in a political system with multiple
veto points, supermajority requirements, and so on.'® The greater ability
to thwart undesired policy changes than to advance desired changes re-
flected in figure 5.1 is also consistent with the analyses of Baumgartner
et al., who found policy outcomes to be about twice as strongly related
to their index of interest group resources for groups trying to defend the
status quo as for groups attempting to achieve policy change.' This pat-
tern may be strengthened by the strategic decisions of interest groups to
allocate their resources were they can have the largest impact. If policy
change is difficult to bring about but (comparatively) easy to prevent,
interest groups may focus more of their efforts on preventing changes
they oppose than on advocating changes they favor. If so, the asym-
metrical impact of interest groups on policy outcomes would be further
strengthened.

When the Net Interest Group Alignment Index is used as a predictor
of policy change in a logistic regression model parallel to that used to
assess the impact of public preferences in previous chapters, it reveals
a fairly strong relationship to policy outcomes with a logistic regression
coefficient of 0.36 (s.e. = 0.05; p < 0.001). A difference in interest group
alignment score from one standard deviation below the mean to one
standard deviation above the mean (approximately equivalent to the dif-
ference between a proposed change with two interest groups strongly
opposed and one with two interest groups strongly in favor) raises the
predicted probability of the policy being adopted from 0.25 to 0.41. For
purposes of comparison, the same two-standard-deviation difference in
preferences of the 90th income percentile is associated with a shift in prob-
ability of adoption from 0.23 to 0.44. A larger difference of plus/minus
two standard deviations (roughly equivalent to six interest groups strongly
in favor or strongly opposed) raises the probability of policy adoption
from 0.19 to 0.50 (with the analogous difference in the preferences of
affluent Americans resulting in a change in predicted probability of adop-
tion from 0.15 to 0.56).

The comparisons above suggest that fairly extreme differences of either
interest group alignment or preferences among the affluent when consid-
ered separately are each associated with sizable differences in the prob-
ability of a proposed policy outcome being adopted (I assess the impact of
these two factors considered simultaneously in a variety of multivariate
models below). If my measure of interest group alignments took a broader
array of interest groups into account, it is possible that these comparisons
might suggest a stronger role for interest groups in comparison to well-
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off members of the public. In addition my sample of proposed policy
changes underrepresents the many obscure issues that fly under the radar
of public awareness but may attract considerable attention from particu-
lar interest groups. On these sorts of issues, whatever influence the public
has is likely to arise through the anticipation of possible public response
should a policy maker’s actions on the obscure issue come to light (e.g., if
raised by an opponent in the next election).?? There can be no single, de-
finitive estimate of the influence of interest groups over policy outcomes—
if only because there is no definitive set of interest groups or of possible
policy changes to analyze—but the results based on my extended Power
25 list clearly demonstrate a strong association between interest group
alignments and policy outcomes. In the following sections I use the Net
Interest Group Alignment Index to examine how accounting for the role
of interest groups changes our understanding of the link between the pub-
lic’s preferences and government policy.

INTEREST GROUPS AS AN OMITTED VARIABLE

To the extent that interest groups are successful in shaping public prefer-
ences, or if interest group alignments and public preferences are system-
atically related for other reasons, the estimates of policy responsiveness
reported in the previous chapters would be biased. Interest groups are of
course only one potential influence on policy outcomes the omission of
which might bias my estimates of the preference/policy link. Other po-
tential influences include the preferences of lawmakers themselves and
of the small group of extremely wealthy politically engaged individuals
like billionaires George Soros and Richard Scaife. Neither of these latter
influences is easily assessed, and I leave consideration of their roles to
chapter 8.

Any potential influence on policy outcomes might bias the estimate of
policy responsiveness if that omitted influence both shapes the outcome
being examined, and is correlated with the predictor of interest—in this
case, the public’s policy preferences.?! Moreover an omitted variable could
bias the estimate of the predictor of interest in either a positive or nega-
tive direction. Thus the apparent association of preferences and policy
outcomes might be stronger or weaker depending on the direction of the
correlation between interest group alignments and the preferences of
Americans at different income levels. If interest groups and some subset
of citizens tend on average to prefer the same policies, then at least some
of the apparent influence of those citizens might in fact be due to the
power of interest groups. On the other hand, if interest groups and a sub-
set of Americans tend on average to prefer different policies, then the in-
fluence of these Americans over policy may be suppressed. In this case the
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failure to take interest groups into account would lead to an underesti-
mation of the ability of this set of citizens to shape policy outcomes.

We might expect interest group alignments to coincide more closely
with the preferences of the affluent than with those of lower-income Amer-
icans. First, the more economically advantaged are more likely to belong
to organizations that seek to influence government policy.?? Second, most
observers view the distribution of interest group power in Washington
to be slanted strongly toward business and away from the citizen and
labor groups that might advance the preferences of poor and middle-class
Americans.”? While some scholars argue that the rise of citizen groups in
the 1960s and 1970s has changed the complexion of the interest group
environment, these more recent additions to the interest group universe
tend to focus on social issues or postmaterialist concerns like gay rights or
environmental protection.?* Affluent Americans tend to prioritize these
issues more highly than the less well-off and often hold more liberal views
than lower-income Americans (see chapter 4). Finally, even those citizen
advocacy organizations focused on helping less-privileged groups tend to
focus on the interests and concerns of their more advantaged members.?’

Despite these expectations, the Net Interest Group Alignment Index is
unrelated to the policy preferences of the public at any income level, with
nonsignificant correlations between 0.02 and 0.04 for the 10th, 50th, and
90th income percentiles. Given this lack of overall association between
interest group alignments and public preferences, it is not surprising that
controlling for the Net Interest Group Alignment Index does not affect
the estimated responsiveness of policy to the preferences of any income
group. The top half of table 5.2 shows the estimated impact of policy
preferences and interest group alignments on policy outcomes for the
10th, 50th and 90th income percentiles, with all predictors standardized
for easier comparison. When public preferences are examined alone, the
impact of a one-standard-deviation difference ranges from 0.30 for the
10th income percentile to 0.49 for the 90th percentile. When the Net In-
terest Group Alignment Index is added to the logistic regression, these
estimates are essentially unchanged, ranging from 0.29 to 0.49. In com-
parison the estimated impact of a one-standard-deviation difference in
interest group alignment is 0.35 to 0.36 and is unaffected by controls for
any of the income groups’ preferences.?¢

The bottom half of table 5.2 shows the same analysis but restricted
to the 723 proposed policy changes for which the 10th and 90th income
percentiles differ by at least 10 percentage points and the 322 proposed
policy changes for which the 50th and 90th percentiles differ by at least
that amount. The only hint that interest groups might be biasing the esti-
mates of policy responsiveness is for the 90th income percentile on those
issues where the 50th and 90th percentiles differ (adding the Net Interest
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Table 5.2 Interest Group Alignment and Public Preferences as Predictors of Policy
Outcomes

Income Percentile

10th 50th 90th

Model 1
Preferences for the indicated .30 (.05)*** .38 (.05)*** 49 (.05)***
income percentile

Model 2
Preferences for the indicated 29 (.05)*#* .38 (.05)* 49 (.05)***
income percentile

Interest group alignments 35 (.05)F = .36 (.05)*** .36 (.05)***
10th vs. 90th Percentiles 50th vs. 90th Percentiles
10th 90th 50th 90th
Model 1
Preferences for the .02 (.09) A6 (L10)*#*  —.01 (.14) A7 (.18)**
indicated income
percentile
Model 2
Preferences for the .01 (.09) A8 (L10)*#*  —.05 (.14) .38 (.18)*
indicated income
percentile
Interest group 34 (.08)*** 36 (.08)*** A4 (13)7F* 40 ((13)**
alignments

Table shows logistic regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Dependent
variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took place within four years
of the survey date and 0 if it did not. The income groups’ preferences are the logits of the
imputed percentage of respondents favoring the proposed policy change at each income level.
The interest group alignment coding is explained in the text. All predictors are standardized.
N is 1,779 for the analyses in the top half of the table, 723 for the comparison of 10th and
90th percentiles, and 322 for comparison of the 50th and 90th percentiles.

p <055 *%p < .01; ***p < .001

Group Alignment Index to the model lowers the estimate for the prefer-
ences of the 90th percentile from 0.47 to 0.38). Yet even here the change
is modest and falls below conventional levels of statistical significance.?”

INTEREST GROUP ENGAGEMENT AND
PoLricy RESPONSIVENESS

Even if interest groups are not important as an omitted variable in esti-
mating the preference/policy link, they might shape that link in a different
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way. As suggested above, interest groups might serve to specify the con-
ditions under which affluent Americans are more and less influential in
shaping federal policy. In particular we might imagine that well-off mem-
bers of the public wield the greatest influence over policy outcomes when
interest groups are unengaged with an issue and that the greater the de-
gree of interest group engagement, the less influence even the most well-
off members of the public can exert.

This model of the relationship between interest groups and public
opinion predicts not merely that outcomes fit less well with public prefer-
ences when interest groups are involved, but that the influence of the
public actually declines under these circumstances. If this understanding
is correct, the strength of the preference/policy link should decline as the
engagement of interest groups on an issue increases. To assess this hy-
pothesis, I estimate a model that includes a nondirectional measure of the
degree of interest group engagement, my usual measures of public prefer-
ences, and the interaction of the two. Adapting the operationalization of
the Net Interest Group Alignment Index described above, the Interest
Group Engagement Index is as defined as In(StFav + StOpp + 0.5*SwFav
+ 0.5*SwOpp + 1), where StFav is the number of interest groups coded
as strongly favoring the proposed policy change, StOpp is the number of
interest groups coded as strongly opposing the proposed policy change,
SwFav is the number of interest groups coded as somewhat favoring the
proposed policy change, and SwOpp is the number of interest groups
coded as somewhat opposing the proposed policy change. The Interest
Group Engagement Index ranges from 0 when no interest groups are
coded as having a position on the proposed policy change to a theoretical
maximum of 3.8 when all forty-three interest groups are coded as having
a strong position on the issue. (The actual maximum score on the Interest
Group Engagement Index is about 3.2, equivalent to twenty-four interest
groups coded as taking strong positions on an issue.)

The results from the model described above are presented in table 5.3.
The interaction of preferences and interest group engagement is in the
expected direction for the 10th and 50th income percentiles, but neither
of the coefficients is statistically distinguishable from zero. The interac-
tion of the Interest Group Engagement Index with the preferences of the
90th income percentile is in the opposite direction from that expected,
but once again not statistically distinguishable from zero. In short there
is no evidence that the degree of interest group engagement on an issue
either enhances or detracts from the public’s ability to influence policy
outcomes.

The bottom half of table 5.3 repeats the analyses in the top half but
restricts the model to those proposed policy changes on which preferences
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Table 5.3 Interest Group Engagement and Public Preferences as Predictors of
Policy Outcomes

Income Percentile

10th 50th 90th
Preferences for the indicated 29 (.05)*** 37 (.05)*** .50 (.06)***
income percentile
Interest group engagement -.09 (.05) -.09 (.05) -.09 (.05)
Interaction of preferences -.05 (.05) -.05 (.06) .04 (.06)
and interest group
engagement
10th vs. 90th Percentiles 50th vs. 90th Percentiles
10th 90th 50th 90th
Preferences for the .03 (.09) A6 (L10)*#* .00 (.16) .38 (.19)*
indicated income
percentile
Interest group -.02(.08) -.05(.08) 24 (112)* 23 (.12)
engagement
Interaction of -.11 (.09) .02 (.09) -.14 (.14) .16 (.18)

preferences and
interest group
engagement

Table shows logistic regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Depen-
dent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took place within
four years of the survey date and 0 if it did not. The income groups’ preferences are the
logits of the imputed percentage of respondents favoring the proposed policy change at
each income level. The interest group engagement coding is explained in the text. Prefer-
ences and the Interest Group Engagement Index are standardized and then mean-centered
before the interaction terms are computed. The bottom half of the table shows analyses
limited to polices on which the indicated income levels diverged by more than 10 percen-
tage points. N is 1,779 for the analyses in the top half of the table, 723 for the 10th vs.
90th percentiles, and 322 for the 50th vs. 90th percentiles.

among the 10th and 90th income percentiles or the 50th and 90th income
percentiles diverge by more than 10 percentage points. The nonsignificant
interaction terms indicate that the link between preferences and policy
outcomes remains strong among the most affluent Americans at any level
of interest group engagement, while policy responsiveness is essentially
zero for those at the 10th or 50th income percentiles when their prefer-
ences diverge from the preferences of those at the 90th.
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INTEREST GROUPS AND PUBLIC PREFERENCES
AS FORCE MULTIPLIERS

Interest group alignments do not appear to serve as an omitted variable
biasing the estimates of public influence over policy outcomes, nor does
interest group engagement seem to enhance or undermine the policy in-
fluence of affluent Americans. A third possibility is that interest groups
and public opinion might interact to reinforce each other beyond the sim-
ple combination of their separate influence. If so, each of these potential
influences would serve as a force multiplier for the other.

To assess this possibility, table 5.4 shows the same model of policy
outcomes used in table 5.3 but with the Interest Group Alignment Index
in place of the measure of Interest Group Engagement. If the power of
interest groups to shape policy is enhanced when interest group align-
ments and public preferences coincide, the interaction term in these anal-
yses will be positive. In fact, however, the interactions as shown in table
5.4 are consistently small and statistically indistinguishable from zero.
This is true for all income percentiles and for all proposed policy changes
(top half of the table) as well as for proposed changes on which the 10th
and 90th or 50th and 90th income percentiles diverge (bottom half of the
table).

The lack of interaction between interest group alignments and public
preferences does not mean that each of these influences over policy is
irrelevant to the prospects of the other. When interest groups share the
public’s preferences, the likelihood that outcomes will reflect public pref-
erences is increased (just as the likelihood that outcomes will reflect inter-
est group alignments is greater when the public shares interest groups’
positions). But each of these two forces shapes policy independently of the
other. This parallel influence over policy outcomes is illustrated graphi-
cally in figure 5.2, which shows the predicted probability of a proposed
change being adopted based on the model of policy outcomes in the top
right cell of table 5.4 (that is, including all 1,779 proposed changes and
allowing for the possibility of an interaction between the Interest Group
Alignment Index and the preferences of Americans at the 90th income
percentile).

The front (white) and back (black) rows of figure 5.2 show how policy
outcomes relate to the preferences of the 90th income percentile when
interest groups are strongly opposed or strongly in favor of the proposed
policy change. The probability of policy change is, of course, much higher
when interest groups support the change, but in either case the prefer-
ences of affluent Americans matter: when interest groups strongly oppose,
the likelihood of a change being adopted rises from 0.10 to 0.34 (a factor
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Table 5.4 Interest Group Alignment, Public Preferences, and Their Interaction
as Predictors of Policy Outcomes

Income Percentile

10th 50th 90th
Preferences for the indicated 28 (.05)*** .38 (.05)*** A48 (.06)***
income percentile
Interest group alignment .35 (.06)*** .36 (.06)*** 35 (L06)***
Interaction of preferences .05 (.06) .02 (.06) .04 (.06)
and interest group
alignment
10th vs. 90th Percentiles 50th vs. 90th Percentiles
10th 90th 50th 90th
Preferences for the .00 (.09) A7 (.10)***  -.06 (.15) .36 (.18)
indicated income
percentile
Interest group .36 (.09)*** 36 (.09)*** A3 (L13)*F 41 ((13)*F
Interaction of .04 (.10) .05 (.09) -.09 (.15) 12 (.19)

preferences and
interest group
alignment

Table shows logistic regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Depen-
dent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took place within
four years of the survey date and 0 if it did not. The income groups’ preferences are the
logits of the imputed percentage of respondents favoring the proposed policy change at
each income level. The interest group alignment coding is explained in the text. Prefer-
ences and the Interest Group Alignment Index are standardized and then mean-centered
before the interaction terms are computed. Bottom half of the table shows analyses limited
to policies on which the indicated income levels diverged by more than 10 percentage
points. N is 1,779 for the analyses in the top half of the table, 723 for the 10th vs. 90th
percentiles, and 322 for the 50th vs. 90th percentiles.

of 3.4) as support among well-off Americans increases; when interest
groups are strongly in favor, the likelihood of change rises from 0.23 to
0.75 (a factor of 3.3) as support among the affluent rises. Thus strong
agreement among interest groups in favor of or in opposition to a pro-
posed change does not undermine the influence of affluent Americans.
Finally, the middle (gray) bars in figure 5.2 show that the impact of high-
income Americans’ preferences is only slightly higher when interest groups
are not aligned on either side of an issue. When the Net Interest Group
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Predicted probability of change
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Figure 5.2. Predicted Probability of Policy Change by Interest Group Alignments,
Preferences of the 90th Income Percentile, and Their Interaction. Figure shows
results of the model of policy change in the top right cell of table 5.4. Policy pref-
erences at the 90th income percentile and the Net Interest Group Alignment
Index are standardized (with axis labels reflecting standard deviations from the
mean). Far left corner shows that the probability of a proposed change being
adopted is 0.10 if support at the 90th income percentile and the Net Interest
Group Alignment Index are both 2 standard deviations below the mean. Far right
corner shows that the probability of policy change is 0.75 if both are 2 standard
deviations above the mean. See text and table 5.4 for details.

Alignment Index is zero, the probability of policy change increases from
0.15 to 0.535, a factor of 3.7.

The patterns shown in the front and back rows of the figure are con-
sistent with Mark Smith’s findings that public opinion strongly influences
government policy making when business interests are united on one side
of a policy or the other.?® But the gray columns in the middle row sug-
gest that public influence is just as strong (if not stronger) when interest
groups are divided or unengaged. Smith argued that we should expect
public influence to be greatest on issues where business is unified. But be-
cause he restricted his analyses to issues on which business interests were
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united, it is impossible to know whether he would have found equal or
greater public influence if he had conducted similar analyses of issues on
which business was divided.?’

My analyses also differ from Smith’s in examining how policy out-
comes reflect the varying preferences of both public opinion and interest
group alignments, while Smith focuses on the impact of public attitudes
without taking variation in business preferences into account.’ Turning
again to figure 5.2, we can compare the impact of public preferences at
any given level of interest group alignment with the impact of interest
groups at any given level of public support or opposition. The leftmost
set of columns, for example, shows the increase in the probability of a
policy being adopted as support among interest groups rises for those
policies to which well-off Americans are strongly opposed. The impact
of interest groups at specific levels of public support ranges from a factor
of 2.3 (when affluent Americans are strongly opposed) to 2.6 (when the
affluent are evenly divided) to 2.2 (when affluent Americans are strong
supporters). The somewhat smaller impact of interest groups relative to
affluent Americans (whose preferences are associated with differences in
policy outcomes by factors of 3.3 to 3.7, as reported above) reflects the
somewhat smaller coefficient for interest groups in the logistic regression
reported in the top right cell of table 5.4.

Given the difficulties involved in identifying definitive sets of policy
issues and interest groups, it would be unwise to put too much stock in
the specific estimates reflected in table 5.4 and figure 5.2. But the general
results are quite clear and consistent across a wide range of alternative
models reported in tables 5.2, 5.3, and 5.4: both interest group align-
ments and affluent Americans’ preferences are strongly related to policy
outcomes, and each of these forces appears to operate largely indepen-
dently of the other. As a consequence the representational inequalities
revealed in previous chapters are essentially unaffected by interest groups’
influence over policy outcomes. Representational inequality was found
consistently and with little variation whether T controlled for interest
group alignments (table 5.2), for level of interest group engagement (table
5.3), or for the interaction of interest groups alignments and public pref-
erences (table 5.4).

INTEREST GROUP ALIGNMENTS AND PUBLIC PREFERENCES
ACROSS ISSUE DOMAINS

As indicated above, the Net Interest Group Alignment Index is uncorre-
lated with the public’s policy preferences at any income level. But this lack
of an overall association masks offsetting associations in different issue
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Table 5.5 Correlations between Public Preferences and the Net Interest Group
Alignment Index

All Income Percentile
N Respondents 10th 50th 90th
Economic and tax 355 27EE* 217%F* 25FF* 32EE*
Social welfare 359 42% A41EEE A1EEE A40%
Foreign policy 219 -13 -21%* —-.14* -.01
Moral and religious 144 21%% 32EE* 22%% .07
Gun control 99 —.53%** —46**F* 5 FEr . —60*
Environment 55 = 72FE* = 73FEE TR 68

Includes only questions on which interest groups took a stand.
<055 %% p < .01 *p < 001

areas. Table 5.5 shows the correlations between interest groups and pub-
lic preferences for the four substantive policy domains examined in the
previous chapter as well as for gun control and environmental policy
(issue areas with too few policy questions to support the kinds of analy-
ses reported in chapter 4). For the public as a whole, interest group align-
ments are positively related to public preferences on economic, social
welfare, and moral issues, and negatively (and more strongly) related on
gun control and the environment. Although the strongest of these relation-
ships are negative (for gun control and environmental policy), the num-
ber of proposed policy changes on issues with positive associations is far
greater, leading to the overall lack of correlation between public prefer-
ences and interest group alignments reported above.

The correlations in table 5.5 also help to explain why interest groups
are not more strongly aligned with the preferences of the well-off than
with those of the poor or middle class. First, on economic and tax policy
(where we might expect the intersection of interest group alignments and
preferences of the affluent to be greatest), we do find interest groups to be
somewhat more closely aligned with the preferences of the well-off than
of the poor, but the difference is small and the correlations are quite mod-
est at all income levels.

The lack of a stronger association between interest group positions
and the preferences of the affluent on economic issues stems from the
countervailing effects of offsetting issues. On the one hand, interest groups
and affluent Americans tend to agree on reducing corporate regulation,
cutting capital gains taxes, cutting corporate income taxes, and opposing
oil and gas price controls. But on the other hand, interest groups tended
to be more aligned with the preferences of the poor in opposing federal
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budget cuts and in supporting a range of government spending for health
care, farmers, mass transit, highway construction, and federal revenue
sharing with the states. In short, interest groups tended to align more
with the affluent on cutting taxes but more with the poor on maintaining
or increasing government spending. The consequence, as reflected in
table 5.5, is that the relationship between public preferences on economic
policy and the Net Interest Group Alignment Index is weak at all income
levels and only modestly stronger for those at the top of the income dis-
tribution than it is for those at the bottom.

The association between interest group alignments and public prefer-
ences on social welfare issues is somewhat stronger than it is on economic
issues and essentially equal across all income levels. In part this reflects
those issues like federal education aid which are strongly supported by
Americans at all income levels and by interest groups like universities, the
National Education Association, and the National Governors’ Associa-
tion. But the similar overall associations across income levels also reflect
the fact that on some issues in the social welfare domain, interest group
alignments coincide more with higher-income preferences and on other
issues they coincide more with lower-income preferences. For example,
the roles of the AARP and elements of the health care industry in defend-
ing Social Security and Medicare tend to coincide with the preferences of
the middle class and poor, while the role of many of these same health
care interests in supporting market-based health care (including market-
oriented reforms to Medicare) tend to coincide more with the preferences
of the affluent. Overall then, social welfare policies favored by interest
groups tend also to elicit support from the public, although the specific
bases for these overlapping preferences differ somewhat by income level.

Preferences on foreign policy issues are negatively related to interest
group alignments for the poor and unrelated for the affluent. Poor Amer-
icans tend to oppose free-trade agreements, foreign economic aid (espe-
cially to the former Soviet Union), and military spending (especially major
weapons systems), all of which find support from both interest groups
and well-off members of the public. But Americans at all income levels
differed from interest groups on other foreign policy issues such as trade
sanctions against Russia and Poland in the early 1980s (which the public
supported) and military aid for U.S. allies (which the public generally
opposed).3!

Interest group alignments are positively associated with public prefer-
ences on moral issues, but only for low- and middle-income Americans.
As noted above, interest groups active on abortion policy tend to tilt
toward the abortion rights side of the debate and hence are more consis-
tent with the views of the affluent. But interest group alignments on other
moral and religious issues such as gay rights and stem cell research tend
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strongly in the other direction and are more in line with the conservative
preferences of lower-income Americans on these issues.

Finally, public preferences on gun control and environmental policy are
strongly opposed to interest group alignments. The only interest group
from my expanded Power 235 list active on gun control is the National
Rifle Association. Since Americans at all income levels tend to support
proposals to strengthen gun control, interest groups and public prefer-
ences tend strongly to conflict in this policy area. However, lower-income
Americans do tend to be slightly less enthusiastic about some aspects of
gun control (e.g., banning assault weapons) than those with higher in-
comes, so the negative correlations between preferences and interest group
alignments on gun control are somewhat weaker for low- than for high-
income Americans.

On environmental issues Americans at all income levels were opposed
to relaxing auto pollution standards (as proposed in the early 1980s), a
policy supported by the automobile and oil companies, the National As-
sociation of Manufacturers, and the AFL-CIO. Similarly, opening up more
federal lands for commercial use was supported by the National Associa-
tion of Manufacturers, the Chamber of Commerce, and the oil and elec-
tric industries but opposed strongly by the public. Essentially the same
pattern (with most of the same interest groups) was found with regard to
easing environmental standards for electrical generating plants and for
the disposal of hazardous waste, and on relaxing pollution standards in
national parks. Similarly ratification of the Kyoto Accord on global cli-
mate control was supported by about 70 percent of Americans at all in-
come levels but opposed by interest groups. In short, interest groups and
the American public typically fell on opposite sides of the various efforts
by industry groups and Republican administrations to weaken federal en-
vironmental protections. Although the number of proposed policy changes
in the environmental domain was small compared with the other do-
mains shown in table 5.5, the negative relationship between public pref-
erences and interest group alignments was quite strong, thus working to
offset the weaker but positive associations in the other policy domains.

Most of the correlations between the public’s preferences and interest
groups alignments within specific issue domains shown in table 5.5 are
fairly modest. Yet in some domains for some income levels, the correlations
are high enough that taking interest groups into account might change
our estimates of the impact of public preferences on policy outcomes.



Interest Groups and Responsiveness o 147

INTEREST GROUPS, THE PUBLIC, AND POoLICY OUTCOMES
ACROSS ISSUE DOMAINS

As shown in table 5.6, adding the Net Interest Group Alignment Index
to the logistic regressions estimating the impact of preferences on policy
outcomes across the various policy domains does little to change those
estimates. For the four major policy domains examined in chapter 4, the
largest change occurs on social welfare issues, where adding interest group
alignments to the equations reduces the apparent impact of public prefer-
ences by about 0.12 (starting from initial estimates of 0.38, 0.50, and
0.57 for the 10th, 50th, and 90th income percentiles, respectively). On
economic and tax policies the apparent impact of public preferences di-
minishes by about 0.07 (from initial estimates of 0.50, 0.57, and 0.83),
while even less change is evident in the estimates of public influence over
foreign policy and moral/religious issues. In sum, the estimates of policy
responsiveness change only modestly when the Net Interest Group Align-
ment Index is added to the model. Moreover the inequality across income
levels remains and is in fact slightly larger when taking interest groups
into account.

Gun control differs from the other four issue domains in table 5.6 not
only in its specificity, but in that interest group alignments are negatively
correlated with public preferences at all income levels (table 5.5). As
noted above, the one powerful interest group active on gun issues is the
National Rifle Association, and it is quite consistent in opposing any
tightening of gun laws. The public, on the other hand, has favored most
proposals to strengthen gun laws at the federal level, though to different
degrees depending on the nature of the proposed policy change. Conse-
quently interest groups (or group, in this case) and the public tend to push
policy in opposite directions on gun control. Since neither force is com-
pletely successful in dominating the other, the result is that both the pub-
lic and the gun lobby are somewhat more influential in shaping gun laws
than it would appear if both factors are not considered simultaneously.
Working in opposite directions, these two predictors constitute suppres-
sor variables for each other, resulting in underestimates of the power of
both when the other is not taken into account.

Model 1 in the bottom section of table 5.6 shows the estimated influ-
ence of low-, middle-, and high-income Americans over gun policy with-
out taking interest groups into account. Unlike the other policy domains
in table 5.6, adding the Net Interest Group Alignment Index to the model
modestly increases the association between public preferences and policy
outcomes for the most affluent Americans (and even more modestly for
the middle class). The estimates of interest group influence in this domain



Table 5.6 Interest Group Alignment and Public Preferences as Predictors of Policy Outcomes by Policy Domain

10th Percentile 50th Percentile 90th Percentile
Public Interest Public Interest Public Interest
Preferences Groups Preferences Groups Preferences Groups
Economic and tax
Model 1 50 (L12)* %= 57 (12)% % .83 (L14)***
Model 2 43 (12)*#* .24 (.08)** .50 (L13)%#* 22 (.08)** 76 (\14)*#* .16 (.09)
Difference -.07 (.03)* -.07 (.03)* —-.07 (.04)
Social welfare
Model 1 38 (L11)*#* 50 (L11)*E 57 (12)x
Model 2 26 (.11)* A48 (L17)%* 39 (L12)** 42 (17)* A5 (13)*Fx 41 (.17)*
Difference —.12 (.05)* —.11 (.05)* —.12 (.05)*
Foreign policy
Model 1 37 (1)*E= 55 (.11 76 (L12)%
Model 2 A1 (1)*#= .56 (.19)** .59 (112 57 (19)%# 77 (12)r .50 (.19)**
Difference .04 (.02)* .04 (.02)* .01 (.02)
Moral and religious
Model 1 75 (.L24)%# .85 (.24)*** 1.04 (.26)***
Model 2 70 (.24)** .24 (.35) .82 (.25)** .34 (.35) 1.03 ((.27)%** 48 (.35)
Difference -.05 (.07) —-.03 (.04) —-.01 (.03)
Gun control
Model 1 46 (.27) .59 (.28)* .89 (.31)*
Model 2 47 (.30) .08 (.88) .66 (.32)* 43 (.91) 1.13 (.36)** 1.58 (1.10)
Difference .01 (.18) .07 (.17) .24 (.30)

Table shows logistic regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Dependent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed
policy change took place within four years of the survey date and 0 if it did not. The income groups’ preferences are the logits of the imputed
percentage of respondents favoring the proposed policy change at each income level. The interest group alignment coding is explained in the text.
All predictors are standardized. N is 389 for economic and tax, 399 for social welfare, 428 for foreign policy, 161 for moral, and 99 for gun
control. Bootstrap standard errors are shown for the differences in coefficients for public preferences across corresponding models 1 and 2.

*p < .05 **p < .01; ***p < .001
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are more strongly affected by the inclusion of public preferences. The in-
fluence of the gun lobby appears weak when controlling for the prefer-
ences of the poor (b = 0.08) but appears much stronger when controlling
for the preferences of the well-off (b = 1.58). Affluent Americans serve
as a powerful influence pushing gun control policy in a more liberal di-
rection. When this influence is taken into account, the power of the gun
lobby in limiting the impact of the public’s pro—gun control preferences
becomes apparent. Despite the large difference in coefficients for the im-
pact of interest groups in these equations, the small number of gun con-
trol questions in my dataset prevents the resulting coefficients for interest
groups from reaching statistical significance.

In sum, tables 5.2 and 5.6 show that taking interest groups into ac-
count in estimating the strength of the preference/policy link does not
alter these relationships substantially. The size of the coefficients for the
preferences of the 10th through 90th income percentiles differs little when
the Net Interest Group Alignment Index is added to the models, and the
pattern of stronger associations between preferences and policy outcomes
for the well-off is, if anything, slightly stronger when controlling for in-
terest group alignments.

INTEREST GROUP INFLUENCE OVER POLICY MAKING

My central focus in this book is the responsiveness of policy makers to
the preferences of the public, and my concern with interest groups stems
primarily from the role they might play in shaping that responsiveness.
But the Net Interest Group Alignment Index also allows me to examine
the power of interest groups to shape policy across the various issue do-
mains. As a bit of a digression from my analysis of responsiveness to
public preferences, then, I take advantage of the results reported in table
5.6 to briefly examine the variation in the interest group/policy link
across issue domains.

The best estimates of the influence of interest groups over policy out-
comes come from the regressions in which the preferences of the 90th
income percentile are also included as predictors.3? The rightmost col-
umn in table 5.6 shows the association between policy outcomes and the
Net Interest Group Alignment Index for each of the substantive domains
examined. Surprisingly, perhaps, economic and tax policy stands out as
the domain in which interest groups have the least sway over policy out-
comes, and (less surprisingly, perhaps) gun control the domain in which
interest groups are most influential.

Looking at the proposed changes in the realm of economic and tax
policy, we find that interest groups prevailed on some proposals and were
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defeated on others (as the lack of a significant association between the
interest group index and policy outcomes would suggest). Both capital
gains and income tax rates for high earners declined over the decades
under study, consistent with the preferences of the large number of busi-
ness- and financial-sector interest groups.>® Interest groups also favored
cutting or eliminating the estate tax, which was reduced in stages over the
1980s and 1990s and then phased out entirely (if temporarily) as part of
the Bush tax cuts of 2001.3* Finally, proposals to adopt a federal sales or
value-added tax raised during the early 1980s and again in the mid-1990s
never gained traction, consistent with the strong opposition among busi-
nesses and unions alike.?’

In contrast, interest groups lost out on many economic and tax policies
during the decades examined. For example, many attempts to reduce
government regulation of business were defeated.3® At the same time new
business regulations were adopted, including a series of corporate over-
sight laws in the wake of the Enron scandal, family-leave policy enacted
under Clinton, and federal regulation of electricity pricing under G. W.
Bush. Business tax policies changed in a variety of largely offsetting ways
over the period under study, with lower statutory rates but the imposition
of the alternative minimum tax. As a consequence the effective average
corporate tax rate fluctuated between 25 and 30 percent throughout the
period and showed no overall trend from 1981 through 2004.37 With a
mix of policy victories and defeats, the overall relationship between inter-
est group alignments and policy outcomes on economic and tax issues
was quite weak.

By far the strongest association between interest group alignments and
policy outcomes concerns gun control. Two factors probably contribute
to this strong association. First, the interest groups engaged on this issue
are extremely imbalanced in opposition to gun control. Between 1990 and
2008, for example, pro—gun control groups contributed $1.8 million to
parties and candidates at the federal level while anti-gun control groups
contributed $21.4 million (these figures include numerous groups that
do not appear on my expanded Power 235 list). Similarly, pro—gun control
groups spent less than one-fifth the amount on lobbying that their anti—
gun control opponents spent.3®

In addition to the imbalanced resources among interest groups on ei-
ther side of the gun control issue, the success of the NRA and other oppo-
nents of gun control reflects the largely defensive nature of their lobbying
efforts. The vast majority of proposed changes to gun laws in my dataset
are proposals to strengthen rather than weaken existing regulations. Suc-
cess in blocking most of these proposed changes reflects in part the diffi-
culty of bringing about policy change compared to maintaining the status
quo. Finally, the strong association of the Net Interest Group Alignment
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Index with policy outcomes on gun control may reflect policy makers’
perception that their pro—gun control constituents, while numerous, lack
the passion for the issue that opponents of gun control possess. If so, the
measure of pro—gun control sentiments of the public may miss out on an
important factor working to deter stronger gun laws, and this missing
factor may be picked up by the anti-gun control stance of interest groups.
With the data at hand it is impossible to distinguish what role this asym-
metry in the strength or salience of gun control preferences among the
public might play in shaping federal gun policy.

The strong positive associations of policy preferences with both afflu-
ent Americans and the gun control lobby shown in the bottom section of
table 5.6 may seem odd, given the strong negative correlation between
these two influences shown in table 5.5 (r = -0.60). But remember that
the coefficients in table 5.6 are estimates of the influence of each of these
two forces over policy outcomes. The two large positive coefficients sug-
gest that for any given level of public support (among high-income Amer-
icans), interest group alignment is strongly related to policy outcomes, and
for any given level of interest group alignment, support among the well-
off is strongly related to policy outcomes as well. In fact these two power-
ful forces arguably came to somewhat of a draw on gun policy over the
decades of the 1980s, 1990s, and early 2000s. Many popular proposals
to strengthen gun laws were defeated, including proposals to register all
handguns, to limit the number of guns that could be purchased in a
month, to require trigger locks, to close the gun show loophole for back-
ground checks, and to require licenses or permits to own a gun. On the
other hand, virtually all actual changes to federal laws during this period
strengthened gun controls. The Law Enforcement Officers Protection Act
of 1986 banned so-called cop-killer bullets, the Undetectable Firearms Act
for 1988 banned nonmetallic guns, the 1990 Crime Control Act banned
assault weapons, and the 1993 Brady Bill instituted a five-day waiting
period for gun purchases.?’

Gun control legislation seems to represent a policy arena in which
powerful opposing forces have produced something of a deadlock. Gun
policy has clearly been less restrictive than public preferences at any in-
come level would support. But the preferences of (affluent) Americans
have sometimes prevailed over the well-financed NRA and the passion of
the anti—gun control minority. The existence of these two opposing forces
has served to keep each other in check and resulted in only incremental
changes to federal gun control legislation over the past few decades.
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INTEREST GROUP ALIGNMENTS AND SPECIFIC
Poricy OUTCOMES

Despite their clear importance in shaping federal policy, interest groups
do not appear to alter the impact of public preferences on policy out-
comes. Neither the degree of support or opposition to a proposed policy
among interest groups nor the extent to which interest groups are en-
gaged on an issue significantly alters the patterns of responsiveness to the
public that previous chapters revealed.

Yet even if interest groups operate independently of the public as in-
fluences on policy makers, the alignment of interest groups on particular
issues may account for exceptions to the patterns of policy outcomes that
would be expected based on public preferences alone. That is, even if
interest groups sometimes work to push policy toward outcomes favored
by the affluent (or the poor) and sometimes work to push policy away
from those outcomes, knowing the specific policies that fall into each of
these categories may help us understand some of the specifics of govern-
ment policy making that do not fit the broad overall patterns. I suggested
in chapter 4, for example, that a number of specific policy outcomes in
the social welfare domain that were more consistent with the preferences
of middle- and low-income Americans could be accounted for by the
alignment of interest groups on those issues. To be clear, this does not
mean that interest groups were more likely to align with the preferences
of lower- than higher-income Americans in this domain; table 5.5 shows
this not to be the case. But it does mean that a subset of issues exists on
which interest groups do help to account for outcomes more favorable
to the less well-off (just as another subset exists in which interest group
alignments favor the affluent).

Focusing on instances in which interest groups appear to have moved
policy away from the preferences of the affluent, I find seventy-two pro-
posed policy changes in my dataset that were favored by interest groups
but opposed by at least two-thirds of affluent Americans; of these, only
sixteen were adopted. Most of the policies adopted over the strong objec-
tions of the well-off were also opposed by Americans with more modest
incomes. In 1992, for example, the affluent and the poor were united in
opposition to proposed U.S. loan guarantees to Israel. The American Israel
Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) was the only interest group engaged
on this question and came out strongly in favor of the loan guarantees
(which were adopted with solid congressional and White House support).
Another case in which interest groups prevailed over strong public senti-
ments concerned an aspect of G. W. Bush’s faith-based initiative. While
the general notion of allowing religious organizations to receive govern-
ment funding to provide social services was popular, strong majorities of
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Americans at all income levels believed that organizations receiving gov-
ernment funds for this purpose should not be allowed to restrict their
hiring to people who share their religious beliefs. But interest groups like
the Christian Coalition favored allowing religious organizations this abil-
ity to hire as they pleased, and President Bush established this policy as
federal law by executive order in 2002.

While interest groups sometimes contribute to the adoption of policies
strongly opposed by the well-off, there are far more cases where interest
groups contribute to the failure of proposed changes that the affluent
strongly support. Some of the failed policy proposals that the well-off sup-
ported were also favored by Americans at lower income levels. But other
proposed policy changes resembled those discussed in chapter 4 in which
interest groups and less-well-off Americans were aligned against the pref-
erences of the affluent. Proposals to cut spending on Medicaid during the
early years of the Reagan administration, for example, were strongly op-
posed by poor Americans and by health care interest groups as well as
the National Governors’ Association. Despite the support of high-income
Americans, Congress refused to go along with the proposed cuts. Simi-
larly, efforts to cut Social Security spending by changing the inflation in-
dexing or raising the retirement age generally received strong support from
the well-off but were strongly opposed by the poor. The major interest
group involved with Social Security and related policies, the AARP, aligned
with lower-income Americans on these proposals, and most (though not
all) were defeated (see chapter 4). Other policies favored by the affluent
and opposed by both interest groups and low-income Americans included
school vouchers, consumer energy or BTU taxes, restrictions on Japanese
imports during the 1980s, and proposals to abolish government farm
subsidies or price supports. With few exceptions during the decades under
study, these policies were not adopted. As this fairly disparate list of poli-
cies suggests, there are a variety of issues on which interest group align-
ments led to outcomes more congenial to middle- or low-income Ameri-
cans than to the affluent. But as a proportion of all proposed policy changes
on which preferences across income groups diverge, such issues are the
exception not the rule.

Even if the balance of interest group alignments only occasionally works
to the benefit of the less well-off, particular interest groups may serve this
function consistently (even while other interest groups simultaneously
work against the preferences of the less advantaged). To better understand
the potential of interest groups to advance the needs and preferences of
low- and middle-income Americans, in the next section I look not at the
balance of interest groups on a given issue or within a particular policy
domain but at the specific interest groups on my expanded Power 25
list. Keeping in mind that my forty-three interest groups constitute a very



154 e Chapter §

limited (although important) subset of the vastly larger interest group
universe, my aim is to at least offer some insight into the potential of in-
terest groups to address the imbalance in policy responsiveness to the pref-
erences of more- and less-advantaged Americans.

INDIVIDUAL INTEREST GROUPS AND THE PUBLIC’S
PoLricy PREFERENCES

Insight into the potential power of interest groups to redress the inequal-
ities in Americans’ influence over government policy may be gained by
examining the existing cases in which interest groups appear to push
policy in a direction favorable to the less well-off. A congruence of prefer-
ences between interest groups and lower-income Americans might arise
for three reasons. First, a group might adopt a position for reasons un-
connected with the needs or preferences of the poor. For example, if the
American Hospital Association helps obtain increased government fund-
ing for teaching hospitals, the least well-off members of the public may
benefit most (since they are more likely to lack health insurance and rely
on uncompensated care from large urban hospitals). In this (hypothetical)
case, the AHA would have no particular concern with helping to meet
the needs or promote the policy preferences of the less well-off; this con-
fluence of preferences between an interest group and the disadvantaged is
merely a happy coincidence.

In other cases, however, interest groups appear to serve as conduits of
influence for members of the public. The clearest such cases concern mass-
membership organizations that exist to advance some particular set of
policy goals and recruit members and attract donations on the basis of
those goals. Citizens groups like the Sierra Club, the American Civil Lib-
erties Union, and the National Rifle Association are examples of groups
that serve as mechanisms through which like-minded members of the
public exert influence over government policy.*? To the extent that policy
stances of such citizens groups reflect the preferences of poor or middle-
class Americans, they offer a potential avenue of influence to counter the
power exerted by more affluent Americans.

Finally, some interest groups that are not primarily mechanisms for
the expression of their members’ policy preferences might nevertheless
have an ideological commitment to benefit the less advantaged. In her
book Affirmative Advocacy, for example, Dara Strolovitch examines a
wide range of interest groups working to benefit the less well-off, includ-
ing low-wage workers, women, immigrants, older people, racial, ethnic,
and sexual minorities, and so on.*! Some of these organizations are citi-
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zens groups of the type described above. But others are funded through
grants and donations, through commercial activities, or through the dues
of members who join for reasons other than political advocacy. In these
latter categories are labor unions (which workers in unionized businesses
often have no choice but to join) and organizations like the AARP which
attract members largely on the basis of the “selective incentives” they
provide.*> While most of the forty million members of the AARP may
agree with most of the organization’s policy positions, AARP member-
ship brings with it a wide range of services and discounts on everything
from health insurance to hotels. Moreover, membership dues make up a
small part of the AARP’s income (with the majority coming from licens-
ing agreements for AARP-branded health plans, life insurance, financial
planning, and so on).*> Because members join for largely nonideological
reasons, and because the AARP does not rely on dues to fund its opera-
tions, the extent to which the group’s positions are constrained by and
reflective of its members’ policy preferences is much weaker than it is for
pure mass-membership advocacy groups like the Sierra Club or the ACLU.

To what extent, then, do the interest groups that tend to align with the
preferences of low- or middle-income Americans plausibly reflect the in-
fluence of the less advantaged over government policy, and to what ex-
tent are these congruent preferences merely happy coincidences that arise
from interests groups’ pursuit of their own agendas? The correlations be-
tween the positions coded for each of the forty-three interest groups on
my expanded Power 25 list and the preferences of Americans at the 10th,
50th, and 90th income percentiles are shown in table 5.7.** The associa-
tions shown offer some useful insights into the dynamics of interest
groups vis-a-vis the preferences of lower- and higher-income Americans,
and I discuss some of these general patterns below. But it is important
to keep in mind that these data provide a very partial account of the full
constellation of organized groups working to shape federal policy, and
that my set of proposed policy changes excludes most of the narrow and
typically obscure issues that constitute much of government policy mak-
ing. I also leave for future studies the analysis of alliances among interest
groups—alliances that might, at least under the right circumstances,
allow less-powerful interest groups to leverage their resources in ways that
might advance the preferences of the less well-off.*

The top section of table 5.7 shows the four “pure” mass-membership
advocacy organizations among the groups on my list. The policy positions
of the Christian Coalition and the National Right to Life Committee are
positively related to the preferences of the poor and negatively related to
the preferences of the affluent. But none of these associations is especially
strong, suggesting only a modest tendency for the preferences of the poor
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Table 5.7 Correlations between Public Preferences and Interest Group Positions

Income Percentile

N 10th 50th 90th
Mass membership advocacy
organizations
Christian Coalition 211 197%% .04 -.15%
National Right to Life Committee 95 21% .04 -.24*
National Rifle Association 143 -24%* -23%* —28%**
American Israel Public Affairs 99 -12 —24% —.24*
Committee
Unions
AFL-CIO 301 42Ex* .14*
American Federation of State, 134 38%F* 12
County, and Municipal Employees
International Brotherhood of 154 40% 38w 21%%
Teamsters
United Auto Workers 173 53w A48 24%%
Other organizations that tend to side
with the poor
AARP 301 S50#E N R
National Governors’ Association 85 A46%E* 39FE*
Universities 26 S7E .37
National Education Association 118 N R 34
Organizations that tend to side with
the affluent
American Hospital Association 136 .14 15 27%*
National Federation of Independent 245  -.09 -.02 I
Business
Securities and investment companies 275  -.10 -.02 J18%
Organizations that tend to side against
the poor
Chamber of Commerce 392 -20%* -.19 -.03
National Association of 280 =33FFF _34%Fr _D(F**
Manufacturers
Health Insurance Association 152
National Restaurant Association 105
Telephone companies 134
American Farm Bureau Federation 212
Computer software and hardware 159
Automobile companies 202
Defense contractors 232
Electric companies 194
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Table 5.7 (continued)

Income Percentile

N 10th 50th 90th
Other organizations
Airlines 180 -.13 -15% .00
American Bankers Association 171 =12 -.10 .01
American Council of Life Insurance 87 -.15 -.14 -.10
American Medical Association 127 .09 .06 .16
Association of Trial Lawyers 70 .02 =11 -.08
Credit Union National Association 82 -1 -.08 -.08
Independent Insurance Agents of 96 -.02 -.08 .01
America
Motion Picture Association of 57 =20 -27* -.18
America
National Association of Broadcasters 69  —.29* -29% -.20
National Association of Home 174 .05 .05 12
Builders
National Association of Realtors 128 .05 .08 13
National Beer Wholesalers 170 -.13 -.09 .05
Association
Oil companies 216 =37*%%  —40%** - 33%**
Pharmaceutical Research and 159 -.04 -.02 .07
Manufacturers
Recording Industry Association 105 -.05 -.04 .02

<055 % p < .01 *p < 001

N indicates the number of proposed policy changes in dataset on which each organization
took a position. Excludes the American Legion and Veterans of Foreign Wars, which took
positions on fewer than twenty of the proposed policy changes.

to coincide with the positions of these two interest groups, and at best a
modest tendency for policy to align more closely with the preferences of
the poor as a result of these groups’ efforts.

The strongest positive associations between interest groups’ positions
and the preferences of the less well-off are shown in the next two sections
of table 5.7. The four unions in my expanded Power 25 list show con-
sistently strong tendencies to share the preferences of low- and middle-
income Americans, with much weaker (but still positive) associations
with the preferences of the affluent. Unions tended to side with the poor
and the middle class in opposing free-trade policies and cuts in capital
gains and corporate income taxes, and in supporting increases in the
minimum wage and the right to strike for groups like firefighters, police
officers, and college teachers. Some of these favored changes were sup-
ported at lower levels by the affluent (like raising the minimum wage),
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while others had majorities of the well-off and the poor on opposite sides
(like teachers’ right to strike).

Based on unions’ strong tendency to share the preferences of the less
well-off and the large number of policy areas they are engaged in (the
AFL-CIO in particular took positions on a large number of issues), unions
would appear to be among the most promising interest group bases for
strengthening the policy influence of America’s poor and middle class.
Optimism in this regard must be tempered, however, by the steep decline
in private-sector unionization rates over the past sixty years. In addition
unions tend to be active on issues on which other powerful interest groups
are aligned on the other side. Of the 1,357 proposed policy changes in
my dataset on which at least one interest group took a position, interest
groups were found on both sides of the issue only 30 percent of the time.
In contrast, among the 311 proposed changes on which at least one union
took a stand, interest groups were found on both sides 77 percent of the
time. Because unions tend to be opposed by other interest groups far
more frequently than the average for all interest groups, they are less likely
to be able to prevail. Of course poor and middle-class Americans would
be even less likely to find their preferences reflected in federal policy were
it not for unions’ lobbying efforts. Other scholars have examined the ob-
stacles and successes of unions’ political efforts in considerable detail.*®
My data are consistent with much of this literature in suggesting both
that unions are among the most important forces moving federal policy
in a direction desired by the less well-off and that unions’ success in these
efforts is likely to be fairly limited.

The third section of table 5.7 lists the four remaining interest groups
that show strong positive associations with the preferences of the less
well-off. The positions of the AARP in support of Medicare and Social
Security are often consistent with the preferences of Americans at all
income levels, but when preferences diverge (for example, over various
market-oriented reforms to these programs), the AARP tends to reflect
the desires of those with low and moderate incomes. The considerable
power attributed to the AARP as an advocacy organization suggests its
important role in maintaining and strengthening government benefits for
older Americans, but the exact basis for that power is difficult to discern.
The AARP has a large membership and enormous financial resources,
but it also advocates positions that strong majorities of the public tend to
favor.*’ This rather unique combination of characteristics (and the extent
to which the AARP’s income derives from its commercial activities) sug-
gests that it cannot serve as a viable model for expanding the role of in-
terest groups in giving a voice to lower-income Americans.

The other three interest groups in this section of table 5.7—universities,
the National Governors’ Association, and the National Education Asso-
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ciation—took positions on relatively few policy issues compared with the
interest organizations discussed above. Universities (which share with
low- and middle-income Americans their strong support for increasing
federal assistance to college students) are engaged on only 26 of my 1,779
proposed policy changes. Of these three organizations, only the National
Governors’ Association might be viewed as a mechanism of middle- or
lower-class influence over federal policy. To the extent that the policy
preferences of America’s governors reflect their desire to advance the in-
terests of their constituents (either from an ideological commitment or
to improve their political prospects), the National Governors’ Associa-
tion lobbying might be an avenue through which less-affluent Americans’
preferences help shape federal policy. On the other hand, given the ab-
sence of responsiveness of federal policy to the preferences of low- and
middle-income Americans, it seems likely that governors too would favor
the preferences of their more affluent constituents. If so, the congruence
between the NGA’s positions and the preferences of the less well-off should
be attributed not to the influence of middle-class constituents but to the
economic benefits states gain from federal spending on public works and
programs like Medicaid and TANFE.

The remainder of the interest groups in table 5.7 are business organi-
zations, divided into three sections. The first consists of the few business
groups whose positions tend to reflect the preferences of the well-off (al-
though none of these associations is particularly strong). The second set
is those business organizations whose positions tend to conflict with the
preferences of the poor and whose relationship with the preferences of
the affluent are less negative or indistinguishable from zero. Finally, at
the bottom of the table are those business groups that took positions that
were more or less equally strongly (and negatively) related to the prefer-
ences of Americans across the income spectrum (or unrelated to prefer-
ences at any income level).

Of the twenty-eight business organizations in the bottom three sec-
tions of table 5.7, none has positive and statistically significant associa-
tions with the preferences of either poor or middle-income Americans (in
contrast, about a dozen of the correlations with each of these two income
groups are negative and significant).

In sum, the diverse universe of organized interests (represented in a
very partial way in table 5.7) does include groups seeking to promote the
preferences of less-well-off Americans. Unfortunately for those concerned
about representational inequality, these groups tend to be narrowly fo-
cused, disproportionately opposed by other organized interests, and/or
declining in size and strength. Still the broader picture as reflected in the
statistical analyses presented above is that interest groups sometimes
enhance and sometimes diminish the likelihood that low- and middle-
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income Americans will see their preferences reflected in government pol-
icy. As earlier chapters indicated, only affluent Americans appear to have
substantial influence over federal policy. This chapter shows that the in-
fluence of these citizens, and the lack of influence of the less well-off,
cannot be attributed to the operation of interest groups.

Pluralist accounts of interest groups from the 1950s and 1960s often
stressed the positive function of organized interests in facilitating popu-
lar representation and giving ordinary citizens a voice in government.*$
Pluralism’s critics, on the other hand, have tended to focus on the advan-
tages that groups with money and well-defined, narrow interests enjoy.*
Rather than facilitating responsiveness to the public, these critics argue,
the interest group system embodies and perpetuates inequality. Neither of
these extreme depictions is consistent with my findings. Organized inter-
ests do sometimes push government policy in a direction favored by the
public as a whole or by one or another economic subgroup of the public,
just as they sometimes push policy in a direction the public opposes. But
the interest group system, at least as captured by my coding of the most
influential interest groups, appears on balance to neither facilitate nor
undermine the public’s influence over government policy.

The findings from previous chapters showing that low- and middle-income
Americans lack influence over federal policy are robust to the inclusion
of interest groups in the analyses. Neither the direction of interest group
alignments nor the extent of interest group engagement significantly al-
ters the patterns of policy responsiveness to Americans at different in-
come levels. While interest groups clearly influence federal policy, they do
so independently of the public. Affluent Americans and interest groups
both shape federal policy, at times pushing policy in the same direction
and at other times in opposite directions. The affluent are more likely to
see their preferences reflected in policy outcomes if the balance of interest
groups on an issue share those preferences, but the extent to which the
affluent move policy in one direction or another is independent of inter-
est groups.

The more detailed analysis of particular issues and interest groups in
the final sections of this chapter revealed a variety of specific instances
in which interest groups helped move policy in a direction favored more
by lower- than by upper-income groups. But these analyses also sug-
gested that such instances are infrequent and often reflect idiosyncratic
circumstances—either interest groups that share the preferences of the
poor by happy coincidence or the unique case of the AARP, which cannot
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serve as a general model of interest group advocacy for the needs of the
less advantaged.

The liberal citizens groups that some scholars have identified as a
counterbalance to the influence of business organizations did not appear
on my expanded Power 25 list of interest groups. The Washington insid-
ers Fortune surveyed did not view groups like the Sierra Club, the Chil-
dren’s Defense Fund, and the Union of Concerned Scientists as being
among the most powerful interest organizations. Taking a wider range of
interest groups into account might have altered some of my findings. But
the strong correlation between the Power 235 list of interest groups and the
broader index of interest group resources constructed by Baumgartner et
al. suggests that my story would have likely been much the same even if I
had done so.%°

At any rate, the liberal citizens groups missing from my expanded
Power 25 list are not a likely source of influence for low- and middle-
income Americans since such groups are more likely to promote the pref-
erences of the more affluent members of the public. As noted above, Berry
argues that the liberal citizens groups that emerged over the past decades
have focused on postmaterialist issues like civil liberties, consumer pro-
tection, and the environment—issues on which Americans at different
income levels tend to agree or on which the affluent tend to hold more
liberal positions.>! Even interest groups that explicitly take as their mis-
sion addressing the needs of the disadvantaged tend to focus their atten-
tion on issues of concern to their least disadvantaged members.*?

Unions emerged as the interest groups with the most consistent and
widespread tendency to share the policy preferences of low- and middle-
income Americans. While unions historically have played a central role in
obtaining many of the social and economic policies of greatest benefit to
these income groups, unions now represent only 12 percent of private-
sector workers (down from 36 percent in the 1940s), and their political
power has clearly declined.*® (The lack of union power was perhaps most
clearly evidenced by the 1993 passage of NAFTA over strong union op-
position and while Democrats controlled both Congress and the White
House.)

The good news, such as it is, is that interest groups as a whole do not
appear to exacerbate the inequality in policy responsiveness documented
in earlier chapters. But neither do they appear to hold much promise for
redressing those inequalities in the future.



CHAPTER 6

Parties, Elections, and Democratic Responsiveness

IN THE PREVIOUS CHAPTER I argued that neither the cynical view that in-
terest groups undermine democracy nor the sanguine view that they serve
as channels for popular control of government is consistent with my data.
Taken as a whole, interest groups neither enhance nor undermine the in-
fluence of the public over policy outcomes or consistently shift policy in
a direction more congenial to the affluent or the poor. (This is not to deny
that interest groups powerfully shape federal policy or that they some-
times push important policies in a direction that one or another subgroup
of Americans finds more or less desirable.)

In this chapter I turn my attention to political parties and the elections
in which they compete. Like interest groups, political parties are some-
times viewed by observers as a key mechanism of democratic governance
and sometimes as an obstacle to popular control. Parties are complex en-
tities with multiple functions. They organize activity within legislatures,
field candidates in elections, mobilize and inform the public, embody a
wide range of official and unofficial organizations, and operate simulta-
neously (and sometimes with very different political orientations) in dif-
ferent places and at local, state, and national levels. There is a large litera-
ture on the nature of parties in the government, parties as organizations,
and parties in the electorate. My particular concern here is with the role
of parties in facilitating (or frustrating) the public’s influence over gov-
ernment policy, and I will focus on a key distinction between the concep-
tion of parties as vote maximizers and the conception of parties as policy
maximizers.

One scholarly tradition, most clearly articulated by Anthony Downs,
views parties as coalitions of office-seeking politicians whose overarching
concern is getting elected and fending off challengers.! From this perspec-
tive parties are motivated by the desire to obtain and retain control of
government, and parties (and the politicians who guide them) adopt poli-
cies designed to maximize their appeal to voters. Elections in turn are
viewed as the mechanism through which parties’ policy commitments are
brought in line with the public’s preferences. This view of parties is com-
plicated by politicians’ need to appeal to both copartisans in primary elec-
tions and their constituents more broadly in general elections. It is also
complicated by the importance of money and organizational resources in
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running a successful campaign and the concentration of these resources
in the hands of a small number of well-placed groups and individuals. As
a result, the conception of parties as election-oriented vote maximizers is
not inconsistent with substantial inequality in the segments of the public
to which parties and individual politicians are most responsive.

An alternative understanding of political parties sees them as the crea-
tures not of office-seeking politicians but of policy-seeking activists and
interest groups.> From this perspective, parties in America have evolved
from largely independent organizations run by professional politicians and
power brokers to captives of “intense policy demanders” who view con-
trol of government (or influence over policy making more generally) as a
means to an end. Parties, by this account, respond to public preferences
to the extent that they must do so to obtain or retain power. But once in
power, parties seek to maximize the policy gains for the organized interests,
affluent campaign donors, and other policy demanders that form their
base of support.

In this chapter I explore patterns of responsiveness and representa-
tional inequality as they relate to the four-year federal election cycle, to
the length of time one party has held the presidency, and to Democratic
versus Republican Party control of government. In chapter 7 I examine
the strength of the in-party’s dominance and the patterns of policy mak-
ing across presidential administrations. In each case I find that parties
behave more like policy maximizers than vote maximizers, responding to
the preferences of the public (and disproportionately to the most affluent
segment of the public) when necessary but pursuing their own policy
agendas when they can. I show, for example, that policies adopted during
presidential election years are more consistent with the preferences of
Americans at all income levels compared with policies adopted during
other years of the quadrennial election cycle. (Although even in presiden-
tial election years, policy responsiveness is substantially stronger for the
highest-income Americans.) In a similar vein I show in chapter 7 that the
dominance of one party or the other is associated with a lack of respon-
siveness as the party pursues its own policy agenda, while the heightened
political competition that characterizes evenly divided control of Congress
is associated with greater responsiveness to the preferences of the public
and lower levels of representational inequality.

These and the other analyses in chapters 6 and 7 suggest that Ameri-
can democracy works, at least in the sense that electoral competition gen-
erates policy outcomes more responsive to the preferences of the public
and (under some limited circumstances) more equally responsive to poor,
middle-class, and affluent Americans. But the circumstances that generate
these democratically desirable outcomes are infrequent, and the policies
that result are more likely to be undone over time.
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In this chapter I examine three aspects of political context that might
shape policy responsiveness. First, I assess the role of impending elections
in strengthening democratic responsiveness and lessening representational
inequality. Elections can influence representatives’ behavior, and there-
fore policy responsiveness, through either anticipation or replacement. In
the first case the desire for reelection might encourage incumbent repre-
sentatives to pursue policies popular with their constituents.? In the sec-
ond case elections might serve to replace incumbent representatives who
fail to pursue popular policies (or who pursue unpopular policies) with
new officeholders whose behavior is more consistent with their constitu-
ents’ policy preferences.* Anticipation should boost responsiveness most
in the preelection period since political actors’ most recent activities are
likely to be the most salient to voters. Replacement should boost respon-
siveness most following elections in which a new partisan regime is voted
into power since the new policies favored by the newly elected leaders
will be closer to the public’s preferences than those they replace.

Previous scholars have found strong evidence that the link between
public preferences and representatives’ votes or presidents’ policy propos-
als is stronger during election years than other years, and this pattern may
be especially pronounced during presidential election years when both
voter turnout and public attention to politics is highest.” My analyses
show that this pattern of electoral responsiveness holds for policy out-
comes as well.

We might expect elections to be particularly important in shaping
responsiveness to the less well-off. Under ordinary circumstances, what-
ever influence poor Americans have over politics is confined primarily to
voting, while the affluent are more likely to engage in diverse forms of
political activity. Contacting elected representatives, belonging to or par-
ticipating in organized interest groups, donating money to parties, candi-
dates, or political causes, and even participating in political protests all
have greater upward economic biases than voting has.® In addition, the
least well-off are most likely to be intermittently attentive to politics, tun-
ing in when elections (especially presidential elections) are near and pay-
ing little attention otherwise. Consequently officeholders’ incentives to
pursue the preferences of the affluent are less tied to the electoral cycle
than are their incentives to pursue the preferences of the poor. Of course
middle-class and affluent Americans also vote (and in somewhat higher
proportions than the poor), and campaign donations are concentrated—
not surprisingly—during campaign periods. So officeholders have more
incentives to appeal to all income levels when elections are near. Still,
since the influence of less-affluent Americans is more completely tied to
their voting, the election-induced cyclical nature of responsiveness might
be greater with regard to lower- than higher-income Americans.
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A second way in which elections might shape policy outcomes (and
policy responsiveness) is by replacing the officeholders themselves. The
replacement of individual legislators who retire or are voted out of office
is unlikely to have a substantial impact on policy outcomes, but partisan
change in control of the presidency or Congress may. When a new party
comes into power in Washington, we would expect the policies it adopts
to be more consistent with the public’s desires than are those of the party
it replaces. But as a party’s time in power lengthens, the consistency be-
tween preferences and policies is likely to diminish. This pattern might
emerge for three distinct reasons. First, as elucidated by Keith Krehbiel’s
“pivotal politics” theory, when a new party comes into power, the policy
status quo is no longer consistent with the in-party’s favored policies.”
The resulting shift in presidential or congressional preferences thus opens
up a new set of policies that might achieve sufficient support to be passed
by Congress and signed into law. Thus, Krehbiel argues, the flurry of pol-
icy making identified with presidential honeymoons should be attributed
not to a new president’s high popularity or to public enthusiasm about a
change in partisan regime, but to the newly emergent disjuncture between
the policy status quo and the preferences of the party in power. Change
in partisan control, from this perspective, is important not because the
parties themselves shape policy outcomes, but because a change in parti-
san control results in changes in the preferences of the pivotal political
actors (such as the president and the sixtieth senator whose vote is needed
to override a filibuster).

Expanding on Krehbiel’s theory, we might expect that of the set of
policies the new party prefers to the status quo, some are more popular
with the public and others less so. The subset of policies that are pre-
ferred by both the party in power and the public are the most likely to
be adopted, while those policies that are supported by the new majority
party but not by the public are more likely to be blocked by the minority
party. A new partisan regime will therefore be most likely to pursue the
low-hanging fruit contained in this subset of popular policies and most
likely to succeed in implementing those policy changes. As time goes on,
however, the remaining set of popular policies consistent with the in-
party’s preferences diminishes, and policy adoption is likely to diminish
in quantity and in consistency with the public’s preferences.

Pivotal politics theory suggests that after an initial flurry of policy
making, a new partisan regime will reach the point where any policies
that it prefers to the status quo have been implemented and the amount
of new policy making will decline dramatically. A somewhat different un-
derstanding of the dynamics of government policy making is reflected in
the macro-polity perspective of Robert Erikson, Michael MacKuen, and
James Stimson.® From this perspective, policies become less consistent



166 e Chapter 6

with public preferences over time because the party in power continues to
pursue its preferred policies but in doing so moves existing policy too far
in its favored direction. According to these authors, when Democrats are
in power, federal policy tends to move further and further leftward over
time, while Republicans move policy more and more in a rightward di-
rection. At first the shift in policy that accompanies a change in party
control works to bring policy more in line with public preferences (since
the previous regime moved policy too far in its own preferred direction).
But the longer a party is in power, the greater the gap between the public’s
preferences and existing policy grows. By this account the public acts as
a thermostat calling for more conservative policies when the in-party has
pushed policy too far in a liberal direction and for more liberal policies
when the in-party has pushed policy too far in a conservative direction.’

Both the pivotal politics and macro-polity/thermostat theories predict
a decline over time in policy responsiveness once a new party gains con-
trol of the government even in the absence of any shift in the preferences
of the public. But shifts in public preferences can also contribute to a
decline in the preference/policy link in the years after a new partisan re-
gime is established. One basis for shifts in public preferences is changing
conditions. For example, when crime increased during the 1960s, the Re-
publican Party’s “tough on crime” orientation became more appealing
to the public, contributing to Richard Nixon’s victory over Hubert Hum-
phrey in 1968.1° Similarly, as conditions in Iraq deteriorated over time,
the popularity of G. W. Bush’s foreign policy declined, leading to the Demo-
cratic takeover of Congress in 2006. A new party coming into power on
the basis of the perceived failures of the previous regime will almost by
definition pursue policies more in line with the public’s preferences. Once
these policy changes are made, however, the new in-party may or may not
be able to retain its advantage in the public’s mind (depending on the suc-
cess of its policies and whether the issues that it rode into power continue
to be salient).

In sum, we have multiple reasons to expect that government policy will
most closely align with the public’s preferences after a shift in partisan
control, but previous research provides little relevant empirical evidence
one way or the other. Legislative productivity does not seem to be clearly
related to changes in party control or the length of time a party has held
power,!! and analyses of the public as thermostat have not looked at shifts
in partisan control per se.'> As I show below, policy responsiveness is in-
deed highest during the first congressional session after a shift in partisan
control of the presidency. Relative to other time periods, a new partisan
presidential regime appears particularly beneficial to high-income Ameri-
cans whose preferences are most strongly reflected in policies adopted dur-
ing these early years after a change in presidential control. As one party’s
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continuous control of the presidency lengthens over time, the preference/
policy link becomes uniformly low for all income levels. Thus regime
change has an arguably prodemocratic consequence in boosting respon-
siveness to the well-off, but a clearly antidemocratic consequence in ex-
acerbating representational inequality.

A third aspect of parties and elections that might be expected to influ-
ence representational inequality is the degree of Republican versus Dem-
ocratic control over the federal government. Democrats have long been
identified as the party of the working class, and less-well-off Americans
continue to identify as Democrats in larger numbers than the affluent. In
a 2004 survey 53 percent of respondents at the 10th income percentile
identified as Democrats compared with 45 percent of those at the 90th
percentile, while Republican identifiers were more numerous among high-
income than among low-income respondents by 48 percent to 36 per-
cent.'3 We might therefore expect policy to be more consistent with the
preferences of the least well-off during periods of Democratic control and
more consistent with the preferences of the affluent when Republicans are
in power.

Scholars have found patterns consistent with this expectation, at least
for a small number of policies with clear and strongly differential impacts
on low- versus high-income Americans. For example, Larry Bartels finds
a strong impact of partisan control on the minimum wage (with the mini-
mum wage keeping pace with inflation during Democratic administra-
tions but declining during Republican administrations).'* On the other
hand, there are reasons to think this pattern of partisan policy making
linking Democrats with the preferences of the less well-off and Republi-
cans with the economically advantaged may be somewhat limited. First,
the traditional policy orientations of the parties tend to align the Demo-
crats with the preferences of lower-income Americans only on economic
and social welfare issues (on which both tend to be more liberal) but align
the Republicans with the preferences of the less well-off on issues like
abortion and gay rights (on which both tend to be more conservative).
Second, affluent Americans are more supportive of the shift toward anti-
regulatory, free-market, and free-trade policies, which has characterized
national policy making over the past few decades during both Democratic
and Republican administrations (with important deregulation of trans-
portation, finance, and telecommunications under presidents Carter and
Clinton and landmark free-trade legislation under Clinton). On many
regulatory and market-oriented economic issues, then, the policy orienta-
tions of the two parties have become much more similar, if not indistin-
guishable. Finally, with the federal government’s multiple veto points and
the Senate’s supermajority requirement to overcome a filibuster, even uni-
fied party control requires some degree of compromise with the opposing
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party. In short, the simple association of Republican Party control with
policies favored by the well-off is not likely to describe patterns of federal
policy making very fully.

EXPANDING AND RESTRUCTURING THE
PREFERENCE/POLICY DATASET

As described in chapter 2, the core of my data consists of survey ques-
tions posed between 1981 and 2002, with a four-year coding window
used to determine whether or not the proposed policy change was ad-
opted. These data have two important limitations for studying change in
policy responsiveness over time. First, the four-year coding window is too
long to reflect changes in political conditions like the partisan control of
Congress or the year in the quadrennial federal election cycle.

In light of this concern, I restructured the data used in previous chap-
ters as follows. I treat each calendar year as a separate observation. If a
policy is not adopted in the same year that the survey question is asked,
the outcome for that year is coded 0 and the policy is considered to re-
main on the agenda for the next calendar year. If the policy is also not
adopted in the second year (i.e., the calendar year following the year in
which the question was asked), the observation for that second year is
also coded 0. Policies are not considered to remain on the agenda beyond
the second year, and any of the original proposed policy changes that
were adopted in the third or fourth years are dropped from the dataset
(this eliminates about 6 percent of the proposed policy changes and about
19 percent of the changes that had originally been coded as being ad-
opted within the four-year window). If a policy was adopted in the second
year, the observation for that year is coded 1, and if a policy was adopted
in the same year the question was asked, the outcome for that year is
coded 1 and there is no observation for that proposed policy change for
the following year. Thus most proposed policy changes generate two ob-
servations (either 0/0 or 0/1, for the first and second years, respectively),
while policies adopted in the first year generate only a single observation
(see table 6.1). To better reflect the distribution of items on the survey
agenda in my original sample, I then reweight the restructured data so
that observations reflecting policies adopted in the first year (which gen-
erate a single case in the restructured data) are weighted at 1.0 and obser-
vations that were adopted in the second year or not adopted in either year
(which in either case would generate two separate observations in the re-
structured data) are weighted at 0.5. Consequently all the original survey
questions that remain in the dataset (i.e., all those except questions ad-
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Table 6.1 Restructuring the Dataset to Create Two Annual Observations from
Each Policy Question

Proposed Change

. First Second
Adopted in ob i ob i
Same Year Proposed Change servation servation
Survey Question Adopted in Outcome Outcome
Was Asked? Following Year? Code Weight Code Weight
No No 0 0.5 0 0.5
No Yes 0 0.5 1 0.5
Yes Missing 1 1.0 Missing ~ Missing

opted in years three or four) are weighted equally, irrespective of whether
and when they were adopted.

A second limitation of my core dataset consisting of questions posed
between 1981 and 2002 is the lack of variation in partisan control. The
president’s party controlled both houses of Congress for only two of the
twenty-two years in this period (1993 and 1994—the first two years of
Bill Clinton’s first term).'> Moreover Clinton came into office with only
43 percent of the popular vote, and the Democrats lost ten seats in the
House of Representatives in the 1992 election. For these and other rea-
sons,'® many of the Democrats’ liberal policy reform efforts were either
compromised (the Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy on gay people in the mili-
tary) or defeated (health care reform).'” Consequently even this brief
period of unified government may not reveal much about the impact of
complete partisan control on policy outcomes.

To capture periods of stronger unified party control of the federal gov-
ernment, I supplement my 1981-2002 dataset with survey questions asked
during 1964-68 and 2005-06. The 1964 election was a landslide victory
for President Johnson, and during the 1964-68 period the Democrats
held between sixty-four and sixty-eight Senate seats and strong majorities
in the House of Representatives. In addition, labor unions were still near
their historical peak of private-sector membership and economic inequal-
ity was low relative to recent decades.'® All these factors might plausibly
be thought to contribute to greater responsiveness to the preferences of
the less well-off, and therefore I chose these years in the mid-1960s as the
period during the past half-century that might be expected to result in the
greatest degree of representational equality.'’

In addition to 1964-68, I supplement my core dataset with survey
questions asked in 2005 and 2006. These first two years of the second
G. W. Bush administration constitute the period of strongest Republican
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control of the federal government in the postwar period. Although far
weaker than the overwhelming Democratic majorities of the mid-1960s,
the Republicans did hold the presidency along with a ten-seat advantage
in the Senate and a thirty-seat advantage in the House during these two
years.

COERCED RESPONSIVENESS AND THE ELECTORAL CYCLE

To assess the impact of electoral proximity on policy responsiveness, I
divide my restructured data into policies that were on the agenda during
presidential election years, congressional election years, and years in which
no federal elections took place, and I restrict the data to presidential ad-
ministrations with complete data for at least one full electoral cycle.?°

In most respects the characteristics of the policy agenda across the dif-
ferent years of the electoral cycle hardly change at all: average favorability
varies from 53 percent to 55 percent, the proportion of proposed policy
changes with lopsided support or opposition varies from 49 percent to 53
percent, and the proportion of proposed changes on which the 10th and
90th income percentiles diverge by more than 10 percentage points varies
from 41 percent to 43 percent (none of these differences approaches sta-
tistical significance). The differences in responsiveness across the different
years of the electoral cycle, then, do not result from variations in the kinds
of proposed policy changes that are prominent on the public agenda.

Casual commentary on Washington gridlock suggests that the parties
might become less willing to compromise during election years, resulting
in less legislation as the out-party works to prevent the majority party
from claiming credit for any legislative achievements. My data do fit this
pattern, but the differences in the probability of a proposed change being
adopted across years of the electoral cycle are quite small. Of the policies
on the agenda in my restructured data, 34 percent were adopted in an
average nonelection year, compared with 29 percent in a congressional
election year and 30 percent in a presidential election year.

Previous studies based on representatives’ voting patterns or presidents’
policy proposals have found electoral proximity to strengthen policy re-
sponsiveness to the public as a whole. My data reflect this pattern, but
only for presidential election years. As the top left cell of table 6.2 shows,
policy responsiveness in nonelection and congressional election years is
0.35 compared with 0.65 during presidential election years. The analyses
reported in table 6.2 also show that the electoral cycle has differential
impacts on responsiveness to more- and less-well-off Americans. While
the tendency for responsiveness to be greatest in presidential election
years holds for all income levels, this pattern is somewhat stronger for the
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Table 6.2  Policy Responsiveness and the Federal Election Cycle

Income Percentile

N All 10th 50th 90th

Nonelection 844 .35%*% (.09) .20%  (.09) .31%#% (.09)  .48%** (.09)

years

Congressional 440  .35%* (113)  .28%  (113)  31F* (112)  .39** (12)
election years

Presidential 360 .65%F* ((17)  .51%FF (16)  .60%** ((16)  .75%** (.17)
election years

10th vs. 90th Income Percentiles 50th vs. 90th Income Percentiles

N 10th 90th N 50th 90th
Nonelection 362 -.02(.14) S0 (.16)** 400 .02 (.14) 39 (.16)*
years
Congressional 183  -.16 (.22) 20 (.22) 216 .25 (.20) 40 (.23)
election years
Presidential 154 .54 (.25)* 1.25(.35)*** 176 .63 (.24)** .95 (.28)***

election years

Table shows logistic regression coefficients (with standard errors in parentheses). Policy preference
measured by the log of the odds ratio of the imputed percentage supporting the proposed policy
change at each income level. Bottom half of the table shows policies on which the preferences of the
10th and 90th income percentiles diverge by at least 10 percentage points and the 50th and 90th
percentiles by at least 5 percentage points. Analyses are weighted to reflect the distribution of
proposed policy changes before restructuring for annual analysis. All the analyses include fixed
effects for the four policy domains examined in chapter 4.

p <055 %% p < .01; ***p < .001

poor and middle class, and there is less of a drop-off in responsiveness in
nonelection years for Americans at the top of the income distribution.

These patterns of differential responsiveness by income are clearest in

the bottom half of table 6.2 (and figure 6.1), which repeats the analyses
for those proposed changes on which preferences of the affluent diverge
from those of the poor or middle class. Responsiveness to the poor and
middle class appears to be completely absent during nonelection years.
Congressional elections years show similar lack of responsiveness to the
poor and a weak (and nonsignificant) suggestion of responsiveness to
the middle class. In contrast the association of preferences and policy out-
comes during presidential election years is substantial (and statistically
significant) for both these groups. As we might expect, responsiveness to
affluent Americans is stronger than responsiveness to the less well-off
during all parts of the electoral cycle. But because the only solid evidence
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Figure 6.1. Policy Responsiveness by Year in the Federal Election Cycle When
Preferences across Income Levels Diverge. Figure shows logistic regression esti-
mates reflecting the strength of the preference/policy link during different years in
the quadrennial federal election cycle. See table 6.2 for regression results.
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of representation of the poor and middle class concerns presidential elec-
tion years, these periods reflect the greatest degree of representational
equality.

Based on the findings reported in table 6.2, it appears that the electoral
pressures on policy makers to respond to the preferences of the public are
most important in shaping the representation of less-well-off Americans.
It is vital to stress that this is not because elections make policy makers
more responsive to the middle class (or the poor) than to the affluent in
absolute terms; in every year of the election cycle, policy responsiveness
is strongest for the well-off and weakest for the poor. But the degree of
representational inequality is lower in election years when democratic
pressures are greatest. In a study that so consistently finds the political
playing field to be tilted strongly toward the well-off, this evidence of
democracy at work is an encouraging sign.

The most plausible explanation for the increase in responsiveness dur-
ing presidential election years is that citizens’ attention to politics typi-
cally rises and falls along with the electoral cycle, while other sources of
influence over policy makers tend to be more constant over time. Interest
groups and party leaders are in a position to monitor legislators’ behav-
ior between elections, and legislators” own policy preferences are likely
to play a steady role in shaping their actions (net of other factors that
do change over time). Elections thus serve democracy by inducing policy
makers to take actions that they would otherwise prefer not to take.?!

If this view of policy makers as coerced by impending elections is cor-
rect, then we might expect policies adopted during election years to fare
less well over time than policies adopted in other years. Most studies of
federal policy making (including my own) neglect the durability of pro-
grams once adopted.?> However, an extensive dataset compiled by Chris-
topher Berry, Barry Burden, and William Howell can be used to assess the
durability of programs adopted in different years.?*> Examining federal
domestic programs adopted over a three-decade period, Berry, Burden, and
Howell find that the funding for programs adopted during presidential
election years was more likely to be cut over time compared to programs
adopted during other years of the federal election cycle.?*

This understanding of the political system as both responding to elec-
toral pressure and undermining that responsiveness when pressure abates
is less consistent with models of parties as vote maximizers>*and more
consist with the view of parties as policy maximizers seeking to imple-
ment their favored policies.?® From the latter perspective, parties view
political power as a means to achieve their policy goals, and voters’ ap-
proval as a means to achieve political power. When conditions permit,
the party’s associated activists, donors, and interest groups dictate policy,
with officeholders and other party elites attempting to gauge the degree
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of autonomy from popular preferences they can safely adopt. As we’ll see
below, this view of parties as policy maximizers rather than vote maxi-
mizers is consistent with other patterns of policy responsiveness over
time.

Electoral pressures do not eliminate inequality in policy responsiveness,
but they do appear to at least partially offset the tendency for policy mak-
ers to respond to the preferences of the affluent and ignore those of the
middle class and the poor. At the same time, the rather dismaying obverse
to this coin is the complete lack of responsiveness to the middle class and
the poor during nonelection years. A government that responds to the
majority of its citizens only when elections are imminent falls far short of
what most would consider a minimum standard of democracy, and all the
more so if the policies adopted during these periods of coerced respon-
siveness are more likely to be eroded over time.

DECLINING RESPONSIVENESS AND PARTISAN
REGIME LENGTH

Electoral pressures appear to suppress the antidemocratic urges of policy-
maximizing parties in the run-up to high-visibility elections. A more
drastic democratic remedy to policy making that strays too far from the
public’s preferences is to “throw the bums out.” I look next at the role of
electoral replacement, and in particular at how a new presidential partisan
regime responds to the policy preferences of the poor, the middle class,
and the affluent. The anticipation of elections, as shown above, appears
to increase responsiveness to Americans at all income levels. In contrast,
I find that the increased responsiveness associated with a new partisan
regime appears to benefit only the affluent. If a new regime first picks the
low-hanging fruit of policies on which party preferences and public pref-
erences coincide, it is not the public as a whole whose preferences matter
but only those affluent citizens at the top of the income distribution.
Policy shifts—and therefore shifts in the strength of the preference/
policy link—might result from changes in partisan control of either the
presidency or Congress. The expected impact of a partisan change in the
presidency, however, is much clearer than a change in congressional ma-
jority. That is because the president is a solitary actor while the Congress
consists of multiple actors in two separate institutions with complex sys-
tems of control over legislative activity. In the Senate, minority party
members must be accommodated to overcome a filibuster, and in both
houses, the more conservative Democrats and more liberal Republicans
can prevent the majority party from enacting its preferred policies unless
that party has an unusually large seat advantage. As an expedient, if im-
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perfect simplification, I therefore identify partisan regimes solely by the
party of the president and examine the change in responsiveness to public
preferences during periods after control of the presidency switches from
one party to the other.

To assess changes in responsiveness as the amount of time a political
party has held the presidency grows, I model policy outcomes as a function
of public preferences, the number of continuous Congresses that the cur-
rent president’s party has held the presidency, and the interaction of these
two predictors. An initial analysis using dummy variables suggests that
responsiveness declines the most in absolute terms between the first and
second Congresses that a new party holds the presidency, with continuing
but less dramatic declines over time.?” This pattern suggest that the mea-
sure of the number of Congresses a party has held the presidency should
be logged, and goodness-of-fit tests confirm that a logged indicator per-
forms better than either a linear measure or exponential transformation.

Table 6.3 shows the estimated responsiveness from the model described
above. As expected, policy responsiveness for all income levels is stron-
gest during the first Congress of a new presidential party and declines
over time (all the analyses of partisan regime length control for presiden-
tial election year). By the third Congress after a new party gains control
of the presidency, responsiveness is about half the level it was during the
first Congress. In the early Congresses of a new presidential partisan re-
gime, the preference/policy link is stronger for affluent Americans than
for the less well-off, but it also declines more steeply such that responsive-
ness to all income levels is uniformly low when a party has held the presi-
dency for a substantial period.

To better gauge the influence of more- and less-well-off Americans, I
repeat these analyses restricting the sample to policies on which prefer-
ences of the 10th and 90th income percentiles diverge by at least 10 per-
centage points and those on which the 50th and 90th percentiles diverge
by at least 5 points (bottom half of table 6.3). Consistent with previous
analyses, eliminating those policies that show little difference across in-
come has little impact on policy responsiveness for the affluent but a
substantial impact on the middle class and the poor (figure 6.2). The top
panel of figure 6.2 shows essentially no responsiveness to the preferences
of the 10th income percentile even in the first Congress of a new presi-
dential regime. The bottom panel shows some responsiveness to middle-
income Americans, while the decline in responsiveness is again steeper
for the affluent. As a result, representational inequality is greatest during
the early Congresses when responsiveness to both the middle class and
the affluent is highest, but the decline in inequality is of little benefit to
middle-income Americans since it is accompanied by a decline in respon-
siveness to their preferences as well.
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Table 6.3 Policy Responsiveness and the Length of the Presidential Partisan Regime

Income Percentile

All 10th 50th 90th
Preference 66 (11)*** 50 (L11)**F* .61 (.10)*** 76 (1)***
Congress number =30 (1)** =36 (A1)*** =30 (11)** =25 (11)*
Preference * =28 (11)**  -18(.10) =26 (.10)** =34 (.10)***

Congress number
10th vs. 90th 50th vs. 90th

Income Percentiles Income Percentiles

10th 90th 50th 90th
Preference .10 (.15) T7(A7)rFF 35 (\14)F 76 (17)F**
Congress number —63 (.16)***  —47 (.17)** =54 ((15)***  —44 (\16)**
Preference * .01 (.17) -.40 (.18)* -.14 (.17) -.38 (.19)*

Congress number

Table shows logistic regression coefficients (with standard errors in parentheses). Congress
number refers to the number of continuous Congresses the current president’s party has held

control of the presidency. Policy preference measured by the log of the odds ratio of the imputed
percentage supporting the proposed policy change at each income level. Bottom half of the table

shows policies on which the preferences of the 10th and 90th income percentiles diverge by at
least 10 percentage points and the 50th and 90th percentiles by at least 5 percentage points.

Analyses are weighted to reflect the distribution of proposed policy changes before restructuring

for annual analysis. All the analyses include controls for presidential election year and fixed
effects for the four policy domains examined in chapter 4. Full regression results appear in
table A6.5.

*p < .05; *Fp < .01; *#¥p < .001

The patterns of responsiveness revealed by these analyses of partisan
regime duration suggest a very different set of mechanisms from those
implied by the analyses of the presidential election cycle reported above.
While the latter appear to reflect the coercive power of voters to shape
the behavior of incumbent officials, the higher responsiveness during the
first Congresses of a new regime suggest the importance of electoral re-
placement in shaping government policy to match the preferences of the
(affluent) public. Past research has found both the conversion (or coer-
cion) of incumbent legislators and the replacement of legislators during
elections to be important in generating responsiveness to public prefer-
ences.”® While hardly definitive, the results from these two sets of analy-
ses of my data suggest that impending elections may be somewhat more
important in generating responsiveness to the least well-off (table 6.2),
while both electoral anticipation and electoral replacement enhance policy



Parties, Elections, and Responsiveness ® 177

O 10th percentile

W 90th percentile

04 ~
1 =
1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th

Number of Congresses since presidential party change

Logistic regression coefficient

m 50th percentile

W 90th percentile

04

- ‘ '

N L '
1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th

Number of Congresses since presidential party change

Logistic regression coefficient

Figure 6.2. Policy Responsiveness by Length of Partisan Regime When Preferences
across Income Levels Diverge. Figures show logistic regression estimates reflect-
ing the strength of the preference/policy link during each successive Congress that
a president’s party holds the presidency (that is, the first through sixth Congresses
after control of the presidency changes from one party to the other). See tables
6.3 and A6.1 for regression results.
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responsiveness for middle-class and, especially, affluent Americans (table
6.3 and figure 6.2).

PArRTISAN CONTROL

Although the American party system has traditionally been viewed as
rooted less in economic class than are many European democracies, the
Democratic Party is still associated with unions and the working class
and the Republican Party with business interests and the affluent.?’ As I
show below, downwardly redistributive policies like increases in the min-
imum wage or tax reforms that increase the progressivity of the tax code
are more common when Democrats control the national government, and
upwardly redistributive policies like reductions in the estate tax are more
common under Republican rule. But the broader expectation that the
preferences of low- or middle-income Americans would be reflected more
strongly in policy outcomes under Democratic than Republican control
is not met. My data show the expected pattern of partisan responsiveness
on social welfare issues only, and even there the party differences are
modest. For moral/religious issues, foreign policy, and economic issues,
responsiveness to all income levels is higher under Republican than under
Democratic control. I discuss below the specific policy issues that account
for these partisan patterns. Of particular note, two factors explain the
absence of the expected association between Democratic Party control
and policy responsiveness to the poor. First, redistributive policies account
for only a portion of the economic and social welfare policy issues (and a
small minority of all policy issues) in my dataset; and second, preferences
on these redistributive policies are often similar for poor and affluent
Americans.

As described above, my expanded dataset includes seven years of uni-
fied Democratic control (under Johnson and Clinton) and two years of
unified Republican control (under G. W. Bush). Consequently, most of the
policy outcomes in my data took place during various constellations of
divided government. To assess the influence of partisan control in a way
that reflects more than the few years of unified government in my data, I
constructed a 0-to-1 scale indicating the degree to which the Democratic
or Republican Party controlled the federal government, with the presi-
dency accorded one-half point and each house of Congress one-quarter
point. High scores on this scale reflect a greater degree of Republican con-
trol such that unified Democratic control is scored 0, unified Republican
control 1, and divided control between 0.25 and 0.75 depending on which
institutions were controlled by which party (the eight periods of partisan
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Table 6.4 Party Control Score

Years in Which Party
Policy Questions House of Control
Were Asked President Representatives Senate Score
1964-68 Johnson Democrats Democrats 0.00
1981-86 Reagan Democrats Republicans 0.75
1987-88 Reagan Democrats Democrats 0.50
1989-92 G.H.W. Bush Democrats Democrats 0.50
1993-94 Clinton Democrats Democrats 0.00
1995-2000 Clinton Republicans Republicans 0.50
2001-02 G. W. Bush Republicans Democrats’ 0.75
2005-06 G. W. Bush Republicans Republicans 1.00

“From late January through late May 2001, the Senate was split 50/50 with Vice President
Cheney casting the deciding vote. In late May Jim Jeffords left the Republican Party,
giving the Democrats effective control of the Senate. My data are not fine-grained enough
to distinguish these months in early 2001, so I code Democratic control of the Senate for
all of the 107th Congress (2001-02).

control in my data and the resulting scale scores for each are shown in
table 6.4).

As table 6.4 shows, assessments of the impact of Democratic versus
Republican Party control hinge on the difference between the seven years
of unified Democratic control (1964-68 under Johnson and 1993-94
under Clinton) and the ten years of Republican control (1981-86 under
Reagan and 2001-02 and 2005-06 under G. W. Bush). For the remaining
twelve years in my dataset, control of the federal government was evenly
divided, with either a Democratic president and Republican Congress
(1995-2000) or a Republican president and Democratic Congress (1987-
1992). Thus even with my more nuanced scale of party control, the num-
ber of distinct periods is quite limited. We must therefore be alert to the
possibility that at least some of the partisan patterns my data reveal will
reflect not enduring characteristics of Democratic and Republican con-
trol, but the idiosyncrasies of the particular administrations and Con-
gresses examined.

It is also important to keep in mind that my scale of Republican Party
control—like any similar summary measure—is a substantial simplifi-
cation of the factors that shape the parties’ influence over federal policy
making. A more complete assessment would require consideration of the
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size of the partisan majority, the supermajority requirement to end a fili-
buster in the Senate, and the degree of ideological cohesion within each
party (an ideologically diverse party with a slim majority of seats would
not be able to exert as much control over the legislative process as a more
ideologically homogeneous party with the same size majority). But given
the ongoing debates among political scientists about the degree of party
influence in the House and Senate and the role of partisan seat advantage
in shaping that influence, the uncertainties surrounding a more nuanced
measure of partisan control would be considerable.3?

The model T use to assess the variation in responsiveness by degree
of Republican Party control is to regress policy outcome on the public’s
policy preference, the degree of Republican control, and the interaction
of these two predictors. The dataset used for these analyses consists of
the restructured annual measures of proposed policy changes described
at the beginning of this chapter. The coefficients from these equations
(run separately for different subsets of policies and levels of income) are
then used to calculate the strength of the preference/policy link under max-
imum Democratic control and maximum Republican control. T use the
labels “maximum control” rather than “unified control” to reflect the
fact that these estimates are based on the full array of partisan configura-
tions in my data, not just the nine years of unified control. As such they
constitute the predicted levels of responsiveness under the assumption
that whatever difference it might make to have one party or the other
exert greater sway over national policy making, that difference will be
greater according to the degree to which the Congress and presidency are
in that party’s hands.

The top panel of table 6.5 shows the associations of preferences and
policy outcomes from four logistic regressions (one for each income cat-
egory; the full regression results that produced these estimates are reported
in table A6.2). Policy responsiveness is strongest for the affluent whether
Democrats or Republicans dominate the policy-making institutions of
the national government, but some subtle partisan differences in repre-
sentational inequality are evident in these results. In comparing respon-
siveness to the affluent and the poor, inequality appears to be somewhat
greater under Republican than Democratic control, while inequality be-
tween the affluent and the middle class appears somewhat stronger under
Democratic control. These patterns across income groups appear more
clearly in the bottom panel of table 6.5 and in figure 6.3, where the analy-
ses are restricted to policies on which preferences across income groups
diverge.

A stronger and more consistent pattern evident across all the cells in
table 6.5 is the greater responsiveness to the preferences of all income
levels under Republican than under Democratic control. In the top panel,
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Table 6.5 Policy Responsiveness and Partisan Control

Income Percentile

N All 10th 50th 90th

All policies
Maximum Republican control 2229 S567%F A2F* 52%* 607**
Maximum Democratic control 25%% 22 .20% 31

When Preferences across Income Levels Diverge

10th vs. 90th 50th vs. 90th
Income Percentiles Income Percentiles

N 10th  90th N 50th  90th

All policies
Maximum Republican control 922 .27%  .69** 1055 .56** .72%*
Maximum Democratic control .08 .26 .09 42

Table shows logistic regression coefficients (or differences in logistic regression coefficients)
indicating the association between preferences and policy outcomes. Significance levels based
on bootstrap confidence intervals. Policy preference measured by the log of the odds ratio
of the imputed percentage supporting the proposed policy change at each income level. Anal-
yses are weighted to reflect the distribution of proposed policy changes before restructuring
for annual analysis and to give proposed changes on the agenda in each calendar year equal
weight. The analyses include fixed effects for the four policy domains in chapter 4. Analyses
in bottom half are restricted to policies on which the preferences of the 10th and 90th in-
come percentiles diverge by at least 10 percentage points or the 50th and 90th percentiles
diverge by at least 5 percentage points. Full regression results appear in table A6.2.

*p <.05; **p <.01; ***p < .001

which includes all the proposed changes in my restructured dataset, the
preference/policy link is over twice as strong under maximum Republi-
can control as it is under maximum Democratic control. The difference
in responsiveness under Republican and Democratic control is somewhat
larger for affluent and middle-class Americans than for the poor (for whom
the partisan difference does not reach statistical significance).

As noted above, any analysis of partisan control over a limited number
of decades runs the risk of attributing to the parties differences that are
in fact idiosyncratic to the particular administrations and political condi-
tions associated with the periods of Democratic or Republican control
examined. Thus we might wonder how much of the partisan differences
shown in table 6.5 are a function of the particular periods of strong party
control represented in my data. Repeating the analyses reported in the
top row of the table but excluding data from the G. W. Bush years shows
a similar pattern: the preference/policy link under maximum Republican
control is about twice as strong as under maximum Democratic control.
On the other hand, removing the Johnson years from the data does reduce
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Figure 6.3. Policy Responsiveness under Maximum Republican or Democratic
Party Control When Preferences across Income Levels Diverge. Figures show lo-
gistic regression estimates reflecting the strength of the preference/policy link. See
tables 6.5 and A6.2 for regression results.
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the partisan difference; excluding data from the 1960s increases the pre-
dicted association of preferences and policies under full Democratic con-
trol from 0.25 to 0.40—much closer to the estimated association under
full Republican control.

Excluding these two extreme periods of partisan control, then, sug-
gests that the basic pattern of results based on the full dataset are not a
reflection of the idiosyncrasies of the Bush years but are somewhat depen-
dent on the low level of responsiveness under President Johnson (a topic I
explore in chapter 7). Yet even with the Johnson years removed from the
data, policy responsiveness remains slightly (although nonsignificantly)
stronger under Republican than under Democratic Party control.?!

To elucidate the substantive policy issues that give rise to the partisan
differences in representation shown in table 6.5, table 6.6 shows the same
estimates of responsiveness under maximum Republican and Democratic
control separately for each of the four broad policy domains examined
in chapter 4. The first column of table 6.6 reveals that public preferences
and government policy are more tightly aligned under Republican con-
trol in all policy domains except social welfare. The specific policies that
account for the partisan differences in the economic, foreign policy, and
social welfare domains appear for the most part to reflect not the idio-
syncrasies of particular administrations but the enduring policy orienta-
tions of the two parties. Within the economic policy domain the stronger
preference/policy link under Republican control reflects the popularity of
income and inheritance tax cuts under Reagan and G. W. Bush as well as
most of the antiregulatory policies adopted under Reagan and the un-
popularity of the 1993 Clinton tax increase (adopted under unified Dem-
ocratic control), and the unpopularity of the Johnson administration’s
income tax surcharge to help pay for the Vietnam War.

Whether Americans at any given income level are wise to oppose tax
increases and support tax cuts is a complicated question that I take up
briefly in chapter 8. But the fact remains that, wise or not, the public
almost uniformly displays antitax preferences tempered only slightly by
variations in the distributional character of the proposed tax changes in
my dataset. Of those tax changes in my dataset that occurred when one
or the other party disproportionately controlled federal policy making,
most of the significant tax increases took place during periods of Demo-
cratic control (1968 and 1993), and most of the tax cuts during periods
of Republican control (1981, 1986, 2001, and 2003).32

In the social welfare policy domain responsiveness to public prefer-
ences across all income levels combined is similar under Republican and
Democratic Party control. But the patterns of responsiveness for Ameri-
cans at different income levels vary considerably. Under maximum Re-
publican control the preference/policy link is weakest for the poor and
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Table 6.6 Policy Responsiveness and Partisan Control by Policy Domain

Income Percentile

N 10th 50th 90th

Economic policy

Maximum Republican control 482 96%* 91%* 1.16**

Maximum Democratic control .02 .07 .05
Social welfare

Maximum Republican control 454 .10 .29 A1

Maximum Democratic control 32% .20 15
Foreign policy

Maximum Republican control 613 31 527 .60%*

Maximum Democratic control 13 .07 31
Moral/religious issues

Maximum Republican control 146 1.48* 1.42%% 1.61%*

Maximum Democratic control .19 .53 .76

Table shows logistic regression coefficients (or differences in logistic regression coeffi-
cients) indicating the association between preferences and policy outcomes. Significance
levels based on bootstrap confidence intervals. Policy preference measured by the log of
the odds ratio of the imputed percentage supporting the proposed policy change at each
income level. Analyses are weighted to reflect the distribution of proposed policy changes
before restructuring for annual analysis and to give proposed changes on the agenda in
each calendar year equal weight. Full regression results appear in table A6.3.

*p <.05;**p < .01

strongest for the affluent, while under Democratic control this associa-
tion is reversed. These patterns reflect the traditional association of the
Democratic Party with the welfare state (broadly understood to include
not just antipoverty programs but pensions, health care, education, and
spending on public works of all sorts). Although none of the individual
partisan comparisons in the social welfare domain reaches statistical sig-
nificance, the greater responsiveness to the well-off under Republican con-
trol in contrast with the greater responsiveness to the poor when the Dem-
ocrats hold sway in Washington is significantly different at p < 0.05.

In the foreign policy domain responsiveness to public preferences is
higher under Republican than under Democratic control, although this
difference is only statistically significant for middle-income Americans.
The patterns of inequality in foreign policy are slightly different depend-
ing on the party in power. Under Republican control the largest differ-
ence concerns the lower responsiveness to the poor than to the other two
income groups, while under Democratic control it is the greater respon-
siveness to the affluent that differs from the rest. These distinct patterns
reflect the kinds of issues that divide the poor from the middle class and
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affluent, on the one hand, and the affluent from the middle class and the
poor, on the other.

In the foreign policy domain poor Americans were distinctive in sup-
porting proposed policies after 9/11 that singled out Arabs or Muslims
(e.g., for more intensive security checks at airports or requiring American
Muslims to carry a special ID card) or that impinged on citizens’ privacy
by allowing the government to monitor the telephone calls and e-mails of
ordinary Americans on a regular basis. Since these policies were rejected
(for the most part) under Republican control, the middle class and afflu-
ent (majorities of whom opposed all these proposed policies) fared better
with regard to policies related to the war on terror. In contrast affluent
Americans were distinctive from others in their support for NAFTA and
other free-trade policies adopted during the Clinton administration, as
well as Clinton’s efforts to reduce the size of the U.S. Armed Forces and
increase aid to the countries of the former Soviet Union.?? Consequently
Republican policies tended to reflect the preferences of both the middle
class and the affluent more than the poor, while policies adopted under
Democratic control tended to align (albeit weakly) with the affluent and
not with either of the other two groups.

While the patterns of foreign policy preferences across income groups
differed for the issues outlined above, the broader pattern of responsive-
ness in the foreign policy domain is the consistently stronger preference/
policy link under Republican than under Democratic control at all in-
come levels. This pattern reflects the broad popularity of the Reagan ad-
ministration’s prodefense policies (including the substantial expansion of
defense spending, the Strategic Defense Initiative antimissile program, and
the deployment of new nuclear missiles in Europe) as well as support for
the Afghan and Iraq wars, which was strong during most of the first six
years of G. W. Bush’s tenure.

In the moral/religious issues domain the higher level of responsiveness
during Republican Party control partly reflects the timing of these pro-
posed policy changes and in all likelihood is not indicative of the consis-
tent policy orientations of the two parties over the past couple of decades
(especially with regard to high-income Americans, who tend to hold pref-
erences in this domain that are more consistent with the Democratic Party’s
liberal leanings).3*

Although my data extend back to the mid-1960s, religious-based moral
issues were not strongly politicized during the early postwar decades and
did not constitute a significant part of the survey agenda of proposed
policy changes (or the government agenda of actual policy changes) until
the 1990s. In my dataset of proposed policy changes, religious/moral issues
constituted less than 2 percent of all proposed changes during the John-
son, Reagan, and G.H.W. Bush administrations, increasing to 6 percent
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under Clinton and 9 percent under G. W. Bush. This appears to reflect not
just a change in the behavior of survey organizations, but the paucity of
attention to these issues at the federal level prior to the 1990s (despite
the strong association of President Reagan with the Moral Majority and
other elements of the religious Right). As an independent indicator of
federal policy makers’ attention to moral/religious issues, consider the
number of abortion votes in the House of Representatives each year. Dur-
ing Reagan’s terms in office, for example, abortion votes in the House
occurred less than twice per year. This increased to about four votes per
year under G.H.W. Bush and eleven per year in the first years of Clinton’s
presidency.?®

Given the lack of religious/moral issues in my dataset prior to the Clin-
ton years, the partisan differences in responsiveness in this domain primar-
ily reflect the contrast between the first two years of Clinton’s presidency
(with unified Democratic Party control) and the years of Republican con-
trol under G. W. Bush. During the early Clinton years, the most prominent
moral/religious issue concerned gays in the military (on which Americans
were split); under Bush, the most prominent moral/religious issues con-
cerned Bush’s faith-based social service initiative and the debate over fed-
eral funding for stem cell research. Americans at all income levels strongly
supported the faith-based initiative, while the compromise position on
stem cell research taken by the Bush administration was arguably more
consistent with the ambivalent views expressed by lower- and middle-
income Americans than with the views of the well-off (see chapter 4).

Although abortion policy received more attention than any other sin-
gle moral/religious issue represented in my dataset, gay rights (including
service in the military), stem cell research, and federal funding for reli-
gious organizations that provide social services were the most prominent
issues during the periods of strong party control. Consequently the higher
level of policy responsiveness in this domain during Republican control
reflects in large measure the ambivalence of the public toward Clinton’s
efforts to revise the military’s policy on homosexuals and the popularity
of Bush’s high-profile faith-based initiative. If abortion had been a more
prominent issue on the federal agenda during the periods of strong party
control in my dataset, we might have found a different pattern of respon-
siveness, especially for the affluent, who tend to share the Democratic
Party’s more pro-choice position on abortion.3¢

Among the American public, Democratic identifiers have outnumbered
Republican identifiers consistently since at least the 1930s. It is therefore
surprising to find that policies adopted during periods of greater Repub-
lican control are generally more consistent with public preferences than
those adopted during periods of strong Democratic control. As an inde-
pendent check on this finding, I analyzed the American National Election
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Study’s 7-point issue scales on which respondents are asked to place
themselves and both major political parties. Combining the seventy-two
partisan comparisons from all available data from 1970 through 2008,
I found that respondents placed themselves closer to their perceptions of
the Republican Party’s position on fifty-seven occasions and closer to the
Democratic Party’s on fifteen occasions.3”

If policies adopted during periods of Republican control of the national
government are more consistent with the preferences of the public at all
income levels and in most policy domains, how, one might wonder, have
the Democrats managed to maintain their viability as a national political
party? One factor may be the strong appeal of and high importance at-
tached to Social Security and Medicare. Although these two programs
do figure prominently in my dataset, their salience to voters may exceed
their representation on the survey agenda, and the long-standing percep-
tion of the Democratic Party’s support for these two programs may help
cement voters’ attachment to the Democrats. More broadly the overall
Republican advantage on policy issues that is reflected in tables 6.5 and
6.6 is partially offset by the perception that the Democrats are the party
of the middle class or the “common man” and the Republicans the party
of business. This perception is, of course, rooted in part in the specific
policies that the two parties tend to endorse (including their respective
orientations toward Medicare and Social Security). But the image of the
Democrats as the party of the working class goes beyond a set of policy
positions and constitutes a perception of the kinds of people who iden-
tify as Democrats and the kinds of people whose interests the party
represents.

In their examination of the nature of partisan attachment, Donald
Green, Bradley Palmquist, and Eric Schickler argue that citizens ask them-
selves two questions: “What kinds of social groups come to mind as I
think about Democrats, Republicans, and Independents? [And] Which as-
semblage of groups (if any) best describes me?”3% While the bases of party
attachment surely vary from person to person, these more social as op-
posed to policy-based foundations of partisan attachment do appear to
play a central role in shaping party identification (and consequently vot-
ing), as Green, Palmquist, and Schickler show.

Reflecting the diverse considerations that drive partisan attachments,
the bases of partisan attraction appear to differ for the two major politi-
cal parties, with the appeal of the Democratic Party depending more on
its perceived social composition and the appeal of the Republican Party
more on its issue positions. The different basis of attraction to the two
major political parties can be seen in survey questions that ask respon-
dents what they like about each party. The American National Election
Study has been asking this open-ended question in the same format since
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1972. When asked “Is there anything in particular you like about the
Democratic Party? [If so] What is that?” only 32 percent of respondents
mentioned any policy or philosophy of governing while 42 percent men-
tioned a connection between the party and a social group. In response to
this same question asked about the Republicans, 56 percent mentioned a
policy or philosophy of governing and only 6 percent a social group.3’

In addition to its more favorable social group associations, the Demo-
cratic Party may benefit from the better economic performance under its
stewardship, at least in the postwar years. The state of the national econ-
omy is a powerful determinant of congressional and presidential vot-
ing,* and economic growth has been stronger for Americans at all levels
of the economic distribution under Democratic than under Republican
presidents.*!

As shown above, policies adopted during periods of greater Republican
control appear to be more consistent with the preferences of the poor than
those adopted under stronger Democratic Party control. But this finding
should not be understood to mean that Republican policies are neces-
sarily better for the poor. People are sometimes bad judges of their own
interests, and poor Americans—Ilike those of every economic position—
sometimes support policies that they recognize to conflict with their mate-
rial interests but that they value for other reasons (fairness, patriotism,
humanitarian concern, etc.).

The greater consistency of poor Americans’ preferences with policies
adopted under Republican control should also not be understood as in-
dicating that Republican policies are more likely to redistribute resources
toward the less advantaged than Democratic policies. About 11 percent
of the proposed policy changes in my dataset can be clearly classified as
downwardly redistributive, including proposals to raise the minimum
wage, protect the right to strike, expand federal college assistance, lower
taxes for low-income Americans or raise taxes for those with high in-
comes, and protect or expand government support for health care. An
additional 8 percent of proposed policy changes can be classified as up-
wardly redistributive, including proposals to restrict welfare benefits in
various ways, reduce inheritance, capital gains, or income taxes imposed
on the affluent, cut federal spending on means-tested health care or edu-
cation benefits, and restructure Medicare or Social Security in ways that
would make those programs less beneficial to the poor.

As expected, poor Americans were more supportive of policy changes
that would redistribute resources downward and affluent Americans were
more supportive of changes that would redistribute resources upward, but
the differences were fairly modest. On average, downwardly redistribu-
tive policies were supported by 65 percent of respondents at the 10th
income percentile and 58 percent of respondents at the 90th percentile,
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while upwardly redistributive policies received support from 41 percent
of the poor and 49 percent of the affluent. The modest size of these dif-
ferences attests to the popularity of many downwardly redistributive
policies, including the minimum wage, federal support for education and
health care, and means-tested benefits that are not viewed as substitutes
for employment (for example, child care, job training, medical care, legal
aid, and housing assistance). In addition some upwardly redistributive
policies receive strong support even from the least well-off. Majorities of
poor people, for example, favored imposing work requirements and time
limits on welfare recipients, eliminating the inheritance tax, cutting capi-
tal gains tax rates, and giving employers a stronger voice on the National
Labor Relations Board.

The public’s preferences on redistributive policies are not as strongly
differentiated by income as one might expect. But the impact of partisan
control over the adoption of upwardly and downwardly redistributive
policies is quite strong. The probability of a policy being adopted that
would redistribute resources toward the least well-off was twice as high
during periods of maximum Democratic than of maximum Republican
control (0.31 versus 0.15, p < 0.04), with even larger partisan differences
apparent for policy changes that would redistribute resources toward the
most affluent (0.07 during periods of maximum Democratic control ver-
sus 0.39 under maximum Republican control, p < 0.03; see table A6.4).
On redistributive issues policy outcomes depend greatly on which party
controls the government in Washington, but redistributive issues consti-
tute fewer than one in five of the proposed policy changes in my dataset,
and preferences on redistributive issues are not dramatically different for
low- and high-income Americans. As a consequence Democratic Party
control does not have the positive impact on policy responsiveness for
less-advantaged Americans that income-based patterns of partisan identi-
fication might lead one to expect. As table 6.6 shows, policies in the social
welfare domain adopted under Democratic control are more consistent
with the preferences of the poor than those adopted while Republicans
held power in Washington, but the same is not true for the other policy
domains I examined. Nor is there any consistent tendency for representa-
tional inequality to be lower under periods of Democratic control.

These findings may be disappointing to those who look to the Demo-
cratic Party as the ally of the disadvantaged. In some respects the Demo-
cratic Party has indeed served this function, and this is reflected in the
pattern of partisan responsiveness in the social welfare domain shown
above. But in other domains policies adopted under Republican control
appear to be more consistent with the preferences of all income groups
than are those adopted during periods dominated by the Democratic Party.
Observers on the left might view some of these popular Republican policies



190 e Chapter 6

as inconsistent with the true interests of poor or middle-class Americans
and attribute the public’s support to false consciousness of one form or
another (an issue I take up in chapter 8). In other cases left-leaning ob-
servers might be inclined to view the Democratic Party as having aban-
doned the disadvantaged out of either political expediency or misplaced
enthusiasm for free-market reforms that disproportionately benefit the
well-off. And in some cases—like abortion or gay rights—the traditional
liberal policy orientations of the Democratic Party are more closely aligned
with the preferences of higher-income Americans. In sum, partisan con-
trol does affect policy responsiveness, but not in the ways most observers
would expect. Downwardly redistributive policies were much more likely
to be adopted during periods of Democratic control, but these are only a
small subset of all federal policies, and in other respects the policies ad-
opted under Republican control were more consistent with the preferences
expressed by affluent and poor Americans alike.

In the analyses of contextual changes discussed above, I have examined
each of the three hypothesized factors separately. The electoral cycle, the
length of time the presidency was held by the same party, and the degree
to which the Democratic rather than Republican Party controlled the na-
tional government all shaped representation. These three significant mod-
erators of responsiveness cannot simply be combined into a single statis-
tical model because the subsets of the data and the weighting schemes I
used differ across the analyses.*? Still, the two excluded predictors can be
added to each of these analyses to provide some gauge of the sensitivity
of the results to multivariate controls.

Table 6.7 shows the relevant interaction terms for each of the three
significant influences on responsiveness from the original analyses and
those same coefficients when the other two predictors (and their inter-
actions with preferences) are added to the logistic equations (full results
in table A6.5). The results show that each of these three factors moder-
ates the impact of preferences on policy outcomes independently of the
others. There are no substantial changes in the estimated coefficients when
the controls are added. The largest changes that do emerge in the multi-
variate analyses concern the election cycle (in the top two rows of table
6.7) and suggest that the apparent impact of presidential election year as
an influence on policy responsiveness is strengthened by taking partisan
control and partisan regime length into account.

Chapter 4 showed that representational inequality is spread broadly, if
not exactly equally, across the different domains of federal government
policy. Chapter 5 showed that interest groups, while important in shap-
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Table 6.7 Multivariate Analyses of Policy Responsiveness

Income Percentile

All 10th 50th 90th
Presidential election year .30 (.18)* 28 (17)* .29 (.117) .30 (.19)
(with control variables) .43 (.19)* .38 (\18)* .40 (.18)* .45 (.20)%*
Partisan regime length =28 (.10)** =21 (.10)* =24 (.10)* =35 (.10)***
(with control variables) -27 (.11)** =21 (.10)* =23 (.10)* =35 (.10)***
Partisan control 31 (.18)* .20 (.17) 32 (17)* .28 (.18)
(with control variables) .27 (.18) .18 (.17) 29 (17)% .23 (.18)

Table reports the interaction of preferences with the three indicated influences on policy
responsiveness. Control variables consist of each of the other two influences on responsiveness
shown in this table and their interactions with preferences. Full results appear in table A6.5.
3 <.05; **p <.01; ***p < .001 (one-tailed tests)

ing policy outcomes, do not account for the broad patterns of repre-
sentational inequality documented in chapters 3 and 4. In contrast, this
chapter showed significant differences in responsiveness and in represen-
tational inequality as a function of political conditions. First, impending
elections enhance responsiveness toward the preferences of all income
levels, but most importantly for poor and middle-income Americans for
whom there is little evidence of responsiveness in nonelection years. Sec-
ond, new partisan presidential regimes display significantly greater re-
sponsiveness to the preferences of the affluent but not of the middle class
or the poor. Finally, policy responsiveness is stronger for Americans at all
income levels when the Republican Party holds the reins of government,
with the one exception of poor people’s preferences on social welfare is-
sues. At the same time I found that upwardly redistributive policies are far
more common during periods of strong Republican control, while poli-
cies that redistribute resources to the less advantage are far more likely to
be adopted when Democrats control Congress and the White House.

This strong link between party control and redistributive policies
underscores the conception of parties as policy maximizers. Activist
groups, major donors, and interest organizations aligned with each party
help shape the party’s agenda, while the preferences of broad groups of
constituents—even affluent ones—appear to shape policy outcomes only
under limited conditions, such as impending presidential elections or
changes in partisan regime.

Large-scale democracy is inconceivable without elections, and most
observers view political parties as equally essential to the democratic con-
trol of national governments. But parties have their own policy agendas,
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and elections appear to be only modestly successful at aligning policy
outcomes with the preferences of the public. As we’ll see in the next chap-
ter, when one party gains strong control of the levers of government, the
preferences of the public—including its most affluent segments—are least
likely to be reflected in policy outcomes.



CHAPTER 7

Democratic Responsiveness across Time

AMERICAN POLITICS HAS CHANGED in important ways over the decades
covered by my data. The parties today are more polarized than they were
in the 1960s, the media environment through which citizens experience
elections and learn about officeholders’ actions has changed dramatically,
the partisan division of Congress has become markedly more equal, po-
litical campaigns have become vastly more expensive, and economic con-
ditions have shifted as income and wealth have become increasingly con-
centrated at the top of the distribution. It would be surprising if these and
other changes in political and economic conditions had no impact on the
responsiveness of policy makers to public preferences.

The analyses of change over time in this chapter do reveal an impor-
tant general trend: the strengthening of policy responsiveness for affluent
Americans. But they also strongly reinforce the notion that short-term po-
litical circumstances are critical in shaping the degree to which government
policy reflects the preferences of the governed, especially for nonaffluent
Americans. In the following pages I examine broad temporal changes in
responsiveness to different income groups over the forty years my dataset
covers, I look in more detail at the nature of representation during differ-
ent presidential administrations, and I examine the impact on responsive-
ness of changes in gridlock and majority-party seat advantage.

Contrary to my expectations, my results show that the strong Demo-
cratic Party control during the Johnson years did not coincide with high
responsiveness to the less well-off. Instead this period—Ilike the period of
strong Republican control in 2005 and 2006—was characterized by ex-
tremely low levels of responsiveness to all income levels. During these
periods the parties behaved like policy maximizers, pursuing their own
policy agendas in apparent indifference to the preferences of the public.
(Of course some of the policies the Democrats pursued under Johnson and
the Republicans under G. W. Bush in 2005-06 benefited and were sup-
ported by lower- and higher-income Americans, respectively, but these were
counterbalanced by other policies that these constituencies opposed.)

Also contrary to my expectations, I found that the highest level of
responsiveness to the preferences of low-, middle-, and high-income Ameri-
cans alike came during the early years of G. W. Bush’s presidency. Al-
though Bush was in many ways a polarizing figure (an observation I’ll
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return to below), his first years in office were characterized by unusually
popular policy outcomes in comparison with earlier (or later) years. Dur-
ing Bush’s first term, when Congress was closely divided, the parties com-
promised on a number of broadly popular policies (like the No Child Left
Behind education reforms, the Medicare drug benefit, Bush’s faith-based
initiative, and, somewhat more controversially, the Bush tax cuts). Just as
we saw in chapter 6 that impending elections boost responsiveness to
less-well-off Americans, I show here that high levels of political competi-
tion in the form of an evenly divided Congress have this same beneficial
effect. In contrast the low level of responsiveness during 2005 and 2006,
when the Republicans enjoyed strong and unified control of the govern-
ment, shows that political conditions, rather than the predilections of par-
ticular political actors, are most important in accounting for changes in
representation.

Finally, legislative gridlock appears, somewhat perversely, to be associ-
ated with higher levels of responsiveness to public preferences. As I dis-
cuss below, polarization and the gridlock it produces reduce the amount
of policy making in a given period of time and thereby limit the extent to
which the public’s desires for policy change are realized. But at the same
time, polarization and gridlock serve as filter mechanisms that work to
block unpopular policy changes (which the minority party is able to ob-
struct) but not popular policy changes (which the minority party would
pay a political price for opposing). Thus two politically desirable qualities—
facilitating policy change and ensuring that policy outcomes conform to
public preferences—are in opposition to each other.

CHANGES IN PoLrticalL CONTEXT

A number of scholars have suggested that government responsiveness
to public preferences in the United States may have declined over the past
decades. Lawrence Jacobs and Robert Shapiro nicely summarize a series
of changes in the national political context that they hypothesize might
reduce the incentives or ability of representatives to purse the policies most
favored by the public.! First, they argue, increased partisan polarization
makes it more costly for parties to compromise on broadly popular cen-
trist policies because their activists and core constituents have become
more ideologically extreme. Second, the increased independence of indi-
vidual members of Congress makes the efforts of party leaders to respond
to public preferences (in order to enhance their party’s reputation with the
public) less effective. Third, the growth of the incumbency advantage has
made many members less worried about reelection and therefore less sen-
sitive to their constituents’ preferences. Fourth, the proliferation of inter-
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est groups has increased the pressure on politicians to pursue policies that
may not comport with public desires. Finally, the prevalence of divided
party control of Congress and the White House during the post—World
War II period, in combination with partisan polarization and individu-
alistic behavior of members of Congress, has resulted in the neglect of
centrist public opinion as politicians fight over their conflicting policy
objectives.

While scholarly attention has tended to focus on perceived or hypoth-
esized declines in policy responsiveness over time, some observers note
reasons to expect an increase in the association of public preferences and
government policies. Paul Quirk, for example, argues that the rise of
opinionated news coverage and the increase in issue-oriented campaign
advertising have enhanced voters’ ability to cast policy-based votes (con-
sequently increasing the incentives for officeholders to pursue popular
policies).? In addition, Quirk argues, the declining size of congressional
majorities and greater likelihood that control of Congress could change
hands at the next election increase the incentives for politicians to pander
to public preferences and for party leaders to moderate their own policy
aspirations to better reflect the public’s desires.

Another factor that might be thought to have increased policy respon-
siveness over the past decades is the greater use of polling by officehold-
ers, candidates, and parties.? Better measures of the public’s views allow
politicians to identify policies (or aspects of policies) that are consistent
with public preferences, thus expanding opportunities to bolster their
support among the public. Equally important, better measures of public
preferences provide advantages to challengers and minority parties as
well. Not only does a clearer understanding of the public’s policy prefer-
ences allow policy makers to cater to those preferences should they so
choose, but it also enhances the ability of opposing politicians to exact a
cost when policy makers pursue policies that conflict with the public’s
preferences.

Better survey data not only enhance politicians’ abilities to shape pol-
icy to conform to public preferences (and opposition candidates’ abilities
to exact a cost if incumbents fail to do so) but also allows politicians to
better craft their communications to generate public support for policies
that officeholders already favor.* The increased use of surveys allows of-
ficeholders to more effectively pursue either of these strategies, depending
on the circumstances. When appealing to the public’s existing preferences
becomes more important (for example, during preelection periods), richer
survey data enhance the ability of incumbents to gain voters’ support. But
when incentives to please the public are less pressing, policy makers may
be more inclined to use survey data to try to influence public preferences.
(Of course efforts to shape public preferences rarely come only from one
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side in a policy debate. Thus the enhanced ability of officeholders to in-
fluence the public is counterbalanced by the enhanced ability of their po-
litical opponents to do the same.)

Empirical studies of government responsiveness to public preferences
point to a weaker preference/policy link during the 1980s and 1990s than
in earlier decades. Alan Monroe found a decrease in the proportion of gov-
ernment policies that were consistent with majority preferences from 63
percent to 55 percent between 1960-79 and 1980-93.° Consistent with
these findings, Jacobs and Shapiro report that their preliminary study
found a decline in the correspondence between public opinion and policy
during the 1980s and 1990s relative to earlier periods, at least on the is-
sues of crime, welfare, health care, and Social Security.®

While previous studies suggest a decline in policy responsiveness to the
public as a whole, my interest extends beyond this issue to the question
of whether responsiveness to more- and less-advantaged Americans has
become more equal or less equal. Americans at different economic levels
differentially supply various kinds of valued resources to politicians. For
lower-income Americans, these resources consist primarily of votes, while
high-income Americans also contribute money. Thus any change over time
in the relative value attached to money over votes will tend to shift policy
responsiveness in the direction of the better-off. Of course a chief benefit
of campaign donations lies in their utility in obtaining votes by funding
campaign activities like advertising and voter mobilization. (Campaign do-
nations do provide other advantages to candidates, such as scaring off
potential challengers and the opportunity to enhance political influence
by redirecting resources to other candidates.) Thus the short-term trade-
off between maximizing votes (by appealing to the broadest number of
likely voters) and maximizing campaign donations (by appealing to the
wealthy) must also be understood as a longer-run trade-off between di-
rectly increasing votes through popular policy making and indirectly in-
creasing votes through greater campaign spending.

Two related trends in electoral campaigns suggest that money may
have become more important over time in comparison with other factors.
First, campaigns for federal office have become significantly more expen-
sive. Most of the money to fund these campaigns comes from individual
contributions,” and the vast majority of individual contributions come
from Americans at the top of the income distribution. One study based
on self-reported donations, for example, found that a majority of all cam-
paign dollars from individual donors were given by Americans in the top
9 percent of the income distribution, and of these, almost two-thirds of
the money came from the top 3 percent.® Another study, based on actual
donor lists filed with the Federal Election Commission, found that four-
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fifths of donors who gave $200 or more to congressional candidates in
1996 had incomes in the top 10 percent of all Americans.’

Related to the growing cost of attaining (or retaining) political office is
the shift toward more professionalized, media-based, candidate-centered
campaigns.'? This shift itself has been reflected in and exacerbated by a
variety of social and political changes, including the decline of party ma-
chines,!! the changing nature of American civic life from fellowship groups
involving face-to-face interactions to advocacy organizations in which
membership consists primarily of check writing,'? and the change from
party volunteers going door to door mobilizing voters to the use of com-
mercial phone banks, direct mail, and television advertising.'> All these
changes have served to increase the importance of money in absolute
terms and relative to other campaign resources (like party support or the
mobilization activities of unions, churches, and other voluntary organiza-
tions). As money becomes more critical to winning elections, pleasing the
people who can supply that money naturally becomes more important to
office seekers and officeholders.

Of course elected representatives rarely acknowledge that government
policy is bent to fit the preferences of campaign donors (at least not while
they still hold office), but they do complain frequently about the increased
demands of fund-raising.'* Senator Robert Byrd, with decades of experi-
ence in the Senate, said in a debate on election financing that “The inces-
sant money chase that currently permeates every crevice of our political
system is like an unending circular marathon.”'’ Debate continues in the
scholarly literature over the impact of campaign contributions, lobbying,
and other resource-based efforts to influence policy makers. I briefly dis-
cuss these issues in chapter 8, but for now I simply note that officeholders
and office seekers are quite open about the burden of raising money, and
that individuals and organizations that spend money on political pursuits
do so in the expectation that their efforts will help shape policy outcomes,
whether by shifting policy makers’ behavior or by empowering those pol-
icy makers who already share their preferences.

The influence of increased campaign expenditures on representation is
likely to have been exacerbated by the concomitant increase in economic
inequality over the past decades. The share of income accruing to the top
10 percent of the income distribution in the United States increased from
about one-third in the mid-1960s to one-half by 2007, while the share of
income going to the top 1 percent of Americans doubled during this pe-
riod.'® If campaign donations over this period also became more concen-
trated in the upper reaches of the income distribution, the disproportion-
ate influence of the affluent would likely be even further enhanced. These
changes in the income distribution suggest an additional possibility, which
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I take up in chapter 8: the apparent influence of Americans at the 90th
income percentile may in fact reflect the tendency of people at this in-
come level to share the preferences of the far more affluent Americans at
the 99th (or the 99.9th) income percentile.

Previous research generates firm expectations for some of the follow-
ing analyses of change over time in policy responsiveness, but in many
cases a lack of empirical evidence or countervailing theoretical consider-
ations provide little guidance for what to expect. Moreover, enhanced re-
sponsiveness of individual representatives need not translate into a stron-
ger association between eventual policy outcomes and the preferences of
the public as a whole. The policy-making process is a complex one, and
members of Congress have reelection constituencies that are distinct from
both their state or district constituents as a whole and from the national
electorate.!” In addition the trade-off discussed above between money
and votes implies that even electoral pressures to maximize votes might
work against representational equality if politicians are less interested in
directly appealing to the majority of voters by advancing favored policies
and more interested in appealing to potential campaign donors and inter-
est groups. In short, the way various incentives play out in terms of policy
responsiveness are complex and uncertain. I return to these theoretical
considerations toward the end of the chapter after taking a look at the
actual patterns of responsiveness and their associations with the hypoth-
esized conditions outlined above.

INCREASES IN POoLICY RESPONSIVENESS OVER TIME

As discussed above, scholars have identified a variety of contextual changes
in the political environment that might have led to either a strengthening
or a weakening of policy responsiveness over the past decades. To assess
change over time in policy makers’ responsiveness to the public, I use my
expanded dataset with policy changes proposed in 1964-68, 1981-2002,
and 2005-06, with a four-year window during which a proposed change
can be adopted. I begin by looking at the broad patterns of change over
time based on linear and quadratic time trends, and then examine the
more detailed (and illuminating differences across individual presidential
administrations.

Analyses of the preference/policy link using a linear time trend show
a clear and strong increase in responsiveness between the 1960s and the
2000s for all income levels (table A7.1). But statistical tests indicate that
changes in responsiveness over time were not linear for poor and middle-
income Americans.!'® For these groups there was little apparent difference
between the mid-1960s and the early 1980s, but a clear upward trend be-
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Figure 7.1. Time Trends in Policy Responsiveness. Based on the second panel of
table A7.1.

tween the early 1980s and 2006. The pattern of responsiveness to low-,
middle-, and high-income Americans based on the analyses that include
both linear and nonlinear time trends is shown in figure 7.1 (and in table
A7.1). While all income groups show stronger responsiveness at the end
of the period, only the affluent show steady increases in the preference/
policy link across these four decades.

A more detailed view of the change in responsiveness over time is avail-
able by separating out each of the five presidents represented in my data.
Table 7.1 and figure 7.2 show changes in responsiveness similar to the
pattern shown in figure 7.1. Responsiveness to the preferences of all in-
come levels was very low during the Johnson years; responsiveness dur-
ing the Reagan, G.H.W. Bush, and Clinton years was substantially higher
for the affluent and somewhat less so for the middle class and the poor;
and responsiveness to all income levels was quite high during G. W. Bush’s
tenure.
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Table 7.1 Policy Responsiveness by President by Income Percentile

Income Percentile

N All 10th 50th 90th
Johnson 225 .21 (.14) A7 (13) .20 (.13) .20 (.14)
Reagan 524 40 ((11)*** 21 (.10)* 38 (L10)*** .52 (.10)F**
G.H.W.Bush 134 .29 (.23) .29 (.24) 16 (.22) 50 (.24)*
Clinton 807 .37 (.09)*** 24 (.08)**  .32(.08)*** .51 (.09)***

G.W.Bush 497 1.03 (.13)*** .94 (.12)*** .95 (.12)*** 1.00 (.13)***

Analyses based on the annual restructured dataset with policy questions from 1964-68,
1981-2002, 2005-06. Table shows logistic regression coefficients (with standard errors in
parentheses). Dependent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took
place in the calendar year in question and 0 if it did not. Predictors are the logit of the imputed
percentage of respondents at a given income level favoring the proposed policy change. All
analyses include fixed effects for the four policy domains examined in chapter 4.

p <055 **p < 013 ***p < .001

As usual, patterns of responsiveness across income levels are clearer
when restricting the analyses to proposed policy changes for which pref-
erences across income groups diverged. Figure 7.3 (based on the bottom
section of table A7.1) shows these patterns using the quadratic model of
change over time. The steady growth in responsiveness to the preferences
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Figure 7.2. Policy Responsiveness by President. Based on table 7.1.
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Table 7.2 Policy Responsiveness by President When Preferences across Income Levels
Diverge

10th vs. 90th Income Percentiles 50th vs. 90th Income Percentiles
N 10th 90th N 50th 90th
Johnson 102 .13 (.22) .10 (.24) 102 -.03(.23) -.05 (.25)
Reagan 226 -.14(.16) A48 (17)** 244 .20 (.16) 54 (19)**
Clinton 319 .02 (.15) .66 ((17)*** 393 .18(.13) .62 (L16)***
G.W.Bush 191 .79 (21)*** 1.11 (.24)*** 229 1.07 (.21)*** 1.20 (.23)***

Analyses based on the annual restructured dataset with policy questions from 1964-68, 1981-2002,
2005-06. Table shows logistic regression coefficients (with standard errors in parentheses). Dependent
variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took place in the calendar year in
question and 0 if it did not. Predictors are the logit of the imputed percentage of respondents at a
given income level favoring the proposed policy change. Includes only cases where the 10th and 90th
income percentiles differ by over 10 percentage points and the 50th and 90th income percentiles differ
by over 5 percentage points. All analyses include fixed effects for the four policy domains examined in
chapter 4.

*p <053 **p < .01; ***p < .001

of the affluent is still evident in this figure, but the concentration of change
in responsiveness for the other income groups in the most recent years is
even starker. Most strikingly, these models suggest that even on policies
where preferences diverged, representational inequality was quite low to-
ward the end of the period my data cover. (These analyses also indicate
that representational inequality was low during the earliest years in my
dataset, but that is because responsiveness was itself very low with regard
to all income levels.)

The pattern in figure 7.3 is replicated in the analyses of individual
presidents found in table 7.2 and figure 7.4. When preferences across in-
come groups diverged, responsiveness to the preferences of the poor and
middle class was negligible during the Johnson, Reagan, and Clinton ad-
ministrations, but strong during the G. W. Bush administration. (Restrict-
ing the analysis to proposed changes on which preferences across income
levels diverged results in too few questions from the G.H.W. Bush years
to permit meaningful estimates.) In contrast responsiveness to the afflu-
ent on these policies grew steadily over time, consistent with the results
of the nonlinear time trend analyses shown above.

Before exploring the changing political conditions that might explain
these patterns of responsiveness across time and income levels, I look
briefly at the characteristics of the proposed policy changes that were
on the agenda during each of the five presidents in my dataset. Table 7.3
shows some key characteristics of the proposed policy changes on the
survey agenda during each president’s tenure in office. For the most part



Responsiveness across Time ¢ 203

1.2 ~
. 10 - 00 10th percentile
,§ W 90th percentile
£ 08 -
7]
<]
(8]
c 0.6 o
0
g
5 0.4 -
g
(8]
5 0.2
2
oo
8 =
0.0
-0.2 -
Johnson Reagan Clinton GW Bush
1.2 4
1.0 m 50th percentile

MW 90th percentile
0.8 -

0.6 -
0.4 ~

0.2 +

Logistic regression coefficient

0.0

Johnson Reagan Clinton GW Bush

Figure 7.4. Policy Responsiveness by President When Preferences across Income
Levels Diverge. Based on table 7.2.



204 e Chapter 7

Table 7.3 Characteristics of Proposed Policy Changes by President

Percent
Adopted
Percent Percent Percent Percent (excluding
N  Lopsided Divergent Favored* Adopted® 1st Congress)*
Johnson 225 .52 45 43 31 31
Reagan 524 48 43 52 .37 .39
G.H.W.Bush 134 .53 46 58 .20 .20
Clinton 810 47 .39 57 .26 21
G. W. Bush 497 48 .38 .56 .28 .16

Percent lopsided shows the percentage of questions in each policy domain for which at least
two-thirds of the respondents either favor or oppose the proposed change; percent divergent shows
the percentage of questions for which preferences of the 10th and 90th income percentiles diverge
by more than 10 percentage points.

" Difference across presidents significant at p < .001.

the nature of these policies remained remarkably constant over the four
decades examined. The first column of the table shows that the percentage
of proposed changes that were lopsided (i.e., that were strongly favored
or strongly opposed) varied within a narrow range from 47 to 53 percent.
Similarly the percentage of proposed policy changes that elicited a differ-
ence in preferences between the 10th and the 90th income percentiles of
more than 10 percentage points varied only modestly, from 38 to 46 per-
cent. The average favorability of the proposed policy changes was some-
what lower under Johnson than under any of the other presidents I exam-
ined. (On average, 43 percent of respondents favored the proposed policy
changes under Johnson compared with 52 to 58 percent for the other
four presidents.) This could be due in part to changes in the practices of
survey organizations but more likely relates to the Johnson administra-
tion’s strong influence over the public agenda and the disconnect between
Johnson administration policies and the preferences of the public, which
I discuss below. Finally, the percentage of proposed changes that were
adopted varied somewhat, with the lowest adoption rate under G.H.W.
Bush (20 percent) and the highest under Reagan (37 percent).

In light of the expectation that shifts in partisan control increase the
amount of new policy activity (as discussed in chapter 6 and below), the
last column of table 7.3 shows the percent of proposed policy changes
adopted under each president after excluding the first year of a new par-
tisan presidential regime (i.e., excluding 1981, 1993, and 2001). This ad-
justment reveals a clear pattern of decline over time in the proportion of
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proposed policy changes that were adopted. I explore this trend in more
depth when I examine the role of polarization and gridlock in shaping
policy responsiveness.

Based on the similarity of proposed policy changes across presidential
administrations shown in table 7.3, it appears that the substantial shifts
in responsiveness over time shown in figures 7.1-7.4 cannot be attributed
to shifts in the nature of the policy agenda, at least as it is reflected in the
proposed policy changes captured in my data. The only substantial change
over time revealed in table 7.3 concerns not the policy agenda per se, but
rather the response of policy makers to that agenda (i.e., the likelihood of
a proposed policy change being adopted).

In the remainder of this chapter I first explore the broad changes in
political and economic conditions that have been suggested as influences
on representation and which might help to account for the steady in-
crease in responsiveness to well-off Americans. I then look in more detail
at the Johnson and G. W. Bush administrations in an effort to understand
the specific conditions that led, respectively, to the uniformly low and uni-
formly high levels of responsiveness shown in the figures and tables above.

CHANGES IN THE PoLITiCcAL AND ECONOMIC ENVIRONMENT

The increase in responsiveness to the affluent over the decades examined
lends plausibility to some of the hypothesized influences over representa-
tion discussed above and appears to undermine others. In the following
pages I focus on those hypothesized changes consistent with the increase
in responsiveness to well-off Americans. For some of these factors, con-
sistent measures across the relevant time period are available, making
them amenable to quantitative assessment. In particular I analyze the im-
pact on representation of the increase in partisan polarization and grid-
lock and the decline in the size of the majority party’s seat advantage in
Congress. On the other hand, I am much less able to statistically evaluate
the impact of politicians’ increased use of surveys, changes in the media
environment, the rise in economic inequality, and the growing cost of po-
litical campaigns. For these latter factors either we lack consistent quan-
titative measures for the relevant time period or the trends over time are
so steady as to be indistinguishable from each other. Despite these data
limitations I begin with a brief review of these difficult-to-assess factors
before turning to my analyses of gridlock and the size of the congressio-
nal majority.

Over the past decades the use of surveys in all walks of life has grown.
News media, marketing firms, health care organizations, and even profes-
sional sports teams have made increasing use of surveys.'” Not surprisingly
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politicians appear to have followed suit. But despite some scholarly at-
tention to politicians’ use of surveys,?” the only systematic data available
concern the use of polls by presidents or presidential candidates; no data
appear to have been collected regarding survey use by political parties or
by legislative incumbents or candidates.?! While the scholars who have
explored politicians’ use of surveys agree that polling has increased over
time, no quantitative measures of the extent of polling are available.

Politicians’ responsiveness to the public’s issue preferences is also hy-
pothesized to reflect the extent to which citizens pay attention to political
issues and base their votes on issue considerations at election time. Paul
Quirk suggests that changes in the media environment, such as the rise
of opinionated news on cable television, may have contributed to a richer
information environment.?? Other scholars have suggested that increases
in campaign advertising may have played a similar role. Consistent with
these claims, analyses of the reasons survey respondents give for prefer-
ring one presidential or congressional candidate over another do reveal
an increase in policy focus over time. Examining data from 1952 through
2000, Lynn Vavreck, Martin Cohen, and I found an increase in the pro-
portion of policy-related reasons respondents gave for their presidential
vote preference (as opposed to the candidates’ character, their partisan
ties, their perceived social group affiliations, or other considerations).??
We also found a shift in the predictors of respondents’ presidential vote
choice toward policy-based considerations and away from character-based
considerations over this time period. Similar analyses of the reasons sur-
vey respondents offer for liking or disliking congressional candidates
(available only from 1978 thorough 2000) show similar trends.**

A third factor that is consistent with the observed increase in respon-
siveness to the affluent is the rise in campaign expenditures and candi-
dates’ consequent need for ever-increasing resources to mount competi-
tive campaigns. As shown in figure 7.5, campaign spending in both House
and Senate races has been growing steadily since the Federal Election
Commission began collecting data in 1974. With congressional races, on
average, four times as expensive in 2006 as they were in 1974 (adjusted
for inflation), the pressure on politicians to please their campaign donors
is likely to have increased.

The growth of economic inequality is another factor plausibly related
to changes in representation, but difficult to assess. Figure 7.6 shows the
share of all family income in the United States that went to the top 10
percent and top 1 percent of the income distribution. Family income in-
equality in the United States held more or less steady from the mid-1960s
to the early 1980s and then began to climb. With brief dips in the late
1980s and early 2000s, income inequality has continued to rise. In 1981
the top 10 percent of American families received about 35 percent of all
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Figure 7.5. Total U.S. Congressional Campaign Expenditures (in millions of 2010
dollars). Total primary and general election campaign expenditures for Demo-
cratic and Republican House and Senate candidates, 1974-2006, based on Fed-
eral Election Commission data. Source: Campaign Finance Institute.

income; by 2006 the top decile was receiving almost half of all income.
Incomes grew even more dramatically for the top 1 percent of all families.
Over this same quarter-century, the income of the top 1 percent of fami-
lies grew from about 10 percent of all income to about 23 percent. This
pattern suggests that the growth in income inequality might play some
role in explaining increases in responsiveness to the affluent during the
1980s and beyond, but not the increase between the 1960s and the 1980s.

Some of the influences discussed above (and in chapter 6) might be
expected to influence responsiveness in a tight, short-term fashion. For
example, the strength of the preference/policy link appears to respond to
the annual changes of the federal election cycle. Other influences, how-
ever, are not likely to work in such a short-term manner. Increases in
economic inequality or the growing use of surveys by politicians might
shape responsiveness, but we would not expect this association, if it ex-
ists, to follow the short-term fluctuations in economic inequality or survey
use from year to year. A lack of a short-term relationship does not neces-
sarily make these factors less important in shaping responsiveness over
the long haul, but it does make their effects more difficult to detect. Since
many of the hypothesized factors discussed above have grown steadily
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Figure 7.6. Income Inequality in the United States. Source: Piketty and Saez (2011).

over time, it is impossible to statistically disentangle their effects. Both a
lack of data, then, and a lack of short-term variation or reasonable expec-
tation of short-term influence make these possible influences on represen-
tation poor candidates for quantitative analysis.

POLARIZATION AND GRIDLOCK

Another factor hypothesized to influence government responsiveness is
partisan polarization and the resulting gridlock in government policy
making that accompanies it.2’ Polarized parties with highly divergent pol-
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icy preferences, scholars argue, are less likely to compromise and more
likely to expend their efforts blocking each other’s policy initiatives. This
policy gridlock in turn prevents government from successfully addressing
the issues of concern to the public.

While the relationship between partisan polarization and policy grid-
lock is well established,?¢ the connection between gridlock and respon-
siveness is more complex than often recognized. If responsiveness is un-
derstood as meaning simply the quantity of new policy (or important
new policy) adopted during a given period of time, or the quantity of new
policy relative to the size of the issue agenda, gridlock and responsiveness
are necessarily inversely related. But if we understand responsiveness as
I have been using it—to refer to the fit between government policies and
public preferences—the implications of gridlock for responsiveness are
more complex. In particular, we might expect that the difficulty of adopt-
ing new policies during periods of high gridlock means that only those
policies with the strongest political support are likely to be adopted.
When the pressure on lawmakers to adopt a new policy is great enough,
neither party will want to be seen as standing in the way. Thus high levels
of gridlock may result in less new policy being adopted, but those policies
that do make it through the “gridlock filter” are likely to be especially
popular. In other words, by inhibiting the adoption of unpopular policies
even more than popular policies, gridlock may result in less getting done,
but also in a stronger association between public preferences and policy
outcomes. In this way gridlock acts as a selection mechanism, permitting
the adoption of those new policies that both parties fear opposing but
inhibiting the adoption of less popular policy changes.

The most comprehensive quantitative analysis of gridlock is Sarah Bind-
er’s Stalemate: Causes and Consequences of Legislative Gridlock. Binder
expands on David Mayhew’s seminal study of legislative productivity by
examining not just the number of important laws adopted during a given
Congress, but also the number of important issues on the public agenda
that the government failed to address.?” Using New York Times editorials
as the basis for assembling a list of the systemic agenda items before Con-
gress, Binder is able to provide a denominator for assessing federal gov-
ernment productivity at any given time.

My data, based on the survey agenda of proposed policy changes, pro-
vides an alternative measure of federal government productivity (or grid-
lock) based on the proportion of proposed policy changes that were ad-
opted in any given year. Binder’s data cover the twenty-seven Congresses
between 1947 and 2000, while my data include the thirty-one years be-
tween 1964 and 2006. Our data overlap for thirteen Congresses (twenty-
six years). For these overlapping years, both datasets show increased
gridlock over time, and the correlation between our measures is 0.55.%8
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Figure 7.7. Change over Time in Percentage of Proposed Policy Changes Adopted.
Partisan control of the presidency changed hands in 1981, 1993, and 2001.

My annual measure of the proportion of proposed policy changes ad-
opted is shown in figure 7.7. This figure reveals both the general decline
over time in the percent adopted and the strong upticks in legislative pro-
ductivity when partisan control of the presidency changed hands in 1981,
1993, and 2001. My concern, of course, is not with gridlock per se, but
with its impact on representation. I therefore add gridlock (i.e., the per-
centage of proposed changes not adopted in a given year) and the interac-
tion of gridlock and policy preferences to my model of policy outcomes.

The results of this analysis (shown in table A7.2) indicate that policy
responsiveness is no weaker or stronger during periods when gridlock is
high than at other periods for any income level. But the relationship be-
tween gridlock and responsiveness to public preferences is complicated
by the role of partisan regime change. We saw in chapter 6 that when the
presidency changes partisan hands, responsiveness increases with the emer-
gence of a new set of policies favored by both the public and the new party
in power. Thus shifts in partisan control have a positive direct impact on
responsiveness. But if gridlock also has a positive impact on responsive-
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ness, then shifts in partisan control—by reducing gridlock—will produce
an offsetting negative impact on responsiveness. This understanding of
the offsetting effects of partisan regime change is illustrated in figure 7.8
and implies that we must control for regime change to accurately esti-
mate the impact of gridlock on policy responsiveness. The second set of
analyses in table A7.2 does exactly that by using both gridlock and par-
tisan change of the presidency (and their interactions with public prefer-
ences) as predictors of policy outcomes.

Taking partisan change into account reveals that higher levels of grid-
lock are associated with higher levels of responsiveness (with statistically
significant interaction coefficients for the 50th and 90th income percen-
tiles). Net of partisan change, periods of higher gridlock produce less
policy change, but the changes that are adopted are more consistent with
public preferences (relative to those not adopted) than is the case during
periods when gridlock is lower. Figure 7.9 shows the estimated strength of
policy responsiveness for low-, middle-, and high-income Americans when
gridlock (measured as described above) is at its lowest and highest points.
In each case policy outcomes are tied more closely to public preferences
during periods when a smaller portion of the proposed policy changes are
adopted.

This finding suggests that gridlock may have both positive and nega-
tive impacts on the relationship between public preferences and govern-
ment policy. On the one hand, gridlock undermines the government’s
ability to respond to public concerns. But gridlock appears to be even
more powerful in undermining the adoption of unpopular policies since
the minority party will have little incentive to cooperate with the major-
ity in adopting such changes. In contrast, standing in the way of proposed
policy changes that the public strongly supports will exact a political cost.
Consequently gridlock has a selection effect on policy by preventing less
popular policies from being adopted.



212 o Chapter 7

1.0 ~
) .
S 038 - O 10th percentile
2 = i
% 50th percentile
o W 90th percentile
© 0.6 A
c
0
a
g
oo 0.4 -
g
(8}
F=
2
& 0.2 -
-
0.0

Low gridlock High gridlock

Figure 7.9. Gridlock and Policy Responsiveness. “Low gridlock” reflects the aver-
age proportion of proposed policy changes adopted in the three years in which
gridlock was lowest; “high gridlock,” the three years in which gridlock was high-
est. Detalils in table A7.2.

Figure 7.10 shows the analogous results for the impact of gridlock on
the preference/policy link when the analysis is restricted to policies on
which preferences across income levels diverge (details in table A7.2). This
figure shows the dramatically higher level of responsiveness to the prefer-
ences of the middle class and the affluent when gridlock is high than
when gridlock is low. But the poor benefit quite modestly, with very low
levels of responsiveness under either condition. Like the emergence of a
new partisan regime, it appears that the impact of gridlock on enhanc-
ing responsiveness to the public is beneficial primarily for the affluent
and the middle class. Of course responsiveness here must be understood
in the particular way I have been using this term throughout: the extent
to which the public’s favorability toward a given policy change is associ-
ated with the likelihood of that change being adopted. Periods of low
gridlock (and high levels of policy adoption) might bring about more of
the changes popular with one or another segment of the public. But these
periods also bring about more unpopular changes; so much so in fact that,
on average, policy outcomes during low gridlock periods are substan-
tially less consistent with the preferences of the affluent and the middle
class (with little difference for the poor, who enjoy little responsiveness
whether gridlock is low or high).
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Figure 7.10. Gridlock and Policy Responsiveness When Preferences across In-
come Levels Diverge. “Low gridlock” reflects the average proportion of proposed
policy changes adopted in the three years in which gridlock was lowest; “high
gridlock,” the three years in which gridlock was highest. Includes only cases
where the 10th and 90th income percentiles differ by over 10 percentage points
and the 50th and 90th income percentiles differ by over 5 percentage points.
Details in table A7.2.
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While the policies adopted during periods of greater gridlock are more
consistent with the preferences of middle-class and affluent Americans,
this enhanced responsiveness comes at a cost in terms of the breadth of
issues that the government addresses. Whether political polarization and
the gridlock induced by the “setting of faction against faction” is on bal-
ance beneficial will depend, in part, on how one views the status quo at a
given time. Clearly too much gridlock is dysfunctional, but these findings
suggest that too few constraints on the party in power also produces a
democratic deficit, resulting in policy that bears little resemblance to the
preferences of the public.

MAJORITY-PARTY SEAT ADVANTAGE AND UNCERTAINTY
OF CONGRESSIONAL CONTROL

Even political parties that are strongly motivated to enact their preferred
policies will temper their efforts when their continued control of the gov-
ernment would be threatened or their prospects for gaining control of
the government imperiled. The stronger congressional majorities in ear-
lier decades helped to insulate the majority party from such pressures.
When there was little prospect of a change in control of Congress, parties
had less incentive to pursue popular centrist policies and more incentive
to please the activists, interest groups, and others that compose their
base. The decline in majority party size, as Paul Quirk notes, by more
frequently throwing control of Congress up for grabs at the next election,
may have led both parties to temper their policy pursuits over time and
enhance their responsiveness to the public.?’

Figure 7.11 shows the decline in the size of the partisan seat advan-
tage in Congress over the period covered by my responsiveness data. The
strong Democratic majorities during the Johnson years appear on the left
side of the figure. In contrast, the majority party advantage was fairly
small in the early 1980s (as the first Reagan election brought Republicans
control of the Senate and a closer partisan division in the House) and
extremely small in the late 1990s and early 2000s, with the first Congress
under G. W. Bush being the most extreme case.

I assess the impact of majority-party seat advantage on responsiveness
with separate measures of the difference in seats held by the majority and
minority parties in the House and Senate.?? Using the interaction of pub-
lic preferences with the size of the seat advantage in each chamber, T can
estimate the impact of majority-party power on the strength of the pref-
erence/policy link. These results are reported in table A7.3 and shown
graphically in figure 7.12. Seat advantage in the House of Representatives
is not strongly (or significantly) related to strength of responsiveness, but
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Figure 7.11. Size of the Majority Party Seat Advantage, 1964-2006. Figure shows
the difference in seats held by the majority and minority parties for the House of
Representatives (left axis) and the Senate (right axis).

seat advantage in the Senate is. The larger the size of the Senate seat advan-
tage, the weaker the link between public preferences and policy outcomes.
Indeed, as figure 7.12 shows, policy responsiveness shrinks to zero for all
income levels when the majority party has a dominant seat advantage in
the Senate.

The impact of Senate seat advantage when preferences across income
levels diverge is show in figure 7.13. Reminiscent of the analyses of grid-
lock above, responsiveness to the poor is minimal under any condition, and
majority-party dominance is therefore most consequential to the middle
class and the affluent. When the Senate is most evenly divided (and seat
advantage at its lowest point), responsiveness is high for the affluent and
only modestly lower for the middle class. But when the majority party
has a more dominant position, policy outcomes bear no relationship to
the preferences of Americans at any income level. We saw in chapter 6
that impending elections induce policy makers to hew more closely to the
public’s preferences. In the analysis of majority-party seat advantage, we
again see patterns of policy making consistent with the conception of par-
ties as policy maximizers. When one party has the legislative clout to
pursue its preferred agenda, policy outcomes bear no relationship to pub-
lic preferences, but when party strength in the Senate is more even, and
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Figure 7.12. Majority Party Seat Advantage in the Senate and Policy Responsive-
ness. “Small seat advantage” is two seats and “large seat advantage” is thirty-two
seats; these are equivalent to the average seat advantages of the first G. W. Bush
administration and the Johnson administration, respectively. Details in table A7.3.

partisan control after the next election more uncertain, policy responsive-
ness is strong, at least for the middle class and the affluent.

The greater impact of Senate seat advantage compared with the House
of Representatives may be due to the greater prospect of change in con-
trol of the Senate during the time period covered by my data. Control of
the House changed hands only twice between 1964 and 2007, while con-
trol of the Senate switched parties six times. Of course the possibility of
a change in control of Congress is only one reason why a large seat ad-
vantage may be associated with lower levels of responsiveness. At least
during periods of strong partisan polarization (and accompanying grid-
lock), a small seat advantage for the majority party may mean that only
policies that appeal to centrist members of its own party can be passed.
Moreover the filibuster threat in the Senate means that much legislation
requires the implicit support of at least sixty members to be passed. Under
such conditions the smaller the majority party’s seat advantage, the less
able the party is to adopt policies that please its core supporters unless the
public strongly favors those policies.
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Figure 7.13. Majority Party Seat Advantage in the Senate and Policy Responsive-
ness When Preferences across Income Levels Diverge. “Small seat advantage” is
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son administration, respectively. Includes only cases where the 10th and 90th in-
come percentiles differ by over 10 percentage points and the 50th and 90th income
percentiles differ by over 5 percentage points. Details in table A7.3.
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Gridlock operates like a filter, thwarting the majority party’s efforts to
achieve its noncentrist policy goals. A small majority-party seat advan-
tage can operate in much the same way, by necessitating bipartisan co-
operation and consideration of the preferences of centrist party members.
But a small seat advantage can also create positive incentives for politi-
cians to pursue popular policies. By generating uncertainty about control
over Congress after the next election, a closely divided legislature raises
the political stakes and induces both parties to resist the demands of their
activist supporters and appeal to centrist voters instead. Moreover while
a large seat advantage might reduce gridlock, gridlock is a consequence
of numerous other factors as well.>! In practical terms, gridlock and
majority-party seat advantage are correlated at only -0.12 in my data,
and, as we’ll see shortly, these two measures appear to have independent
influences on responsiveness.3?

CHANGING CONDITIONS AND CHANGING RESPONSIVENESS

Before turning to a more substantive examination of the two extreme
periods in my dataset—the Johnson and G. W. Bush administrations—I
assess how well the influences on responsiveness identified in this and
the previous chapter explain the patterns of change over time shown in
figures 7.1-7.4. The most significant change for poor and middle-class
Americans is the dramatic increase in responsiveness under Bush in com-
parison to all his predecessors. For the affluent, responsiveness was also
high under Bush and low under Johnson but increased over the interven-
ing years during the presidencies of Reagan, G.H.W. Bush, and Clinton.
For the affluent, then, the Johnson and G. W. Bush presidencies constitute
the extremities of low and high levels of responsiveness, respectively.

To estimate the extent to which the characteristics of the political en-
vironment discussed in chapters 6 and 7 account for the uniquely low
and uniquely high levels of responsiveness under Johnson and Bush, I add
indicator variables for each of those administrations, and interactions of
those indicator variables with public preferences, to my logistic regres-
sion analyses of the preference/policy link. The observed differences in
responsiveness during the Johnson and Bush administrations (relative to
the other three presidents in my dataset) is shown in the top two lines of
table 7.4 and at the top of figure 7.14 (details in table A7.4). As the analy-
ses at the beginning of this chapter would lead one to expect, policy re-
sponsiveness was significantly higher under G. W. Bush for all income
levels in comparison with Reagan, G.H.W. Bush, and Clinton (as shown
in the top line of table 7.4 and the three rightward-pointing bars at the
top of figure 7.14). In contrast responsiveness under Johnson was lower
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Table 7.4 Policy Responsiveness under G. W. Bush and Johnson by Income
Percentile (in Comparison with Reagan, G.H.W. Bush, and Clinton)

Income Percentile

10th 50th 90th
Preference * G. W. Bush .60 (.14)*** S5 (L 14)* 47 (L15)**
Preference * Johnson -.07(.19) -22(.19) -44 (.19)*
Controlling for presidential
regime length, Democratic/
Republican Party control,
and year in the election cycle
Preference * G. W. Bush 64 (L18)*** S50 (17)** 46 (.18)*
Preference * Johnson =21 (.24) =20 (.24) -.54 (.25)*
Controlling for Senate seat
advantage, gridlock, and
years in which the president’s
party changed hands
Preference * G. W. Bush .37 (.20) .30 (.20) .23 (.21)
Preference * Johnson 41 (.52) .31 (.49) -.14 (.51)

Table shows the interaction coefficients from nine logistic regressions in which Presidents
Johnson and G. W. Bush are included as indicator variables and all predicators are
interacted with policy preferences (with standard errors in parentheses). Main effects of
all predictors and fixed effects for the four policy domains examined in chapter 4 are
included in all analyses. N is 2,229. Details appear in table A7.4.

p <055 *p < .01; ***p < 001

than under the three comparison presidents (as shown in the second line
of table 7.4 and the three leftward-pointing bars in figure 7.14), a differ-
ence that was modest (and nonsignificant) for low- and middle-income
Americans, but strong and significant for the affluent.

In the second section of table 7.4, I add the three moderators of re-
sponsiveness that emerged from my analyses in chapter 6 (details in table
A7.4). Although regime length, partisan control, and year in the quadren-
nial election cycle are all related to responsiveness, none of these factors
shifts consistently over time, and I did not expect them to explain either
the low level of responsiveness under Johnson or the high level under
Bush. The results in table 7.4 confirm this expectation. Adding these pre-
dictors (and their interactions with preferences) to my analyses does not
appreciably change the interaction coefficients for either Johnson or Bush.

Greater success in accounting for the change in responsiveness over
time is shown in the bottom sections of table 7.4 and figure 7.14, where
Iinclude the size of the Senate seat majority, my measure of gridlock based
on the proportion of proposed changes adopted in a given year, and an
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Figure 7.14. Policy Responsiveness under Johnson and G. W. Bush (in Compari-
son with Reagan, G.H.W. Bush, and Clinton). Figure shows the extent to which
responsiveness under G. W. Bush and Johnson was higher or lower than respon-
siveness under the remaining three presidents in the dataset. Details in table A7.4.

indicator variable for years in which control of the White House changed
partisan hands.?? For poor Americans these factors appear to account for
about two-fifths of the uniquely high level of responsiveness under Bush
(reducing the interaction coefficient from 0.60 to 0.37); for middle- and
upper-income Americans these factors reduce the estimated influence of
the Bush years by about half (from 0.55 to 0.30 and from 0.47 to 0.23,
respectively). In interpreting the three models in table 7.4, it is impor-
tant to keep in mind that the introduction of explanatory factors such as
seat advantage or gridlock does not mean that the resulting estimates of
changes in responsiveness represent the real differences between respon-
siveness under Bush (or Johnson) and other presidents. The coefficients
shown in the top model of the table are the real differences in representa-
tion (or at least my best estimate of them based on the available data).
The changes in the estimated impact of these presidential administrations
when controls are added simply show how much of the observed differ-
ences can be attributed to the systematic factors introduced into the anal-
ysis. These factors, then, can account for a portion of the uniquely high
responsiveness under Bush but leave unexplained a fair amount of the
increased responsiveness under Bush as well.

In contrast to the case for Bush, the three factors included in the bot-
tom section of table 7.4 appear to do an excellent job of accounting for
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the distinctively low level of responsiveness during the Johnson years. For
affluent Americans the interaction between policy preferences and the
indictor for the Johnson years is -0.44 (second line of table 7.4), but this
difference in responsiveness diminishes to only -0.14 when seat advan-
tage, gridlock, and change of presidential partisan regime are added to
the model. With multiple interactions in the model and a limited number
of policy questions from the Johnson years, this estimate is subject to
considerable uncertainty. But as our best guess as to what responsiveness
during the Johnson administration would have looked like absent the
Democrats’ huge seat advantage in Congress and the relatively low level
of gridlock during this period, the analysis suggests that responsiveness to
the affluent would have been very similar to responsiveness during the
years that Reagan, G.H.W. Bush, and Clinton held office. For poor and
middle-income Americans, the analysis suggests that net of the controls
introduced in the bottom sections of table 7.4 and figure 7.14, responsive-
ness under Johnson might have been higher than under his three immediate
successors (by 0.41 and 0.31, respectively), and equal to that under G. W.
Bush (although the uncertainty around this estimate is also very large).

Given the limitations of the available data and the inherent difficulty
in explaining changes over time in any outcome influenced by multiple
and intertwined factors, it would be foolish to expect the quantitative
analysis of responsiveness to account for all the observed variation in
representation over the past few decades. Further, not all influences on
responsiveness emerge from the lawlike operation of measurable condi-
tions; politics, like other aspects of human affairs, reflects in part the id-
iosyncrasies of individual actors and their responses to the circumstances
in which they find themselves.

In the following sections I look in more depth at policy making during
the Johnson and G. W. Bush administrations in order to better understand
the substantive manifestations of the patterns of responsiveness docu-
mented above, and to gain additional insight into the idiosyncratic factors
that contributed to those patterns.

LAck OF PoLiCY RESPONSIVENESS
UNDER PRESIDENT JOHNSON

The low association between public preferences and policy outcomes
during the Johnson administration is not a reflection of the Vietnam War
or foreign policy more generally. When foreign policy questions are ex-
cluded from the analysis of responsiveness under Johnson, the size of
the preference/policy association (shown in table 7.1) actually decreases
slightly from 0.21 to 0.19.
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On the domestic side the Johnson administration is remembered for
landmark legislation including the 1964 and 1965 civil rights bills, the
war on poverty, the establishment of Medicare and Medicaid, signifi-
cant immigration reform, and a substantial expansion of federal aid to
education. Some of these programs were indeed quite popular. Medicare
and federal aid to education were strongly favored by low- and middle-
income Americans and only modestly less so by the affluent. Public sup-
port for civil rights legislation grew during the early 1960s, and most
of the civil rights bills from the Johnson years had solid public support by
the time they were passed (support shared more or less equally across the
income spectrum).

But the majority of Americans were opposed to many of the other
domestic programs of the Johnson years. The Great Society and the war
on poverty were not responses to an upwelling of public concern for the
disadvantaged or a desire to expand the role of government in addressing
social needs. If anything, public support for government activism appears
to have been declining during the early to mid-1960s.3* During the John-
son administration strong majorities at all income levels opposed in-
creased spending on aid to cities, on low-income housing, and on welfare
or relief payments. Even more unpopular was the loosening of immigra-
tion laws in 1965, opposed by 90 percent of poor Americans and about
three-quarters of the affluent and middle class. Johnson’s escalation of
the war in Vietnam grew less popular over time (although even fewer
Americans favored a U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam), and strong majori-
ties at all levels opposed the Vietnam War income tax surcharge adopted
in 1968. In short, the policies pursued by the Johnson administration
spanned a wide range of popularity, from strong public support to strong
public opposition, and this was as true for Americans at the bottom of
the income distribution as it was for those at the top. Core middle-class
domestic programs like Medicare and aid to education were broadly fa-
vored (albeit with less enthusiasm from the affluent), while other policies
like immigration reform and the war on poverty were opposed by a ma-
jority of Americans at all income levels.

An unusual constellation of factors gave the Johnson administration
and its congressional allies an uncommon degree of autonomy to pursue
(and achieve) their policy goals. The president accumulated political capi-
tal first as the heir to John Kennedy’s legislative program and then through
his overwhelming victory over Barry Goldwater in the 1964 election.
In addition Johnson displayed unusual skill in marshaling congressional
support not only from Democrats but from Senate Republicans as well—
an achievement that rested not only on the president’s particular political
skills and his background in the Senate, but also on the less polarized
nature of the parties in Congress in that era.3’
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The unique political circumstances of the Johnson years help to shed
light on the representational consequences of strong partisan control. The
expectation that the constellation of political conditions during John-
son’s tenure in office would bring strong responsiveness to the prefer-
ences of the less well-off is clearly wrong. Instead the Democrats’ large
majority in Congress, the relatively strong power of labor unions,¢ the
more limited demands of campaign fund-raising during that era,?” and
the smaller number of organized interest groups®® appear to have given
the administration and its allies in Congress relative independence from
both popular and political pressures.

Circumstances during the mid-1960s, and the Johnson administra-
tion’s response to those circumstances, are consistent with the pattern we
have seen repeatedly: when political pressure is high, owing to an im-
pending election or to uncertainty about continued control of the gov-
ernment, policy is more responsive to the preferences of the public over-
all, including the less advantaged. But absent this pressure, policy makers
tend to respond only to the preferences of the affluent or, in more ex-
treme cases, only to the party’s core constituents and policy-demanding
groups, irrespective of the preferences of low- and high-income Ameri-
cans alike.

Of course relative political independence is not complete independence,
and even with overwhelming Democratic majorities in the House and
Senate, the Johnson administration was unable to achieve all its policy
goals. For one thing, the large number of conservative southern Demo-
crats in Congress often meant that Johnson needed the support of some
Republicans to overcome the filibuster threat in the Senate (especially, but
not only, on civil rights issues). Moreover concern over rising inflation and
a growing federal budget deficit led many Democrats to oppose further
government spending and undermined the president’s efforts to further
expand social welfare legislation. Yet, tellingly, the decline in the ability
of the Johnson administration to further pursue its social welfare agenda
does not appear to have contributed to the overall lack of association
between public preferences and government policy during these years. For
example, Johnson tried but failed to expand Medicare to include children
and prenatal coverage. While this failure appears to have been rooted
more in the perceived fiscal stress produced by the expanding war in
Vietnam than in concerns about public opposition, a majority of middle-
income Americans and two-thirds of those at the 90th income percentile
opposed Kiddycare—as this proposal was christened.?’

The patterns of responsiveness (and nonresponsiveness) revealed in this
and the previous chapters fit well with the conception of parties as policy
maximizers. When parties are most insulated from political pressure, the
policies they adopt are least constrained by the preferences of the public—
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even the affluent members of the public. When constraint exists, policy
shows a stronger connection to public preferences, but with a decided tilt
toward the well-off. And only when political pressures are greatest—when
an election looms, when gridlock is strong, or when control of Congress
is uncertain—does a preference/policy link emerge for less-advantaged
Americans.

RESPONSIVENESS UNDER PRESIDENT G. W. BusH

At the other end of the spectrum, both in time and in political circum-
stances, we find high levels of responsiveness to public preferences during
the tenure of George W. Bush. This uniformly strong relationship with
public preferences across the income levels is especially surprising given
that many viewed Bush as an unusually divisive president. Although Bush
ran for office as a “compassionate conservative” and claimed to be “a
uniter not a divider,” many observers, especially on the left, dismissed this
rhetoric as empty posturing and saw Bush’s policy agenda as catering to
the Republican base rather than seeking middle ground on broadly popu-
lar policies.*?

Survey data on presidential job approval can provide some insight into
how united or divided the public was in its views of Bush. This task is
complicated, however, by the twin considerations of the September 11
attacks, which unified the country around the president, and the disputed
nature of the 2000 election, which divided Democrats and Republicans,
who viewed the postelection legal battle and Supreme Court decision in
very different terms.*! There is, of course, no way to eliminate these fac-
tors from the public’s evaluation of President Bush. The best I can do is
to examine public sentiments prior to September 11, 2001, but as far
from the date of the election as possible. Using surveys of presidential
approval from July and August of Bush’s first year in office and compar-
ing the public’s perceptions of Bush with surveys from the same time pe-
riod for previous presidents shows that evaluations of Bush were indeed
the most divided along partisan lines of the four presidents examined (top
panel of figure 7.15). But the partisan disagreement over Bush’s perfor-
mance in office was not mirrored in divergent views across the income
spectrum. As the bottom panel of the figure shows, Bush was in fact the
least polarizing by income of the four presidents examined. These analy-
ses of presidential approval only reflect the public’s views early in each
administration, but they do provide some independent evidence that the
lack of income-based inequality in responsiveness during the G. W. Bush
administration shown in figures 7.1-7.4 plausibly reflects the nature of
policy responsiveness during those years. However polarized Democrats
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and Republicans may have been in their views of Bush, the overall evalu-
ations of high- and low-income Americans were remarkably alike.

What policies account for the high level of responsiveness to affluent
and poor alike during the Bush years? In part this responsiveness is due
to the generally high level of approval for the Afghan and Iraq wars and
the Bush administration’s antiterror policies. But these are only a small
part of the picture, and responsiveness outside the foreign policy domain
looks similar. Indeed, eliminating all foreign policy questions from the
analyses reported in table 7.1 reduces the estimated preference/policy link
for Bush from 1.03 to 0.84, still quite strong in comparison with previous
presidents.

Of the domestic policies adopted during the Bush administration, the
clearest examples of popular initiatives that appealed to Americans at all
income levels are the Medicare drug benefit, the No Child Left Behind
education reforms (a long-standing Democratic agenda item on which
Bush partnered with Senator Ted Kennedy), and Bush’s faith-based social
services initiative. The changes adopted to federal regulations on funding
stem cell research also fit well with public sentiments, especially for the
less well-off (see chapter 4).

Finally, the income tax cuts and estate tax repeal adopted in 2001 and
2003, while clearly providing the largest benefits to those at the top of the
income distribution, were nevertheless supported by majorities of Ameri-
cans at all income levels. For example, in a pair of survey questions asked
just before and just after passage of the 2001 income tax cuts, 55 percent
of respondents at the 10th income percentile expressed support, rising to
about 68 percent of those at the 90th percentile.** Subsequent questions
about whether the tax cuts should be made permanent elicited even higher
levels of support among those at all income levels. Still larger proportions
of Americans expressed support for eliminating the estate tax, a change
favored by 68 percent of those at the bottom of the income distribution
and 79 percent of those at the top.*’ The reason for the strong support
for these tax cuts among those who stood to benefit least has generated
considerable discussion.** I’ll return to this question shortly.

This brief description of the most prominent broadly popular domestic
policies adopted under Bush helps account for the content of the strong
preference/policy link reported above, but not the cause. Some of the ex-
planation can be attributed to the systemic factors addressed in table 7.4.
Congress was more closely divided as Bush came into office than at any
time in the previous half-century. Republicans held a mere nine-seat ma-
jority in the House, and the Senate was evenly divided (with Vice Presi-
dent Cheney casting the deciding vote) until Jim Jeffords abandoned the
Republican Party, giving the Democrats (in combination with the two
independent senators, Jeffords and Bernie Sanders) an advantage of fifty-
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one to forty-nine. Adding to the tenuous nature of Republican control,
the Republican Party lost seats in both houses of Congress in the 2000
election, Bush took office having won fewer popular votes than his Demo-
cratic presidential opponent, and the protracted struggle over the Florida
recount led many Democrats to view Bush’s claim to the presidency as
illegitimate.

With control of the national government so tenuous, both parties had
reason to dampen their efforts to achieve their core goals and direct their
activity toward appealing to as broad a swath of voters as possible. A
tenuous grip on power can be expected to induce any political actor to
prioritize election-enhancing positions at the expense of ideological com-
mitments. But Bush and his White House team was by many accounts
uncommonly focused on political considerations at the expense of a clear
policy agenda. This is not to say that the Bush administration did not
have a policy agenda, but rather that the agenda was influenced strongly
by what they perceived the political consequences of pursuing those pol-
icies would be. Of course every administration (indeed every political
actor) needs to balance electoral considerations against its own preferred
policy commitments. But circumstances and individual inclinations lead
some administrations to place more emphasis on one side of this contin-
uum or the other.

The strong role played by political considerations in the Bush White
House was reflected in the centrality of political strategist Karl Rove in the
development of administration policy. Rove established the White House
Office of Strategic Initiatives as part of an effort to elevate the place of
long-term political strategy in the daily development of government pol-
icy.®* “The object,” Rove told Washington Post reporter Dana Milbank,
“is to have a strategic framework ... which is brought down to each office
by the participants. Everybody in the White House has a role in long-term
planning and a seat at the table so they buy into the process.”*¢

The keen focus on political strategy to the neglect of policy by the Bush
administration was most forcefully (and colorfully) conveyed by John
Dilulio, the first director of Bush’s faith-based initiative. “There is no
precedent in any modern White House for what is going on in this one: a
complete lack of a policy apparatus. What you’ve got is everything—and
I mean everything—being run by the political arm. It’s the reign of the
Mayberry Machiavellis.”#”

To some extent, the centrist policy initiatives of the early Bush years
were determined even before Bush gained office. In the historically close
2000 election (in which Florida and its large elderly population were to
play a central role), Bush sought centrist voters’ support by promising a
Medicare drug benefit and education reform.*® Moreover, as governor,
Bush had a history of bipartisan engagement, necessitated by the Demo-
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Table 7.5 Policy Responsiveness under G. W. Bush in 2001-02 vs. 2005-06 by Income
Percentile

Income Percentile

N All 10th 50th 90th
All policies
2001-02 251 .99 (L19)*** 91 (.19)*** .90 (.18)*** 1.01 (.19)***
2005-06 188  .22(.30) .09 (.28) 25 (.29) 23 (.29)
Excluding defense
and terrorism
2001-02 193 .68 (.22)** 61 (21)##* 59 (21)* 74 (22)% %
2005-06 147 =09 (.34) -.03 (.31) -.07 (.32) -17 (.33)

Analyses based on the annual restructured dataset with policy questions from 1964-68, 1981-2002,
2005-06. Table shows logistic regression coefficients (with standard errors in parentheses). Dependent
variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took place in the calendar year in
question and 0 if it did not. Preference is the logit of the imputed percentage of respondents at a given
income level favoring the proposed policy change. All analyses include fixed effects for the four policy
domains examined in chapter 4.

*p <.05; **p <.01; ***p < .001

cratic control of the Texas legislature.*’ Bush’s centrist posture may have
been a product of his circumstances in Texas, the close nature of the 2000
presidential election, and the conditions under which Bush took office.
But this centrist orientation produced broadly popular policies in educa-
tion, health care, tax reform, stem cell research, and the administration’s
faith-based initiative to fund social services through religious institutions.

Some leverage on the extent to which the unusually strong responsive-
ness to public preferences under Bush was a consequence of political cir-
cumstances as opposed to the personal inclinations and priorities of the
president and his administration can be gained by comparing the early
years of the Bush presidency, when Congress was evenly divided and party
control was split (with the Democrats holding a razor-thin majority in
the Senate and Republicans a slim majority in the House), with 2005-06,
when the Republicans held solid control of both houses of Congress and
as well as the presidency.

Table 7.5 shows responsiveness under Bush divided into the two peri-
ods from which my survey questions on proposed policy changes were
drawn. The top two rows of the table compare the preference/policy link
for 2001 and 2002 with 2005 and 2006 (using my annual restructured
data so that only policies adopted during calendar years 2001, 2002,
2005, or 2006 count as adopted). Although the number of cases in each
time period is limited, the difference in responsiveness is dramatic. Across
all income levels, responsiveness during the earlier period of divided and
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uncertain partisan control was far higher than during the later period of
strong Republican power. Since some of this difference could be due to
the declining popularity of the Iraq War, I reestimated these coefficients
after excluding all questions about the military, the Iraq and Afghani-
stan wars, and antiterror policy. The number of cases is, of course, even
smaller, but the pattern is the same. As the bottom section of table 7.5
shows, excluding these issues modestly reduces the preference/policy link
during both 2001-02 and 2005-06, leaving the gap in responsiveness
between these two periods intact.

The contrast between high levels of responsiveness during 2001-02
and low levels during 2005-06 is consistent with the independent analy-
sis of the Bush administration by Lawrence Jacobs and Robert Shapiro.>®
Jacobs and Shapiro indentified ninety-three key votes in Congress be-
tween 2001 and 2006 that they were able to clearly identify as congruent
or noncongruent with public preferences. Of these, fully 74 (80%) were
in accord with majority preferences. But like my analyses, they found that
the proportion of incongruent policies grew over time. During 2001 and
2002 only 13 percent of these votes ran counter to public preferences, but
the proportion of incongruent votes doubled to 26 percent during 2005
and 2006. Jacobs and Shapiro associate this shift with the Republican
congressional gains in the 2002 election. “From 2003 through 2006,”
they write, “when the Republicans enjoyed majorities in the House and
Senate, there was a notable increase in legislative actions that were neither
congruent nor clear with respect to policy content and public opinion.”3!

Individual officeholders clearly shape political strategies and define pol-
icy priorities. But the circumstances in which those individuals find them-
selves appear to matter even more. When Republicans gained unified
control of the federal government for the first time in over half a century,
policy responsiveness to the public plummeted. Neither affluent nor other
Americans appear to have had any more influence over policy making
during 2005-06 than they did during the height of Democratic Party
control in the mid-1960s.

PusLic SurPORT FOR THE BusH Tax CuTts

Many on the left viewed the Bush tax cuts as a triumph of manipulation
and misinformation or, somewhat less dramatically, as a sad illustration
of the public’s inability to identify its own best interests. I briefly dis-
cussed the repeal of the estate tax in chapter 1, arguing that consider-
ations of equity and fairness, rather than economic self-interest, appeared
to dominate the public’s consideration of the estate tax.’> Whether this
focus on considerations of fairness (and neglect of self-interest) is itself a
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product of elite manipulation or false consciousness is a difficult ques-
tion, but there is no reason to accept the legitimacy of non-self-interested
considerations among affluent supporters of the estate tax (like Warren
Buffett or George Soros) and deny the legitimacy of non-self-interested
considerations among the less well-off. Perhaps a clearer understanding
of the workings of the estate tax or a more sophisticated view of the ways
in which society makes the accumulation of wealth by individuals pos-
sible would have led some Americans to shift their preferences. But the
public has long opposed the estate tax, and there is no clear evidence that
that opposition is misplaced or a product of elite manipulation.’3

In contrast to the estate tax, there is little principled opposition to the
income tax as such. Consequently we can be more confident in focusing
on the economic consequences alone as we assess the bases for public
support. The income tax cuts passed in 2001 and 2003 were widely seen
(especially by those on the left) as contrary to the interests of most of the
public and especially of low-income Americans. The Bush tax cuts were
structured to provide some benefit to Americans at all income levels, but
the savings that accrued to the most affluent Americans were substantial
while the savings for those with low incomes were quite small. The total
tax reduction for the top 1 percent of the income distribution was nearly
as great as that for the entire bottom 60 percent, and the average sav-
ings for families in the top 1 percent were almost 1,000 times as great as
the savings for families in the bottom income quintile.** Yet despite this
strong upward tilt to the tax reductions, support for both the 2001 and
the 2003 tax cuts was surprisingly strong among low-income, as well as
high-income, Americans. When asked in a 2004 survey, those with low
incomes were more likely to say they hadn’t thought about the Bush tax
cuts. But among those expressing an opinion, 51 percent of respondents
in the bottom income quintile favored the tax cuts, compared with 59 per-
cent of those in the top quintile.’’

Political observers wondered why tax cuts so strongly unequal in their
benefits did not generate similarly unequal levels of popular support. One
possibility is that the supporters of the tax cut were simply uninformed
(or misinformed) about the distribution of benefits it entailed. But sur-
veys taken at the time indicated that majorities of the public perceived a
strong upward tilt to the Bush tax cut proposals.*® Three-quarters of re-
spondents, for example, said, “The wealthy will benefit more from the
tax cut than the middle class,” and when asked, “Who do you think would
benefit most?” 63 percent said rich people, 31 percent middle-income
people, and 5 percent said poor people. Nor did most Americans feel that
the proposed tax cuts would have a large impact on them, or on the aver-
age taxpayer. Only 40 percent said that “the average taxpayer will get
substantial tax relief” if the proposed cuts were adopted, only 29 percent



Responsiveness across Time ¢ 231

thought they personally would get “substantial tax relief,” and only 7 per-
cent thought their own taxes would “go down a lot.”%”

For the most part, then, public support for the Bush tax cuts did not
seem to rest on Americans’ overly rosy expectation of the benefits they
could expect or a lack of understanding of the upward tilt of those ben-
efits toward the most affluent taxpayers. Given the public’s rather modest
expectations for tax relief, it is not surprising that surveys showed a pref-
erence for more progressive tax reform. “Public opinion was clearly and
consistently hostile to the top-heavy skew of the Bush tax cuts,” write
Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson.’® For example, when asked whether the
“rich should get a bigger tax cut because they pay more in taxes,” or
whether “everyone should get the same level of tax cut,” 70 percent of
voters chose the latter.

To the extent that Americans supported the Bush tax cuts, it was de-
spite these perceived shortcomings and their modest expectations for re-
ductions in their own tax burdens. One reason for the public’s support
may have been that the modest tax reductions enjoyed by low-income
Americans was more significant to them than observers (who typically
had far higher incomes) recognized. In dollar amounts the tax savings
enjoyed by low-income Americans were very modest, but as a percentage
of their total incomes, Americans in the bottom fifth of the income distri-
bution benefited more than those in any other income quintile. According
to a Congressional Budget Office study, the $283 average savings for tax
filers in the lowest income quintile represented 1.9 percent of their pretax
income (which averaged about $15,000).>° In comparison tax savings for
the second, third, fourth, and top income quintiles were, respectively, 1.8,
1.3. 1.1, and 1.3 percent of their pretax income.?® Only at the very top
of the income distribution did the tax savings as a percentage of income
exceed that for the bottom quintile: the top 1 percent of earners enjoyed
a 2.6-percentage-point reduction in their federal income taxes. From this
perspective, the support for the Bush tax cuts from lower-income Amer-
icans is not especially surprising. The direct impact of the tax cuts on
lower-income families’ finances was larger relative to their incomes than
it was for most Americans. Consistent with this understanding, Larry
Bartels shows that support for the Bush tax cuts was related to Ameri-
cans’ perceptions of their own tax burdens, but not to their views about
the tax burdens of the rich or the poor, about government waste, or about
preferences for more or less government spending.®!

But direct impacts on taxpayers’ finances are only one consequence of
tax cuts. If the public was overly focused on the impact of tax reform on
their own tax burdens but failed to take any longer term consequences
of the tax cuts into account, then their self-interested calculations may
have been misguided. In particular, if Americans failed to recognize the
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likelihood that tax cuts would reduce government services that they val-
ued (like spending on education or health care), increase the federal debrt,
or lead to offsetting increases in state or local taxes, then their support
for cutting taxes might have conflicted with their own material interests
more broadly understood.

It is hard to assess how realistic or unrealistic the public’s expectations
for the consequences of the tax cuts was. In surveys fielded during 2001
(a period of federal budget surpluses) about half of the American public
thought it was possible to enact the proposed tax cut without increasing
the federal deficit, or cutting spending on Social Security, education, or
health care.®? There may have been some plausibility to this rather rosy
outlook during 2001, but the subsequent return to federal budget deficits,
the additional tax cuts adopted in 2003, and the huge new expenditures
devoted to the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq made federal fiscal condi-
tions much gloomier by the middle of the decade. Perhaps reflecting these
changes, support for the Bush tax cuts did decline somewhat, from about
71 percent to about 60 percent between 2002 and 2004.%3

What can we conclude about false consciousness and elite manipu-
lation from this brief exploration of the Bush tax cuts? First, the public
does not appear to have been wildly misinformed about the nature of the
tax cuts or unrealistic about the level of tax reduction they could expect.
On the other hand, public perceptions may have been unrealistic in ap-
preciating the longer-term impact of the lost revenue on government
services they value and on other taxes they pay. Yet these longer-term
consequences are difficult to assess and even more difficult to predict in
advance. As John Zaller points out, “unrealistic” public demands for both
more government services and lower taxes may reflect a sensible inclina-
tion to pressure government to provide the greatest benefits at the lowest
cost.%* Zaller compares these “inconsistent” demands with consumers’ de-
sires for the highest quality goods at the lowest possible prices. “In many
cases,” he writes, “pressuring politicians to do the impossible could serve
the public’s interests as well as any feasible alternative.”®

The findings in this chapter provide three broad insights into the nature
of policy responsiveness over the past decades. First, they reinforce the
understanding of political parties as policy maximizers. When majority-
party control is strong and gridlock is low, policy outcomes are weakly
related to the preferences of affluent Americans and unrelated to the pref-
erences of the less well-off. When political pressure is present (in the form
of an impending election or uncertain control of government), policy
makers respond to the preferences of the affluent and, when that pressure
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is sufficient, to the preferences of the public more broadly. But left to their
own devices, political parties pursue the policies that their core activists
and policy-demanding groups desire.

Second, there has been a steady increase in responsiveness to the afflu-
ent that is only partially explained by the decline in Senate seat advantage
and the increase in gridlock. How much each of the other hypothesized
factors may have contributed to this increased responsiveness is hard to
tell. The growth of economic inequality, the rising cost of political cam-
paigns, the changing nature of the media environment, and politicians’
increased use of surveys may all have played a part by intensifying can-
didates’ need for money, by concentrating the supply of that money even
further in the hands of the affluent, and by enhancing the role of policy
considerations in elections. Whatever combination of factors is at work,
the steady strengthening of policy responsiveness for affluent Americans
has not been accompanied by a similar increase in responsiveness to the
less well-off. The strong responsiveness and low level of representational
inequality of the early G. W. Bush years were short-lived, and the appar-
ently positive time trend in responsiveness for the middle class and the
poor shown in figure 7.3 turned out to be a function of the unique politi-
cal conditions during this brief period.

Finally, the results in this and the previous chapter underscore the im-
portance of political circumstances in determining the strength of repre-
sentation and the equality of policy responsiveness. When circumstances
align, policy adheres more closely to the preferences of the public, and
more equally to the preferences of both low- and high-income Americans.
Alas, circumstances do not appear to align in this way very often. Under
ordinary conditions responsiveness, when it occurs at all, is strongly tilted
toward the preferences of the affluent. Still, the importance of political
circumstances suggests that despite its ubiquitous nature, representational
inequality is not inevitable, and political reforms might have at least some
prospect of boosting responsiveness to the preferences of the less well-off.
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Money and American Politics

POLITICAL EQUALITY IS A CENTRAL TENET OF DEMOCRACY. But it remains
a guiding principle, not a description of any existing democratic society.
Given the many inequalities among citizens not only in economic re-
sources but also in time, knowledge, and interest in social and political
affairs, it would be unrealistic to expect equal influence over policy mak-
ing. Still, the extent and nature of representational inequalities reflect the
degree of democracy in a given society, and when inequalities in political
influence become too large, democracy shades into oligarchy (rule by the
few) or plutocracy (rule by the wealthy).

The patterns of responsiveness found in previous chapters often cor-
responded more closely to a plutocracy than to a democracy. We saw in
chapter 3 that when preferences across income groups diverged, only the
most affluent appeared to influence policy outcomes. Chapter 4 revealed
that this representational inequality was spread widely across policy do-
mains, with a strong tilt toward high-income Americans on economic is-
sues, foreign policy, and moral/religious issues, and only modestly greater
equality of responsiveness to the middle class and the poor in the social
welfare domain. Chapter 5 showed that even this partial exception to the
dominance of the affluent was accounted for by the fortuitous confluence
of preferences between middle-class citizens and powerful interest groups
on issues like health care, education, and Social Security.

This bleak assessment of the state of American democracy was tem-
pered somewhat by findings in chapters 6 and 7 suggesting that under the
right circumstances, representational inequalities are reduced, if never
fully eliminated. An impending presidential election, a closely divided Con-
gress, and a high level of policy gridlock are all associated with greater
equality in responsiveness to the public. None of these conditions is as-
sociated with particularly strong responsiveness to the poor, and respon-
siveness to the affluent always exceeds responsiveness to the middle class.
Moreover, strong party dominance reduces policy responsiveness to all
income levels, as parties reward the activists and interest groups that form
their base of support. Nonetheless the degree of representational inequal-
ity does vary depending on political circumstances, giving some hope that
political reforms might help to broaden the responsiveness of policy mak-
ers to Americans at all economic levels.
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What kinds of political reforms are likely to be most efficacious de-
pends, at least in part, on the mechanisms that produce unequal policy re-
sponsiveness to begin with. In this concluding chapter I therefore explore
the role of money in politics in an effort to better account for the outsize
influence of affluent Americans, and to identify the means by which rep-
resentational inequality might be reduced.

THE MILLIONAIRES CLUB

By one recent calculation 44 percent of the members of the U.S. Congress
are millionaires.! More prosaically, all members of Congress, by dint of
their congressional salaries alone, are solidly in the top decile of the Amer-
ican income distribution.? Perhaps one reason public policy tends to re-
flect the preferences of the affluent, then, is simply that policy makers
who are themselves affluent pursue policies that reflect their personal
values and interests.

If representatives were fully constrained by the desires of their con-
stituents, party leaders, interest groups, and campaign donors, then their
personal preferences and interests would have no independent impact on
their activities. Even under this extreme scenario, we would still expect
to find a match between members’ personal views and their congressional
voting since members with more liberal personal views would be more
likely to be elected from liberal districts and those with more conserva-
tive views from conservative districts. More likely, of course, members of
Congress have some degree of leeway in their voting, and consequently
their personal interests and preferences are likely to exert at least some
influence over their behavior as senators or representatives.

As the extreme scenario suggests, disentangling the personal prefer-
ences of members of Congress from the other influences that might affect
their behavior is difficult. We have no reliable way to measure represen-
tatives’ personal preferences unaffected by the demands of their constitu-
ents, campaign donors, and so on. Most scholars who have examined this
question have attempted to assess the role of personal preferences by
identifying some personal characteristic that is plausibly related to mem-
bers’ preferences or interests. For example, members’ personal wealth
might be associated with their preferences on economic policy, members’
use of tobacco might be associated with their preferences on tobacco
legislation, and whether members have children in public schools might
be associated with their preferences on school funding or voucher pro-
grams. These associations might arise either through the anticipated im-
pact of the relevant policies on the members’ well-being or through the
values and orientations that are reflected in and shaped by members’
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choices (e.g., to smoke cigarettes or to send their children to public rather
than private schools). But members with certain characteristics are likely
to come from states or districts that share those characteristics, with
wealthier members coming, on average, from wealthier jurisdictions, mem-
bers who smoke coming from areas in which more constituents smoke
and the tobacco industry has a larger presence, and so on. Thus any effort
to isolate the impact of personal characteristics must take these corre-
lated district characteristics into account.

Studies using this approach have found evidence that the personal
characteristics of legislators are sometimes related to their behavior in
Congress. For example, Ebonya Washington finds that U.S. legislators
who have more daughters tend to have more feminist voting records as
judged by the National Organization for Women and the American Asso-
ciation of University Women (holding other factors, including their total
number of children, constant).?> Similarly, Barry Burden finds that U.S.
House members who smoke have more “pro-tobacco” voting records
(holding constant the presence or absence of the tobacco industry in the
representative’s district among other factors), and that Democratic mem-
bers with children in public schools are more likely to vote in opposition
to school voucher plans.*

Each of the above examples relies on the variation among members of
Congress in the relevant personal characteristics—some members have
more female children and others fewer, some smoke while others don’t,
and some have children in public schools. But as mentioned above, all
members of Congress are in the top decile of family income. It is im-
possible, therefore, to address the question of whether being in the top
income decile influences members’ voting by comparing the records of
more- or less-affluent members of Congress. Nevertheless, there are other
comparisons that might shed some light on the question. First, although
all U.S. senators and representatives are in the top income decile, some
are far more affluent than others. If personal economic interests (or the
political outlooks associated with them) influence congressional voting
behavior, we might be able to discern a pattern by comparing members
with more or less outside income (i.e., in addition to their congressional
salaries) or members with higher or lower net worth. Second, members
of Congress came from different class backgrounds before they entered
politics. While their economic status and economic interests might have
changed over time, their prepolitical careers might have lasting influence
over their outlooks and voting tendencies. If so, we might conclude that the
tendency for representatives to come from more privileged backgrounds
might shape the policies they pursue after they enter Congress.

Although the U.S. Senate is often viewed as a “millionaires club,” there
is substantial variation in the income and assets of senators and House
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members. In 2008, 18 members of Congress reported more than $200,000
from their own or their spouse’s outside income, while 142 members re-
ported no outside income at all.> With regard to wealth, 14 senators and
38 House members reported net assets above $10 million in 2008, while
9 senators and 142 representatives reported less than $250,000 in assets.

Nicholas Carnes examined both the outside incomes and net worth of
U.S. senators and representatives.® Using a variety of measures of con-
gressional voting on economic issues, including scorecards compiled by
the Chamber of Commerce and the AFL-CIO, Carnes finds no association
between members’ voting records and their outside income or wealth.
Some of the richest members of Congress are economic conservatives
(like Darrell Issa, R-CA, with an estimated net worth of about $251 mil-
lion, or Vernon Buchanan, R-FL, at $143 million), but others are eco-
nomic liberals (like Herb Kohl, D-WI, with $214 million in assets, or
John Kerry, D-MA, with $208 million). While there might be specific votes
on which members’ personal economic interests exert an influence, broad
measures of congressional economic voting like those complied by the
Chamber of Commerce or the AFL-CIO show no association with mem-
bers’ financial status.

In addition to representatives’ current financial status, Carnes also
examined representatives’ professional histories before they entered Con-
gress.” Carnes finds that, unlike contemporaneous economic status, pre-
vious professional histories are related to members’ congressional voting
records. Depending on the voting measure used, Carnes reports substan-
tial differences between representatives from the most “conservative pro-
fessions” (like business owners or skilled professionals) and the most
“liberal professions” (like manual laborers or service industry workers).
The differences between these extreme occupation groups range from
about 25 to 50 percent of the range in the economic voting scales Carnes
employs.

As suggested above, some of this difference may result from the kinds
of states or districts that the representatives were elected from rather than
any independent influence of their occupational backgrounds; if business
owners tend to get elected to Congress from conservative districts and
service workers from liberal districts, then the association between their
voting records and the their previous occupations may be spurious. To
test for this possibility, Carnes adds a wide range of control variables to
his analyses, including district characteristics like median income, percent
union, partisan identification, and political ideology. These controls reduce
the apparent association of professional background and congressional
voting, but they do not eliminate it. Representatives with the most and least
conservative former occupations differ by about 14 to 20 percent of the
economic voting scales once these other factors are taken into account.
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Taken together the analyses described above suggest that legislators’
personal interests and preferences can shape their congressional voting,
but that concern over the growing wealth of members of Congress is
probably misplaced. At least in terms of economic policy broadly con-
ceived, liberals and conservatives are equally likely to be found among
Congress’s wealthiest members and among those with the fewest re-
sources. It’s impossible to say with any confidence whether U.S. represen-
tatives would behave differently if their salaries put them in the middle of
the U.S. income distribution rather than toward the top. But it does ap-
pear that the substantial existing differences in economic status among
members of Congress are not related to broad patterns of voting on eco-
nomic policy.

In contrast the association between previous occupation and congres-
sional voting does suggest that at least some of the representational in-
equality found in previous chapters might result from the class com-
position of Congress. As Carnes shows, representatives with different
occupational backgrounds who are elected from similar districts vote dif-
ferently. A Congress composed of more members from modest back-
grounds might therefore be expected to adopt policies at least somewhat
more consistent with the preferences and interests of poor and middle-
class Americans.

Yet the class bias of Congress does not vary over the short term, while
policy responsiveness to the affluent does. As chapters 6 and 7 showed, it
is not only responsiveness to the poor and the middle class but also to the
well-off that varies across the electoral cycle and over periods of greater
and lesser partisan competition. Since the impetus to adopt policies fa-
vored by well-off Americans depends on fluctuating political pressures, the
(essentially unchanging) personal preferences of elected representatives
can, at most, explain a small part of the representational inequalities doc-
umented in the previous chapters.

A Congress that looks more like America in terms of wealth or occu-
pational background may have other advantages. Proponents of descrip-
tive representation argue, for example, that social and demographic simi-
larity between constituents and their representatives can serve to heighten
political interest and engagement and to enhance support for the political
system.® But holding a working-class occupation before entering Con-
gress is no guarantee that a member will favor economically liberal poli-
cies. The real challenge for those who would like to see federal policy
more equally reflective of the preferences of all Americans is to elect rep-
resentatives (from any background) who share those preferences and to
create more powerful incentives for members of Congress to advance the
interests and respond to the desires of all their constituents, regardless of
income.
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INCOME AND PoLITICAL ENGAGEMENT

If the affluent status of elected representatives cannot explain the patterns
of representational inequality documented in previous chapters, what
does account for the consistently stronger association of preferences and
policies for affluent than for poor or middle-class Americans?

The most straightforward explanation for representational inequality
is that high-income Americans are more likely to vote, more likely to
volunteer in campaigns, and more likely to make political donations (and
to make larger donations) than are less-well-off citizens. All these politi-
cal activities increase with income but as figure 8.1 shows, they do so in
different ways. It is low-income Americans who are distinctive in their
lower rates of voting and volunteering while the differences between
middle-income and affluent Americans are modest. But when it comes to
campaign donations, it is high-income American who stand out.

Political donations, then, but not voting or volunteering, resembles the
pattern of representational inequality we saw in earlier chapters: under
typical circumstances, the middle class has no more sway than the poor
when their preferences diverge from those of the affluent.

The fit between political donations and representation suggested by
figure 8.1—and the lack of fit with voter turnout or volunteering—is also
consistent with Larry Bartels’s analysis of Senators’ roll-call voting.” Bar-
tels considers three aspects of political engagement, all of which are more
characteristic of higher-income Americans: voter turnout, respondents’
contact with their senators (or their office), and respondents’ knowledge
of the Senate candidates in their state’s most recent election. These three
factors, he concludes, can account for only a small part of the disparities
in senators’ responsiveness to their low-, middle-, and high-income con-
stituents. Bartels finds more support for the notion that senators are re-
sponsive to their affluent constituents because they supply the money
that fuels the political system. But this evidence is indirect (since the sur-
veys Bartels analyzes do not include data on individual respondents’ do-
nations) and not always consistent with the patterns of representational
inequality Bartels finds.!?

Of course money is not the only valued commodity in politics. Groups
that can mobilize large numbers of volunteers (like labor and religious
organizations) may exert a policy influence that competes with that of the
affluent, at least on particular issues at particular times. In addition we
saw in chapter 6 that policy makers appeal directly to less-affluent voters
during presidential election years. Nevertheless electoral campaigns re-
quire money, and more and more of it over time. While the evidence here
is circumstantial, the associated patterns of policy influence and politi-
cal contributions offer at least one highly plausible explanation for the
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inequality of policy responsiveness to different economic strata found re-
peatedly in the previous chapters.

THE MERELY AFFLUENT AND THE TRULY RicH

The analyses in the previous chapters contrasted the preferences of the
90th income percentile with less-well-off Americans and showed that
the preferences of the well-off group are much more likely to be reflected
in policy outcomes than are those of less-affluent citizens. But we might
wonder whether the thirty million Americans in the top income decile
are really shaping political outcomes or whether the stronger association
we observe arises from the confluence of their preferences with a much
smaller and more affluent circle that wields true influence over govern-
ment policy. Even if the merely affluent do exert influence over political
outcomes consistent with findings reported in previous chapters, the truly
rich may dominate on those issues that most strongly affect their collec-
tive interests. As Jeffrey Winters and Benjamin Page point out, moneyed
interests may dominate policy making on particular issues like corporate
regulation or the tax treatment of investment income, while a (somewhat)
broader set of Americans shape outcomes on other issues.!!

As shown above, Americans at the 90th income percentile donate much
more money to political campaigns than middle-income Americans do.
But the citizens who make the most substantial contributions to politi-
cians and political organizations are typically far more affluent still. Dur-
ing the 2004 election cycle, for example, insurance magnate Peter Lewis
and investor George Soros each gave over $23 million dollars to Demo-
cratic candidates and organizations.'> On the conservative side, Texas
homebuilder Robert Perry (known for bankrolling the “Swift Boat Veter-
ans for Truth” attacks on John Kerry in 2004) recently donated $7 mil-
lion to one of Karl Rove’s Republican advocacy groups,'® while the Koch
brothers have spent at least $100 million supporting conservative causes
over the years.'* Wealthy supporters contribute to both Democratic and
Republican causes, but donations from this elite economic stratum tend
to tilt strongly Republican. In the most recent election cycle, for example,
over three-quarters of the money from the fifty largest individual donors
to independent spending groups working to influence the election was
from conservatives.'?

Data on many aspects of political donations are plentiful, thanks to
federal reporting requirements. But many kinds of political donations fall
outside these requirements, and even when donations are reported we
typically have no way of knowing the donors’ incomes or other charac-
teristics. Survey studies that ask respondents whether and how much they



242 o Chapter 8

contributed to political candidates or organizations provide the best indi-
cation of the sources of political money, but such studies rarely include
respondents with very high incomes (and often use broad income catego-
ries that make it impossible to identify any such respondents who might
be included). For example, the results shown in the bottom panel of fig-
ure 8.1 are based on a 1990 survey in which the top income category
included everyone with family incomes above $125,000.'¢ Despite this
limitation, the extremely top-heavy nature of campaign contributions
is clear: the majority of the money that respondents reported donating
came from Americans in the top 9 percent of the income distribution, and
of these donations, almost two-thirds of the money came from the top 3
percent.!”

Another study that sheds light on the contribution activity of very af-
fluent Americans focused on people who gave at least $200 to one or
more congressional candidates in 1996 (the threshold requiring the dona-
tion be reported to the Federal Election Commission in that year).!$ Even
among these highly engaged (and affluent) individuals, most of the money
donated came from the most affluent donors. About one-third of all re-
ported donations to congressional candidates came from respondents with
family incomes above a half-million dollars (an income level attained by
less than one-quarter of one percent of American families), and over 60
percent of this money came from people with incomes above $250,000 (a
level attained by less than one percent of the population in 1996)."

Campaign donations are only one form of political contribution. Indi-
viduals hoping to influence policy making can also give money to parties,
PACs, independent expenditure groups, and lobbying organizations.
Some of these forms of political donations also have individual limits
and reporting requirements (e.g., donations to political parties and PACs),
but these limits are higher than those for individual candidate donations.
Owing to higher or nonexistent donation limits, the source of funds
flowing through these other channels is even more biased toward upper-
income Americans than are direct campaign donations.?’

In sum, if political money explains the greater influence over policy
enjoyed by affluent Americans, then we might expect the truly wealthy to
be even more influential. To the extent that the preferences of Americans
at the 90th percentile coincide with those at the 99th or the 99.9th per-
centiles, the apparent influence of the merely affluent might actually re-
flect the influence of a much smaller number of truly rich.

We know little about the policy preferences of very wealthy Americans
for the same reasons we know little about their political donations: there
are relatively few of them, and polling organizations usually do a poor
job of identifying them even when they are included in survey samples. In
an effort to overcome these twin obstacles, Benjamin Page and Cari Hen-
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nessy combined multiple years of data from the General Social Survey.?!
Based on three years of data from the late 1970s in which very high in-
come earners were distinguished, they were able to identify 132 respon-
dents with incomes in the top 4 percent of the distribution. Page and
Hennessy assess the policy preferences for this group and compare them
with the top one-third of the income distribution and with the remainder
of the survey respondents. For most of the policy issues they examine, the
top 4 percent express preferences that are similar to those of the top one-
third (and consequently differ in a similar fashion from those of the bot-
tom two-thirds of the income distribution). On many issues, however, the
top 4 percent are more extreme in their views. For example, these highest-
income respondents are considerably more favorable toward abortion
rights, less supportive of spending to protect the environment, and more
likely to say that the United States should take an active part in world
affairs in comparison to the top one-third of the income distribution.
They are also considerably more likely to identify as Republicans.

Unfortunately these General Social Survey data lack questions about
policies where one might expect to find the largest preference differences
among very high earners (e.g., on business regulation or tax policy). A
clearer picture of the range of attitudes among America’s most affluent
citizens will require surveys specifically targeted at this population. Ben-
jamin Page and Larry Bartels are currently conducting a pilot study to
gauge the feasibility of such a survey. If they succeed in interviewing suf-
ficient numbers of very high income Americans, we may be able to assess
empirically the extent to which the preferences of the truly rich differ
from those of the merely well-off and, by extension, the extent to which
the influence of the truly rich accounts for the responsiveness to the 90th
income percentile that I have documented in this book.

MOoONEY AND PoLiticAL OUTCOMES

Money, it is said, is the mother’s milk of politics. But as many a losing
candidate can attest, money is no guarantee of victory. In 2008 Mitt Rom-
ney spent $107 million in an effort to secure the Republican nomination
but was out of the running by February.?> And in Alaska’s Republican
Senate primary in 2010, the little-known lawyer Joe Miller upset incum-
bent Lisa Murkowski despite Murkowski’s 20-to-1 fund-raising advan-
tage.?? Referenda too sometimes defy the spending advantage of one side
or the other. In Ohio payday lenders spent $16 million in an effort to
overturn new lending restrictions imposed by the legislature, while their
opponents managed to raise only $266,000 to keep the restrictions alive.?*
Voters rejected the referendum by 64 percent to 36 percent.
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Lobbying government for favorable policies also requires money, and
enormous sums are spent every year on lobbying by corporations, unions,
professional organizations, and single-issue groups like the National
Rifle Association and the AARP. Over thirteen thousand registered lob-
byists spent almost $3.5 billion in 2009 alone.?’ But here as well, more
money does not necessarily translate into favorable policy outcomes. For
example, the banking lobby, “one of the most powerful, well-connected,
and politically savvy actors in national politics,” has fought for years to
constrain the growth of credit unions.?® But credit unions’ small-town,
mom-and-pop image has served them well, and they have consistently
prevailed over the American Bankers Association and its well-funded
PAC. (Credit unions are, of course, only one minor issue among the many
consequential policies on which banks have lobbied. As government re-
sponse to the economic crisis that began in 2008 reveals, the banking
lobby’s powerful reputation is well deserved indeed.)

Money does not guarantee victory in elections or policy battles, but
that doesn’t mean money is irrelevant to these outcomes. A substantial
body of research has attempted to assess the connection between cam-
paign spending or lobbying activity and election or policy outcomes. This
effort is complicated by the endogenous nature of spending. For example,
incumbent politicians raise and spend more money if they anticipate a
closer reelection race. Consequently it may appear that the more money
an incumbent raises, the lower his or her vote share turns out to be.
Analyses of the impact of lobbying and interest group donations on con-
gressional voting face similarly challenging obstacles. Interest groups may
attempt to sway members’ votes or other activities on the issues they care
about, but they might also adopt a strategy of rewarding their friends. In
the first case we might expect to see individual members’ votes shifting
in response to interest group efforts, but in the second case we would find
no such relationship.

These and other complexities in the relationship between money and
political outcomes have contributed to the still murky picture of money’s
influence in politics. With regard to election outcomes, what is clear is
that some basic (and probably growing) level of funding is necessary to
compete successfully as a primary or general election candidate. While
this basic funding level may be low for local and even some statewide
offices, the funding threshold for viability in federal elections clearly ex-
cludes many candidates from realistic contention (and gives a decided
advantage in this regard to candidates wealthy enough to fund their own
campaigns). Affluent contributors consequently serve as a political filter
mechanism; without the support of a sufficient core of well-off contribu-
tors, a prospective candidate has little chance of mounting a competitive
campaign.



Money and American Politics ® 245

Beyond this threshold, the importance of money to election outcomes
is less clear. A number of studies have shown that spending by challengers
in congressional races has a larger impact in terms of votes-per-dollar
than spending by incumbents.?” How large this difference appears, and
whether spending by incumbents appears to matter at all, seems to de-
pend heavily on the methodology used.?$

Studies of presidential campaign spending are much less common, per-
haps because there are so few presidential contests available to study.
One recent study of presidential contests by Larry Bartels finds a consid-
erable effect of spending on presidential vote choice.?’ Holding constant
the state of the economy and the length of time the incumbent party had
held the presidency, each $1 per voter advantage in total campaign spend-
ing was associated with almost 4 percentage points greater probability of
voting for the better-funded candidate among voters who were otherwise
equally inclined toward both candidates. In the fourteen elections Bartels
examined (1952-2004), the Republican presidential candidate always out-
spent the Democratic candidate, with the difference ranging from ex-
tremely little (in 1952, 1956, and 1960) to about $2 per voter (in 1972,
1980, and 1984). Consequently unequal campaign spending boosted Re-
publican vote share in each one of these fourteen elections, and according
to Bartels’s calculations enough to swing the outcome to Richard Nixon
in 1968 and George W. Bush in 2000.

Research on the impact of money on policy outcomes is also some-
what unsettled, in part because so many studies focus only on short-term
associations. Results from the numerous studies that have looked at PAC
contributions and congressional roll-call voting are mixed. For example,
Stephen Ansolabehere, John de Figueiredo, and James Snyder examined
forty such studies, finding that campaign contributions had no statisti-
cally discernable effects in three out of four cases.3? On the other hand,
Thomas Stratmann assessed these same forty studies and concluded that
even though the results of many of the individual studies were not statis-
tically compelling, the combined evidence that campaign contributions
affect congressional voting was extremely strong.’! In addition studies
that look at specific votes and donation patterns do frequently find as-
sociations in the expected direction. In their study of trade legislation,
for example, Robert Baldwin and Christopher Magee find that contribu-
tions from labor and business groups influenced representatives’ votes on
NAFTA and the Uruguay round of the GATT, but not on the 1994 vote
to renew most-favored nation status for China.??

As this brief account suggests, analyses of the short-term associations
between PAC donations and roll-call voting come to differing conclu-
sions. But some scholars argue that this is not where we should expect
to find evidence of the influence of money over policy outcomes to begin
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with. First, most interest organizations (as well as individual donors and
activists) build long-term relationships with representatives. From this
perspective, political donations are not part of a quid pro quo in which
money is exchanged for particular votes, but part of the long-term culti-
vation of a relationship in which campaign donations and other forms
of support to legislators help an interest organization maintain access to
and a favorable disposition from those representatives. As James Snyder
suggests in an article titled “Long Term Investing in Politicians,” “a con-
tributor cannot simply buy a congressman’s vote on an important bill
with a $5,000 campaign donation. Large donations over several elec-
tions, however, together with intelligent, informative discussions about
matters of concern to the contributor, may eventually yield considerable
benefits.”33

“Long-term investing” helps ensure that representatives favorably in-
clined toward a donors’ preferred policies will remain in Congress (and
remain favorably inclined). In addition the actions that such investors
seek go beyond roll-call votes. Indeed, congressional scholars often note
the importance of representatives’ activities that take place behind the
scenes, shaping the congressional agenda and determining which policy
options get roll-call votes and which do not. In describing congressional
wrangling over the massive tax reforms of the Reagan years, for example,
Douglas Arnold writes that “virtually all of the relevant decisions were
made early in the legislative process, behind closed doors, and without
recorded votes.”3*

For obvious reasons congressional roll-call votes are easier to analyze
than members’ behind-the-scenes activities. One study that did collect
data on such activities combined committee markup records and inter-
views with congressional staff to indentify six activities that members
might engage in to advance a particular policy, such as negotiating with
other members or offering amendments during committee markup.3® The
authors find solid evidence that PAC contributions are related to these
sorts of activities, noting that interest groups’ goals are to shape not only
the direction of legislators’ policy preferences, but the vigor with which
they pursue those policies.

In sum, the role of money in politics is complex and far from com-
pletely understood. Popular impressions of a Congress for sale to the high-
est bidder, or an electoral system in which money is the singular key to
victory, are grossly oversimplified. But it would be equally naive to think
that the “mother’s milk of politics” is of little importance.

Concerns about the distorting role of money in shaping government
policy and election outcomes tend to focus on organized interest groups.
But most of the money raised by candidates and political parties comes
from individual donors. During the four congressional elections between
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2002 and 2008, for, example, contributions from individuals constituted
about 53 percent of the campaign money raised by House candidates
and about 66 percent of that raised by Senate candidates (compared with
35 percent and 17 percent from PACs, with the remainder coming from
the parties or the candidates themselves).3¢

Individual campaign donors are a distinctive subset of the American
population. Donors tend to be older than average, male, highly educated,
with high incomes and high levels of political interest, and more strongly
partisan than other Americans.3” Of the various predictors of individuals’
political donations, however, income stands out as by far the strongest.33
Thus any effort to strengthen the influence of less-affluent Americans
over federal policy must address the highly skewed sources of individual
campaign donations.

CAMPAIGN FINANCE REFORM

Recognizing the potentially corrupting influence of money in elections,
federal legislation beginning in the early twentieth century sought to re-
strict corporate and individual contributions, require disclosures, and limit
overall campaign spending by candidates for federal office. But these regu-
lations were largely ineffective owing to a variety of loopholes and a lack
of enforcement provisions. The 1971 Federal Election Campaign Act and
the 1974 amendments that established the Federal Election Commission
mark the beginning of serious campaign finance regulation at the federal
level. These laws required reporting of campaign contributions and ex-
penditures, established PACs as regulated vehicles through which corpo-
rations, unions, and interest organizations could raise and donate money,
provided for federal financing of presidential election campaigns, and es-
tablished limits on contributions and expenditures for candidates for all
federal offices.

Since the mid-1970s federal campaign finance regulations have been in
more or less constant flux owing to a series of Supreme Court decisions
and new legislation. The most important recent changes to federal cam-
paign finance laws are the 2002 Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act (also
known as McCain-Feingold) and the Supreme Court’s 2010 Citizens
United decision invalidating certain restrictions on expenditures by third
parties like corporations or unions. The overall impact of the many
changes over the previous decades is hard to assess. Spending by outside
organizations like the anti-Kerry Swift Boat Veterans for Truth, Karl
Rove’s American Crossroads, and Moveon.org has clearly become more
important, but these expenditures are difficult to trace, and the legal form
the organizations takes varies almost from one election to the next. One
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clear trend in congressional elections is a shift in the source of individual
donations toward larger gifts. Between the 2000 and 2008 election cy-
cles, the proportion of all individual contributions that came from people
who donated at least $1,000 to House candidates grew from 24 to 35
percent, while the proportion from people who donated less than $200
fell from 15 to 8 percent. Thousand-dollar donors accounted for 28 per-
cent of the money raised by Senate candidates in 2000 and 40 percent in
2008, with money from under-$200 donors falling from 17 to 14 percent
of the total.

Presidential elections, with higher visibility and public interest, tend to
draw larger numbers of small donations, although even in this case the
dollars contributed by large donors swamp those from the far more nu-
merous smaller donations. In 2004 Kerry and Bush received, respectively,
20 and 26 percent of their campaign donations in small (i.e., under $200)
contributions, compared with 56 and 60 percent from contributors giv-
ing at least $1,000. In 2008 John McCain’s fundraising followed a simi-
lar pattern, with 21 and 60 percent of his individual contribution dollars
coming in the form of small and large contributions, respectively. But
Barack Obama did raise a somewhat larger proportion of his money in
small gifts: under-$200 donors accounted for 30 percent of Obama’s in-
dividual donations, while contributions over $1,000 accounted for 43
percent. Clearly the Internet has helped make the collection of small po-
litical donations easier, and perhaps the 2008 Obama campaign reflects
a trend in this direction. If so, this would be a welcome development for
those concerned about representational inequality since larger donations
tend to come from more affluent donors.?’

There is some reason to hope that campaign finance reforms that shift
the sources of campaign money away from interest groups and large do-
nors might have a democratizing impact on federal policy making. But
many observers frustrated over the continued ability of moneyed inter-
ests to dominate political life have likened campaign finance regulation to
squeezing a balloon—if you squeeze in one place the balloon simply pops
out in another. Money, it is thought, will find its way into politics no mat-
ter what obstacles are thrown in its way. Campaign finance reform also
faces the prospect of scrutiny by an increasingly unsympathetic Supreme
Court. The Court’s equation of spending and speech, recently affirmed
and extended in the 2010 Citizens United decision, undercuts campaign
reform efforts that seek to limit spending in some way.

Since policies that limit campaign spending risk Court censure, some
reformers have focused on proposals to equalize political influence by in-
creasing campaign spending from sources other than affluent individuals
and organized interest groups. A variety of state and federal public fi-
nancing programs take this approach, including the existing but threat-
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ened matching-funds program for presidential campaigns.*> Among the
most intriguing suggestions along these lines is the “voting with dollars”
proposal advanced by Bruce Ackerman and Ian Ayres.*! Under this pro-
posal all eligible voters would be given publicly funded vouchers, which
could be used to make donations to federal candidates of their choice
(they propose $25 for presidential campaigns, $15 for Senate campaigns,
and $10 for House campaigns). Any unspent money would disappear and
could not be rolled over to the next election or used for any other pur-
pose. Depending on the level of funding, such a system might provide the
majority of contributions in federal elections and would pressure candi-
dates to address the issues and promote the policies of concern to the
greatest number of voters. (Similarly, incumbents seeking reelection would
have greater incentives to pursue policies consistent with the preferences
of the majority of voters—who under this system would also be the source
of the majority of campaign contributions).*?

One way to assess the impact of potential changes in the way cam-
paigns are funded is to look to the states, which have adopted a much
wider range of campaign finance regimes than has the federal government.
For example, contributions to candidates for governor or state legislature
are limited to only $200 in Colorado, while candidates in New York can
accept $10,000 from individual donors, and thirteen states currently place
no limits at all on the size of individuals’ contributions. Similarly large
variation exists in states’ limits on campaign contributions by corpora-
tions, labor unions, PACs, and political parties.*?

A small research literature on the impact of state campaign finance
laws suggests that such regulations do have the potential to shape elec-
toral outcomes and perhaps state policy as well. For example, Kihong
Eom and Donald Gross find that contribution limits can reduce guberna-
torial incumbents’ typical fund-raising advantage over their challengers,
and Thomas Stratmann and Francisco Aparicio-Castillo show that such
limits bolster challengers’ competitiveness in state legislative elections
as well.** The competitiveness of state legislative races is also enhanced
when states adopt public financing.*’ Finally, Timothy Besley and Anne
Case show that restrictions on corporate contributions result in higher
voter turnout and larger numbers of Democrats and women in state
legislatures.*

None of this research on state campaign finance laws examines the
impact of these regulations on the strength of policy responsiveness or
representational inequality.*” But these studies suggest two ways in which
campaign finance reform might enhance representation. First, by shifting
the source of political contributions away from the most affluent (through
contribution limits or public financing), campaign finance reform might
help equalize responsiveness to more- and less-well-off citizens. At the
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same time these reforms might enhance representation through their im-
pact on electoral competitiveness. The findings in chapter 7 showed the
powerful impact of partisan competition and electoral uncertainty in shap-
ing policy responsiveness at the national level. If the enhanced electoral
competition associated with state campaign finance reforms has a similar
impact on state policy, then the fifty “laboratories of democracy” may
help point the way toward more effective campaign reforms at the na-
tional level as well.

ENHANCING DEMOCRATIC RESPONSIVENESS

As suggested above, campaign reforms that reduce the importance of
money in elections or shift the sources of that money toward less-affluent
donors may help to equalize responsiveness both directly (by reducing the
incentives for politicians to appeal to affluent constituents) and indirectly
(by increasing electoral competitiveness and thereby increasing the incen-
tives for politicians to appeal to all voters). Other policies that increase
electoral competitiveness similarly promise to improve representational
equality. Gerrymandering, for example, is often used to generate safe seats
for incumbents and consequently uncompetitive elections. Research sug-
gests that the trend toward nonpartisan redistricting of state and federal
election districts will result in more competitive elections and in legisla-
tures that more closely match the partisan distribution of the electorate.*$
Other policies that reduce the incumbency advantage and enhance elec-
toral completion include nonpartisan get-out-the-vote drives. In one in-
triguing recent study, Costas Panagopoulos and Donald Green broadcast
nonpartisan radio ads in randomly chosen cities with mayoral elections.*’
The ads reminded citizens of the upcoming election date, encouraged them
to vote, and stated the names of the mayoral candidates. The cities that
received these ads had substantially more competitive elections than the
control cities in which no such ads were broadcast.

Critics of American democracy have long called for efforts to increase
electoral competitiveness, and a multitude of reforms have been suggested
(and occasionally implemented) at the state and national levels.*® My
findings suggest that strong party control reduces responsiveness to any
subset of the public, but that political pressures from impending elections
or uncertain control over the legislature enhances responsiveness to both
well-off and middle-class Americans. Reforms that increase electoral com-
petition are not likely to be popular among incumbents, but to the extent
that such reforms can be achieved, the political system may become at
least somewhat more responsive to the preferences of all citizens.
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In addition to reducing politicians’ reliance on affluent campaign do-
nors and enhancing the competitiveness of elections, a third route toward
bringing public policy more into line with the preferences of all Ameri-
cans lies in taking advantage of policies that are supported by affluent
and poor alike. This approach has sometimes taken the form of “target-
ing within universalism” on the theory that universal programs like So-
cial Security or Medicare will garner broader support than policies that
restrict their benefits to the disadvantaged.’! As we saw in chapter 4,
however, some means-tested programs garner strong support across the
income spectrum, and some market-oriented reforms to universal pro-
grams are much more popular among the affluent than among the less
well-off.

The set of policies that are strongly favored across the income spec-
trum but especially beneficial to the least well-off include support ser-
vices like child care and job training for welfare recipients, increases in
the minimum wage, and spending for education.’? In some of these cases
(like the minimum wage), the poor show more enthusiasm than the afflu-
ent. But even so, strong majorities of Americans at the 90th income per-
centile favored increasing the minimum wage in each of the fifteen sepa-
rate questions in my dataset.*3 These sorts of policies provide opportunities
not only to shift government policy in a direction favored by the less
advantaged, but to advance their economic interests at a time when the
balance of political and economic forces is pushing strongly in the oppo-
site direction.

Finally, redressing the imbalance in political influence will be difficult if
the trend toward increased economic inequality continues unabated. The
share of all income received by the top 10 percent of U.S. families grew
from about one-third in the 1950s and 1960s to almost one-half today.’*
Much of these gains, moreover, have gone to the very top of the income
distribution. Including capital gains as well as earned income, the share
of income going to the top 1 percent of earners has grown from about
9 percent in 1974 to over 23 percent.”> A huge economics literature has
explored the causes of growing income inequality in the United States
and other countries, and factors such as globalization, technological de-
velopment, and increased returns to education are typically identified as
important contributors. But government policy clearly plays an important
role as well, especially with regard to the concentration of income and
wealth at the very top of the distribution.*® Moreover how such forces
play out in any given society depends heavily on the policy choices that
society makes. For example, tax and transfer policies in most advanced
democracies have become more downwardly redistributive over the past
decades, helping to reduce the growth in economic inequality, but in the
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United States these policies have become less downwardly redistributive,
thereby exacerbating the growth of income inequality instead.>”

The relative importance of the various political forces and policy choices
that have contributed to rising inequality in the United States are difficult
to discern. Larry Bartels shows the dramatically different trajectories of
posttax inequality during the past three decades under Democratic presi-
dents (essentially unchanged) and Republican presidents (dramatically
increased), but the specific policies that account for this difference are
unclear.’® Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson focus on the extreme income
growth enjoyed by the very highest earners.’® Hacker and Pierson argue
that tax policies, corporate governance arrangements, financial deregula-
tion, and labor relations have all contributed to the growth of a “winner-
take-all” society.

The political and economic causes of increased economic inequality
are still much debated.®® Whatever their cause, their effect can only be to
exacerbate representational inequality. As resources flow toward the al-
ready most advantaged Americans, their ability to use those resources to
shape policy increases. Of course rich Americans hold diverse preferences,
just as the poor and the middle class do. But despite some prominent lib-
eral counterexamples, rich Americans tend to support the economic poli-
cies from which they have so greatly benefited. This raises the disturbing
prospect of a vicious cycle in which growing economic and political in-
equality are mutually reinforcing.

Economic inequality has been increasing in the United States for roughly
the past three decades. As the analyses in the previous chapter showed,
responsiveness to the affluent also grew over this period, while respon-
siveness to the poor and the middle class depended on the proximity of
a presidential election or the unusual political circumstances of the early
G. W. Bush years. Yet the importance of political conditions in shaping
responsiveness means that our political destiny is not predetermined. The
obstacles to enhancing representational equality in America are consider-
able, both because political reform is always hard to achieve and because
economic resources and the political influence that accompanies them
continue to shift toward the already advantaged. But the costs of not
doing so are considerable as well. The poor and the middle class are al-
ready far more likely than the affluent to feel that their preferences and
interests are ignored by government policy makers.®! Further concentra-
tion of political influence among the country’s affluent threatens both the
perception and the reality of a shared political community so central to
the health of even the modestly democratic republic we currently enjoy.
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As explained in chapter 3, using the same survey questions to gauge the
preferences of respondents at different income levels can produce corre-
lated measurement errors. One indication that my preference measures
do indeed contain correlated errors is the implausible coefficients that
result when multiple preference measures are included in the same pre-
diction equation. The first column of table A3.3 shows the coefficients
from three bivariate ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions using the
preferences of the 10th, 50th, and 90th income percentiles, respectively.
(Unlike logistic regression, OLS regression can be estimated from a vari-
ance/covariance matrix; the technique of correcting correlated errors by
deflating the covariances among predictors can therefore be applied to
OLS but not to logistic regression.) These coefficients tell the same story
as the logistic coefficients in table 3.1: a modestly stronger link between
preferences and policy for those at higher income levels.

The second column of table A3.3 shows the results when all three pref-
erence measures are included simultaneously. In this multivariate analysis,
the estimates for the preferences of the 10th and 50th percentiles become
negative (suggesting, implausibly, that net of other income groups’ prefer-
ences, greater support for a policy change among the poor and the middle
class leads to a lower probability of that change being adopted). Also, im-
plausibly, the estimated impact of the preferences of the well-off increases
from 0.51 to 1.01 when the preferences of the 10th and 50th percentiles
are added.

In his investigation of the sources of “wrong signs” in regression anal-
ysis, Christopher Achen shows that when predictors with correlated mea-
surement errors are included simultaneously in the same equation, the
coefficients for the predictors with the weakest true relationship to the
outcome being measured (in my analyses, the coefficients for the lowest
income level) may be unreliable and even incorrectly signed.! As Achen
and others indicate, when error covariances among predictors can be es-
timated, a variety of techniques exist to compensate for them and produce
unbiased estimates.? Estimating error covariances, however, requires mul-
tiple independent measures of the same underlying concept or attitude.
Multiple measures can plausibly be identified only for the subset of my
data where I have alternative survey questions from different organizations
or with different wordings that tap the same underlying policy change.
As explained in chapter 2, the 1,779 questions in my dataset include 387
questions with at least one alternative version relating to essentially the



254 e Appendix

Table A3.1 Policy Responsiveness by Size of Preference Gap across Income
Percentiles

10th vs. 90th 50th vs. 90th
Income Percentiles Income Percentiles

Size of Preference Gap 10th 90th 50th 90th
Less than § points

Logit coefficient (s.e.) .54 (.09) .54 (.09) 48 (.07) .50 (.07)

Intercept -1.01 (.11)  -1.02 (.11) -.93(.08) -.95(.08)

N 600 600 936 936

Log likelihood 718 717 1140 1133

Likelihood ratio x> x%(1) =40 x%(1) =42 x%1) =55 x*1) =60
p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001

Between 5 and 10 points

Logit coefficient (s.e.) 41 (.11) 52 (.11) .33 (.10) 51(.12)
Intercept =92 (.11) =99 (.12)  -.78(.10) -.84 (.10)
N 456 456 521 521
Log likelihood 552 541 653 643

Likelihood ratio x> xX(1) =16 xX1)=26 xX1)=10 xX1) =21
p<.001  p<.001 p =.001 p <.001

Greater than 10 points

Logit coefficient (s.e.) .02 (.09) 46 (.10) -.01 (.14) A7 (.18)
Intercept -.65(.08) =77(.09) -.80(.12) -.86 (.13)
N 723 723 322 322
Log likelihood 931 908 399 392

Likelihood ratio x> xX(1) = 0.3 xX1) =23 xX1)=.01 (1) =6.9
p=.85 p < .001 p=.93 b =.009

Full results for table 3.2 and figure 3.5.

same potential policy change. These 387 questions form 116 sets with
exactly two alternative versions, 25 sets with three alternative versions,
and 20 sets with four or more alternative versions. The questions within
each of these 161 sets are all from the same calendar year and refer to
identical or nearly identical proposed policy changes (see table 2.2 for
examples).

If there were no correlated error in these preference measures, the co-
variance of preferences across different income groups on the same ver-
sion of a proposed policy change would (on average) equal the covari-
ance of preferences across those income groups on alternative versions.
Consequently the difference between the same-version covariances and
the alternate-version covariances provides an estimate of the magnitude
of the error covariance. Calculating these covariances for the associations
between preferences for the 10th and 90th, the 50th and 90th, and the



Table A3.2 Policy Responsiveness by Income Percentile When Preferences across Income Levels Diverge

When When When When
10th and 90th Income 30th and 90th Income 50th and 90th Income 70th and 90th Income
Percentiles Diverge Percentiles Diverge Percentiles Diverge Percentiles Diverge
10th 90th 30th 90th 50th 90th 70th 90th
Logit coefficient .02 A6FE* -.09 A1 -.01 A47%* 16 467
(Standard error) (.09) (.10) (.11) (.14) (.14) (.18) (.14) (.18)
Intercept —-.65 -.77 -.78 -85 -.80 -.86 -.76 -.81
N 723 723 481 481 322 322 344 344
-2 Log likelihood 931 892 598 590 399 392 431 426
Likelihood ratio x> x*(1) = 0.3 x*(1) =23 x*1)=0.7 xX1)=8.9 x*1)=0.1 xX1)=6.9 x*1)=12 x*1)=6.9
p=.85 p <.001 p=.41 p =.003 p=.93 p =.009 p=.28 p =.01

Cases consist of survey questions about proposed policy changes asked between 1981 and 2002. The dependent variable is policy outcome coded
1 if the proposed policy change took place within four years of the survey date and 0 if it did not. The predictors are the logits of the imputed
percentage of respondents at a given income percentile favoring the proposed policy change. Comparisons for the 10th, 30th, and 50th percentiles
included policies for which preferences diverge from the 90th percentile by more than 10 percentage points; the comparison for the 70th percentile
includes policies for which preferences diverge from the 90th percentile by more than 6 percentage points.

#Fp < .01; ***p < .001
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Table A3.3 Alternative Estimates of Policy Responsiveness by Income Percentile

Marginal Impact
Based on Bivariate
Logistic Regressions When

Ordinary Least Squares Regression Preference Gap Is > .10
Income Deflated 10th vs. 90th ~ 50th vs. 90th
Percentile Bivariate Multivariate ~ Multivariate Percentiles Percentiles
10th 31 (.05)* ** =21 (.15) -.10 (.09) .02
50th .39 (L05)* ** —33(.22) .08 (.10) -.01
90th S51(.05)***  1.01 (J16)*** 51(.09)*** A4xEx A5FEE

Predictors for the OLS analyses are the imputed percentage of respondents at a given income
percentile favoring the proposed policy change. Dependent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if

the proposed policy change took place within four years of the survey date and 0 if it did not. The
coefficients in the first column are from three separate OLS regressions. The coefficients in the third
column are from a multivariate regression in which the covariance matrix was deflated to correct

for correlated measurement error among the predictors, as explained in the appendix. The marginal
impacts in the last two columns are based on the logistic regressions for policies in which preferences
for the indicated income percentiles diverged by more than 10 percentage points (bottom row of table
A3.1) and are estimated at the mean of the dependent variable. N is 1,779 for all OLS regressions,
723 for the 10th vs. 90th income percentile logistic regressions, and 322 for the 50th vs. 90th logistic
regressions.

*+x 5 < 001

10th and 50th income percentiles revealed that error covariance accounted
for 19, 17, and 14 percent of the observed covariance of the preference
measures, respectively. With these estimates of error covariance in hand,
I adjusted the three covariances representing the associations of the pref-
erences of the 10th, 50th, and 90th income percentiles in the covariance
matrix that produced the regression coefficients in the second column of
table A3.3 to remove that portion attributable to correlated error. I then
used the deflated covariance matrix as the basis for the regression that
produced the coefficients reported in the third column of the table.

Deflating the covariance matrix used in the multivariate analysis elimi-
nates the symptoms of correlated error. The third column shows weak and
nonsignificant coefficients for the 10th and 50th income percentiles and
a coefficient of 0.51 for the 90th percentile, indicating no decline in the
preference/policy link for the well-off when the preferences of the other
income levels are taken into account. The estimated impact for the 10th
income percentile is still negative, but the coefficients for both the 10th
and 50th percentiles are substantially reduced, and neither is statistically
distinguishable from zero.
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Finally, the last two columns of the table show results based on the
logistic regressions reported in the bottom row of table 3.2 (that is, the
association of preferences and policy outcomes for the 10th, 50th, and
90th income percentiles when preferences across the indicated income
groups diverge by more than 10 percentage points). To make these esti-
mates comparable to the OLS estimates discussed above, I calculate the
marginal impact of each predictor at the mean of the dependent variable.
Reflecting the results shown in table 3.2, policy responsiveness for the
10th and 50th income percentiles is essentially zero. The estimates for
the 90th percentile indicate that a 1-percentage-point difference in sup-
port for a policy change is associated with a 0.44- or 0.45-point differ-
ence in the probability of that change being adopted (on issues where the
preferences of the affluent diverge from those of the poor or middle class,
respectively).

The multivariate OLS estimates based on a deflated covariance matrix
parallel the analogous estimates from bivariate logistic analyses when the
data are restricted to questions on which preferences across income levels
diverge. But this reassuring conclusion rests on the assumption that the
set of multiple-measure items I use in estimating the error covariance is
representative of my data as a whole. Of particular concern in this regard
is the possibility that the proposed policy changes for which I could iden-
tify multiple survey questions might represent more prominent issues. If
so, respondents might have stronger or more-stable attitudes on these
questions, and as a result their responses might contain less measurement
error in general and be less susceptible to the influence of question word-
ing, survey timing, and so on than would be true for the remainder of the
questions in my dataset.

To assess the similarity of questions with multiple versions to those
without, I compare the 1,392 questions with single versions to the 232
question with two versions, and the 155 questions with three or four ver-
sions. These comparisons show that neither the average support for the
policy changes nor (more important) the level of opinionation differs sig-
nificantly across these three groups of questions. On average, 58 percent
of survey respondents favored proposed changes that had only single
preference measures compared with 59 and 57 percent of changes with
two and three or four measures, respectively. The percentage of respon-
dents answering “Don’t know” for the three groups was 4.9 percent for
single-version questions, 5.1 percent for two-version questions, and 6.4
percent for three- and four-version questions. Since my concern was that
policy changes with larger numbers of questions might be more salient to
respondents, the slightly larger percentage of “Don’t know” responses to
these questions is reassuring.
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Finally, additional confirmation that the number of different versions
of preference questions about a given policy change is not associated with
systematic differences in the error structure of those questions comes
from the estimated reliabilities of items with two, three, or four versions.
Since reliability estimates require at least two alternative measures, I
cannot compare the multiple-measure policies with the single-measure
policies. However, estimated item reliabilities are 0.79, 0.82, and 0.77 for
questions from two-item, three-item, and four-item groups, suggesting
that the preference measures of policy changes with larger numbers of
items do not differ systematically from those with fewer items (at least
among questions with two or more alternative measures).

A variety of evidence, then, suggests that the subset of multiple-item
policy proposals resembles the single-item proposals in ways that would
be most likely to influence their error structures and hence the size of the
error covariances of preference measures across different income levels.
This provides some confidence in applying the error covariance esti-
mates from the 387 questions with multiple measures to the dataset over-
all. This does not mean, however, that the error structures of all subsets
of policy preferences are likely to be the same. For example, as suggested
above, questions about more salient or familiar issues might generate
stronger opinions and more-stable (and less-error-prone) responses.
Consequently the adjustments to the preference covariance across in-
come levels that are appropriate for the dataset as a whole might not be
appropriate for subsets of questions on different substantive topics or
asked during different time periods (e.g., during election versus nonelec-
tion years).

The inability to apply these same error covariance estimates to the
variety of policy subsets I examine in the following chapters severely lim-
its the usefulness of the covariance deflation approach to dealing with
correlated measurement error. But as table A3.3 shows, at least for the
dataset as a whole, multivariate analyses with deflated covariances pro-
duce the same substantive findings as restricting my analysis to questions
with large preference gaps across income levels.

My analyses of the different substantive policy domains in chapter 4,
of interest groups in chapter 5, and of changes over time or across politi-
cal conditions in chapters 6 and 7 will rely, therefore, on some variation
of the approach used for table 3.2 based on the size of the preference gap
across income levels.
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Table A3.4 Policy Responsiveness When Preferences across Income or

Education Levels Diverge

Education Percentile

10th 50th 90th
10th income percentile
Policy preference .13 (.07) .20 (.07) .27 (.08)
Intercept -.70 (.07) -.72 (.07) -.74 (.07)
Log likelihood 1334 1331 1326
Likelihood ratio x> x2(1) = 3.9 X2(1) =74 X2(1) = 12.1
Significance p <.05 p <.01 p =.001
50th income percentile
Policy preference .28 (.07) .32 (.07) .39 (.08)
Intercept -.74 (.07) -.76 (.07) -.78(.07)
Log likelihood 1324 1320 1313
Likelihood ratio x> x*(1) = 13.8 x*(1) = 18.3 x2(1) = 25.3
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001
90th income percentile
Policy preference 41 (.08) .40 (.07) 48 (.07)
Intercept -.79 (.07) -.81 (.07) -.83(.07)
Log likelihood 1302 1301 1294
Likelihood ratio x> x2(1) = 31.1 X2(1) = 32.4 X2(1) = 44.1
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001

Full results for figure 3.9. Table reports nine separate logistic regressions. Dependent
variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took place within four
years of the survey date and 0 if it did not. Predictors are the logits of the imputed
percentage of respondents at a given combination of income and education percentiles
favoring the proposed policy change. Analysis is restricted to the 1,050 questions on
which preferences diverged by at least 10 percentage points between the 10th and 90th
income percentiles or the 10th and 90th education percentiles.
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Table A4.1 Policy Responsiveness by Policy Domain by Income Percentile

Appendix

Foreign Policy/ Social Policy Religious
National Security Welfare Economic Issues
10th income percentile
Logit coefficient .37 .39 51 .76
(Standard error) (.11) (.11) (.12) (.24)
Intercept .14 -1.40 -.74 -1.55
Log likelihood 578 410 491 165
Likelihood ratio x> X2(1) =12.2 x2(1) =13.7  x*1)=17.8 x*1)=11.0
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p =.001
50th income percentile
Logit coefficient .54 49 .55 .83
(Standard error) (.11) (.11) (.12) (.24)
Intercept A2 -1.51 -.81 -1.56
Log likelihood 564 403 487 162
Likelihood ratio x> X2(1) = 26.5 X2(1) =20.7  x*1) =222 x*1)=13.7
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001
90th income percentile
Logit coefficient 77 .58 .84 1.05
(Standard error) (.10) (.13) (.14) (.26)
Intercept .10 -1.58 -.90 -1.66
Log likelihood 542 401 468 157
Likelihood ratio x? X2(1) = 48.0 X2(1) =22.7  x*1) =41.7 x*(1)=18.9
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001
N 428 399 389 161

Cases consist of survey questions about proposed policy changes asked between 1981 and 2002.

Dependent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took place within four
years of the survey date and 0 if it did not. Predictors are the logits of the percentage of respondents
favoring the proposed policy change.
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Table A4.2  Policy Preference, Preference Divergence, and Their Interaction as Predictors of
Policy Outcome by Policy Domain by Income Percentile

Foreign Policy/ Social Economic Religious
National Security Welfare Policy Issues
10th income percentile
Policy preference -1.51 (.65) -.42 (.45) -.74 (.69) -1.70 (1.16)
Preference divergence .03 (.18) 27 (.22) .09 (.21) .53 (.44)
Interaction -.62 (.22) -.26 (.14) -43 (.24) -79 (.38)
Intercept .18 (.54) -.67 (.61) -.48 (.60) -.01 (1.26)
Log likelihood 569 406 488 160
Likelihood ratio x? X2(1) = 21.7 X2(1) =17.5  x*(1) =21.7 x*1) =16.3
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p =.001
50th income percentile
Policy preference -.76 (.66) .08 (.47) -.75 (.66) -.61 (1.06)
Preference divergence .04 (.18) 22 (.22) .10 (.22) .34 (.40)
Interaction -42 (.22) -13 (.14) -45(.23) -46 (.33)
Intercept 22 (.54) -.88 (.64) -.55 (.64) -.58(1.15)
Log likelihood 560 402 482 160
Likelihood ratio x? x3(1) = 30.7 X2(1) =22.0 x*(1) =272 x*1)=15.8
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p =.001
90th income percentile
Policy preference .59 (.66) .52 (.54) -.36 (.72) .22 (1.09)
Preference divergence .01 (.18) 14 (.22) .01 (.21) 30 (.41)
Interaction -.06 (.21) -.03 (.16) -.16 (.24) -27 (.34)
Intercept 12 (.55) -1.18 (.65) -.87 (.63) -77 (1.19)
Log likelihood 542 400 467 156
Likelihood ratio x> x3(1) = 48.1 XA(1) =232 X3 1) =423 x*(1)=19.7
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001
N 428 399 389 161

Cases consist of survey questions about proposed policy changes asked between 1981 and 2002.
Dependent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took place within four
years of the survey date and 0 if it did not. Policy preference is the logit of the percentage of respondents
favoring the proposed policy change; preference divergence is the log of the mean absolute difference

between the 10th and 50th and the 50th and 90th income percentiles.
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Table A4.3  Social Welfare Policy Preferences, Preference Divergence, and Their
Interaction by Income by Interest Group Alignment

Social Welfare Policies on
Which Interest Groups Align Remaining Social

with Lower-Income Americans Welfare Policies
10th income percentile
Policy preference .28 (.64) -1.44 (.77)
Preference divergence 49 (.33) .24 (.31)
Interaction -.08 (.20) -.53(.23)
Intercept =11 (.91) -.60 (.89)
Log likelihood 168 233
Likelihood ratio x? 11.1 x2(1) = 9.8
Significance p <.02 p <.02
50th income percentile
Policy preference .82 (.66) -.82 (.79)
Preference divergence .39 (.32) .26 (.34)
Interaction .08 (.19) -.39 (.24)
Intercept -.43 (.90) -.67 (1.00)
Log likelihood 166 231
Likelihood ratio x? 12.9 x3(1) = 11.7
Significance p<.01 p <.01
90th income percentile
Policy preference 1.54 (.88) -15(.79)
Preference divergence 27 (.32) 12 (.33)
Interaction 25 (.24) -.22(.23)
Intercept -.85(.90) -1.17 (.98)
Log likelihood 166 230
Likelihood ratio x> 13.1 X2(1) = 12.0
Significance p <.01 p <.01
N 184 215

Cases consist of survey questions about proposed policy changes asked between 1981 and
2002. The first column shows results for Social Security, Medicare, school vouchers, and
public works spending. Dependent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed
policy change took place within four years of the survey date and 0 if it did not. Policy
preference is the logit of the percentage of respondents favoring the proposed policy
change; preference divergence is the log of the mean absolute difference between the

10th and 50th and the 50th and 90th income percentiles. Standard errors in parentheses.



Table A5.1 Expanded Power 25 List of Interest Groups in Washington, DC

Lobbying organizations based on Fortune’s Power 25 surveys
AARP

National Rifle Association

National Federation of Independent Business
American Israel Public Affairs Committee
AFL-CIO

Association of Trial Lawyers

Chamber of Commerce

American Medical Association

National Association of Manufacturers

10 National Association of Realtors

11 National Right to Life Committee

12 National Education Association

13 National Association of Home Builders

14 American Farm Bureau Federation

15 National Beer Wholesalers Association

16 Motion Picture Association of America

17 National Restaurant Association

18 National Association of Broadcasters

19 American Bankers Association

20 American Hospital Association

21 National Governors’ Association

22 Health Insurance Association

23 Christian Coalition

24 International Brotherhood of Teamsters

25 Credit Union National Association

26  Recording Industry Association

27 American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees
28 Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers
29  Veterans of Foreign Wars of the U.S.

30  Independent Insurance Agents of America

31 American Council of Life Insurance

32 American Legion

33 United Auto Workers
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Industries with highest lobbying expenditures not represented above
Electric companies

Computer software and hardware
Universities

Oil companies

Telephone companies

Automobile companies

Securities and investment companies
Airlines

Defense contractors

10 Tobacco companies

O 0 IO\ LN bW -

Lobbying organizations include all organizations listed at least once on Fortune maga-
zine’s Power 25 surveys from 1997 through 2001. Organizations are listed above in order
of their average Power 25 ranking or by their lobbying expenditures between 1988 and
1992 as reported by opensecrets.org, although these distinctions among organizations
were not used in the interest group alignment scores. See text for the formula used to
compute interest group alignment scores.
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Table A6.1 Policy Responsiveness and Length of Presidential Partisan Regime

Income
Percentile

All policies All 10th 50th 90th
Policy preference .66 (.11) S50 (.11) .61 (.10) .76 (.11)
Economic policy .39 (.17) .38 (.17) .36 (.17) 43 (.18)
Religious/moral -.01(.27) -.05 (.27) -.01(.27) .02 (.27)
Foreign policy 1.13 (.16) 1.08 (.16) 1.11 (.16) 1.17 (.16)
Social welfare -.34 (.20) -.34 (.20) -.35(.20) -.32(.20)
Preference * -28 (.11) -.18 (.10) -.26 (.10) -.34 (.10)

Congress number
Congress number -.30(.11) -.36 (.11) -.30 (.11) =25 (.11)
Election year -15 (.15) -.16 (.15) -.16 (.15) =15 (.15)
Preference * -.09 (.15) —-.10 (.14) -.09 (.14) -.05 (.15)

election year
Intercept -1.65 (.16) -1.54 (.16) -1.63 (.16) -1.76 (.17)
Log likelihood 2018 2038 2022 1998
Likelihood ratio x> x2(9) = 168.7 x*(9) = 148.4 x%(9) = 164.7 x*9) = 188.1
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001
N 2230 2230 2230 2230
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Table A6.1 (continued)

10th vs. 90th 50th vs. 90th
Income Percentiles Income Percentiles
All policies 10th 90th 50th 90th
Policy preference .10 (.15) 77 (.17) .35 (.14) .76 (.17)
Economic policy .51(.28) .56 (.28) 46 (.26) 58(.27)
Religious/moral .05 (.39) .14 (.39) -.01 (.36) .06 (.37)
Foreign policy 1.24 (.26) 1.39 (.27) 1.21 (.25) 1.34 (.26)
Social welfare .03 (.29) -.00 (.30) -.26 (.29) -.22 (.30)
Preference * .01 (.17) -.40 (.18) -14 (.17) -.38(.19)
Congress number
Congress number -.63(.16) -.47 (.17) -.54 (.15) -.44 (.16)
Election year .05 (.25) -.03 (.27) .09 (.25) .03 (.26)
Preference * 23 (.26) .29 (.31) 23 (.26) .38 (.29)
election year
Intercept -1.42 (.24) -1.72 (.26) -1.54 (.23) -1.76 (.25)
Log likelihood 877 847 965 942
Likelihood ratio x> x%(9) = 63.3 X2(9) =929  x*(9)=78.6 x*9) =101.6
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001
N 926 926 1046 1046

Full results for table 6.3 and figure 6.2.



Table A6.2 Policy Responsiveness and Partisan Control

Income Percentile

All 10th 50th 90th
Policy preference 25 (.11) 22 (.10) .20 (.10) 31 (.11)
Economic policy 43 (.17) 41 (.17) 41 (.17) 48 (.17)
Religious/moral 03 (27) ~.02 (.27) 03 (27) .06 (.27)
Foreign policy 1.13 (.16) 1.08 (.16) 1.11 (.16) 1.18 (.16)
Social welfare -.33(.20) -.33(.20) -.34 (.20) -.30 (.20)
Preference * 31 (.18) =20 (.17) 32(.17) .28 (.18)

Republican control

Republican control .10 (.19) .16 (.19) .10 (.19) .08 (.19)
Intercept 2.03(16)  -1.99 (15)  -2.01(.15)  —-2.08 (.16)
Log likelihood 2046 2063 2049 2030
Likelihood ratio x? X2(7) = 140.6  xX(7) = 122.8 x*7)=137.0 x*7)=156.7
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001
N 2229 2229 2229 2229

When Preferences across Income Levels Diverge

10th vs. 90th

Income Percentiles

50th vs. 90th
Income Percentiles

10th 90th 50th 90th
Policy preference .08 (.17) .26 (.20) .09 (.17) 42 (.20)
Economic policy 41 (29) 51(.29) 39(27) 52(27)
Religious/moral .08 (.42) .20 (.42) -.09 (.41) -.05 (.41)
Foreign policy 1.28 (.27) 1.49 (.28) 1.26 (.25) 1.40 (.26)
Social welfare .13 (.30) 18 (.31) —-.19 (.30) -.13 (.30)
Preference * .20 (.30) 43 (.34) 47 (.29) .30 (.395)

Republican control

Republican control .23 (.28) .06 (.29) -.19 (.27) -.19 (.28)
Intercept -1.42 (.24) -2.23 (.27) -1.91 (.25) -2.02 (.26)
Log likelihood 857 837 956 940
Likelihood ratio x? X2(7) =428 x*27)=62.7 x*7)=63.5 xX7)=79.2
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001
N 922 922 1055 1055

Full results for table 6.5 and figure 6.3.
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Table A6.3 Policy Responsiveness and Partisan Control by Policy Domain

Income Percentile

Economic policy All 10th 50th 90th
Policy preference .05 (.27) .02 (.27) .07(.25) .05 (.28)
Preference * 1.02 (.46) .94 (.45) .85 (.42) 1.11 (.47)
Republican control
Republican control .83 (.49) .94 (.48) .85 (.49) .80 (.49)
Intercept -2.12 (.31) -2.12 (.30) -2.12 (.31) -2.12 (.30)
Log likelihood 443 447 447 439
Likelihood ratio x? X2(3) =33.2 x*3) =292 ¥*)(3)=129.7 x*3)=372
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001
N 482 482 482 482
Social welfare All 10th 50th 90th
Policy preference 23 (.22) .32 (.21) .20 (.21) 15 (.23)
Preference * .05 (.43) -21(.41) .09 (.41) .26 (.45)
Republican control

Republican control -.53(.52) -.38 (.51) -.55(.52) —.64 (.52)
Intercept -1.98 (.27) -2.03(.28) -1.98 (.27) -1.96 (.26)
Log likelihood 302 302 302 302
Likelihood ratio x? X2(3) =423 x}3) =434 x*(3) =429 x}3)=4.15
Significance p=.238 p=.227 p=.232 p = .246
N 454 454 454 454

(continued)
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Table A6.3 (continued)
Income Percentile

Foreign policy All 10th 50th 90th
Policy preference .15 (.19) .13 (.20) .07 (.18) .31 (.19)
Preference * .37 (.31) 18 (.31) 45 (.29) .29 (.31)

Republican control
Republican control .54 (.29) .57 (.28) .55 (.29) .53 (.29)
Intercept -1.13 (.18) -1.12 (.18) -1.14 (.18) -1.14 (.18)
Log likelihood 739 748 739 727
Likelihood ratio x? X2(3) =21.1 x*3) =11.7 x*3)=20.3 x*3)=32.7
Significance p <.001 p<.01 p <.001 p <.001
N 613 613 613 613
Moral/religious issues All 10th 50th 90th
Policy preference .58 (.73) .19 (.71) .53 (.71) .76 (.65)
Preference * 1.03 (1.35) 1.29 (1.33) .89 (1.28) .86 (1.28)

Republican control
Republican control -2.45(1.13) -2.54(1.08) -2.39(1.10) -2.31(1.16)
Intercept -1.11 (.57) -.95 (.54) -1.08 (.57) -1.25 (.59)
Log likelihood 104 108 105 102
Likelihood ratio x? X2(3) =16.1 x*3) =127 ¥*3) =154 x*3)=17.9
Significance p =.001 p <.01 p<.01 p <.001
N 146 146 146 146

Full results for table 6.6.
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Table A6.4 Policy Responsiveness by Direction of

Redistributive Policies by Partisan Control

Downwardly redistributive policy

Upwardly redistributive policy
Economic policy
Religious/moral

Foreign policy

Social welfare

Downward * Republican control
Upward * Republican control
Republican control

Intercept

Log likelihood

Likelihood ratio x?
Significance

N

.94 (.31)
-.87(.59)
27 (.18)
-.02 (.27)
1.00 (.15)
-.54(22)
-1.21(.57)
1.86 (.83)
.32 (.20)
-1.97 (.16)
2090
X2(9) = 104.1
p <.001
2237

Table shows logistic regression coefficients. Dependent variable is
policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took place
within four years of the survey date and 0 if it did not. Predictors are
indicator variables for whether the policy is upwardly or downwardly
redistributive, partisan control, the interaction of the redistributive
indicators and partisan control, and fixed effects for the four policy

domains examined in chapter 4.
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Table A6.5 Multivariate Analyses of Policy Responsiveness

Income Percentile

All 10th 50th 90th
Partisan control
Preference 25 (.11) 22 (.10) 21 (.10) 31(.11)
Economic policy 43 (.17) 41 (.17) 41 (.17) 48 (.17)
Religious/moral .03 (.27) -.02 (.27) .03 (.27) .06 (.27)
Foreign policy 1.13 (.16) 1.08 (.16) 1.11 (.16) 1.18 (.16)
Social welfare -.33(.20) -.33(.20) -.34 (.20) -.30 (.20)
Republican control .10 (.19) .16 (.19) .10 (.19) .08 (.19)
Preference * .31 (.18) 20 (.17) .32 (.17) .28 (.18)
Republican control
Intercept -2.03 (.16) -1.99 (.15) -2.01 (.15) -2.08 (.16)
Log likelihood 2046 2063 2049 2030
Likelihood ratio x> X2(7) = 140.6 x2(7) = 122.8 x*7) =137.0 x*7)=156.7
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001
N 2230 2230 2230 2230
Partisan control (+ controls)
Preference 52 (.15) 41 (.14) 46 (.14) .64 (.15)
Economic policy 37 (.17) .37 (.17) .35 (.17) 41 (.18)
Religious/moral -.02 (.27) -.06 (.27) -.02 (.27) .02 (.27)
Foreign policy 1.11 (.16) 1.07 (.16) 1.10 (.16) 1.16 (.16)
Social welfare -.35(.20) -.34 (.20) -.36 (.20) -.34 (.20)
Republican control .04 (.19) .08 (.19) .04 (.19) .05 (.19)
Preference * 27 (.18) 18 (.17) 29 (.17) 23 (.18)
Republican control
Election year =15 (.15) =15 (.15) =15 (.15) =15 (.15)
Preference * -.06 (.15) -.08 (.14) -.05 (.14) -.03 (.15)
election year
Preference * =27 (.11) =17 (.10) -.25(.10) -.33(.10)
regime length
Regime length =31 (.11) -37 (.11) -32 (.11) -.26 (.11)
Intercept -1.66 (.19) -1.57 (.19) -1.64 (.19) -1.77 (.20)
Log likelihood 2015 2036 2018 1996
Likelihood ratio x2  x2(11) = 171.3 y2(11) = 149.8 y2(11) = 167.9 x(11) = 190.1
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001
N 2230 2230 2230 2230
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Table A6.5 (continued)
Income Percentile
All 10th 50th 90th
Partisan regime length
Preference .63 (.09) 48 (.09) .56 (.09) .74 (.09)
Economic policy .60 (.17) .58 (.17) .58 (.17) .65 (.17)
Religious/moral 23 (.24) .19 (.24) .23 (.24) 27 (.24)
Foreign policy 1.26 (.16) 1.20 (.16) 1.25 (.16) 1.32 (.16)
Social welfare -.31(.20) -.30 (.20) -.32(.20) -.30 (.20)
Preference * -.28(.10) -21(.10) -24 (.10) -.35(.10)
regime length
Regime length -41 (.11) -.46 (.10) -42 (.11) -.34 (.11)
Intercept -1.72 (.15) -1.60 (.15) -1.69 (.15) -1.84 (.16)
Log likelihood 2028 2054 2034 2001
Likelihood ratio x> X2(7) =205.5 x*7) =180.0 x*(7) =200.2 x*7)=233.0
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001
N 2230 2230 2230 2230
Partisan regime length (+ controls)
Preference S51(.14) 41 (.13) 43 (.13) .67 (.14)
Economic policy .60 (.17) .59 (.17) .59 (.17) .66 (.17)
Religious/moral 24 (.24) .19 (.24) 24 (.24) .28 (.24)
Foreign policy 1.26 (.16) 1.21 (.16) 1.25 (.16) 1.33 (.16)
Social welfare -.31(.20) -.30 (.20) -.32(.20) -.30 (.20)
Preference * =27 (.11) -21(.10) -23(.10) -.35(.10)
regime length
Regime length -41 (.11) -46 (.11) -43 (.11) -.35(.11)
Republican control -23(.19) -.20 (.18) -25(.19) -.21(.19)
Preference * 19 (.18) 11 (.18) 23 (.17) 12 (.18)
Republican control
Election year -.06 (.18) -.05 (.17) -.05(.18) -.06 (.18)
Preference * 07 (.17) 07 (.16) 06 (.16) 09 (.17)
election year
Intercept -1.59 (.18) -1.50 (.18) -1.55 (.18) -1.73 (.19)
Log likelihood 2015 2052 2031 1999
Likelihood ratio x? X2(11) = 171.3 ¥3(11) = 181.5 x2(11) =203.1 x%(11) =234.4
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001
N 2230 2230 2230 2230

(continued)
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Table A6.5 (continued)

Income Percentile

All 10th 50th 90th
Presidential election year
Preference .35 (.08) .22 (.07) .31 (.07) 45 (.07)
Economic policy .70 (.20) .68 (.20) .68 (.20) .77 (.20)
Religious/moral .68 (.27) .65 (.28) .69 (.28) .73 (.28)
Foreign policy 1.63 (.20) 1.55 (.19) 1.61 (.19) 1.71 (.20)
Social welfare -.07(.23) -.07 (.22) -.07(.23) -.05 (.23)
Election year -.67 (.21) -.62 (.20) —-.66 (.21) -.69 (.21)
Preference * .30 (.18) 28 (.17) 29 (.17) .30 (.19)
election year
Intercept -2.03 (.17) -1.95 (.16) -2.01 (.16) -2.12(.17)
Log likelihood 1529 1546 1532 1510
Likelihood ratio x> X2(7)=1442 x*7) =127.2 x*7)=141.4 x*7) =163.8
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001
N 2230 2230 2230 2230
Presidential election year (+ control variables)
Preference .62 (.15) .50 (.15) .52 (.14) .78 (.16)
Economic policy A7 (.21) 48 (.21) 45 (.21) S55(.21)
Religious/moral .65 (.28) .63 (.28) .65 (.28) .71 (.28)
Foreign policy 1.56 (.20) 1.50 (.20) 1.54 (.20) 1.65 (.20)
Social welfare -.14 (.23) -12 (.23) -.15(.23) -.13(.23)
Election year -.53(.21) -47 (.20) -.52 (.21) -.56 (.22)
Preference * 43 (.19) .38 (.18) 40 (.18) 45 (.20)
election year
Republican control .67 (.25) .65 (.24) .63 (.25) .73 (.25)
Preference * -.05 (.24) =22 (.24) .00 (.22) -.07 (.24)
Republican control
Preference * -.35(.13) =24 (.13) -.30 (.12) -43 (.13)
regime length
Regime length -.53(.13) -.57 (.12) -.54 (.13) -47 (.13)
Intercept -1.87 (.22) -1.77 (.21) -1.83 (.21) -2.04 (.23)
Log likelihood 1488 1508 1492 1464
Likelihood ratio x? X2(11) = 185.1 x*(11) = 165.9 x*(11) = 181.0 x>(11) = 209.0
Significance p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001
N 2230 2230 2230 2230

Full results for table 6.7.
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Table A7.1 Linear and Quadratic Time Trends in Policy Responsiveness by Income

Percentile

Income Percentile

All 10th 50th 90th
Linear model
Preference 23 (11)* 10 (.11) 21 (11)* 33 (.12)*
Year =90 (.18)***  —76 (.18)***  —.88 (.18)*** -1.01 (.19)*
Preference * 48 (.17)** 47 (\16)** 44 (.16)** 47 (.17)
year
Intercept =95 (.16)***  —-94 (.16) =95 (.16)*** -.97 (.16)*
N 2245 2245 2245 2245
Quadratic model
Preference 29 (.15) .20 (.14) 29 (.14)* .26 (.15)
Year 1.53 (.66)* 1.83 (.66)** 1.56 (.67)* 1.13 (.67)
Year-squared —2.46 (.64)*** 2,63 (.63)*** -2.48 (.64)"** 211 (.64)**
Preference * -.38(.62) —-.67 (.58) -.56 (.58) 41 (.62)
year
Preference * 1.03 (.60) 1.30 (.57)* 1.14 (.56)* 20 (.60)
year-squared
Intercept -1.30 ((19)***  -1.32 (.19)***  -1.29 (.19)***  —-1.30 (.19)***
N 2245 2245 2245 2245

10th vs. 90th Income Percentiles

50th vs. 90th Income Percentiles

10th 90th 50th 90th
Quadratic model
Preference 18 (.23) 27 (.26) 15 (.25) .08 (.27)
Year 2.11 (.95)* 1.48 (.99) 1.86 (.93)* 1.26 (.99)
Year-squared -2.85 (91)**  -2.61(96)** -2.97 (.89)***  -2.51(.91)*
Preference * -2.03 (.94)* .02 (1.09) -1.35 (.97) .84 (1.10)
year
Preference * 2.70 (.93)* 83 (1.05) 2.22 (.92)* 09 (1.06)
year-squared
Intercept -1.06 (.27)*#*  -1.05 (.29)***  -.98 (.27)*** -1.00 (.28)***
N 932 932 1063 1063

Analyses based on nonrestructured dataset with policy questions from 1964-68, 1981-2002,
2005-06. Table shows logistic regression coefficients (with standard errors in parentheses).
Dependent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took place in the
calendar year in question and 0 if it did not. Preference is the logit of the imputed percentage of
respondents at a given income level favoring the proposed policy change. Year is rescaled to range
from 0 to 1. In the bottom section, preferences of the 10th and 90th income percentiles differ by
more than 10 percentage points and preferences of the 50th and 90th percentiles by more than

§ percentage points. All analyses include fixed effects for the four policy domains examined in

chapter 4.

*p <.05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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Table A7.2  Gridlock and Policy Responsiveness by Income Percentile

Income Percentile

All 10th 50th 90th
Preference .39 (.31) .28 (.31) 28 (.29) .65 (.30)*
Gridlock —4.52 (.57)%** 455 (.S7)*** —4.58 (.57)%** —4.31 (.56)%**
Preference * .09 (.48) 11 (.48) .19 (.45) -.20 (.45)
gridlock
Intercept 1.04 (.38)** 1.13 (.38)** 1.09 (.38)** .83 (.38)*
N 2229 2229 2229 2229
Preference -.37(.39) —-.24 (.38) —-.40 (.36) -.33(.38)
Change in -15(.17) .01 (.16) -11 (.16) -.32(.18)
partisan
regime
Gridlock —4.78 (.70)***  —4.50 (.69)*** —4.77 (.70)%** —4.88 (.70)%**
Preference * 46 (14)%#* 31(.14)% 40 (13)** .60 (L15)***
regime
change
Preference *  1.12 (.56)* .80 (.56) 1.11 (.53)* 1.12 (.55)*
gridlock
Intercept 1.21 (.48)* 1.08 (.47)* 1.22 (.48)* 1.22 (.48)*

N 2229 2229 2229 2229
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Table A7.2 (continued)

10th vs. 90th Income Percentiles 50th vs. 90th Income Percentiles
10th 90th 50th 90th
Preference —-.34 (.64) -.83 (.69) -1.34 (.65) -1.33 (.73)
Change in .30 (.22) -.13(.25) -.12 (.22) —-.38 (.24)
partisan
regime
Gridlock -3.66 (.97)***  —4.66 (1.06)*** -6.00 (1.07)*** —6.41 (1.08)***
Preference * .04 (.23) 74 (.26)"F 27 (.22) .65 (.26)*
regime
change
Preference * .73 (.94) 1.90 (1.00) 2.48 (.95)** 2.75 (1.06)**
gridlock
Intercept .57 (.69) 1.12 (.72) 2.11 (.73)** 2.26 (.72)**
N 992 992 1054 1054

Analyses based on the annual restructured dataset with policy questions from 1964-68, 1981-
2002, 2005-06. Table shows logistic regression coefficients (with standard errors in parentheses).
Dependent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took place in the
calendar year in question and 0 if it did not. Preference is the logit of the imputed percentage of
respondents at a given income level favoring the proposed policy change. Gridlock is the propor-
tion of proposed policy changes not adopted in the calendar year in question. Partisan regime
change is scored 1 for years in which the party of the president changed hands (1981, 1993, 2001)
and 0 otherwise. In the bottom section, preferences of the 10th and 90th income percentiles differ
by more than 10 percentage points and preferences of the 50th and 90th percentiles by more than
five percentage points. All analyses include fixed effects for the four policy domains examined in
chapter 4.

*p <.05; *Fp < .01; ***p < .001



Table A7.3  Size of Majority Party Seat Advantage and Policy Responsiveness by
Income Percentile

Income Percentile

All 10th 50th 90th
Preference S50 (L10)*** .39 (L09)*** 46 (.09)*** S8 (L10)***
House seat 21 (.22) 13 (.22) .20 (.22) 29 (.23)
advantage
Preference * -.24 (.20) =17 (.19) =22 (.19) -.31 (.20)
House
advantage
Intercept -2.07 (.16)***  —-1.97 (.15)*** =2.05 (.16)*** -2.16 (.16)***
N 2229 2229 2229 2229
Preference .56 (.09)*** 44 (.08)*** .51 (.08)*** .64 (.08)***
Senate seat —.64 (.23)** =70 (.23)** —-.66 (.23)** -.58 (.23)*
advantage
Preference * -.62 (.20)** -.46 (.19)* =58 (.19)** =70 (.20)%**
Senate
advantage
Intercept -1.79 ((15)***  -1.70 (.15)*** -1.77 ((15)***  -1.88 (.15)***
N 2229 2229 2229 2229
10th vs. 90th Income Percentiles ~ 50th vs. 90th Income Percentiles
10th 90th 50th 90th
Preference 28 (.14)* .81 (\16)*** ST (14)* .85 ((16)***
Senate seat -.96 (.34)** -85 (.36)% -45 (.33) -.34 (.33)
advantage
Preference * -.39 (.33) -1.17 (.37)*** —-.69 (.33)* -1.03 (.37)**
Senate
advantage
Intercept -1.70 (.25)***  =2.02 (.27)*** -1.87 (.24)***  -2.08 (.26)***
N 922 922 1054 1054

Analyses based on the annual restructured dataset with policy questions from 1964-68,
1981-2002, 2005-06. Table shows logistic regression coefficients (with standard errors in
parentheses). Dependent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change took
place in the calendar year in question and 0 if it did not. Preference is the logit of the imputed
percentage of respondents at a given income level favoring the proposed policy change. Seat
advantage is rescaled to run from 0 to 1 separately for each house of Congress. In the bottom
section, preferences of the 10th and 90th income percentiles differ by more than 10 percentage
points and preferences of the 50th and 90th percentiles by more than five percentage points.
All analyses include fixed effects for the four policy domains examined in chapter 4.

*p <.05; **p <.01; ***p < .001



Table A7.4 Policy Responsiveness under Johnson and G. W. Bush

Income Percentile

10th 50th 90th
G. W. Bush -.76 (.17) =78 (.17) =75 (.18)
Johnson -.52 (.21) -.48 (.22) -.44 (.22)
Preference .21 (.07) .30 (.07) 46 (.07)
Preference * .60 (.14) 55 (.14) 46 (.15)
G. W. Bush
Preference * -.07 (.19) -22(.19) -.44 (.19)
Johnson
Intercept -1.77 (.13) -1.84 (.14) -1.96 (.14)
N 2229 2229 2229

Controlling for regime length, Democratic vs. Republican Party control, and

year in the election cycle

Income Percentile

10th 50th 90th
G. W. Bush -1.00 (.20) -1.00 (.20) -1.04 (.20)
Johnson =11 (.27) -.10 (.28) .07 (.29)
Preference 51 (.16) 49 (.15) .86 (.17)
Preference * .64 (.18) .50 (.17) 46 (.18)
G. W. Bush
Preference * =21 (.24) -.20 (.24) -.54 (.25)
Johnson
Preference * =17 (.11) =21 (.11) =28 (.11)
regime length
Regime length -.50(.12) -.48 (.12) -.44 (.12)
Preference * -.33(.28) -.09 (.26) -.38(.29)
Republican control
Republican control .34 (.28) .31 (.29) .57 (.30)
Election year -19 (.17) -19(.18) -.20 (.18)
Preference * 15 (.16) 11 (.16) 11 (.16)
election cycle
Intercept -1.51 (.20) -1.56 (.20) -1.86 (.22)
N 2229 2229 2229

(continued)
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Table A7.4 (continued)

Controlling for Senate seat advantage, gridlock, and years in which the

president’s party changed hands

Income Percentile

10th 50th 90th
G. W. Bush -.59(.22) -.56 (.23) -.52(.23)
Johnson -.40 (.54) —.44 (.55) -.33(.57)
Preference .10 (.51) -.07 (.50) .02 (.53)
Preference * .37 (.20) .30 (.20) 22 (.21)
G. W. Bush
Preference * 41 (.51) .31 (.49) -.14 (.51)
Johnson
Senate seats =25 (.71) -.16 (.72) -.30(.75)
Preference * —.67 (.66) —-.69 (.63) -.31(.67)
Senate seats
Gridlock -3.87(.88) -4.14 (.92) -4.17 (.95)
Preference * .36 (.82) .73 (.81) .66 (.85)
gridlock
Preference * 21 (.21) .31 (.20) 48 (.22)
regime change
Regime change .08 (.22) -.02 (.23) -.19 (.24)
Intercept .90 (.56) 1.00 (.58) .95 (.60)
N 2229 2229 2229

Analyses based on the annual restructured dataset with policy questions from 1964-68,
1981-2002, 2005-06. Table shows logistic regression coefficients (with standard errors in
parentheses). Dependent variable is policy outcome coded 1 if the proposed policy change
took place in the calendar year in question and 0 if it did not. Preference is the logit of the
imputed percentage of respondents at a given income level favoring the proposed policy
change. See tables A7.2 and A7.3 for variable descriptions. All analyses include fixed
effects for the four policy domains examined in chapter 4.

*p <053 **p <015 ***p < 001
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43. Alwin and Krosnick, “The Reliability of Survey Attitude Measurement.”

44. Lupia, “Shortcuts versus Encyclopedias.”

45. Fishkin and Luskin, “Bringing Deliberation to the Democratic Dialogue™;
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12. A second, related concern is that many of the surveys most commonly
used to assess democratic responsiveness are sponsored by news organizations
whose survey agenda may be driven primarily by the issues that are considered
newsworthy at any given time. Scott Althaus, for example, found that at least half
the questions in the iPOLL database (the most compressive database of survey
questions) between 1980 and 2007 came from surveys sponsored by news orga-
nizations. But when Althaus compared the topics covered in CBS News/New
York Times polls with the stories aired on the CBS Evening News, he found the
survey questions to cover a much broader range of issues and to be essentially
unrelated over time to the news agenda. See Althaus and Oats-Sargent, “What
Prompts the Pollsters?”

13. These figures are for my primary dataset covering questions asked in
1981-2002 and exclude respondents who answered “Don’t know.”

14. In addition to income and education, my data contain responses within
categories of race, sex, age, partisan identification, ideological self-placement, and
region when those are available from the original survey.

15. Most of the survey items that were excluded because they were not di-
chotomous (favor/oppose) either asked respondents to place themselves on a
multipoint scale where each of the endpoints was associated with some policy
orientation (like government versus individual responsibility for paying for health
care) or gave respondents three rather than two policy options to choose from
(like whether spending in some policy area should be increased, decreased, or kept
the same). Multipoint-scale items tend to use very broad descriptions of general
policy orientations to identify the scale endpoints and thus fail the second crite-
rion of referencing a policy change that is specific enough to be coded with con-
fidence. Spending questions with three response options are typically more spe-
cific in nature, and in these cases policy outcomes could be coded with a reasonable
degree of confidence. These items present a different difficulty for my purposes:
by dividing respondents into three groups, they allow the possibility that no op-
tion reflects a majority preference. In such cases even maximally responsive gov-
ernment policy might appear to be unresponsive to the public’s preferences. For
example, if equal numbers of respondents favored increasing, decreasing, and
maintaining spending in some area, the option most consistent with public prefer-
ences would seem to be to maintain spending at current levels. But this policy
outcome would be coded as consistent with the preferences of only one-third of
Americans. In addition it appears that the most common government spending
questions provide little leverage in assessing representational inequalities be-
cause they generate smaller differences across income levels than is typical for the
questions in my dataset. See Gilens, “Preference Gaps and Inequality in Represen-
tation”; and Soroka and Wlezien, “On the Limits to Inequality in Representation,”
for an analysis of this comparison.

16. Page and Shapiro, The Rational Public.

17. In fact, support was about 9 percentage points lower in response to the
first of these questions when both were asked in 1999.

18. To determine whether a proposed policy change occurred, my research as-
sistants and I relied on a combination of news accounts, government data (for ex-
ample, on changes in tax rates or arms sales to different countries), Congressional
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Quarterly’s publications and web site, and academic papers detailing U.S. policy
in specific areas.

19. Monroe, “Public Opinion and Public Policy, 1980-1993.”

20. To perform these calculations, I used the aggregate data reflecting the
number of respondents at each income level favoring or opposing each policy
proposal to reconstitute the individual-level data. More specifically, I treated each
combination of income category by policy preference as a single observation
weighted by the number of respondents in that income-by-preference cell. I then
used these weighted data as the basis for the logistic regression analyses described
in the text.

21. Following Krippendorff, Content Analysis, alpha is defined as 1 - (observed
disagreementl/expected disagreement) and computed by 1 - [(27 — 1)(number of
mismatched cases)nyn, ], where r indicates the number of cases coded and 70
and 71 indicate the total number of 0 (absent) and 1 (present) codes assigned to
that variable by the two coders. The reliability score for this coding is considered
adequate by conventional standards. See Riffe, Lacy, and Fico, Analyzing Media
Messages.

22. The other difference between my reliability estimates and those typically
used to assess survey questions is that my data reflect not the responses of hun-
dreds of respondents to two alternative questions, but the average response of all
respondents (or of all respondents at specific income levels) to hundreds of survey
questions.

23. Alwin and Krosnick, “The Reliability of Survey Attitude Measurement.”

24. Page and Shapiro, “Effects of Public Opinion on Policy”; Stimson, Mac-
Kuen, and Erikson, “Dynamic Representation.”

25. Monroe, “Consistency between Public Preferences and National Policy
Decisions”; Monroe, “Public Opinion and Public Policy, 1980-1993”; Monroe,
“Public Opinion and Public Policy 1960-1999.”

26. These figures represent the proportion supporting the proposed policy
change among respondents expressing a preference and the proportion of policies
adopted within the four-year coding window I employ.

27. Alternatively, federal legislation can be adopted by overriding a presiden-
tial veto with two-thirds vote of both the House and the Senate.

Chapter 3: The Preference/Policy Link

1. In this discussion of electoral incentives, I treat the federal government as a
unitary actor responding to the preferences of the public as a whole. In fact our
system of government is based on geographic constituencies, and even presiden-
tial elections are shaped by state-level considerations as a consequence of the
electoral college. This means that electoral incentives depend on the distribution
of preferences not only among the public as a whole but among residents of par-
ticular states or congressional districts. In the extreme case a policy that a major-
ity of Americans favor may not be favored by a majority of residents in a majority
of states or districts (that is, majority support for the policy may be found in
fewer than half the states or congressional districts). As a simple illustration,
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imagine a polity composed of five equal-sized districts. If strong majorities favor
a particular policy in two of the districts and weak majorities oppose the policy
in the other three districts, the overall distribution of opinion in the polity may
favor the policy, but representatives from only two of the five districts will have
constituencies with majority support. In a perfectly responsive political system in
which each representative votes according to his or her constituents’ preferences,
a policy such as this would be defeated despite having overall majority support.
If, however, we allow representatives to horse-trade across issues, we would ex-
pect that those from districts with weak opposition to the policy might concede
to representatives from districts with strong support (since the latter have more
to gain from the policy’s enactment than the former have to lose). In this case
policy outcomes would be brought back in line with majority opinion for the pol-
ity as a whole. In the real world, of course, a variety of obstacles stand in the way
of efficient bargaining of this sort, even if representatives are inclined to do so.

2. In The Federalist 10 Madison writes, “If a faction consists of less than a
majority ... it will be unable to execute and mask its violence under the forms of
the Constitution. When a majority is included in a faction, the form of popular
government, on the other hand, enables it to sacrifice to its ruling passion or inter-
est both the public good and the rights of other citizens. To secure the public good
and private rights against the danger of such a faction, and at the same time to
preserve the spirit and the form of popular government, is then the great object
to which our inquiries are directed.”

3. Unless a presidential veto is overridden by two-thirds majorities in both
houses of Congress.

4. Unpopular policies that were nevertheless adopted include various tax in-
creases over the years, loan guarantees or other economic assistance to foreign
countries, and sending U.S. troops to Haiti and Bosnia.

5. Most of the approaches other scholars have used to assess the link between
public preferences and policy outcomes do not generate data suitable for estimat-
ing the status quo bias (e.g., Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson, The Macro Polity;
Page and Shapiro, “Effects of Public Opinion on Policy”). Alan Monroe, in his
works “Consistency between Public Preferences and National Policy Decisions”
and “Public Opinion and Public Policy, 1980-1993,” does examine the status quo
bias for his data for 1960-93, showing that outcomes are consistent with major-
ity preference about three-quarters of the time when the majority favors the sta-
tus quo but only half the time when the majority favors policy change. However,
Monroe does not report the size of the preference majorities for these two sets of
issues, leaving open the possibility that the status quo bias might be larger than
this difference would imply (if the size of the majorities on issues where a major-
ity favored change outnumbered, on average, the size of the majorities on issues
where the majority favored the status quo) or smaller (if the opposite were true).

6. To provide a sufficient number of policy questions with divergent prefer-
ences, the analysis of the 70th versus the 90th income percentiles includes ques-
tions on which preferences differ by more than 6 percentage points rather than
the 10-percentage-point cut-off used for the other comparisons. We would ex-
pect this more inclusive criterion for the 70th percentile analysis in figure 3.6 to
slightly increase the estimated impact of the preferences of respondents at the
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70th income percentile relative to the analyses of the other income levels in the
figure.
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9. Lupu and Pontusson, “The Structure of Inequality and the Politics of
Redistribution.”
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the 90th percentile by at least 10 percentage points, and (2) those policies on
which preferences of the 50th and 90th income percentiles are within 5 percent-
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distribution,” 18.
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Regression Coefficients”; Berk, Regression Analysis; Brady, “The Perils of Survey
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and Norrander, “The Reliability of Aggregated Public Opinion Measures”; Kros-
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Relationship between Aggregate-Level Variables”; O’Brien, “Correcting Measures
of Relationship between Aggregate-Level Variables for Both Unreliability and
Correlated Errors”; Wiley and Wiley, “The Estimation of Measurement Error in
Panel Data.”

13. The consequences of correlated errors depend on whether the errors and
the true scores on the variables of interest are correlated in the same or opposite
directions.

14. For a discussion of correlated measurement error in aggregated data, see
O’Brien, “Correcting Measures of Relationship between Aggregate-Level Vari-
ables”; O’Brien, “Correcting Measures of Relationship between Aggregate-Level
Variables for Both Unreliability and Correlated Errors.”

15. Alwin and Krosnick, “The Reliability of Survey Attitude Measurement.”

16. This same phenomenon in which differences across income groups at the
individual level disappear when the individual-level data are aggregated can be
observed with panel data containing repeated measures of the same survey ques-
tion posed to the same respondents. For example, Larry Bartels examined a series
of policy questions asked of National Election Study panel respondents in 1992,
1994, and 1996. Bartels found substantially more individual-level instability
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across survey years among low-income than among middle- or high-income re-
spondents. However, the aggregate preferences for the three income groups were
equally stable from one survey year to the next (Bartels, personal communi-
cation).

17. While the difference between 4 percent and 8 percent “Don’t know” re-
sponses for the 10th and 50th income percentiles seems considerable, the politi-
cally relevant distinction is between the 92 percent of low-income respondents
and the 96 percent of middle- and high-income respondents that express a pref-
erence for or against the proposed policy change. Even if the pattern of opinion-
ation across income levels as indicated by “Don’t know” responses did fit the
pattern of responsiveness to policy preferences, it is hard to imagine that the
4 percent difference could have much impact on the inclination of policy makers
to take the preferences of different income groups into account.

18. Sturgis and Smith, “Fictitious Issues Revisited.”

19. Bishop, Tuchfarber, and Oldendick, “Opinions on Fictitious Issues.”

20. Schuman and Presser, “Public-Opinion and Public Ignorance.”

21. Lupia, “Shortcuts versus Encyclopedias”; Lupia and McCubbins, The
Democratic Dilemma; Popkin, The Reasoning Voter; Sniderman, Brody, and Tet-
lock, Reasoning and Choice; Zaller, The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion.

22. Nie, Junn, and Stehlik-Barry, Education and Democratic Citizenship in
America, 77; Zaller, The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion.

23. Neither of these latter coefficients is statistically distinguishable from their
counterparts for low and high income.

24. Because my dataset contains only aggregate rather than individual-level
data, calculating the joint relationship of income and education with the policy
outcomes was complicated. My data indicate the proportion of respondents fa-
voring each policy change for each level of income and education, but not for the
joint distribution of income and education. By basing my imputation equations
on a variance/covariance matrix for each policy question, however, I was able to
overcome this limitation. My data contain the means and the covariances of each
policy outcome with income and with education. The only missing information
needed to estimate the desired imputation equations was the covariance of in-
come with education. Using General Social Survey data from the same time pe-
riod, T calculated the covariance of income and education (after transforming
each into percentiles to parallel the measures in my policy-preference dataset). To
capture any change over time in the income/education covariance, I calculated
this statistic separately for four-year blocks starting with 1980-84. However, this
turned out to be unnecessary as the income/education covariance was extremely
stable across the twenty-year time period (from 0.031 to 0.033), with no consis-
tent trend.

25. Delli Carpini and Keeter, What Americans Know about Politics and Why
It Matters.

26. Or at least by the preferences of their most affluent constituents; Bartels,
“Economic Inequality and Political Representation”; Bartels, Unequal Democ-
racy.

27. Canes-Wrone and Shotts, “The Conditional Nature of Presidential Respon-
siveness to Public Opinion.” Their argument is that this is exactly the condition
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under which a president has the greatest incentive to cater to public preferences.
If a president’s popularity is very high, he or she can safely disregard the public’s
wishes on most issues and still be confident of reelection, and if a president’s
popularity is very low, he or she will be unlikely to win reelection regardless of
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