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ronment, and crime, income does not appear to shape the preferences of 
citizens.14

Things are different for the welfare domain, where the high- and low-
income means differ by more than thirty points. The differences across 
income levels are not symmetrical, however; the mean preference for 
people with middling incomes is much more like that for those with 
upper incomes. This pattern has important implications where represen-
tation is concerned (Soroka and Wlezien 2008). We already have noted 
the theoretical bases for representing the middle- or upper-income 
groups. Given the similarity in welfare preferences, if politicians follow 
the welfare preferences of those in the middle, they, to a large extent, 
would represent the preferences of upper-income earners; likewise, in 
representing the preferences of those with upper incomes, politicians 
would effectively represent the preferences of those in the middle. The 
welfare spending preferences of the middle and upper terciles are not 
identical, however, and it is important to determine what these differ-
ences mean for policy. It may be, after all, that what seems to be a small 
difference in preferences makes a big difference for policy. What is clear 
is that the welfare spending preferences of the lowest income group are 
least likely to be represented—not only is there a relatively large differ-

Figure 1.1   net spending support for different programs, by Income 
Level

Source:	Authors’ calculations based on data from the General Social Surveys (Davis, Smith,  
and Marsden 1973–2008).
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ence between their preferences and those of the middle and upper ter-
ciles, there is also little theoretical basis for representing the poor vis-à-
vis the rest of the income distribution.

Spending preferences across income groups also largely track one an-
other over time. That is, the similarities and differences that we see in 
figure 1.1 tend to hold over time. In effect, there is substantial parallel-
ism in preference change—“parallel publics” in Benjamin Page and Rob-
ert Shapiro’s words (1992). Welfare spending preferences in figure 1.2 
exemplify the pattern. This parallelism tells us a lot about the dynamics 
of public preferences over time—namely, that people tend to respond to 
many of the same things in similar ways (Page and Shapiro 1992; Wlezien 
1995; Enns 2006; Soroka and Wlezien 2008; Enns and Kellstedt 2008; Ura 
and Ellis 2008; Kelly and Enns 2010). The parallelism also carries impli-
cations for representation—in responding to the preferences of one 
group, politicians at least to some extent would follow the changes in 
preferences of the others. This may allow politicians to gain support 
from all groups even if preference levels differ across groups. Preference 
change is not perfectly parallel across groups, however. Of special note 
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Source:	Authors’ calculations based on data from the General Social Surveys (Davis, Smith,  
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in figure 1.2 is that welfare preferences for middle- and high-income 
groups appear to have converged over time; by the end of the series, 
there is little difference whatsoever. As discussed, this convergence has 
important implications for policy; as the series converge, whether one 
represents the preferences of those with middling or upper incomes 
makes no real difference. 

Next, we consider opinions about taxes. The GSS regularly asks re-
spondents the question, “Do you consider the amount of federal income 
tax which you have to pay as too high, about right, or too low?” Figure 
1.3 plots the percentages saying “too high” between 1976 and 2008. By 
comparison with spending preferences on welfare (and other domains), 
these data show less parallelism over time. This is fairly predictable, be-
cause tax rates have fluctuated unevenly over time, increasing for some 
groups—especially high-income citizens—in some periods, for example, 
the 1990s, and decreasing in other periods, for example, the 1980s and 
the 2000s. The pattern across income groups still is quite similar to what 
we observe for welfare: significant differences between the preferences 
for lower-income respondents and the rest of the distribution. On aver-
age, about 68 percent of people in the upper tercile think their taxes are 
too high, versus 56 percent of those in the lower tercile. Among middle-
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in contrast, is consistently most liberal. Still, the opinions of the different 
groups appear to be quite close, and they also track together over time. 
An analysis of variance (ANOVA) shows that income groups account for 
only 12.3 percent of the total variance of the three series. By contrast, 84.3 
percent of the variance of mood across income groups and time is a func-
tion of parallel movement over time. The public’s policy mood thus dif-
fers only modestly across income groups—of course the differences may 
matter for policy. Interestingly, for the middle and upper terciles, the dif-
ferences that we do observe have declined in recent years. This is as we 
saw for welfare spending and taxes. 

Ultimately, how income level influences policy preferences is not 
straightforward. Conclusions vary depending on which policies are ana-
lyzed, the period of analysis, and whether the measure of public opinion 
is policy-specific or global. How we understand representation of differ-
ent income groups will necessarily also depend on these factors. 

As discussed, we also are interested in other divisions and whether 
and how they matter for politics and policy. One important division is 
education. To consider its effects, figure 1.5 plots policy mood by educa-
tion level.18 Peter Enns and Paul Kellstedt (2008) show that from 1972 to 

Pe
rc

en
t L

ib
er

al

85

80

75

70

65

60

55

50

45

40

19
56

19
60

19
64

19
68

19
72

19
76

19
80

19
84

19
88

Year

19
92

19
96

20
00

20
04

20
06

Low income Middle income

High income

Figure 1.4   stimson’s policy Mood, by Income Level, 1956 to 2006
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and Marsden 1972–2008), American National Election Studies (Sapiro, Rosenstone, and 
the National Election Sudies 2004), and the iPoll Databank (Roper Center Public Opinion 
Archives, various years).
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2004, different information groups typically updated their policy mood 
synchronously in response to changing economic conditions. Here, we 
extend the period of their analysis and observe a similar result. Notice 
first that for most of the period, the highest education group displays the 
most liberal opinions. This is in contrast with the finding in figure 1.4 
that the highest income group consistently showed the most conserva-
tive preferences. Although income and education level are highly corre-
lated in the United States, they do not produce the same policy prefer-
ences. There is less systematic difference in opinion for the middle and 
lower education groups, as the latter drifts much more liberally begin-
ning in the late 1970s. Even though differences across the groups are not 
the same at all points in time, a high level of over-time parallelism be-
tween the three series remains—more than 87 percent of the variance 
across education groups and time is a function of parallel over-time 
movement. People with quite different education levels respond to new 
information in much the same way.19

Party identification is another important cleavage. To provide a gen-
eral summary of how much it matters, we generate policy mood sepa-
rately for Republicans, independents, and Democrats.20 These are plot-
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ted in figure 1.6, which shows much larger cross-sectional differences 
than those for education and income. Two additional patterns are par-
ticularly striking in this figure. First, during most of the last fifty years, 
independents’ policy mood is closer to that of Democrats. Thus, if politi-
cians follow the median voter model and represent those in the middle, 
Democrats would benefit more often than Republicans.21 Second, the 
opinions of Democrats and Republicans polarize in the later part of the 
series, particularly through the 1990s (also see DiMaggio, Evans, and 
Bryson 1996; Evans 2003; Hetherington 2009).22 Although some recent 
accounts of polarizing public opinion focus on George W. Bush’s presi-
dency (Jacobson 2006), our analysis suggests that polarization occurred 
during the Clinton years and simply persisted through the Bush years 
(also see Bafumi and Shapiro 2009). This polarization may have had im-
portant consequences for opinion representation; indeed, it may have 
encouraged more extreme policies.

Opinion About Race

Race offers another basis for group differences. Existing research finds 
important differences across racial groups and important policy implica-
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realize their interests. Either way, there is little difference for policymak-
ers to represent. Additionally, when differences do emerge, as on welfare 
spending and taxes, the differences are largely between the middle and 
the rich on one hand and the poor on the other. Even these differences 
are dwarfed by the powerful changes we observe over time that affect 
income groups similarly. Differences across other groups are significant, 
including race and partisanship.25 African Americans and whites hold 
very different positions on racial policy issues and have done so for a 
long time, though the difference has declined slightly. Partisans also 
have different positions, and these seem to have widened dramatically 
in recent years. Winning and losing politically matters a great deal for 
race and party. If we want to understand whose preferences best match 
policy, we need to understand how and why groups differ in their opin-
ions. This is the focus of the first half of this book.

on the Representation of difference

In addition to assessing differences in preferences, we want to know 
whether differences ultimately matter for policy. Is there inequality in 
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table 2.2      Comparing the Linking procedure with demographic 
Matching 

  Matching Procedure
 Linking Procedure (Age, Education, Gender)

Political Percent Number Percent Number
Variable Correctly of Exact Correctly of Exact
 Classified Matches Classified Matches

Vote choice
Kerry 90 117 52 33
Bush 97 128 53 63

Party ID
Democrats 42 80 26 26
Independents 27 8 16 8
Republicans 41 65 30 16

Ideology
Liberal 31 16 22 4
Moderate 35 30 31 32
Conservative  44 39 31 22

Source:	 Authors’ compilation, based on the 2004 National Annenberg Election Survey 
(Romer et al. 2006) and the 2004 National Election Study (Center for Political Studies 2004).

R
-S

qu
ar

ed
0.8

0.7

0.6

0.5

0.4

0.3

0.2

0.1

0
1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010

Year

Ideology-d
Ideology-t
PID-t
PID-d

Figure 2.1   predicting Ideology and partisanship as a Function of 
demographics Versus thermometer scores

Source:	Authors’ compilation, based on the 1975–2004 National Election Studies (Sapiro, 
Rosenstone, and the National Election Studies 2004).
Note:	Ideology-d and PID-d reflect values based on demographic variables. Ideology-t and 
PID-t reflect values based on thermometer scores.



Assessing Ethnic-Racial Diversity   49

L
ib

er
al

-C
on

se
rv

at
iv

e 
Sc

al
e

7

6

5

4

3

2

1

0
Whites Blacks Latinos Asians

Ethnic-Racial Group

Kerry
Democrats

Republicans
Bush

Figure 2.2   perceptions of Candidate and party Ideology, by  
ethnic-Racial Group

Source:	Authors’ compilation, based on the 2004 linked data, as discussed in the text.

M
ea

n 
R

es
po

ns
e 

to
 7

-P
oi

nt
 S

ca
le 6

5

4

3

2

1

0
Whites Blacks Latinos Asians

Ethnic-Racial Group

For spending on services Against provision of jobs
Against provision of health insurance

Figure 2.3   opinions on the Role of Government, by ethnic-Racial Group

Source:	Authors’ compilation, based on the 2004 linked data, as discussed in the text.



50   Who Gets Represented?

In figures 2.3 and 2.4, we present the mean responses provided by 
each group on opinions toward the role of government. These questions 
include the amount of federal spending on government services, gov-
ernment provision of jobs, government versus private health insurance, 
and government aid to Latinos and blacks. Finding consistency with the 
previous research on public opinion and race, we see that blacks, more 
than any other ethnic-racial group, believe that the government should 
play an active role in the provision of jobs and services. Blacks believe 
that the government needs to play a larger role in providing health in-
surance to the American population than do the other ethnic-racial 
groups. Likewise, blacks are more likely to favor an increase in govern-
ment spending on social services as well as government aid in the provi-
sion of jobs than Latinos or whites are. Note that of the ethnic-racial 
groups that we examine, blacks have both the lowest median household 
income and the highest poverty rate (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, and Smith 
2009); as such, their support for greater government involvement in 
health care is consistent with Gilens’s findings (chapter 9, this volume) 
that the least affluent are more supportive of this measure than the more 
well-off.20 These findings also reflect Rigby and Wright’s observation 
(chapter 7, this volume) that the poor are more liberal on such policies 
than the wealthy. However, it is not always the case that an ethnic-racial 
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was 606 versus 606. But, due to the missing data, the numbers varied 
with the three different matching methods (see figure 2.A1).

The linking method that we show in this chapter is clearly superior to 
demographic matching, which barely outperforms random matching. 
The mean difference when using our thermometer method is −0.041, 
with a standard deviation of 1.777. In contrast, the mean difference for  
demographic matching is 0.548, with a standard deviation of 2.855, and 
for random matching, the mean is 0.132, with a standard deviation of 
3.073.

Figure 2.A2 is in the same format as Figure 2.A1, only now the hori-
zontal axis shows the difference between the self-placement on the  
liberal-conservative 7-point scale of the part-one respondent and the 
self-placement of the part-two respondent. This difference can run from 
–6 to +6. For example, a –6 would correspond to a self-identified “Ex-
tremely Liberal” respondent (1 on the liberal-conservative scale) being 
matched with a respondent who identifies him- or herself as “Extremely 
Conservative” (7 on the liberal-conservative scale). Again, the number of 
observations varied with the three different matching methods because 
of missing data.
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The linking method that we show in this chapter is once again clearly 
superior to demographics. The mean difference when using our ther-
mometer method is 0.017, with a standard deviation of 1.473. In contrast, 
the mean difference for demographic matching is 0.373, with a standard 
deviation of 1.913. The random-matching mean and standard deviation 
are the same as in Figure 2.A1—0.132 and 3.073, respectively.

Regression Models Experiment

For our second test of our linking procedure, we ran a set of simple re-
gression models using the 1980 through 2004 NES presidential election 
surveys, where the dependent variables were the respondent’s position 
on the 0 to 6 party identification scale and the respondent’s position on 
the 1 to 7 liberal-conservative scale. We used two sets of independent 
variables: standard demographics—gender, age, education, and in-
come—and the feeling thermometers for the major political figures in 
the survey. 

We show four sets of regressions from the data: demographics on the 
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pable of correctly classifying a larger percentage of respondents than 
does the matching procedure based on demographics. In particular, note 
the accuracy of the linking procedure’s ability to correctly classify vote 
choice—90 percent for Kerry and 97 percent for Bush. Demographic 
matching did not perform nearly as well and classified only 52 percent 
of Kerry supporters and 53 percent of Bush voters. In terms of partisan 
and ideological preferences, the percentage of respondents correctly 
classified under the linking are not nearly as high as for vote choice but 
still outperforms the percentage correctly classified using the demo-
graphic matching procedure. This comparison provides us with ample 
reassurance that our linking technique is tapping into the subjective util-
ity of individuals and can accurately predict their political preferences.

Figure 2.1 presents another way to assess how well demographics 
versus feeling thermometers can predict key political attitudes. This fig-
ure graphs the R-squared values of two sets of regression models—one 
in which the dependent variable is partisanship and the other in which it 
is ideology; in the first set of models, the independent variables are the 

table 2.1      distribution of demographic Indicators in the Linked, 
Annenberg, and nes data

 Linked Annenberg NES

Gender (percent)   
 Male  44.8 44.7 46.7
 Female  55.2 55.3 53.3

Education (percent)   
 Eight grade or less 2.5 2.0 3.1
 Grades 9 to 11 4.8 5.3 6.0
 High school diploma 30.5 25.6 29.3
 Some college 23.5 17.7 21.8
 Two-year college 9.3 7.9 9.9
 Bachelor’s degree 17.8 20.0 18.4
 Advanced 11.5 14.4 11.5

Race-ethnicity (percent)   
 Black 13.9 8.0 9.9
 Asian  2.0 1.5 1.6
 White 74.0 83.3 78.0
 Latino 5.6 7.5 6.7

Age (mean) 48.0 48.0 47.3

N 61,980 81,422 1,212

Source:	 Authors’ compilation, based on the 2004 National Annenberg Election Survey 
(Romer et al. 2006) and the 2004 National Election Study (NES) (Center for Political Stud-
ies 2004).
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table 2.2      Comparing the Linking procedure with demographic 
Matching 

  Matching Procedure
 Linking Procedure (Age, Education, Gender)

Political Percent Number Percent Number
Variable Correctly of Exact Correctly of Exact
 Classified Matches Classified Matches

Vote choice
Kerry 90 117 52 33
Bush 97 128 53 63

Party ID
Democrats 42 80 26 26
Independents 27 8 16 8
Republicans 41 65 30 16

Ideology
Liberal 31 16 22 4
Moderate 35 30 31 32
Conservative  44 39 31 22

Source:	 Authors’ compilation, based on the 2004 National Annenberg Election Survey 
(Romer et al. 2006) and the 2004 National Election Study (Center for Political Studies 2004).
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the ethnic-racial group thermometers in the NES for whites, blacks, and 
Latinos. These thermometer questions simply ask respondents how they 
feel toward whites, blacks, and Latinos. If these feeling thermometers 
are really tapping into an individual’s attitudes and preferences, we 
would expect that for each ethnic group, on average, they would feel 
warmest toward their own group. We present these distributions in table 
2.3 for both the linked data (using the group thermometers from the 
linked-to NES respondents) and for the original NES data. First, we see 
that, consistent with our expectations, each ethnic-racial group evaluates 
their respective ethnic-racial group most positively. For instance, in eval-
uating their own group, blacks’ average thermometer score is 88.5 in the 
linked data and 87 in the NES data. Blacks then feel warmest toward 
whites, who are followed by Latinos. Likewise, Latinos rate themselves 
the highest with a mean score of 82.9. But unlike blacks, Latinos, after 
their own group, feel warmest toward blacks and then whites. For 
whites, they, too, rate themselves the highest, followed by blacks and 
then Latinos. Notice, though, that across these three racial-ethnic groups, 
it is blacks who evaluate their own group with the highest score (88.5), 
followed by Latinos (82.9) and then whites (73.8). Blacks may feel 
“warmest” toward their own group due to their shared historical experi-
ences of discrimination in the United States, which as Michael Dawson 
(1995) argues, has created a very powerful and cohesive black group 
identity. On the other hand, given that the term Latino is a panethnic 
label that encompasses individuals from various Spanish-speaking 
countries of origin, their level of group cohesiveness and identity may 
not be as strong as it is for blacks. Along with validating the claim that 
thermometer scores tap into affect, table 2.3 further highlights how 

table 2.3   Group thermometer evaluations, by ethnic-Racial Group

 Group Thermometer Scores Toward . . .

R’s Latinos  Blacks  Whites N
Race Linked NES Linked NES Linked NES Linked NES

Latino 82.9 82.7 74.2 75.8 70.7 74.2 2814 66
 (14.0) (15.5) (20.1) (18.7) (19.6) (18.3) 
Black  67.1 68.8 88.5 87.0 71.7 72.3 6971 154
 (17.5) (18.2) (14.7) (15.5) (23.0) (20.0) 
White 66.6 66.6 68.9 69.2 74.3 73.8 39736 763
 (19.1) (19.3) (18.8) (18.4) (19.2) (19.2) 

Source:	 Authors’ compilation, based on the 2004 National Annenberg Election Survey 
(Romer et al. 2006) and the 2004 National Election Study (Center for Political Studies 2004).
Note:	Standard deviation in parentheses.
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closely the distributions from the linked data follow the distributions 
from the NES data. Again, affective signatures trump ethnicity in that 
our Latinos and blacks in the Annenberg sample are linked mostly	 to	
whites with nearly identical affective signatures in the NES sample. These 
results increase our confidence in the effectiveness of the linking proce-
dure.

We now move on to table 2.4, which looks at the responses from the 
nine 7-point issue scale questions. In particular, we compare the mean 
responses of our respondents from the linked data with the mean re-
sponses of our respondents from the NES, by their race-ethnicity, gen-
der, and vote choice (Bush or Kerry). Recall that the Annenberg data did 
not contain any of these 7-point issue scale questions; as such, the row 
entries in table 2.4 represent Annenberg survey respondents who have 
now “answered” the NES 7-point issue scale questions as a result of our 
linking procedure.

These issue scale questions ask individuals to place themselves on a 
7-point scale on a number of issues, ranging from the U.S. intervention 
in Iraq to government aid in assisting blacks and Latinos.15 Only the end 
points of the 7-point scales are labeled, and respondents are told these 
(usually) polar opposite positions. For example, the “government ser-
vices” question is phrased as follows: “Some people think the govern-

table 2.4   Mean Responses to 7-point Issue scales, Linked Versus nes data

Government 
Spending

Defense  
Spending

Government  
Jobs

Government 
Aid to Blacks

 Linked NES Linked NES Linked NES Linked NES

Race
 Latino 4.52 4.57 4.58 4.49 4.13 4.28 4.29 4.28
 Black 5.41 5.25 4.42 4.30 3.15 3.31 3.13 3.31
 White 4.38 4.36 4.76 4.65 4.45 4.82 4.88 4.82

Gender
 Men 4.26 4.32 4.84 4.74 4.49 4.61 4.70 4.61
 Women 4.75 4.69 4.53 4.41 4.00 4.48 4.47 4.48

Vote choice
 Bush 3.89 3.71 5.30 5.19 5.06 5.17 5.34 5.30
 Kerry 5.15 5.07 4.03 3.89 3.38 3.49 3.77 3.88

N 53,232 1,060 53,877 1,061 56,384 1,103 54,459 1,073

Source:	Authors’ compilation, based on the 2004 National Annenberg Election Survey (Romer et al. 
2006) and the 2004 National Election Study (Center for Political Studies 2004).
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ment should provide fewer services, even in areas such as health and 
education, in order to reduce spending. Suppose these people are at one 
end of a scale, at point 1. Other people feel it is important for the govern-
ment to provide many more services even if it means an increase in 
spending. Suppose these people are at the other end, at point 7. And, of 
course, some other people have opinions somewhere in between, at 
points 2, 3, 4, 5, or 6.”16

As these distributions indicate, the mean responses appear to be quite 
similar across these different subgroup populations. Responses by Lati-
nos, blacks, and whites in the linked data are nearly identical to those in 
the NES for the scaling questions pertaining to government services, de-
fense spending, jobs, aid to blacks, the environment, and aid to Latinos. 
Likewise, the distributions of the mean responses to the other demo-
graphic subgroup that we examine, gender, are comparable in both sets 
of data. For example, in the scaling question that asks about women’s 
role in society, the mean response in the linked dataset for women is 
1.90, and the average response of women from the NES is 1.88. The mean 
response by men in the linked data is 1.94, and in the NES, mean re-
sponse of men is 1.96. In fact, the largest discrepancy in the NES and the 
linked distributions, based on gender, is only .48. Finally, we examine 
Kerry supporters versus those who supported Bush in 2004. Once again 

Environment  
vs. Jobs Women’s Role

Government  
vs. Private  

Health Insurance

Government 
Aid  

to Latinos
U.S. 

Intervention

Linked NES Linked NES Linked NES Linked NES Linked NES

3.73 3.82 1.54 1.53 3.58 3.42 3.61 3.68 3.86 3.65
3.66 3.71 1.65 2.01 2.82 3.31 3.76 3.84 2.99 3.19
3.54 3.58 2.00 1.93 3.79 3.78 4.91 4.92 3.98 3.93

3.50 3.52 1.94 1.96 3.79 3.79 4.75 4.71 4.15 3.98
3.59 3.66 1.90 1.88 3.46 3.54 4.60 4.62 3.47 3.55

4.03 4.04 2.22 2.17 4.35 4.41 5.20 5.15 4.72 4.67
2.98 3.02 1.60 1.72 2.88 3.06 3.97 4.17 2.79 2.81

51,536 1,019 59,117 1,157 56,160 1,112 48,290 937 53,013 1041
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we find that the average responses to these 7-point issue scale questions 
from the two datasets are almost identical to one another, with the larg-
est difference between them being .18. More important, this technique 
also increases, by a rather significant amount, the sample size of the  
racial-ethnic groups in the linked dataset.

Next, we compare the distributions to an issue question common to 
both the NES and the Annenberg survey. This is a particularly rigorous 
way to test the validity of our procedure, because if the distribution on 
the linked respondents, who are in fact the Annenberg respondents an-
swering an NES question, reproduces a similar distribution to that of the 
Annenberg respondents, then we have every reason to believe that link-
ing individuals based on subjective utility can recover groups’ distribu-
tions on policy preferences and attitudes. Thus, in table 2.5, we present 
the distributions to this common issue question, which is one pertaining 
to opinions on George W. Bush’s handling of the economy (approve or 
disapprove). We also include the distributions from the NES survey to 
check whether the linked distributions reflect the Annenberg distribu-
tion more so than that of the NES. As in our presentation of previous 
distributions, we look at groups’ opinions by race-ethnicity and gender.

What is striking about these distributions is how well the linked data 
recovers the gender and racial-ethnic group distributions of the Annen-
berg survey. For instance, the distributions by race-ethnicity in the linked 
dataset are 36.5 percent for Latinos, 50.4 percent for whites and 10.7 per-
cent for blacks, and in the Annenberg data, this breakdown is 43.9 per-

table 2.5   distribution of Linked, Annenberg, and nes data on a 
Common Issue Question

Approve of the way the president is handling  
the economy (percent approving)

 Linked NES Annenberg

Race
Latino 36.5 35.8 43.9
Black 10.7 12.8 13.7
White 50.4 47.3 48.6

Gender
Men 44.3 43.1 48.5
Women 41.5 38.1 42.0

Aggregate 42.8 40.4 44.9

N 61,948 1,121 84,122

Source:	 Authors’ compilation, based on the 2004 National Annenberg Election Survey 
(Romer et al. 2006) and the 2004 National Election Study (Center for Political Studies 2004).
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of Rigby and Wright (chapters 9 and 7, respectively, this volume). On the 
question pertaining to federal spending on welfare programs, the modal 
category for each group was to keep federal spending on welfare pro-
grams at its current level. However, nearly twice as many blacks and 
Latinos (26 percent and 27.1 percent, respectively) than Asians (14.6 per-
cent) favored an increase in welfare spending. In fact, Asians, who have 
the highest median household income of all ethnic-racial groups, are the 
least supportive of government efforts to expand welfare programs. This 
pattern is similar to the one reported by Gilens (chapter 9, this volume), 
which shows that individuals in the 90th income percentiles favor cuts 
in welfare spending to a greater degree than those in the 50th or 10th 
income percentiles. With regards to the idea of investing social security 
in the stock markets, the modal category across the groups varied. Most 
blacks were indifferent to the proposal (they neither favored or opposed 
it), but a plurality of Latinos and whites favored such a plan. The bulk of 
Asians, on the other hand, opposed the proposal. Here, the more afflu-

table 2.6   opinions on social Welfare Issues, by ethnic-Racial Group

 Whites Blacks Latinos Asians

Federal spending on 
 welfare programs 

Increase 19.7 26.0 27.1 14.6
Keep the same 46.7 42.0 36.4 62.5
Decrease 33.7 31.9 36.1 22.9
Cut out entirely 0.0 0.1 0.4 0.0

Investing social security  
 in the stock market

Favor 46.7 30.5 45.9 32.9
Neither favor nor oppose 26.2 41.5 42.8 28.4
Oppose 26.8 26.3 11.3 35.5

Government should give 
parents in low-income 
families money to help pay 
for their children to attend a 
private or religious school 
instead of their local public 
school
Favor 28.0 33.7 42.0 11.3
Neither favor nor oppose 2.2 2.5 4.7 5.7
Oppose 68.8 62.9 52.2 83.0

N 40,808 7,036 2,814 853

Source:	Authors’ compilation, based on the 2004 linked data, as discussed in the text.
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changing elite cues on cultural issues: these are citizens with a high like-
lihood of being both interested in, and reliant on, cultural concerns.

High-education, low-income citizens, by contrast, should have both a 
greater interest in, and a greater ability to understand, elite partisan cues 
on hard issues. Citizens in this group should be especially responsive to 
polarizing elite cues on economic and scope-of-government issues.

Low-education, low-income citizens should exhibit both a relatively 
low propensity to care about cultural concerns and a lower likelihood to 
perceive and understand changes in party cues on the harder scope-of-
government dimension. We expect that members of this group are the 
least likely to react to elite polarization: in our typology, they are among 
the least likely to understand polarizing elite cues on economic issues, 
and the least likely to care about polarizing elite cues on cultural issues.

Finally, our high-education, high-income group may best fit the 

Low Education/High Income High Education/High Income

Low Education/Low Income High Education/Low Income

Greatest increase in importance
of “cultural” dimension
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at or	below	the median education level for a citizen born in the same birth 
cohort (as in, decade).10 As expected, there is a strong, but not anything 
close to perfect, correlation between education and income (25 percent of 
low-income citizens, 37 percent of middle-income citizens, and 58 per-
cent of high-income citizens fall into the high-education group).11

Aggregate Results

Results for the baseline model are presented in table 3.1, which builds on 
previous research and yields evidence that changes in the political con-
text have changed the relationship between party identification and fac-
tors known to affect it. To provide a sense of the relative association of 
these factors to partisanship, in figure 3.2 we use the coefficients from 
the analysis, combined with levels of elite polarization, to graph the ex-
pected impact of the two issue sets on the 7-point partisanship scale at 
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indistinguishable from that on cultural issues. Although scope-of-gov-
ernment polarization is greatest among the most educated segment of 
the citizenry, growth in the weight attached to cultural issues is highest 
among the less educated.

There is also important heterogeneity across income levels (the final 
three columns of table 3.2) that, at least at the outset, runs somewhat 
counter to our expectations. Consistent with the work of Gelman and  
his colleagues (2008), the largest increase in the importance of culture to 
partisanship comes from the top two income cohorts. But the context-
dependent effect for scope-of-government issues also becomes progres-
sively larger for higher-income terciles. Figure 3.4 shows a growing class 
divide in how citizens of different income groups use economic issues. 
The difference in impact of economic preferences on party identification 
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among high- and low-income citizens is expected to be about 1 point on 
the 7-point scale at the lowest levels of polarization, but more than dou-
ble that at the highest levels. Income, then, also appears to be related to 
response to elite polarization: the partisan identifications of wealthier 
people are becoming more issue-oriented than those of the poor, with 
respect to both scope-of-government and cultural issues.

These findings are not perfectly consistent with Frank’s (2004) culture- 
wars argument. For all groups, the impact of economic issues is increas-
ing, and these issues are still far more important than cultural issues in 
predicting partisanship. Further, we see that poor citizens are the least 
likely to have responded to elite cues on cultural issues, consistent with 
the observation that their wealthy counterparts are those disproportion-
ately fighting the culture wars. But these results are also not perfectly 
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consistent with many prominent critiques of Frank: the greatest increase 
in the importance of scope-of-government issues also appears among 
the rich. This speaks, perhaps, to the idea of a growing divide in the rel-
evance of economic and scope-of-government preferences to political 
choices, a divide that falls largely along class lines.

The results so far consider differences across income and education 
levels independently, without controlling for the impact of the other. To 
test our expectations regarding the joint roles of income and education, 
we ask whether these results regarding baseline roles obscure findings 
that may be missed without considering their joint effects. Table 3.3 re-
ports the estimated baseline and context-dependent effects on party 
identification of each of these issues for the high- and low-education co-
horts within each of the three income terciles. We use these data to gen-
erate figures 3.5 and 3.6, which illustrate the expected associations be-
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tween partisanship and scope-of-government issues (figure 3.5), and 
between partisanship and cultural issues (figure 3.6) for our two educa-
tion groups within the richest and poorest terciles. Although this analy-
sis reflects the same broad similarity as the others (for all groups, prefer-
ences on scope-of-government issues remain dominant), differences 
across these groups that are not predicted from either the education or 
income results alone are significant and substantively important.

First, consider differences across educational lines for the poorest ter-
cile. Consistent with our expectations, we find that for low-income citi-
zens, the effects on the importance and the change in importance for 
each of these dimensions are strongly conditional on education. Low-
income, high-education respondents are strongly responsive to changes 
in elite political context on scope-of-government issues, the highest 
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given points in time. The expected impact of a predictor in a given year 
is determined by adding its baseline-effect coefficient to its context-effect 
coefficient (multiplied by the level of polarization for the year of inter-
est). The graph shows the expected impact on the partisanship scale of 
moving from the minimum issue scales value (most conservative) to the 
maximum value (most liberal) for each dimension in any given year.

We first see that, consistent with past work (for example, Layman and 
Carsey 2002), preferences on the scope-of-government and cultural di-

table 3.1   Context-dependent predictors of partisanship, 1974–2006

 
Baseline  
Impact

Variable * 
Polarization

Economic/scope-of-government liberalism 1.31 *
(.16)

1.76 *
(.33)

Cultural-issue liberalism –.09
(.09)

.78 *
(.18)

Real income (tens of thousands) –.61 *
(.09)

–.17
(.16)

Ideological self-identification (7-point scale) 1.56 *
(.13)

1.99 *
(.26)

Urban .07 
(.05)

–.02
(.12)

Rural –.11 
(.06)

–.24 
(.14)

Catholic .67 *
(.05)

–.60 *
(.11)

Jewish 1.14 *
(.13)

–.44
(.33)

Religious fundamentalist .28 *
(.06)

–.46 *
(.12)

Black 1.06 *
(.07)

.28 *
(.14)

Female –.10 *
.04 

.26 *
(.09)

Southern white –.07
(.06)

–.05
(.12)

Polarization (in DW-NOMINATE scores) –.70 *
(.32)

R2 .20

N 15,341

Source:	 Authors’ compilation based on the General Social Surveys (Davis, Smith, and 
Marsden 1974–2006).
Note:	Table entries are OLS coefficients (cluster-corrected standard errors in parentheses). 
All predictors have been scaled to a range 0 to 1. Baseline impact taken when polarization 
is at the lowest level. 
*	p	< .05, two-tailed tests
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although both the high- and low-education groups structure their pref-
erences similarly (with conservative preferences on economic issues 
leading to greater Republican identification in the baseline period, and 
the impact of these issues increasing as parties polarize), the growth in 
the importance of this dimension is significantly (p < .05) higher for the 
high-education group, nearly three times the rate of the low-education 
group. More educated citizens are becoming better able to relate scope-
of-government issues to partisanship than their less educated counter-
parts. This is consistent with our expectation that education should 
make it easier for citizens to perceive and react to changing elite cues on 
hard issues.

With respect to the cultural dimension, however, we see precisely the 
opposite effect. The growing impact of cultural issues is nearly three 
times as large for the low-education cohort as for the high-education: in 
fact, for high-education citizens, we cannot say with confidence that cul-
tural issues have increased in importance at all. For the low-education 
group, by contrast, cultural issues are becoming more relevant, signifi-
cantly (p < .05) more so than for the more educated. In fact, the context-
dependent effect on economic issues for the less educated is statistically 

table 3.2   Baseline and Context-dependent effect of policy preference 
Variables, by Income and education

 
Low  

Education
High  

Education
Low  

Income
Middle  
Income

High  
Income

Scope-of-
government issues 
(Baseline)

1.15 *
(.19)

1.41 *
(.27)

.69 *
(.30)

1.53 *
(.27)

1.58 *
(.28)

Scope-of-
government issues 
(Context effect)

.84 *
(.43)

2.24 *
(.49)

1.13 *
(.61)

1.51 *
(.56)

2.28 *
(.56)

Cultural issues 
(Baseline)

.35 *
(.11)

.09
(.14)

−.15
(.17)

−.57 *
(.15)

−.00
(.15)

Cultural issues 
(Context effect)

1.00 *
(.22)

.33
(.26)

.57 *
(.30)

1.24 *
(.30)

.66 *
(.30)

R2 (full model) .12 .30 .12 .17 .26

N 10,627 6,242 5,147 5,264 4,958

Source:	 Authors’ compilation based on the General Social Surveys (Davis, Smith, and 
Marsden 1974–2006).
Note:	Table entries are OLS coefficients (cluster-corrected standard errors in parentheses). 
All predictors scaled to a range of 0 to 1. All other variables included in table 3.3 models 
are included in these models, but not shown in this table.
*	p < .05, one-tailed tests



table 3.3     Baseline and Context-dependent effect of policy preference Variables, by education Level Within Income

Low Income Middle Income High Income

 
Low 

Education
High 

Education
Low 

Education
High 

Education
Low 

Education
High 

Education

Scope-of-government issues (baseline) .94 *
(.34)

.45
(.63)

.95 *
(.33)

2.40 *
(.48)

1.37 *
(.40)

1.64 *
(.41)

Scope-of-government  issues (context 
effect)

.16
(.73)

3.90 *
(1.17)

1.72 *
(.76)

.68 
(.88)

2.46 *
(.91)

2.16 *
(.74)

Cultural issues (baseline) −.12
(.21)

.04
(.35)

−.58 *
(.19)

−.20
(.26)

.20
(.22)

.36
(.21)

Cultural issues (context effect) .56
(.38)

.73
(.64)

1.40 *
(.41)

.46
(.46)

1.19 *
(.47)

.07
(.39)

R2 (full model) .10 .21 .12 .30 .16 .36

N 3,937 1,196 3,420 1,836 2,236 2,716

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on the General Social Surveys (Davis, Smith, and Marsden 1974–2006).
Note:	Table entries are OLS coefficients (cluster-corrected standard errors in parentheses). All predictors scaled to a range of 0 to 1. Demographic con-
trol variables included in these models, but not shown in this table.
* p < .05, one-tailed tests
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number of former swing states into dependable partisan strongholds, 
reducing the size of the competitive territory contested by both presi-
dential candidates. Just as Texas, Georgia, and Tennessee have evolved 
from competitive to safely Republican states since the 1970s, California, 
New Jersey, and Illinois have moved in the opposite direction, becoming 
solidly Democratic over the same period.

It is clear that the widely recognized growth in the strength of parties 
in the electorate since the early 1970s has occurred at the same time as a 
less well-acknowledged increase in the geographic variation of presi-
dential election results. How are these two trends connected? One hy-
pothesis, derived not only from the common assumptions of political 
pundits but from academic scholarship as well (for example, Hethering-
ton 2001), holds that the increasing importance of party identification 
(PID) in the electorate over the past four decades is a direct mass re-
sponse to the ideological polarization of national party leaders. As vot-
ers see the two parties in Washington differ more sharply on a greater 
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number of issues, their own party loyalties are more commonly acti-
vated in the voting booth. If this reasoning is correct, we would expect 
to find that the increasing strength of PID in determining vote choice 
occurred uniformly across states, as the mass public responded consis-
tently across the nation to the same stimulus: the polarization of na-
tional political elites.4 The increased variation in state-level electoral 
outcomes would simply reflect differences among states in the aggre-
gate distribution of PID within their electorates—differences that were 
becoming more consequential as the individual-level strength of PID 
rose over time. According to this view, voters everywhere were some-
what likely to defect from their favored party in presidential elections 
during the “weak party” era of the 1970s, but have collectively grown 
more loyal at similar rates as national party leaders have sharpened 
their differences.5

Alternatively, the individual-level relationship between PID and the 
vote may have differed not only over time but across states as well. The 
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Figure 4.3   potential state-Level patterns Behind Rising party Identification–Vote Association

Source:	Figure generated by authors.
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ings for each of the twenty-five states in our sample yields three main 
conclusions. First and most important, there is no discernable time trend 
in the coefficients for nine of the states, from all regions of the country. 
This group includes Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Maryland in the 
Northeast; Virginia, Florida, and Texas in the South; Michigan in the 
Midwest; and Colorado and Oregon in the West.9 Second, in the remain-
ing states there is frequently some fluctuation but typically a trend in the 
upward direction, especially after 1984. The coefficients within these 
states typically began at lower values than the first set of states, but grew 
closer over time to those of the stable states—yielding the convergence 
evident in figure 4.4.

Third, these trends cannot be explained by party realignment in the 
South. According to the standard account of southern realignment, con-
servative whites who once constituted the Democratic Party’s most loyal 
base of support began to defect to Republican candidates in the 1960s, 
breaking up the “Solid South” that arose at the end of Reconstruction 
nearly a century before. These voters initially remained Democratic 
identifiers, even as they voted for Republican presidential nominees 
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have not grown over time, at least in the subset of states included in our 
analysis. Instead, relatively stable partisan divisions can increasingly ac-
count for electoral outcomes at the state level, as PID effects have con-
verged to a high level across states while differences net of PID have 
faded.

The findings illustrated in figures 4.4, 4.5, and 4.6 collectively reveal 
party identification to be an increasingly strong and stable predictor of 
both the voting habits of individuals and the aggregate electoral out-
comes of states. Whereas the importance of parties in the electorate var-
ied substantially across states in the 1970s, by the 2000s the growing ef-
fect of PID on the vote in a subset of states produced relative uniformity 
both across states in any given year and within particular states from 
one election to the next. This rising partisan stability among states over 
time is consistent with the findings of David Hopkins (2009), who dem-
onstrates that state-level partisan alignments in the five presidential 
elections between 1992 and 2008 were more stable than in any other five-
election sequence since the end of Reconstruction.
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explaining state Variation in party 
strength: the Role of perceived  
Ideological differences

If party resurgence in the electorate represents a direct mass response to 
sharpened ideological differences between national party officials, as 
many assume, we would expect little variation among states in the mag-
nitude of the increase in the PID-vote relationship over time, given that 
voters everywhere presumably observed the same elite-level phenom-
ena. Instead, the overall increase in party strength varies widely across 
states. Perhaps, however, voters’ perceptions of party differences have 
grown unevenly across the states. This could happen if voters take their 
cues about the parties’ relative ideological positions in part from the rep-
utation and behavior of party officeholders representing their home 
states. If so, the greatest growth in PID effects would occur in states 
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perceptions of party ideological differences (scored 0 to 1), and the inter-
action between the two, the PID main coefficient averages .58 across the 
nine time points, with an average t-statistic of 17.9. In other words, the 
expected difference on the dependent variable was a robust .58 among 
respondents who saw no differences between the parties. In addition, 
the main effect coefficient grew fairly steadily over time (but with a no-
ticeable dip in 1996), from .46 in 1972 to .67 in 2008. Even voters who 
cannot distinguish the parties ideologically have become more loyal to 
their party’s presidential candidates over time.

The interaction term, representing the extent to which the PID coeffi-
cient increases as the perceived ideological distance between the parties 
grows, is statistically significant in each year, with an average coefficient 
of .28 across the period and an average t-statistic of 4.4 (and no discern-
able trend over time). Thus, voters’ perceptions of a widening ideologi-
cal gap between the parties undoubtedly do play some role in explain-
ing the resurgent strength of parties in the electorate since the 1970s.19 
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strength. In every election between 1972 and 1988 except 1980, defection 
rates among culturally conservative Democrats exceeded those of cul-
turally liberal Republicans. Liberal Republicans tended to vote for  
Republican candidates despite being cross-pressured, whereas conser-
vative Democrats often defected from their party’s presidential nomi-
nees, especially George McGovern in 1972 and Walter Mondale in 1984. 
Figures 4.10 and 4.11 summarize these patterns. Figure 4.10 displays the 
coefficient on PID over time among voters who held liberal or conserva-
tive views on cultural issues.21 Figure 4.11 depicts the predicted presi-
dential index score by PID and issue attitude, first for the first four elec-
tions in the period (1972 to 1984) and then for more recent elections (1988 
to 2008). As these results demonstrate, the relative weakness  
of party identification as a determinant of presidential voting in the 
1970s and 1980s partly reflected the high defection rates of culturally 
conservative Democrats. By the 1990s, social issues continued to influ-
ence individual vote choice and to cause defections, but the fraction  
of cross-pressured voters had dropped and defection was no longer 
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table 4.1     national election studies (nes) sample sizes Within states over time

State NES ID no. 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004  2008

Alabama 41 27 31 29 53 55 48 44 63 64 22

Arizona 61 34 28 8 63 65 13 42

Arkansas 42 105 95 22 60 53 33 24 34 30

California 71 225 189 144 262 214 243 140 191 138 287

Colorado 62 30 23 34 37 37 40 38 37 27 99

Connecticut 1 55 30 27 47 38 33 14 17 10 30

Delaware 11 7 2 20

Florida 43 77 78 76 78 57 97 90 92 48 173

Georgia 44 90 54 40 92 93 139 81 34 10 78

Idaho 63 5

Illinois 21 130 124 75 64 59 83 46 56 35 29

Indiana 22 41 27 52 49 41 88 87 38 47 55

Iowa 31 70 70 11 52 44 33 24 28 22

Kansas 32 8 66 54 59 11 14 28

Kentucky 51 67 53 23 16

Louisiana 45 64 50 24 24 20 52 46 83

Maine 2 42 49 13 4

Maryland 52 56 50 26 47 43 54 32 35 34

Massachusetts 3 93 81 42 30 37 70 38 60 57 22

Michigan 23 110 90 73 147 114 134 97 72 59 114

Minnesota 33 61 50 32 54 57 78 53 63 47 25

Mississippi 46 44 26 19 1 4 63

Missouri 34 76 67 31 32 32 42 36 22 19

Montana 64 1



Nebraska 35 44 30 21 18 22 2

Nevada 65 2 5 31

New Hampshire 4 39 31 36 18 20 13

new Jersey 12 104 83 59 58 51 83 56 42 36 23

New Mexico 66 17 3 64

new York 13 168 113 121 189 156 176 87 115 86 123

North Carolina 47 125 98 37 65 71 51 24 23 65

North Dakota 36 7 39

ohio 24 172 127 97 97 98 79 38 73 33 85

Oklahoma 53 23 20 31 4 10 36

oregon 72 41 59 23 59 50 44 37 36 26 27

pennsylvania 14 157 135 77 54 55 76 47 52 16 36

Rhode Island 5 2 20

South Carolina 48 25 19 16 1 13 69

South Dakota 37 38 38 1 6

tennessee 54 28 34 33 102 124 88 49 42 22 77

texas 49 75 55 127 153 143 186 136 137 84 365

Utah 67 30 32 25 11 39 32

Vermont 6 1

Virginia 40 45 36 48 48 49 115 123 91 78 34

Washington 73 52 45 28 34 42 44 32 49 40 23

West Virginia 56 45 30 13 52 30 38 12 4

Wisconsin 25 26 23 29 59 65 56 43 69 52 21

Wyoming 68 13 78 47 34 11 5

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on data from the National Election Studies (2010).
Note:	Boldface indicates states included in this analysis.



Appendix 5.A   descriptions of Groups observed and Municipalities in Which they Met

Municipality Description Group Type
Municipality  

Population (2000)

Median Household 
Income, in Dollars 

(1999)

Central hamlet Daily morning coffee klatch, local gas station (men) 500 38,000

Northern tourist loation Weekly breakfast group, local restaurant (women, 
primarily retired)

500 32,000

North western hamlet Weekly morning coffee klatch, local church (mixed 
gender, primarily retirees)

500 35,000

North central village Group of library volunteers at local library (mixed 
gender, retirees); also, daily coffee klatch of male local 
leaders meeting in the local municipal building

500 34,000

North eastern resort village Group of congregants after a Saturday evening service at 
Immanuel Lutheran Church (mixed gender)

1,000 41,000

North western village Daily morning coffee klatch, local gas station (men) 1,000 32,000

Northern American Indian 
reservation

Group of family members, during a Friday fish fry at a 
local gas station–restaurant (mixed gender)

1,000 35,000

South central village Daily morning coffee klatch, local gas station (mixed 
gender, working and retired)

1,500 31,000

North central village Daily breakfast group, local diner (men) 2,000 38,000

South central village Women’s weekly morning coffee klatch at local diner; 
also, group of male professionals, construction workers, 
and retirees meeting later there

3,000 43,000

Central western village Two daily morning coffee klatches, one at a local gas 
station, the other at a local diner (men)

3,000 30,000

Central eastern village Kiwanis meeting (mixed gender, primarily retirees); also 
daily morning coffee klatch of male retirees at local fast-
food restaurant

3,000 45,000

Western Minneapolis suburb Daily morning coffee klatch, local diner (male local-
business owners, lawyers, retirees)

9,000 51,000



South eastern city on northern edge of 
Milwaukee metropolitan area

Daily morning coffee klatch, local diner (men) 10,000 54,000

South central city Middle-aged man and woman taking a midmorning 
break at a local café

10,000 36,000

Central city Daily morning coffee klatch, local café (middle-aged 
professionals, mixed gender)

38,000 37,000

East central city Daily morning coffee klatch, local gas station (retired 
men)

42,000 41,000

Milwaukee suburb, west of the city Group of teachers and administrators at local high school 
(mixed gender); daily lunch group of middle-aged men; 
mixed-gender breakfast group of retirees

47,000 55,000

Western city Daily morning coffee klatch, local café (middle-aged 
professionals, retirees, mixed gender)

52,000 31,000

South eastern city Weekly breakfast group, local diner (mixed gender, 
retirees, and currently employed)

82,000 37,000

North eastern city Daily breakfast group, local diner (men) 100,000 39,000

Madison Middle-aged female professionals’ book club; also, daily 
morning coffee klatch of male retirees at bakery; female 
resident volunteers in food pantry in low-income 
neighborhood

200,000 42,000

North Milwaukee neighborhood AIDS/HIV activism group meeting after services in a 
Baptist church (mixed gender)

600,000 32,000

South Milwaukee neighborhood Group of Mexican immigrants, waiting at a pro bono 
health clinic (mixed gender)

600,000 32,000

Source:	Authors’ compilation.
Note:	Population and income figures have been rounded to preserve the anonymity of the groups observed.
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in” once he had staked them out publicly. Put simply, he stuck with what 
he said. In terms of substantive impact, if the public moves 10 percent 
over the average conservativeness score, Reagan becomes about 8.5 per-
cent more conservative in his statements on foreign policy (as measured 
by the Clarify program; see King, Tomz, and Wittenberg 2000). By com-
parison, when the public changes 10 percent over the average Policy 
Opinions score, Reagan becomes about 4 percent more conservative in 
his domestic policy statements.

The findings for Reagan suggest a bifurcated approach to how he 
used his polling information: he turned to disaggregated information on 
domestic issues on which voters had more knowledge and direct experi-
ence, while he relied on aggregated, ideological data on foreign affairs. 
Political and strategic calculations appear to have conditioned the use of 
different types of polling information across policy domains: under nor-
mal circumstances, electoral risks and rewards are more intense and di-
rect in domestic affairs than in foreign affairs, increasing the political in-
centives to track and respond to the public’s specific policy preference in 
particular.

The Impact of Subgroups

The next logical question is whether the White House further segmented 
its responsiveness, particularly on domestic issues that were important to 

table 6.1   Impact of public opinion data on domestic or Foreign policy 
positions (domain effect Model)

Dependent Variable:  
Presidential Policy Positions

Independent Variables Domestic Policy Foreign Policy 

Public’s Ideological Identification −.07
(1.08)

3.39**
(1.55)

Public’s Policy Opinions 1.13**
(.14)

−.16
(.21)

Presidential Policy Positions, t−1 .73**
(.02)

.76**
(.02)

Constant .44
(.65)

−1.13
(.93)

R2 .68 .58

N 1,339 716

Source:	Authors’ compilation.
Note:	OLS coefficients, standard errors in parentheses.
**p	≤. 05, *p	≤ .10, one-tailed test.
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subgroups that were targeted as essential to building a new Republican 
majority. With the erosion of the Democrat’s New Deal Coalition and the 
rise of political independents, Republican leaders paid particular atten-
tion to these relatively unattached voters in the hopes of recruiting them. 
To investigate this, we regressed Presidential Policy Positions regarding 
domestic issues on the White House’s polling data on the Public’s Policy 
Opinions, the Public’s Ideological Identification, and the Policy Opinions 
of Independents (as well Presidential Policy Positions lagged).18 The Pol-
icy Opinions of Independents variable is also measured on a scale of 0 to 
1, and reflects the percentage of independents who held a conservative 
position on a given issue. (In other words, it is the same as the Public’s 
Policy Opinions but includes only independents.)19

Our analysis finds evidence of notable effects by political indepen-
dents on Reagan’s domestic positions. Table 6.2 suggests that specific 
policy preferences are statistically significant, and that the Public’s Ideo-
logical Identification is not. In particular, the policy preferences of inde-
pendents were substantially stronger than the policy preferences of the 
general public—evidence of the White House’s attentiveness to this crit-
ical segment of the electorate. A key emphasis to note is that the effects of 
independents emerge even after controlling for the Public’s Policy Opin-
ions and the Public’s Ideological Identification.

table 6.2   Impact of policy preferences of Independents on domestic 
policy positions

Independent Variables
Dependent Variable: Presidential Policy 

Positions on Domestic Policy

Public’s Ideological Identification −.14
(1.18)

Public’s Policy Opinions .68**
(.23)

Policy Opinions of Independents 1.60**
(.22)

Presidential Policy Positions, t−1 .56**
(.03)

Constant .49
(.71)

R2 .74

N 847

Source:	Authors’ compilation.
Note:	OLS coefficients, standard errors in parentheses.
**p	≤ .05, *p	≤ .10, one-tailed test.
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The White House devoted particular attention to broadening the Re-
publican Party’s conservative coalition. If this effort were systematic, 
we would expect evidence that the policy preferences of economic, so-
cial, and military conservatives had a significant impact on Reagan’s 
statements on issues of particular concern to each of these factions. The 
affluent have been principal supporters of the modern Republican Party. 
We would therefore expect the Reagan White House to demonstrate ef-
forts to lock down their continued support. To investigate this possibil-
ity, we regressed Presidential Policy Positions on issues of intense inter-
est to high-income Americans (lower taxes, less government spending, 
and reforming Social Security) on the Public’s Policy Opinions, the Pub-
lic’s Ideological Identification, and the Policy Opinions of the affluent 
(as well a lagged measure of Presidential Policy Positions on core eco-
nomic issues).20

Table 6.3 presents evidence confirming the striking impact of another 
segment of the electorate—high-income earners. The Public’s Ideologi-
cal Identification is not statistically significant; the White House did not 
tailor Reagan’s public comments on core economic issues to an overrid-
ing conservatism among Americans. Instead, Reagan’s public state-
ments on core economic policy were driven by the Public’s Policy Opin-
ions on these issues but much more strongly by the views of the most 

table 6.3   Impact of policy preferences of high-Income Americans on 
economic policy positions

Independent Variables

Dependent Variable: Social  
Security Reform, Taxes, and 

Government Spending

Public’s Ideological Identification −.45
(1.58)

Public’s Policy Opinions .70**
(.38)

Policy Opinions of Higher Income 
Americans

4.06**
(.85)

Presidential Policy Positions, t−1 .50**
(.07)

Constant −.79
(1.06)

R2 .84

N 173

Source:	Authors’ compilation.
Note:	OLS coefficients, standard errors in parentheses.
**p	≤ .05, *p	≤ .10, one-tailed test.
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affluent. In other words, the impact of the wealthy registered far above 
whatever impact of the general public’s policy preferences and ideo-
logical orientations.

One of the most important new groups that the Reagan White House 
targeted for recruitment to the conservative Republican coalition were 
social conservatives—namely, Baptists and Catholics who harbored 
strong views about family values and a law-and-order approach to 
crime. Table 6.4, which presents regressions on these issues and includes 
the Policy Opinions of Baptists and Catholics, indicates that Reagan did 
not systematically tailor his comments on social-conservative policies to 
Catholics.21 However, the social-conservative policy preferences of Bap-
tists registered as an important influence on Reagan’s statements and 
were in fact the only statistically significant force in shaping Reagan’s 
public comments on these policy issues. Of particular note, Reagan ap-
peared to be adopting new positions in response to Baptist preferences; 
the statistical insignificance of the lagged dependent variable suggests 
that his previous positions did not “lock in” his comments. This evi-
dence demonstrates that Reagan’s White House worked hard to update 
Republican policy stances to target and expand its conservative base.

One of the Reagan administration’s most dramatic policy changes 
was to substantially increase defense spending. Our earlier analysis sug-

table 6.4   Impact of the policy preferences of Baptists and Catholics on 
social-Conservative policy positions

Independent Variables
Dependent Variable: Family 

Values and Crime

Public’s Ideological Identification −.10
(.53)

Public’s Policy Opinions −.24
(.20)

Policy Opinions of Baptists 1.38*
(.85)

Policy Opinions of Catholics −.27
(.70)

Presidential Policy Positions, t−1 −.11
(.10)

Constant 4.78**
R2 .07

N 104

Source:	Authors’ compilation.
Note:	OLS coefficients, standard errors in parentheses.
**p	≤ .05, *p	≤ .10, one-tailed test.
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gests that the White House pursued a lumping approach on matters of 
foreign policy and national security—namely, that it tended to rely on 
more general ideological and partisan polling results. Table 6.5 shows 
that Reagan’s comments on defense spending were tailored to the views 
of Republicans, but not those of independents and Democrats (Reagan 
moves in a significantly contrary direction to independents and Demo-
crats).22 The results also show, not surprisingly, that the ideological mood 
of the electorate continued to influence defense-spending positions. In 
short, Reagan honed his public statements on defense spending to re-
spond to partisans and conservatives, while in essence turning against 
other segments of the electorate.

Conclusion

In two significant respects, the findings of this chapter offer a pointed 
revision of the long-standing treatment of the president as serving the 
overall national interest. First, the president differentiates how he han-

table 6.5   Impact of policy preferences of Republicans on defense-
spending policy positions

Independent Variables

Dependent Variable: 
Increased Defense 

Spending

Public’s Ideological Identification 3.31*
(2.11)

Public’s Policy Opinions −.32
(.43)

Policy Opinions of Republicans 5.00**
(1.74)

Policy Opinions of Independents −3.88**
(1.51)

Policy Opinions of Democrats −2.06*
(1.29)

Presidential Policy Positions, t−1 −.03
(.10)

Constant 3.15**
(1.57)

R2 .15

N 90

Source:	Authors’ compilation.
Note:	OLS coefficients, standard errors in parentheses.
**p	≤ .05, *p	≤ .10, one-tailed test.
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comes. We see that the partisan gap in opinion is larger for both types of 
policy liberalism and across the two survey years. Yet the income gap 
nearly reaches the partisan gap for the two 2000 measures, but is about 
half for the 2004 measures. We attribute the disparity to the different 
policy issues focused on in each year. Because we do not know which 
set of items better captures the “true” magnitude of differences, we ran 
parallel analyses on each set of measures and drew conclusions from 
results consistent across the two sets of constructed opinion scales. But, 
across the two survey years, we see again that the magnitude of the in-
come gap in economic issues is somewhat more substantial than that in 
social issues.

Income Differences in Opinion Across States

As shown in table 7.2, the distribution of economic and social policy lib-
eralism takes a different form when examining the individual- versus 
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is positive, significant, and explains a large proportion of the variance. 
When considering aggregate responsiveness in poor and rich states, we 
find quite similar relationships. For example, the variance explained in 
the poorer states (R2 = .48) was nearly as large as that in the wealthier 
states (R2 = .61). This finding contrasts with the opinion-policy relation-
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Figure 7.3   states’ economic policy Responsiveness to different Income 
Groups

Source:	 Authors’ compilation based on the 2000 and 2004 Annenberg National Election 
Surveys (Romer et al. 2006), as well as the policy measure presented in table 7.3.
Notes: N = 48 states in panel A, N = 24 poor states and 24 wealthy states in panel B. Bars 
represent the coefficient for each group’s policy liberalism—in panel A, from model 5 (no 
controls) and model 6 (controlling for state wealth), and in panel B, from model 7 (poor 
states) and model 8 (rich states) controlling for state wealth.
* p < .05, + = p < .10
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Figure 7.4   states’ social policy Responsiveness to different  
Income Groups

Source:	 Authors’ compilation based on the 2000 and 2004 Annenberg National Election 
Surveys (Romer et al. 2006), as well as the policy measure presented in table 7.3.
Notes:	N = 48 states in panel A, N = 24 poor states and 24 wealthy states in panel B. Bars 
represent the coefficient for each group’s policy liberalism—in panel A, from model 5 (no 
controls) and model 6 (controlling for state wealth), and in panel B, from model 7 (poor 
states) and model 8 (rich states) controlling for state wealth.
* p < .05, + = p < .10



table 7.3   policy Indicators Used to estimate states’ economic and social policy Liberalism

Data 
Source Year Mean SD Range

Factor 
Loading

Eigen- 
value

Proportion 
 of  

Variance

Economic policy indicators
Eligibility for SCHIP, percent  
of FPL (1) 2006 229 62 140 400 .54

Capital gains tax rate (2) 2003 4.78 2.86 .00 9.35 .45
Corporate income tax rate (2) 2003 6.56 2.65 .00 9.999 .61
Minimum wage (3) 2006 5.68 $0.83 $5.15 $7.63 .54
Per pupil expenditures in K–12 (4) 2006 9,075 $2,016 $5,437 $14,884 .67
Income eligibility for TANF/
welfare (5) 2006 751 $307 $269 $1,590 .22

Health insurance mandates  
index (3) 2006 .45 .11 .21 .68 .34

Economic policy score .00 .86 −1.57 2.15 1.77 .76

Social policy indicators
Gun control index (3) 2006 -.5 2.92 −2.50 8.77 .40
Abortion index (3) 2006 .10 1.85 −3.53 3.08 −.73
Has death penalty (3) 2006 .79 .41 .00 1.00 −.25
No discrimination for sexual 
orientation (6) 2008 .38 .49 .00 1.00 .79

Requires (2) or allows (1)  
school prayer (7) 2008 .98 .76 .00 2.00 −.34

Social policy score .00 .86 −1.05 1.48 1.49 .90

Source:	Authors’ compilation of data from Kaiser Family Foundation (2006); Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy (2003); Soren, Muedini, and 
Ruger (2008); Education Week (2008); Urban Institute (2006); Human Rights Watch (2008); and Education Commission of the States (2008)
Note:	N = 48.



table 7.4   Income differences in Ideology Versus policy Liberalism scores

2000 Annenberg Survey 2004 Annenberg Survey

 N
Self-ID 

Liberalism

Economic 
Policy 

Liberalism

Social  
Policy 

Liberalism N
Self-ID 

Liberalism

Economic  
Policy 

Liberalism

Social  
Policy  

Liberalism

Less than $10K 3,958 0.09 0.31 –0.19 3,728 0.05 0.17 –0.06
$10K to $15K 3,924 0.09 0.25 –0.17 3,939 0.02 0.16 –0.12
$15K to $25K 7,434 0.03 0.17 –0.10 7,515 0.01 0.11 –0.09
$25K to $35K 8,676 0.02 0.10 –0.05 8,948 0.00 0.07 –0.06
$35K to $50K 11,216 0.01 –0.02 –0.01 12,560 –0.03 0.03 –0.04
$50K to $75K 11,275 –0.03 –0.11 0.03 14,432 –0.04 –0.03 –0.01
$75K to $100K 6,277 0.00 –0.19 0.13 9,605 –0.02 –0.09 0.07
$100K to $150K 4,018 0.02 –0.22 0.21 7,138 0.00 –0.15 0.12
More than $150K 2,488 0.00 –0.30 0.27 4,817 0.00 –0.16 0.20
F 8.94 217.26 107.33 4.90 91.60 66.14

Source:	Authors’ calculations from the 2000 and 2004 Annenberg National Election Surveys (Romer et al. 2006).
Notes:	All three measures of liberalism are standardized scores with M = 0 and SD = 1. 



table 7.5   economic policy Responsiveness to different Income Groups

All States Poor Rich All States Poor Rich

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Economic policy liberalism (2000)
Opinion: average 5.62** 4.49** 3.22** 5.62**

(.78) (.80) (1.05) (1.20)
State wealth .79** .88 1.19* 4.26 −1.74 8.94

(.26) (.56) (.53) (3.09) (3.36) (7.09)
Opinion: low 1.62 .51 1.39 5.09

(1.90) (2.05) (2.17) (5.31)
Opinion: middle 6.98** 8.78** 7.77* 7.44

(2.12) (2.47) (3.14) (5.04)
Opinion: high 6.36** 4.43+ 9.59** 1.64

(2.21) (2.60) (3.25) (5.70)
Percent low income −2.84 11.61 −19.69 26.31

(4.02) (11.20) (14.20) (24.20)
Percent high income .70 −8.35 −6.29 −16.37

(4.11) (7.72) (8.98) (18.00)
Constant .12 −3.88** −4.30 −6.10* 1.44 −23.32 18.60 −51.22

(.09) (1.30) (2.67) (2.79) (2.49) (18.10) (20.90) (40.50)
Observations 48 48 24 24 48 48 24 24

R2 .53 .61 .36 .67 .65 .67 .66 .69



Economic policy liberalism (2004)
Opinion: average 6.17** 4.81** 3.23* 6.24**

(.94) (.96) (1.24) (1.44)
State wealth .83 .81 1.28* 4.86+ 1.93 7.96

(.27) (.59) (.54) (2.44) (2.74) (6.70)
Opinion: low −3.84 −4.65 −2.68 −3.18

(3.23) (3.14) (3.30) (8.19)
Opinion: middle 8.86** 8.88** 8.40* 10.36

(3.10) (3.00) (3.04) (8.35)
Opinion: high 7.82** 8.60** 7.49+ 6.84

(2.80) (2.73) (4.09) (5.96)
Percent low income 1.54 17.73 −4.71 33.66

(4.18) (9.07) (11.70) (22.30)
Percent high income 4.87 −5.45 −15.53 −7.13

(4.04) (6.48) (9.11) (16.80)
Constant .06 −4.15** −4.03 −6.64* −1.29 −29.43* −3.94 −50.79

(.09) (1.36) (2.81) (2.87) (2.51) (14.30) (16.90) (38.10)
Observations 48 48 24 24 48 48 24 24

R2 .49 .58 .30 .64 .63 .67 .52 .72

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on analysis of the 2000 and 2004 Annenberg National Election Surveys (Romer et al. 2006), as well as the policy 
measure presented in table 7.3.
Notes:	N = 48 states, excluding Alaska and Hawaii. Coefficients from OLS regression models. Group opinion measures are weighted for the propor-
tion of each grop within each state.



table 7.6   social policy Responsiveness to different Income Groups

All States Poor Rich All States Poor Rich

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Economic policy liberalism (2000)
Opinion: average 3.09** 3.51** 3.47** 3.79**

(.39) (.55) (.80) (.79)
State wealth −.36 −1.05 .21 −2.40 −1.21 2.45

(.33) (.73) (.51) (2.67) (3.23) (7.73)
Opinion: low .78 0.75 −2.12 11.56

(2.42) (2.43) (2.98) (5.89)
Opinion: middle 4.26+ 4.57* 5.52 −.59

(2.20) (2.23) (3.49) (4.28)
Opinion: high 6.32+ 6.34+ 8.33 −.38

(3.68) (3.69) (7.46) (5.19)
Percent low income .49 −7.25 −7.73 6.88

(5.16) (10.10) (14.20) (27.50)
Percent high income −2.21 2.82 −6.34 −1.82

(5.13) (7.60) (12.60) (16.50)
Constant .09 1.93 5.23 −1.15 .20 14.02 10.17 −14.37

(.08) (1.70) (3.51) (2.66) (3.03) (15.70) (19.70) (45.40)
Observations 48 48 24 24 48 48 24 24

R2 .58 .59 .48 .61 .61 .62 .59 .65

(Table	continues	on	p.	214.)



table 7.6   (Continued)

All States Poor Rich All States Poor Rich

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Economic policy liberalism (2004)
Opinion: average 3.49** 3.92** 4.37* 3.79**

(.42) (.59) (.85) (.88)
State wealth −.34 −.76 .34 −.11 1.06 −.07

(.32) (.64) (.53) (2.46) (2.94) (6.08)
Opinion: low 5.61+ 5.61+ .89 10.62+

(2.90) (2.93) (4.41) (5.78)
Opinion: middle −3.20 −3.20 2.50 −10.03

(3.30) (3.35) (5.00) (5.94)
Opinion: high 13.01** 13.03** 12.80* 17.44*

(3.93) (4.00) (5.97) (6.51)
Percent low income .13 −.24 5.58 −6.98

(4.12) (9.16) (13.00) (20.60)
Percent high income −3.70 −3.48 −7.83 −7.76

(4.06) (6.47) (10.20) (15.60)
Constant .08 1.78 3.90 −1.87 .73 1.37 −5.84 4.55

(.08) (1.64) (3.10) (2.78) (2.44) (14.50) (18.40) (34.70)
Observations 48 48 24 24 48 48 24 24

R2 .60 .61 .56 .56 .66 .66 .62 .69

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on analysis of the 2000 and 2004 Annenberg National Election Surveys (Romer et al. 2006), as well as the policy 
measure presented in table 7.3.
Notes:	N = 48 states, excluding Alaska and Hawaii. Coefficients from OLS regression models. Group opinion measures are weighted for the propor-
tion of each grop within each state.
**	p < .01, * p < .05, + p < .10
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(as argued in Soroka and Wlezien 2008; also see chapter 10, this vol-
ume). So even though we find greater responsiveness to the top income 
group across both opinion measures in poor states, we expect this dif-
ferential responsiveness to translate into greater representational in-
equality on economic issues for which the income groups hold more 
disparate preferences.

In contrast, in wealthier states, the primary income divide is on social 
policy issues—with more agreement on economic policy issues across 
income groups. This may help explain the absence of significant differ-
ences in responsiveness on economic issues among the wealthier states. 
Yet, even for social policy issues in which differences are more pro-
nounced, we found substantial responsiveness to the low-income group 
(in 2000) and jointly for the high- and low-income groups (in 2004), sug-
gesting that in wealthy states, when income groups do differ in opinion, 
the poor are no less likely to get what they want out of the policymaking 
process—and may even get better representation. This finding suggests 
that the distinct patterns of representation in poor versus wealthy states 
stems from more than just differences in the distribution of opinion 
across income groups.

Combining these findings, as shown in table 7.7, we see the most un-
equal representation across income groups within poor states on eco-
nomic policymaking. Yet our findings do not explain why this would 
occur. We did consider one potential explanation, that the poor states are 
simply the southern states. Given the differences in state wealth, as well 
as generally lower levels of redistributive policy among southern states, 
this did seem plausible. Yet we soon noticed that among the twenty-four 
“poorer states” in our analysis, only seven are southern. In fact, the 
twenty-four “richer states” include four southern states (Florida, Georgia, 
Texas, and Virginia). Further, when we divided the sample by region and 
reestimated the responsiveness models, we found a distinct (although 
nonsignificant with a sample size of eleven) pattern of responsiveness in 
southern states in which the poor may actually be better represented.

table 7.7   summary of Findings

More Balanced 
Responsiveness

More Skewed 
Responsiveness

Smaller income 
differences

Economic policymaking  
in rich states

Social policymaking in  
poor states

Larger income 
differences

Social policymaking in 
 rich states

Economic policymaking 
 in poor states

Source:	Authors’ compilation.



table 7.1   policy Issue Items Used to Generate economic and social Liberalism scales

 Liberal Position (pre-imput)

   Less More
    Than Than 
  Raw N Range $10,000 $150,000 F

Economic policy liberalism (2000)
Inheritance tax should be cut (q113a & q113b) 18,292 0 1 63% 75% 14.79
Should spend on health care for uninsured (q111b) 55,549 0 3 80 61 100.93
Should spend on Medicare (q111g) 24,501 0 3 81 57 60.09
Favor universal health care for children (q91d) 29,084 0 1 91 76 54.29
Should spend on Medicaid (q111h) 24,317 0 3 73 47 67.93
Should reduce income differences (q136e) 23,758 0 1 69 26 156.76
Should spend on aid to mothers with young children (q111e) 24,055 0 3 66 43 46.54

Social policy liberalism (2000)
Favor restricting abortion (q91b & q38c) 54,876 0 1 58 78 84.93
Should ban abortion (q136b) 24,010 0 1 66 88 68.07



Economic policy liberalism (2004)
Favor eliminating estate tax (q48 & q74 & q75) 13,637 0 1 65 70 3.14
Favor spending more on health insurance (q38) 19,662 0 3 86 65 48.92
Favor health insurance for children (q62 & q77) 19,569 0 1 92 75 36.31
Favor health insurance for workers (q63 & q78) 18,650 0 1 83 65 41.81
Favor assistance to schools (q22) 28,317 0 3 79 67 21.98
Should reduce income differences (q22) 35,149 0 3 48 27 110.58

Social policy liberalism (2004)
Favor banning all abortions (q20) 56,919 0 3 42 60 101.22
Favor banning all late-term abortions (q25 & q26) 22,040 0 3 38 38 4.77
Favor stem cell funding (q65 & q66 & q83 & q84) 16,076 0 1 67 77 8.88
Favor marriage ammendment (q17) 55,717 0 3 43 45 18.10
Favor allowing same sex marriage (q656 & q657) 17,052 0 3 18 27 37.28
Favor gun control 31,281 0 3 69 62 13.57

Source:	Authors’ calculations from the 2000 and 2004 Annenberg National Election Surveys (Romer et al. 2006).
Note:	Descriptive statistics from datasets prior to imputing for missing values. Income-group responses indicate the percent of each income group 
selecting the most liberal response option for each item. F statistics drawn from one-way ANOVA tests across all nine income categories. F statistics 
for each question are significant at p < .05



table 7.2   economic and social policy Liberalism

  Individual Level State Level

  N Mean SD Min Max N Mean SD Min Max

All respondents
Economic (2000) 59,266 0.00 1.00 −5.03 1.86 48 −0.02 0.11 −0.23 0.22
Economic (2004) 72,682 0.00 1.00 −5.70 2.77 48 −0.01 0.10 −0.26 0.21
Social (2000) 59,266 0.00 1.00 −2.05 1.33 48 −0.03 0.21 −0.43 0.44
Social (2004) 72,682 0.00 1.00 −2.99 2.31 48 −0.02 0.19 −0.43 0.40

Low income: less than $35,000
Economic (2000) 23,992 0.18 0.89 −5.03 1.79 48 0.15 0.13 −0.17 0.42
Economic (2004) 24,130 0.11 0.90 −5.41 2.60 48 0.11 0.09 −0.10 0.25
Social (2000) 23,992 −0.11 1.00 −2.03 1.27 48 −0.10 0.19 −0.47 0.36
Social (2004) 24,130 −0.08 0.99 −2.93 2.31 48 −0.07 0.15 −0.36 0.21

Middle income
Economic (2000) 22,491 −0.07 1.03 −5.03 1.71 48 −0.10 0.14 −0.51 0.25
Economic (2004) 26,992 0.00 1.00 −5.70 2.77 48 −0.02 0.12 −0.30 0.21
Social (2000) 22,491 0.01 1.01 −2.03 1.28 48 −0.03 0.25 −0.45 0.50
Social (2004) 26,992 −0.02 1.01 −2.99 2.16 48 −0.03 0.20 −0.43 0.43

High income:  more than $75,000
Economic (2000) 12,783 −0.22 1.10 −5.03 1.86 48 −0.25 0.18 −0.72 0.16
Economic (2004) 21,560 −0.12 1.08 −5.59 2.38 48 −0.14 0.18 −0.60 0.30
Social (2000) 12,783 0.19 0.95 −2.05 1.33 48 0.11 0.22 −0.27 0.49
Social (2004) 21,560 0.12 0.99 −2.78 2.22 48 0.03 0.25 −0.60 0.61

Source:	Authors’ calculations from the 2000 and 2004 Annenberg National Election Surveys (Romer et al. 2006).
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Low-income ideology times the proportion in the low-income cate-
gory,

X̄LPL	,

middle-income ideology times the proportion in the middle-income 
category,

X̄MPM	,

high-income ideology times the proportion in the high-income cate-
gory,

X̄HPH,

where X̄G = mean ideology among the income group G	within the state 
sample and PG	= the proportion within the sample in income group G. 
Had Bartels measured senator ideology as a function of the raw mean 
group ideologies (X̄G), he would have captured senator responsiveness 
to the actual	groups in the population that varies across states. Hence, 
the purpose in multiplying the proportions (PG) with the raw mean 
group ideologies (X̄G) is to take into account the different sizes of the 
groups in the electorate and thereby to create a common baseline for 
comparison. Bartels measures ideology by recoding scores on the origi-

table 8.1   predicting senate Roll-Call Ideology from Mean state 
Ideologies, 101st to 103rd Congresses

Mean Ideology =   
−1 to +1 Scale

Mean Ideology = 
1 to 7 Scale

Mean ideology for voting-age 
population

Republican senator

1.41***
(0.24)

0.95***
(0.04)

0.47***
(0.08)

0.95***
(0.04)

Intercepts
Standard error of regression
Adjusted R2

N

Congress-specific
0.226
.82

303

Congress-specific
0.226
.82

303

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on Poole and Rosenthal (1997) and Miller et al. (1993).
Note:	Dependent variables in both regressions are senator-specific W-nominates. The coef-
ficients are the unstandardized regression coefficients. Standard errors clustered by sena-
tor in parentheses. 
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nal NES 7-point (from 1 to 7) into a scale from −1 to +1. The original 1 
becomes −1; the original 7 becomes +1, and so on. The midpoint shifts 
from 4 to zero, a seemingly innocuous shift that becomes salient in the 
discussion that follows.

To sum up, with individual senators as the unit of analysis, Bartels 
matches the first dimension of the W-nominates (dependent variable) 
with subgroup constituency ideologies that are weighted by the propor-
tion of the groups in each state. A Republican senator dummy is added to 
allow for party-specific behavior independent of constituency influence.

We show Bartels’s original finding for the pooled 101st to 103rd Con-
gresses in table 8.2, column 1. Senate W-nominate scores are highly  
responsive to party plus high-income opinion and (to a lesser extent) 
middle-income opinion. But for the low-income third, the coefficient is 
non-significant and actually negative in sign. This is the crucial finding 
that suggests that for poor folks, there is no representation in the upper 
chamber of Congress.

When we try to replicate Bartels’s equation, we come passably close, 

table 8.2   predicting senate Roll-Call Ideology from Income-specific 
Ideologies, 101st to 103rd Congresses

Bartels Mean 
Ideology = 

−1 to +1 Scale

Replication,  
Mean Ideology 

 = −1 to +1 Scale

Replication,  
Mean  

Ideology = 
1 to 7 Scale

Wgt. low-income 
ideology (X̄LPL)

Wgt. middle-income 
ideology (X̄MPM)

Wgt. high-income 
ideology (X̄HPH)

Republican senator 
dummy

−0.33
(0.44)
2.66***

(0.60)
4.15***

(0.85)
0.95***

(0.04)

−0.67
(0.41)
2.52***

(0.53)
4.91***

(0.72)
0.92***

(0.04)

0.50***
(0.09)
0.43***

(0.13)
0.50***

(0.14)
0.96***

(0.04)
Intercepts 

Standard error of 
regression

Adjusted R2

N

Congress- 
specific

0.207
.85

303

Congress- 
specific

0.205
.85

303

Congress- 
specific

.0223

.83

303

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on Poole and Rosenthal (1997) and Miller et al. (1993).
Note:	Dependent variables in all regressions are senator-specific W-nominates. Wgt. low-
income ideology, wgt. middle-income ideology, and wgt. high-income ideology are the 
raw mean ideologies for the respective income groups times the proportion of that group. 
The coefficients are the unstandardized regression coefficients. Standard errors clustered 
by senator in parentheses. 
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encing roll-call behavior, but only for citizens with sufficiently high in-
comes. We should not lose sight of the fact that opinion generally seems 
influential (table 8.1); some opinions simply count more than others.

For further understanding, we replicated a step that Bartels reports in 
a footnote. Instead of dividing state samples into three groups based on 
the national income division, we divided each state into thirds based  
on income within the state, allotting each group (low income, middle 
income, and high income) as close to one-third of the sample of opinion 
holders as possible. Then we ran a simple regression predicting roll-call 
W-nominate scores from senator party affiliation plus mean scores in 
each state’s lowest, middle, and highest thirds in terms of family income. 
The advantage is that these results require no correction by proportion 
since each state’s subsamples are designed to be roughly equal in size.

table 8.3   predicting senate Roll-Call Ideology from Income-specific 
Ideologies,  101st to 103rd Congresses

Replication, Mean 
Ideology =  

−1 to +1 Scale

Replication, Mean 
Ideology =   
1 to 7 Scale

Wgt. low-income ideology (X̄LPL)

Wgt. middle-income ideology 
(X̄MPM)

Wgt. high-income ideology (X̄HPH)

Republican senator dummy

Proportion low-income (PL)

Proportion high-income (PH)

−1.06**
(0.39)
2.26***

(0.56)
4.58***

(0.75)
0.92***

(0.04)
0.75

(0.39)
0.14

(0.35)

−0.35**
(0.13)
0.75***

(0.19)
1.52***

(0.25)
0.92***

(0.04)
5.18***

(1.03)
−2.97*
(1.35)

Intercepts
Standard error of regression
Adjusted R2

N

Congress-specific
0.202
.86

303

Congress-specific
0.202
.86

303

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on Poole and Rosenthal (1997) and Miller et al. (1993).
Note:	Replicated results with proportions added. Dependent variables in both regressions 
are senator-specific W-nominates. Wgt. low-income ideology, wgt. middle-income ideol-
ogy, and wgt. high-income ideology are the raw mean ideologies for the respective groups 
times the proportion of that group. Proportion low-income and proportion high-income 
denotes the proportions entered separately. The coefficients are the unstandardized regres-
sion coefficients. Standard errors clustered by senator in parentheses. 
***	p < .001, ** .001 < p < .01, * .01 < p < .05
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Table 8.4 shows the results. The first and second columns show an 
equation predicting W-nominate scores from the senator’s party plus the 
mean ideology of each of the three income groups in the NES sample. 
We see once again that high-income respondents appear to matter but 
not low-income respondents. The difference is that this time respon-
dents’ placement in their income category is based on their income rela-
tive to that of other families in their home state rather than their classifi-
cation in the national income breakdown.

An important issue when using survey-generated means to predict 
legislative behavior is the measurement error in the ideology variables 
(Achen 1978; Erikson 1978). As large as the samples are for the NES Sen-
ate study, their use produces wobbly estimates when the data is sliced 
by income groups. The mean Ns for the low-income, medium income, 
and high-income samples are, respectively, only forty-eight, sixty-eight, 
and fifty-four cases per state. We draw on sampling theory to estimate 
the measurement error and reliability of the three sets of ideology scores 
based on states’ Ns and within-state variances and the observed  
between-state variances. Reliability estimates for these data suggest 
that more than half the variance of the three income-group means is 
actually sampling error rather than variance in true state means—more 

table 8.4   predicting senate Roll-Call Ideology from Income-specific 
Ideologies, defined statewise, 101st to 103rd Congresses

Mean ideology =  
−1 to +1 scale

Mean ideology =  
1 to 7 scale

Low-income ideology (X̄L)

Middle-income ideology (X̄M)

High-income ideology (X̄H)

Republican senator dummy

−0.21
(0.17)
0.57*

(0.26)
1.24***

(0.22)
0.94***

(0.04)

−0.07
(0.06)
0.19*

(0.10)
0.41***

(0.07)
0.94***

(0.04)
Intercepts 
Standard error of regression
Adjusted R2

N

Congress-specific
0.214
.84

303

Congress-specific
0.214
.84

303

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on Poole and Rosenthal (1997) and Miller et al. (1993).
Note:	Dependent variables in both regressions are senator-specific W-nominates. Low-in-
come ideology, middle-income ideology, and high-income ideology are the mean ideolo-
gies for each group where the group is defined statewise (one-third in each state), not na-
tionally. The coefficients are the unstandardized regression coefficients. Standard errors 
clustered by senator in parentheses. 
***	p < .001, ** .001 < p < .01, * .01 < p < .05
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table 8.5   predicting senate Roll-Call Ideology from Mean state 
Ideologies, 106th to 108th Congresses (Annenberg study data)

Mean ideology for voting-age population 
(−1 to +1 scale)

Republican senator

1.99***
(.35)

1.31***
(.04)

Intercepts
Standard error of regression
Adjusted R2

N

Congress-specific
.196
.93

291

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on Poole and Rosenthal (1997) and Romer et al. (2006).
Note: Dependent variables are both senator-specific W-nominates. The coefficients are the 
unstandardized regression coefficients. Standard errors clustered by senator in 
parentheses.
*** p < .001, ** .001 < p < .01, * .01 < p < .05

table 8.6   predicting senate Roll-Call Ideology from Income-specific 
Ideologies, 106th to 108th Congresses, defined nationally 
(Annenberg study data)

Mean Ideology =  
−1 to +1 Scale

Wgt. low-income ideology (X̄LPL)

Wgt. middle-income ideology (X̄MPM)

Wgt. high-income ideology (X̄HPH)

Republican senator dummy

Proportion low-income (PL)

Proportion high-income (PH)

Intercepts

1.02
(1.14)
2.06

(1.99)
3.72*

(1.57)
1.30***
(.05)
.02

(.79)
−.56
(.82)

Congress-specific
Standard error of regression
Adjusted R2

N

.194

.93

291

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on Poole and Rosenthal (1997) and Romer et al. (2006).
Note:	Dependent variables are senator-specific W-nominates. Wgt. low-income ideology, 
wgt. middle-income ideology, and wgt. high-income ideology are the raw mean ideologies 
for the respective income groups times the proportion of that group. The groups are de-
fined nationally. Proportion low-income and proportion high-income denotes the propor-
tions entered separately. The coefficients are the unstandardized regression coefficients. 
Standard errors clustered by senator in parentheses. 
***	p < .001, ** .001 < p < .01, * .01 < p < .05
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threshold. That is, we cannot find statistical evidence for a difference be-
tween the low-income and high-income groups.

Now, why is that? If we compare the Annenberg results with the Sen-
ate study, two main differences emerge. First, though still insignificant, 
the low-income ideology now has a positive coefficient. Second, and 
most important, the standard errors of the coefficients are more than 
twice the magnitude of the 1989 to 1995 results. This can be ascribed to 
the fact that the income categories are much more internally correlated 
in the Annenberg data (low-middle .64, low-high .67, and middle-high 
.86) than in the Senate study (low-middle .31, low-high .31, and middle-
high .33).6 This results in higher multicollinearity and thus higher stand-
ard errors.

The results are substantively equivalent when we base the income 
groups on state-specific definitions (table 8.7, column 1). High-income 
ideology is the only significant ideology variable but it is not significant 
differently from low-income ideology. As in table 8.4, we exclude the 

table 8.7   predicting senate Roll-Call Ideology from Income-specific 
Ideologies, 106th to 108th Congresses, defined statewise 
(Annenberg study data)

Mean Ideology =  
−1 to +1 Scale

− Mean Ideology =  
−1 to +1 Scale EIVREG

Low-income ideology (X̄L)

Middle-income ideology (X̄M)

High-income ideology (X̄H)

Republican senator dummy

Intercepts

.59
(.41)
.04

(.62)
1.14*
(.50)
1.31***
(.04)

Congress-specific

1.16
(0.76)
−.95
(.96)
1.58*
(.71)
1.30***
(.04)

Congress-specific
Standard error of regression
Adjusted R2

N

.196

.93

291

.193

.93

291

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on Poole and Rosenthal (1997) and Romer et al. (2006).
Note:	Dependent variables are senator-specific W-nominates. Low-income ideology, mid-
dle-income ideology, and high-income ideology are the mean ideologies for each group 
where the group is defined state-wise (one-third in each state), not nationally. The coeffi-
cients are the unstandardized regression coefficients. Standard errors in parentheses are 
clustered by senator in column 1. Because the Eivreg procedure in STATA does not allow 
for clustering, we also estimated the model in column 2 with only one observation per 
senator/cluster. That is, the dataset was collapsed at the individual senator level to pre-
clude statistical dependence due to senators holding office in multiple sessions. This did 
not alter the results substantively. 
***	p < .001, ** .001 < p < .01, * .01 < p < .05



How Poorly Are the Poor Represented in the U.S. Senate?   237

groups in the 2004 exit polls, we find some pattern of senatorial respon-
siveness to opinion. However, although the coefficients for all three 
groups for all three versions of the dependent variable are positive, they 
are most positive for low-income opinion. This is an outcome that does 
not seem right and will be challenged below. One possibility is that 
breaking down exit poll opinion by income group adds virtually noth-
ing to the prediction of senator behavior.

Consider that if we substitute ideological means for the entire state 
sample (see table 8.9), we obtain not only highly significant coefficients 
but also virtually the same explained variance as when parsing by in-
come. When each of the three dependent variables of table 8.8 is pre-

table 8.8   predicting senate Roll-Call Ideology from Income-specific 
Ideologies, defined nationally (2004 exit poll data)

1st Dimension  
of DW-

Nominates

2nd  
Dimension 

 of DW-
Nominates

Composite 
Measure

Wgt. low-income ideology 
(X̄LPL)

Wgt. middle-income 
ideology (X̄MPM)

Wgt. high-income ideology 
(X̄HPH)

Republican senator 
dummy

Proportion low-income (P̄L)

Proportion high-income 
(P̄H)

Intercept

2.32*
(.99)
1.61*
(.62)
−.47
(.61)
.79***

(.04)
.22

(.63)
.40

(.50)
−.68*
(.30)

4.03
(2.08)
1.07

(1.31)
1.59

(1.29)
−.55***
(.07)
1.04

(1.33)
−.43

(1.06)
−.08
(.64)

2.77** 
(1.02)
1.47*
(.65)
.06

(.64)
.44***

(.04)
.43

(.66)
.18

(.52)
.35

(.71)
Standard error of 
regression

Adjusted R2

N

.150

.90

101

.307

.45

101

.155

.82

101

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on Poole and Rosenthal (2007) and Edison Mitofsky 
Research (2004).
Note:	 Dependent variables are different versions of senator-specific DW-nominates. The 
composite measure is .74 times the 1st dimension score plus .26 times the 2nd dimension 
score. Wgt. low-income ideology, wgt. middle-income ideology, and wgt. high-income 
ideology are the raw mean ideologies for the respective income groups times the propor-
tion of that group. The groups are defined nationally. Proportion low-income and propor-
tion high-income denotes the proportions entered separately. The coefficients are the un-
standardized regression coefficients. Standard errors in parentheses. 
***	p < .001, ** .001 < p < .01, * .01 < p < .05
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dicted from party and net state ideology alone, the adjusted R2 is within 
a point or two of those shown in the more elaborate model.

As for Annenberg, the main problem with the Senate exit poll data is 
that mean ideology scores for the three income categories were highly 
correlated (.85 low-middle, .75 low-high, and .90 middle-high). That is, 
the three income groups move together. If a state is liberal, all three 
groups are relatively liberal; if it is conservative, all three groups are rela-
tively conservative. This extreme multicollinearity rendered problemati-
cal any attempt to separate the effects of opinion across income groups. 
The problem is even slightly worse when measurement error is taken 
into account.8

A different but also odd verdict arises when exit poll respondents are 
classified by thirds of income within their state. For this exercise, we di-
vide the state exit poll electorate into precise thirds for the division into 
low-, medium-, and high-income respondents. We do so in a slightly 
more refined way than previously. When voters in an income category 
span the percentile threshold between the first and second thirds of the 
income categories or the second and final thirds, their group identity is 
assigned proportionally. For instance when voters in an income category 
are between the 27.3 and 35.3 percentile, they are assigned 75 percent to 

table 8.9   Influence of General opinion on three Versions of dW-
nominates (2004 exit poll data)

1st  
Dimension  

of DW-
Nominates

2nd  
Dimension  

of DW-
Nominates

Composite 
Measure

Mean ideology

Republican senator dummy

Intercept

.79***
(.14)
.78***

(.03)
−.46***
(.02)

2.36***
(.32)
−.51***
(.07)
−.08
(.05)

1.33***
(.16)
.42***

(.04)
−.39***
(.03)

Standard error of regression
Adjusted R2

N

.153

.90

101

.318

.41

  101

.155

.81

101

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on Poole and Rosenthal (2007) and Edison Mitofsky 
Research (2004).
Note:	 Dependent variables are different versions of senator-specific DW-nominates. The 
composite measure is .74 times the 1st-dimension score plus .26 times 2nd-dimension 
score. The coefficients are the unstandardized regression coefficients. Standard errors in 
parentheses. 
***	p < .001, ** .001 < p < .01, * .01 < p < .05
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the low-income group and 25 percent to the middle-income group. The 
advantage of doing it this way is that the proportions within each group 
by construction become exactly .333. The correlations of state ideology 
across these three groups remain high—between .83 and .91.

The least influential group from table 8.10 is low-income voters. On 
the presumably most salient first dimension, middle-income ideology 
appears as most influential, but the positive coefficient is not statistically 
significant. High-income voters have a particularly positive (and signifi-
cant) coefficient on the second dimension, as if this dimension—dealing 
with issues such as civil rights and civil liberties—has special signifi-
cance to high-income voters.9

We should not, however, put much weight on the results of either 
table 8.8 or table 8.10. In only one of the six equations are the three ideol-
ogy variables significantly different from each other. Oddly, that is for 

table 8.10    predicting Roll-Call Ideology from Ideology of state Income 
Groups, defined statewise (2004 exit poll data)

1st  
Dimension  

of DW- 
Nominates

2nd  
Dimension 

 of DW- 
Nominates

Composite 
Measure

Low-income ideology 
 
Middle-income ideology
 
High-income ideology 

Republican senator dummy

Intercept

1.00
(.86)
1.70

(1.04)
.40

(.76)
.77***

(.04)
−.50***
(.03)

−1.23
(1.79)
2.34

(2.17)
4.78**

(1.59)
−.60***
(.07)
−.12*
(.06)

.45 
(.89)
1.86

(1.08)
1.54
(.79)
.41***

(.04)
−.40***
(.03)

Standard error of regression
Adjusted R2

N

.149

.90

101

.312

.44

101

.155

.81

101

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on Poole and Rosenthal (2007) and Edison Mitofsky 
Research (2004).
Note:	Dependent variables are different versions of senator-specific DW-nominates. .The 
composite measure is .74 times the 1st-dimension score plus .26 times the 2nd-dimension 
score. Low-income ideology, middle-income ideology, and high-income ideology are the 
ideologies of voters in the state’s lowest, middle, and highest third of family income re-
spectively. The coefficients are the unstandardized regression coefficients. Standard errors 
in parentheses. 
***	p < .001, ** .001 < p < .01, * .01 < p < .05
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vary closely across states when reliable surveys are used indicates that 
the stakes are not particularly high when examining differential repre-
sentation on the basis of general ideology. In this perspective, it might be 
worthwhile for future research to look more into detail on differences 
between rich and poor on concrete domestic policy issues.

Appendix

table 8.A1   descriptive statistics for nes senate study (−1 to +1 scale)

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max N

W-nominate 1st dimension −.19 .54 −1 .99 303
Low-income ideology .14 .11 −.09 .33 303
Middle-income ideology .15 .09 −.03 .37 303
High-income ideology .13 .09 −.10 .32 303
Overall mean ideology .14 .07 .03 .31 303
Republican senator .44 .50 0 1 303

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on Miller et al. (1993) and Poole and Rosenthal (1997).
Note:	Income groups are defined nationally.

table 8.A2   Correlation Matrix for nes senate study (−1 to +1 scale)

WN LII MII HIO OMI RS

W-nominate 1st dimension (WN) —
Low-income ideology (LII) .01 —
Middle-income ideology (MII) .17 .31 —
High-income ideology (HIO) .31 .30 .33 —
Overall mean ideology (OMI) .23 .71 .78 .69 —
Republican senator (RS) .89 −.04 .00 .09 .04 —

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on Miller et al. (1993) and Poole and Rosenthal (1997).
Note:	The coefficients are the pair-wise correlations. Income groups are defined nationally.

table 8.A3   descriptive statistics for the Annenberg 2000 and 2004 (−1 to +1 scale)

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max N

W-nominate 1st dimension −.02 .73 −1 1 291
Low-income ideology .06 .06 −.06 .16 291
Middle-income ideology .10 .06 −.02 .22 291
High-income ideology .12 .08 −.06 .33 291
Overall mean ideology .10 .06 −.03 .19 291
Republican senator .52 .50 0 1 291

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on Romer et al. (2006) and Poole and Rosenthal (1997).
Note:	Income groups are defined nationally.
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table 8.A4  Correlation Matrix for the Annenberg, 2000 and 2004 (−1 to +1 scale) 

WN LII MII HIO OMI RS

W-nominate 1st dimension 
(WN) —

Low-income ideology (LII) .33 —
Middle-income ideology 
(MII) .42 .63 —

High-income ideology 
(HIO) .50 .69 .85 —

Overall mean ideology 
(OMI) .48 .81 .93 .95 —

Republican senator (RS) .95 .22 .30 .37 .35 —

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on Romer et al. (2006) and Poole and Rosenthal (1997).
Note:	The coefficients are the pair-wise correlations. Income groups are defined nationally.

table 8.A5  descriptive statistics for exit poll data (−1 to +1 scale)

Variable Mean Std. dev. Min Max N

DW-nominate  
1st dimension .02 .46 −.60 .48 101

Low-income ideology .06 .11 −.16 .28 101
Middle-income ideology .15 .12 −.18 .34 101
High-income ideology .20 .15 −.09 .49 101
Overall mean ideology .14 .12 −.12 .34 101
Republican senator .48 .50 0 1 101

Source:	 Authors’ compilation based on Edison Mitofsky Research (2004) and Poole and Rosenthal 
(1997).

table 8.A6  Correlation Matrix for the exit poll data

WN LII MII HIO OMI RS

DW-nominate  
1st dimension (WN) —

Low-income ideology (LII) .48 —
Middle-income ideology 
(MII) .65 .75 —

High-income ideology 
(HIO) .64 .80 .90 —

Overall mean ideology 
(OMI) .65 .86 .96 .96 —

Republican senator (RS) .93 .35 .51 .51 .52 —

Source:	 Authors’ compilation based on Edison Mitofsky Research (2004) and Poole and Rosenthal 
(1997).
Note: The coefficients are the pair-wise correlations. 
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Figure 9.1   preference-policy Link When preferences Across Income  
Groups diverge

Source:	Author’s calculations. Predicted probabilities based on the logistic regressions re-
ported in row 3 of table 9.1.
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erence-policy link for the 90th income percentile remains strong but is 
weak (and not significantly different from zero) for the 50th percentile.

To provide a more complete picture of the relative influence of differ-
ent economic groups, figure 9.2 repeats the analyses shown in row 3 of 
table 9.1 for the 10th, 30th, 50th, and 70th income percentiles for those 
proposed policy changes where the preference gap with the 90th percen-
tile is larger than 10 percentage points (the numeric results of these anal-
yses are in appendix table 9.A2).4 This figure makes clear the dramati-
cally greater influence of the affluent when their preferences diverge 
from those of less well-off Americans. The four left-most columns in fig-
ure 9.2 show the modestly greater responsiveness to the preferences of 
the 50th and 70th income percentiles compared with the 10th and 30th 
(when the preferences of each are pitted against those of the 90th percen-
tile). But none of these estimated associations are statistically distin-
guishable from each other or from zero.

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 income per-
centile. Of course, the number of proposed policy changes that elicit di-
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Figure 9.2   strength of preference-policy Link When preferences diverge 
from Income percentiles

Source:	Author’s calculations based on the logistic regressions reported in appendix table 
9.A2.
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Figure 9.3   decline in preference-policy Link as preferences Across Income Groups diverge

Source:	Author’s calculations.
Note:	Based on logistic regressions reported in table 9.2 and appendix table 9.A4. Y-axis represents the strength of the preference-
policy link. X-axis represents preference divergence across income groups. See note to appendix table 9.A4 for details.
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table 9.1), conveying the fairly steep relationship between preferences 
and policy outcomes for the well-off and the virtually flat relationship 
for the poor.

The virtual lack of government responsiveness to the preferences of 
the poor is disturbing and seems consistent only with the most cynical 
views of American politics. But these results could be compatible with 
an egalitarian and majoritarian polity if poor people held attitudes that 
consistently differ from those held not only by the affluent but by the 
middle class as well. If the preferences of the poor are systematically at 
variance with the majority 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, so the responsiveness of government policymakers 
to the preferences of the middle class might therefore serve as a more ap-
propriate test of biases in representation.

The right two columns of table 9.1 and the bottom panel of figure 9.1 
show that median-income Americans fare little better than the poor 
when their policy preferences diverge from those of the well-off. For 
those proposed policy changes on which middle- and high-income re-
spondents’ preferences diverge by at least 10 percentage points, the pref-

table 9.1   strength of the preference-policy Link by size of preference 
Gap Across Income percentiles

10th vs. 90th Income 
Percentiles

50th vs. 90th Income 
Percentiles

Size of Preference 10th 90th 50th 90th

Gap between income 
percentiles
Less than 5 points .56 (.09) *** .55 (.09) *** .49 (.07) *** .52 (.07) ***
Between 5 and 10 
points .42 (.11) *** .53 (.11) *** .36 (.10) *** .54 (.12) ***

Greater than 10 
points .09 (.09)  .54 (.10) *** .13 (.14) .58 (.19) ***

All policy questions .34 (.05) *** .53 (.06) *** .41 (.05) *** .53 (.06) ***

Source:	Author’s calculations.
Note:	Table shows regression coefficients (with standard errors in parentheses) from 16 bi-
variate logistic analyses. The dependent variable is the policy outcome, coded 1 if the pro-
posed policy change took place within four years of the survey date and coded 0 if it did 
not. The predictors are the logits of the imputed percentage of respondents at a given in-
come percentile favoring the proposed policy change. N = 1779 for all policy questions (in 
the bottom row) and from 322 to 936 for analyses in the first three rows. See appendix table 
9.A1 for full results. 
***	p < .001
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the proposed policy changes into categories as in table 9.1. Instead, I use 
the interaction between the preferences at a given income level and the 
size of the preference gap across income levels as an indicator of the de-
gree to which the preference-policy link declines depending on the size 
of the preference gap.

For those at the 10th income percentile, this decline is significant for 
all four policy domains but smallest for social welfare and largest for re-
ligious values issues (table 9.2). For median-income Americans, declines 
in the preference-policy link is quite small and nonsignificant for social 
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 increase. Figure 9.3 shows these twelve relation-
ships in graphical form.

Foreign policy, defense, and terrorism

In the domain of foreign policy and national security, the drop-off in re-
sponsiveness to low- and middle-income Americans is strong as their 
preferences diverge from those of the affluent (table 9.2 and figure 9.3). 

table 9.2   decline in preference-policy Link as preferences Across  
Income Groups diverge

Income Percentile

N 10th 50th 90th

Foreign policy 428 −.62 ** (.22) −.42 * (.22) −.06 (.21)

Social welfare 399 −.26 * (.14) −.13 (.14) −.03 (.16)
Economic and tax 
policy 389 −.43 * (.24) −.45 * (.23) −.16 (.24)

Religious values 
issues 161 −.79 * (.38) −.46 + (.33) −.27 (.34)

Four domains 
combined 1,377 −.28 *** (.09) −.19 * (.09) −.02 (.09)

Source:	Author’s calculations.
Note:	Shows interaction coefficients (with standard errors in parentheses) from fifteen logistic analy-
ses. The dependent variable is the policy outcome, coded 1 if the proposed policy change took place 
within four years of the survey date and coded 0 if it did not. Predictors are policy preferences at a 
given income level, preference divergence across income levels, and the interaction of the two. Policy 
preference is measured by the log of the odds ratio of the imputed percentage supporting the pro-
posed policy change at each income level. Preference divergence is measured by the log of the mean 
absolute difference between the 10th and 50th income percentiles and the 50th and 90th income per-
centiles. Negative signs reflect a decline in the strength of the preference-policy link for a given income 
level as the preference gap across income levels grows. Full regression results in appendix table 9.A4.
+	p	< .10, * p	< .05, ** p	< .01, *** p	< .001 (one-tailed tests)
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table 9.3   policy preferences on Foreign policy and national security, by Income 
percentile

Income Percentiles Difference

10th 50th 90th (90th–10th)

Foreign military engagements
Invade Afghanistan
Invade Iraq
Use air power against Serbia
Send U.S. ground troops to Serbia
U.S. troops in international peace-
keeping force in Bosnia

Send U.S. troops to Haiti
Give military aid to El Salvador or 
Sandinistas

+4
+2

0
−3

−1
−1

−3

+4
+2

0
−2

0
−2

−2

+5
+1

0
−2

0
−2

−2

+ 1
− 1

0
+ 1

+ 1
− 1

+ 1

Nuclear weapons
Negotiate a nuclear freeze with 
U.S.S.R.

Build the MX missile
Build a missile defense system

+4
−3
+3

+4
−1
+4

+4
+1
+4

0
+ 4
+ 1

War on terrorism
Restrict Americans’ freedom of 
speech

Relax legal protections (e.g., habeas 
corpus)

Monitor Americans’ phone calls, 
etc.

Torture known terrorists
Attack nations that harbor terrorists

−1

+3
+1

0
+3

−2

+4
0
0

+4

−4

+5
0

−1
+5

− 3

+ 2
− 1
− 1
+ 2

Foreign economic policy
Development aid generally
Development aid to former Soviet 
Union

GATT, NAFTA, free trade
Mexico loan guarantees

0

−2
−1
−4

+1

0
0

-4

+2

+2
+1
−3

+ 2

+ 4
+ 2
+ 1

Source:	Author’s calculations.
Legend:	
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
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table 9.4   policy preferences on Religious–Moral Values Issues, by Income 
percentile

Income Percentiles Difference

10th 50th 90th (90th–10th)

Abortion and birth control
Approve RU-486
Constitutional ban on abortion
Federal funding for abortions
Ban partial-birth abortion procedure
Require biological father’s consent or 
notification for abortion

Require parental consent for birth control 
assistance for teens

−1
−2
−2
+2

+3

0

0
−3
−2
+2

+3

0

+2
−4

0
+1

0

−2

+3
−2
+2
−1

−3

−2

Gay rights
Gays, extend legal protection
Gay marriage
Gay civil unions
Gays in the military

+1
−2
−1

0

+3
−2

0
0

+3
−1

0
+1

+2
+1
+1
+1

Recreational drugs and teen smoking
Strengthen fight against drugs and teenage 
smoking

Legalize marijuana for medical use with 
doctor’s prescription

Legalize marijuana for personal use
Encourage mandatory drug testing in 
workplace

+4

+4
−3

+4

+4

+4
−3

+3

+4

+4
−3

+3

0

0
0

−1

Misc. moral-religion issues
Constitutional amendment to permit  
school prayer

Stem cell research: source unspecified
 From discarded embryos
 From newly created embryos
Mandatory AIDS testing of all citizens  
(mid-1980s) 

G.W. Bush’s faith-based initiative
Strengthen TV rating system or time 
restrictions; require V-chip

+4
+1

0
−2

+3
+3

+4

+3
+1
+1
−1

+2
+3

+5

+1
+3
+3
+1

0
+2

+4

−3
+2
+3
+3

−3
−1

0

Source:	Author’s calculations.
Legend:	
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
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a federal sales tax, opposed across-the-board increases in income tax, fa-
vored across-the-board income-tax cuts, and favored unpaid family 
leave laws. Americans at all income levels also strongly supported cor-
porate 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.8

Federal government policy on many of these “consensual” economic 
issues did reflect the predominant preferences of the public. A federal 
sales (or consumption or value-added) tax has never been seriously con-

table 9.5   policy preferences on economic Issues, by Income percentile

 

Income Percentiles Difference

10th 50th 90th (90th−10th)

Income taxes 
Cut personal income tax (across the board)
Cut income tax rates for low and/or middle 
income earners

Raise income tax rates to reduce the deficit 
(1980s) 

Raise taxes on very high income earners
Cut top marginal tax rate
Flat tax

+3

+4

−3
+4

0
−1

+3

+4

−3
+4
+1

0

+3

+3

−3
+3
+2
+1

0

−1

0
−1
+2
+2

Other taxes
Support a federal sales or consumption tax
Cut capital gains taxes
Cut/eliminate inheritance tax
Raise gas/energy taxes

−2
0

+1
−2

−2
+1
+2
−1

−2
+3
+3

0

0
+3
+2
+2

Other economic issues
Unpaid family leave law
Reform corporate accounting rules (post-
Enron)

Raise minimum wage
Extend/increase unemployment benefits
Increase gov't regulation of oil/gas industry
Increase misc. corporate regulation

+3

+3
+5
+2
+1
+3

+3

+3
+4
+1
+1
+2

+3

+3
+3
−1
−2
+1

0

0
−2
−3
−3
−2

Source:	Author’s calculations.
Legend:
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
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table 9.6   policy preferences on social Welfare Issues, by Income percentile

Income Percentiles Difference

10th 50th 90th (90th−10th)

Welfare reform
Work requirements
Job training for welfare recipients
Child care for welfare recipients who work
Time limits
No extra money for extra kids
Cut total spending on welfare

+4
+5
+5
+1

0
+1

+4
+5
+5
+3

0
+3

+3
+5
+5
+3
+1
+4

−1
0
0

+2
+1
+3

Health care
Tax funded national health care
Employer mandates
Clinton Plan
Medical savings accounts

+3
+4
+3
−3

+3
+3
+2
−2

+1
+2
+1

0

−2
−2
−2
+3

Social Security reform
Gov’t invest Soc. Sec. money in stocks
Individuals control own stock accounts
Change Soc. Sec. rules to discourage early 
retirement

Medicare reform
Encourage recipients to move to HMOs
Raise premiums/deductibles for Medicare 
beneficiaries

Cut overall Medicare spending
Add a prescription drug benefit to Medicare

−3
0

−2

−1

−3
−4
+5

−2
+2

0

+1

−1
−3
+5

0
+3

+1

+1

0
−2
+4

+3
+3

+3

+2

+3
+2
−1

Education
Federal grants and loans to college students
School vouchers

+4
−1

+4
0

+4
+1

0
+2

Other social welfare issues
Federal unpaid family-leave law
Cut public works spending (mass transit, 
highways, sewage)

+3

−2

+3

0

+3

+1

0

+3

Source:	Author’s calculations.
Legend:
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
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Appendix

table 9.A1   policy preference as a predictor of policy outcome, by Income percentile

10th Versus 90th Income 
Percentiles

50th Versus 90th Income 
Percentiles

Size of Preference Gap 10th 90th 50th 90th

Less than 5 points
Logit coefficient
Intercept
N
Log likelihood
Likelihood ratio χ2

.56 (.09)
−1.02 (.11)

600
715

χ2(1) = 42
p = .001 

.55 (.09)
−1.03 (.11)

600
714

χ2(1) = 43
p = .001

.49 (.07)
−.94 (.08)

936
1,136

χ2(1) = 58
p = .001

.52 (.07)
−.96 (.08)

936
1,130

χ2(1) = 64
p = .001

Between 5 and 10 points
Logit coefficient
Intercept
N
Log likelihood
Likelihood ratio χ2

.42 (.11)
−.94 (.11)

456
549

χ2(1) = 17
p = .001

.53 (.11)
−1.00 (.12)

456
538

χ2(1) = 28
p = .001

.36 (.10)
−.81 (.10)

521
648

χ2(1) = 13
p = .001

.54 (.12)
−.87 (.10)

521
638

χ2(1) = 23
p = .001

Greater than 10 points 
Logit coefficient
Intercept
N
Log likelihood
Likelihood ratio χ2

.09 (.09)
−.69 (.08)

723
922

χ2(1) = 1
p = .15

.54 (.10)
−.83 (.09)

723
892

χ2(1) = 31
p = .001

.13 (.14)
−.90 (.12)

322
388

χ2(1) = 1
p = .18

.58 (.19)
−.98 (.13)

322
379

χ2(1) = 10
p = .001

All policy questions 
Logit coefficient
Intercept
N
Log likelihood
Likelihood ratio χ2

.34 (.05)
−.83 (.05)

1,779
2,200

χ2(1) = 45
p = .001

.53 (.06)
−.94 (.06)

1,779
2,142

χ2(1) = 102
p = .001

.41 (.05)
−.88 (.05)

1,779
2,175

χ2(1) = 70
p = .001

.53 (.06)
−.94 (.06)

1,779
2,142

χ2(1) = 102
p = .001

Source:	Author’s calculation.
Note:	Shows full results for table 9.1 and figure 9.1. Standard errors in parentheses.



table 9.A2   policy preference as a predictor of policy outcome, by Income percentile When preferences Across Income 
Groups differ

10th and 90th 
Income Percentiles 

Diverge

30th and 90th 
Income Percentiles 

Diverge

50th and 90th 
Income Percentiles 

Diverge

70th and 90th 
Income Percentiles 

Diverge

10th 90th 30th 90th 50th 90th 70th 90th

Logit coefficient .09 .54 *** .01 .47 *** .13 .58 ** .21 .58 *
(standard error) (.09) (.10) (.11) (.14) (.14) (.19) (.22) (.30)

Intercept −.69 −.83 −.84 −.93 −.90 −.98 −.95 −1.00

N
−2 Log likelihood
Likelihood ratio 
χ2

723
922

χ2(1) = 1.1
p	= .15

723
892

χ2(1) = 31
p	= .001

481
589

χ2(1) = 0.0
p	= .47

481
577

χ2(1) = 12
p	= .001

322
388

χ2(1) = 0.8
p	= .18

322
379

χ2(1) = 10
p	= .001

165
196

χ2(1) = 0.9
p	= .17

165
193

χ2(1) = 3.9
p	= .03

Source:	Author’s calculations.
Note:	Shows full results for figure 9.2. Results above are from four pairs of logistic regressions in which the sample of survey questions is restricted to 
those for which preferences between the specified income percentiles differ by at least 10 percentage points. To provide enough number of policy 
questions with divergent preferences, however, the analysis of the 70th v-ersus the 90th income percentiles includes questions on which preferences 
differ by at least 8 percentage points.
*	p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001
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table 9.A3    policy preference as a predictor of policy outcome,  
by policy domain

Foreign Policy/
National Security

Social 
Welfare

Economic 
Policy

Religious 
Issues

Logit coefficient .59 .51 .66 .93
(standard error) (.12) (.12) (.13) (.26)

Intercept .12 −1.50 −.84 −1.61

N
Log likelihood
Likelihood ratio χ2

428
562

χ2(1) = 28
p = < .001

399
403

χ2(1) = 20
p < .001

389
482

χ2(1) = 27
p < .001

161
161

χ2(1) = 15
p < .001

Source:	Author’s calculations.
Note:	 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 coded 0 if it did not. The pre-
dictors are the logits of the percentage of respondents favoring the proposed policy 
change. 
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table 9.A4   Interaction of preference-policy Link and preference Gap across  
Income Levels

Income Percentile

 10th 50th 90th

Foreign policy (N = 428)
Income group’s preference −1.51 * (.65) −.76 (.66) .59 (.66)
Preference gap across 
income groups .03 (.18) .04 (.18) .01 (.18)

Interaction −.62 ** (.22) −.42 * (.22) −.06 (.21)
Constant .18 (.54) .22 (.54) .12 (.55)
Likelihood ratio χ2 (3) 21.7, p < .001 30.7, p < .001 48.1, p < .001

Social welfare (N = 399)
Income group’s preference −.41 (.45) .08 (.47) .52 (.54)
Preference gap across 
income groups .27 (.22) .22 (.22) .14 (.22)

Interaction −.26 * (.14) −.13 (.14) −.03 (.16)
Constant −.67 (.61) −.88 + (.64) −1.18 * (.65)
Likelihood ratio χ2 (3) 17.5, p < .001 22, p < .001 23.2, p < .001

Economic policy (N = 389)
Income group’s preference −.74 (.69) −.75 (.66) .36 (.72)
Preference gap across 
income groups .09 (.21) .10 (.22) .01 (.21)

Interaction −.43 * (.24) −.45* (.23) −.16 (.24)
Constant −.48 (.60) −.55 (.64) −.87 + (.63)
Likelihood ratio χ2 (3) 21.7, p < .001 27.2, p < .001 42.3, p < .001

Religious issues (N = 161)
Income group’s preference −1.70 + (1.16) −.61 (1.06) .22 (1.09)
Preference gap across 
income groups .53 (.44) .34 (.40) .30 (.41)

Interaction −.79 * (.38) −.46 + (.33) −.27 (.34)
Constant −.01 (1.26) −.58 (1.15) −.77 (1.19)
Likelihood ratio χ2 (3) 16.3, p < .001 15.8, p < .001 19.7, p < .001

Four domains combined 
 (N = 1,377)
Income group’s preference −.52 * (.28) −.16 (.27) .54 * (.30)
Preference gap across 
income groups .10 (.10) .07 (.10) .02 (.10)

Interaction −.28*** (.09) −.19 * (.09) −.02 (.09)
Constant −.40 (.29) −.50 (.29) −.70 (.30)
Likelihood ratio χ2 (3) 46.4, p < .001 61.5, p < .001 90.8, p < .001

Source:	Author’s calculations.
Notes:	Shows full logistic regression results for table 9.2 and figure 9.3. 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.
+	p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p	< .001 (one-tailed tests)
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table 9.A5   Interaction of preference-policy Link and preference Gap across Income 
Levels for social Welfare Issues

Income Percentile

 10th 50th 90th

Interest group allies (N = 184)
Income group’s preference .28 (.64) .82 (.66) 1.54 (.88)
Preference gap across 
income groups .49 (.33) .39 (.32) .27 (.32)

Interaction −.08 (.20) .08 (.19) .25 (.24)
Constant −.11 (.91) −.43 (.90) −.85 (.90)
Likelihood ratio χ2 (3) 11.1, p < .01 12.9, p < .005 13.1, p < .004

No interest group allies  
(N = 215)
Income group’s preference −1.44 * (.77) −.82 (.79) −.15 (.79)
Preference gap across 
income groups .24 (.31) .26 (.34) .12 (.33)

Interaction −.53 * (.23) −.39 * (.24) −.22 (.23)
Constant −.60 (.89) −.67 (1.00) −1.17 (.98)
Likelihood ratio χ2 (3) 9.8, p < .02 11.7, p < .009 12.0, p < .008

Source:	Author’s compilation.
Note:	The top half of the table shows analyses of policy questions on which interest groups align more 
closely with the preferences of less affluent Americans (Social Security, Medicare, school vouchers, and 
public works); the bottom half shows all other policy questions in the social welfare domain. The 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 pref-
erence measured by the log of the odds ratio of the imputed percentage supporting the proposed pol-
icy change at each income level. Divergence measured by the log of the mean absolute difference be-
tween the 10th and 50th and the 50th and 90th income percentiles.
*	p < .05 (one-tailed tests)
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responses to the following question from the General Social Surveys 
(GSS):

We are faced with many problems in this country, none of which can be 
solved easily or inexpensively. I’m going to name some of these problems, 
and for each one I’d like you to tell me whether you think we’re spending 
too much money on it, too little money, or about the right amount. Do you 
think the government is spending too much, too little, or about the right 
amount on [health care]?

Notice that the question asks about people’s relative preferences—
their preference for policy change—not their absolute preferences. Re-
spondents are asked consistently about spending in other categories be-
sides health care in the GSS in almost every year from 1973 to 1994 and 
then in alternate years until 2008, twenty-seven years in total. Using the 
responses to these questions, when question wording is identical over 
time and across domains, allows us to assess whether and to what extent 
differences are truly systematic and not unique to particular times and 
domains. We focus here on defense, the major social domains (welfare, 
health, and education), the environment, and crime.5
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Figure 10.1   time-serial Roots of Unequal Representation

Source:	Authors’ figure.
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Figure 10.2   spending preferences for different programs, by  
Income Level

Source:	 Authors’ compilation based on the General Social Surveys (Davis, Smith, and 
Marsdsen 1973–2008).
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From the responses, we generate a standard summary measure—
what we refer to as net support—for each domain across years. The mea-
sure is the percentage of people who think we are spending “too little” 
minus the percentage of those who think we are spending “too much” in 
each domain.6 Net support is calculated separately for income terciles, 
based on the income levels reported in the GSS.7 The resulting series are 
plotted in figure 10.2. There, we see relatively little difference in prefer-
ences across income levels in all spending domains but welfare—the 
basic patterns already were described in the introductory chapter (also 
see Soroka and Wlezien 2008).8 Regardless of differences in levels, pref-
erences across income groups in each domain track one another over 
time, implying that people tend to respond to many of the same things 
in similar ways (also see Page and Shapiro 1992; Wlezien 1995; Enns 
2006; Soroka and Wlezien 2008; Enns and Kellstedt 2008; Ura and Ellis 
2008).

Temporal movement almost always matters much more than group 
differences. This is clear from table 10.1, which shows analysis of vari-
ance (ANOVA) results for the different spending domains and sub-
groups. The results are the percentages of variance due to time and 
group differences.9 For instance, at the top of the first two columns we 
see that approximately 90 percent of the total variance in defense spend-
ing preferences across years and income terciles is due to parallel tempo-
ral movement and only .4 percent is due to differences across the groups. 
The impact of income groups on preferences in other domains is larger, 
but only substantially so for welfare, where they account for just over 
half of the variance in welfare preferences. This is an important result, 
for it reveals that, where income matters most, the common temporal 
movement matters almost as much. In the other five domains, income 

table 10.1   AnoVA Results, U.s. spending preferences by Year and 
Income Level, 1973 to 2008

Year Group

Defense 91.3 .4
Welfare 38.8 54.8
Health 74.4 3.9
Education 80.9 5
Environment 72.8 3.7
Crime 52.9 2.4

Mean 68.5 11.7

Source:	 Authors’ compilation based on the General Social Surveys (Davis, Smith, and 
Marsdsen 1973–2008).
Note:	Table shows the percent of total variance in preferences across time and groups ex-
plained by year and group dummy variables.
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times that effect on preferences (roughly 2.1 points on average). The 
varying magnitude of feedback coefficients illustrates differences in the 
spending preference metric across domains, where, for instance, 1 point 
“means” a lot more in spending on defense—about $4 billion—than it 
does in spending on the environment—about $.5 billion. This has impli-
cations for representation, as we will see.

There also are differences in responsiveness across subgroups within 
particular domains. Consider the first row of table 10.3, which shows 
defense coefficients for the three income groupings—from low income 
in the first column to high income in the third column. Here, we can 
see that the magnitude of responsiveness increases as income increases, 
though the differences are not statistically significant. The pattern is 
similar in the domestic domains, and here, some of the differences are 
significant—that is, people with middle and high incomes are more re-
sponsive to health and education spending than those with low in-
comes. Although there is substantial parallelism across these sub-
groups, there are some differences.17 Now let us consider whether they 
matter for policy itself.

policy Responsiveness

Is there inequality in representation? Descriptive statistics suggest that 
there is not much difference over time in the preferences of different 
groups. Even if policymakers represent one group more than another, 
the resulting pattern of policy change would be pretty much as we 
would predict using the preferences of other groups. Still, as we have 
seen, there are differences in the flow of groups’ preferences, and these 
at least partly reflect differences in public responsiveness to policy. This 

table 10.3    public Responsiveness, by Income Level, 1973 to 2008

Low Middle High

Defense −.243** −.274** −.290**
Welfare −.659** −.692** −.615**
Health −.045 −.122 −.178*
Education −.200 −.310** −.269**
Environment −1.677** −2.208** −2.456**
Crime −.542** −.542** −.414**

Source:	 Authors’ compilation based on the General Social Surveys (Davis, Smith, and 
Marsdsen 1973–2008).
Note:	Table values are OLS coefficients.
*	p < .10, ** p < .05



table 10.4  policy Representation, All Income subgroups Included, 1973 to 2008 (Billions of 2002 dollars)

Defense Welfare Health Education Environment Crime Mean

Low income −.524 .052 .277* −.181 −.061 .232 −.034
(.455) (.214) (.156) (.254) (.048) (.143)

Middle income .257 .436* .087 .387 −.015 −.386 .128
(.589) (.246) (.199) (.339) (.067) (.261)

High income .848 −.135 .170 −.081 .110** .207 .187
(.509) (.192) (.189) (.274) (.052) (.164)

Source:	Authors’ compilation based on the General Social Surveys (Davis, Smith, and Marsdsen 1973–2008).
Note: Table values are  OLS coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses.
* p < .10, ** p < .05
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of well below .01. These two results tell us that public opinion matters 
but that it is difficult to distinguish responsiveness to particular groups.

An alternative approach to capturing potential inequality is to di-
rectly model spending change as a function of preferences for each of the 
different subgroups taken separately, as follows:

 ΔPt = ρA + γ1A RAt−1 + γ2A	Gt−1 + μAt, 
 ΔPt = ρB + γ1B RBt−1 + γ2B	Gt−1 + μBt, 
 ΔPt = ρC + γ1C	RCt−1 + γ2C	Gt−1 + μCt. (5)

We want to see whether the effect of preferences differs or is the same 
(γ1A = γ1B = γ1C): put more substantively, whether policy responds more 
to the preferences of some groups than others. (Note that, though we 
allow the other coefficients in the models to differ across equations, we 
do not expect them to differ meaningfully, and in no case are the differ-
ences statistically significant.)

The results are summarized in table 10.5. The table shows just the rep-
resentation coefficients (γ1).19 Note first that there is substantial evidence 
of representation: every one of the opinion coefficients is positive, and 
many (ten of the eighteen) are statistically significant. Clearly, policy, at 
least in certain domains—defense, welfare, and health, moves with the 
highly parallel flow of opinion across various groups. In other domains, 
namely the environment and crime, spending does not reliably follow 
opinion for any groups, for example, policymakers are equally non- 
responsive.

Are policymakers more responsive to the opinions of some groups 
than others? The coefficients suggest that they may pay more attention 
to the preferences of people with low and middling income levels; that 
is, the coefficients for these groups tend to be higher than for those with 

table 10.5   policy Representation by Income Group, 1973 to 2008 (Billions 
of 2002 dollars)

Low Middle High

Defense .803** .773** .694**
Welfare .248* .331** .176*
Health .493** .453** .448**
Education .094 .166 .118**
Environment .021 .049 .059
Crime .124 .020 .069

Source:	 Authors’ compilation based on the General Social Surveys (Davis, Smith, and 
Marsdsen 1973–2008).
Note:	Table values are OLS coefficients.
*	p < .10, ** p < .05
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Net effects do not entirely erase the differences apparent in table 10.5. 
Real differences in responsiveness do remain across income levels for 
spending on the environment and crime—and the corresponding pat-
terns are even more pronounced in table 10.6. In some cases, new differ-
ences emerge. Consider the coefficients for spending on health. In table 
10.5, representation appears relatively similar across groups, but in table 
10.6, when taking into account public responsiveness, representation ap-
pears slightly greater for the middle and the rich. There is no clear ten-
dency in table 10.6 to represent one group or another across domains, 
however. For defense, there is substantial equality; for welfare, there is a 
hint that those in the middle are best represented. The biggest differ-
ences are in education, where spending best tracks the preferences of 
those with middling incomes, and the environment, where spending 
most closely follows high-income preferences, and crime, where the 
low-income group is the best represented. Even where there is inequal-
ity in representation, therefore, the well-to-do do not matter consistently 
more than others. They tend to matter more than the poor, but overall 
our results indicate that policymakers are guided at least as much by 
those with middling incomes.

discussion and Conclusions

Is there inequality in policy representation across income subgroups in 
the United States? We began here by looking at whether there were dif-
ferences in public preferences in the first place. Overall, our data indicate 
that, with the exception of welfare, there is a great degree of identity in 
preferences for spending across income groups at particular points in 
time. In all domains, there also is substantial parallelism over time. This 
parallelism implies substantial homogeneity in the structure of prefer-

table 10.6   net effects of Responsiveness and Representation, by Income 
Group, 1973 to 2008

Low Middle High

Defense −.195 −.212 −.202
Welfare −.164 −.229 −.108
Health −.022 −.055 −.080
Education −.019 −.051 −.032
Environment −.035 −.109 −.146
Crime −.067 −.011 −.028

Mean −.084 −.111 −.099

Source:	 Authors’ compilation based on the General Social Surveys (Davis, Smith, and 
Marsdsen 1973–2008).
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and usually voting on the same side. We take this difference to be the ef-
fect of pressure on MCs from moderate voters in swing districts. As the 
numbers .3 and .8 suggest, voter pressure in our example is less than half 
the effect of pressure from the party agenda.

Using this general method, we have estimated the effect of party and 
district for every House of Representatives from 1876 to 2006 (for details 
of the estimation procedure, see the appendix). A graphical summary of 
the results is presented in figure 11.5. Each point on the graph represents 
either the effect of party agenda in a given year (upper set of Xs) or the 
pressure of district partisanship (lower set of solid dots). The smooth 
lines running through the points summarize the trend in the data.

The overall pattern of results is consistent with the sample graphs 
presented earlier. The effect of party agendas was large around the turn 
of the twentieth century, the heyday of Speaker Joe Cannon; lower at 
mid-century when Sam Rayburn held sway; and high again at the end of 
the twentieth century, when Nancy Pelosi led the House. Responsive-
ness to district opinion was initially low, but rose and is presently an 
important but secondary factor in political representation. Its effect ap-
pears to be about half that of party agendas in the current period. These 
results are in line with what other scholars, using different methods and 
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time periods, have also found (Ansolabehere, Snyder, and Stewart 2001; 
McCarty, Poole, Rosenthal 2006, 2009).9 

Based on these results, it seems fair to say that contemporary Ameri-
can parties respond both to district opinion and to their own agendas, 
but more so to the latter. The remaining question is what exactly this pat-
tern of responsiveness means in practice. To answer, we take a detailed 
look at the enactment of two major policies.

party politics in Action

We examine both a series of big tax cuts in 2001 and 2003 and a new fed-
eral program to pay the cost of prescription drugs for seniors. Both were 
proposed by Republican President George W. Bush, opposed by most 
Democratic members of Congress, and passed by majorities of Republi-
can MCs.

The section has three parts. In the first, we review survey data to 
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on other domestic programs, such as education or health care (29 per-
cent).11

In the presidential debate shortly afterward, Bush made the surplus 
the centerpiece of his opening remarks: “I want to take one-half of the 
surplus and dedicate it to Social Security. One-quarter of the surplus for 
important projects, and I want to send one-quarter of the surplus back to 
the people who pay the bills.”12

This position is quite consistent with public preferences and, in this 
sense, responsive to public opinion. However, the dollar value of Bush’s 
proposed tax cut was $1.3 trillion over ten years.13 This was 1.3 times 
greater than the entire estimated surplus in that period, and thus more 
than the public appeared to want in tax cuts. When we say that parties 
often use responsiveness as a cover for what they want to do anyway, 
this is the kind of thing we that have in mind.

Bush also pledged in the debates to provide a prescription drug ben-
efit for seniors. Democrats, he said, had promised this benefit in 1992 but 
failed to deliver: “Let me make sure the seniors hear me loud and 
clear. . . . All seniors will be covered, all seniors will have their prescrip-
tion drugs paid for, and in the [time needed to enact the program], we’ll 
have a plan to help poor seniors.”14
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Did pledges to slash taxes and provide a drug benefit to seniors help 
Bush win the election? Political scientists cannot usually provide reliable 
answers to such questions, but we shall do our best.

The 2000 Democratic candidate, Al Gore, also promised large tax cuts 
and a senior drug benefit, but Gore’s tax break was smaller than Bush’s 
and his drug benefit bigger,15 a package that was probably better aligned 
with the public’s preferences in polls. Gore also pummeled Bush’s tax 
plan as a giveaway to the rich: “[Bush] spends more money for tax cuts 
for the wealthiest 1% than all of his new spending proposals for health 
care, prescription drug, education and national defense all combined. I 
agree that the surplus is the American people’s money, it’s your money. 
That’s why I don’t think we should give nearly half of it to the wealthiest 
1%, because the other 99% have had an awful lot to do with building the 
surplus in our prosperity.”16

Gore repeated this charge, which was roughly true, several times, but 
Bush responded, also probably correctly, that Gore’s “targeted tax cuts” 
gave nothing to 50 million Americans. “I want everybody who pays 
taxes to have their tax rates cut,” Bush said.17 In the blizzard of statistics 
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mating the effect of the treatment Republican MC on the full range of 
cases could be misleading. There is no necessary bias in using the full 
range of cases, but nonlinearity in the data, of the kind shown by the 
lowest trend lines in figure 11.8 introduces inefficiency. The most reliable 
method, as methodologists recommend, is to base estimates on data 
within the range in which variation in treatment actually occurs. The 
OLS lines in figure 11.8 provide estimates within the treatment range. 

In this example, the difference in estimates of the party effect is not 
great. Controlling for district partisanship, the estimated effect of party 
(a 0−1 variable) on the NOMINATE score is .78 when all cases are used, 
and .74 when only cases within the treatment range (as shown by the 
OLS lines above) are used. But in some years restricting the range makes 
a more important difference. 

Estimates of the District Effect vary more, but remain similar. The es-
timate for b1 in the full data is .86; the estimate of the District Effect is 
then .5 × .83 = .43. The estimate of b1 for values of Presidential Vote from 
.44 to .65 (which are the cutoffs for .1 and .9 probability of treatment) is 
1.58; the estimate of the district effect is then .21 × 1.58 =.33.
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tation has one kind of consequence when the views of rich and poor 
conflict and quite another outcome when they are generally similar. Sim-
ilarly, Gilens’s finding that the rich tend to win when rich and poor dis-
agree is much more striking if such disagreement is typical than if it is 
atypical. We have seen in the first half of this volume that group opin-
ions often do not reflect group interest in obvious ways.

A brief review of the data is in order.

Are Policy Preferences Aligned with  
Economic Class?

I begin by constructing low, medium, and high income groups from the 
2008 General Social Survey. Using the most recent update of the family 
income question (INCOME06), I divide the various reported incomes 
into low (less than $30,000), medium ($30,000 to $75,000), and high (over 
$75,000) groups of roughly equal size.2

I first examine attitudes toward spending and priorities. Each of the 
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That would produce a substantial and meaningful bias in the long term. 
And that would find its way into heightened income inequality.

So, opposite as the two conclusions seem, I conclude that they might 
both be true.

notes
 1. Some of this argument is developed in another work (see Stimson 2009).
 2. The missing data category here, “refused,” is somewhat problematic. Al-

most 9 percent of respondents, it appears to be the case that those who re-
fuse to give their incomes are disproportionately high-income people. By 
self-identified ideology, for example, they are more conservative than the 
high-income category.

 3. It is worth noting that these data were collected before the 2008 presidential 
campaign became focused on redistribution as a red-hot issue in the guise 
of Joe the plumber. A postelection survey might show even stronger results.
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ment is never striking. And sometimes it doesn’t exist at all. But some-
times it does. And when it does, it leads us to ask whether those differ-
ing views get translated into public policy.

Do Class-Aligned Differences Get Translated 
into Policy?

Across a variety of designs and approaches, several accounts in this vol-
ume say that the system of representation in American politics differen-
tially translates public views into policies.

Wesley Hussey and John Zaller (chapter 11) find that party is impli-
cated in everything and show in multiple cases—two Bush tax cuts and 
the addition of a pharmacy benefit to Medicare—that the translation of 
loose ideas and support for them into law requires a disciplined party 
apparatus.

Martin Gilens (chapter 9) focuses on the question of translation and 
finds repeated evidence that the views of the relatively well-off translate 
readily into policy changes and that those of the not well-off—when 
they differ—do not. And Bartels finds that Senate votes, and implicitly 
therefore policy, are cross-sectionally responsive to the views of the well-
off and not to the poor.

Elizabeth Rigby and Gerald Wright (chapter 7), focusing on state poli-
tics and policy, a wholly different realm, find clear evidence that the 
views of the poor are generally less well represented than those of the 
middle class and the rich. The pattern is especially striking on economic 
welfare issues and especially in poor states, providing an interesting bit 
of context to the story.

Thus with three research designs and three conceptions of policy, one 
result emerges: American politics represent more the views of the rich 
than of the poor. I concur.

table 12.1   selected Important Gss 2008 opinion Items, by Income Level

Income 

Party 
Identification 
(Republican) 

Self- 
 Identification 
(Conservative) 

New  
Deal Scale  

(Conservative) 
Abortion  

(Pro-Choice) 
Redistribution 

(Oppose)  

Low .37 .49 .41 .58 .43
Medium .43 .53 .48 .62 .52
High .52 .53 .55 .70 .62
R2 .029 .004 .057 .018 .062

Source:	Author’s compilation based on 2008 General Social Surveys (Davis and Smith, various years).
Note:	R2 in each case is from a regression with the three-category income variable independent.
All variables are rescaled to have minima and maxima of 0 and 1.
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