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T he correspondence between public
preferences and public policy is a

critical rationale for representative demo-
cratic government. This view has been
put forward in the theoretical literature
on democracy and representation ~e.g.,
Dahl 1971; Pitkin 1967; Birch 1971! and
in “functional” theories of democratic
politics ~Easton 1965; Deutsch 1963!,
both of which emphasize the importance
of popular control of policymaking insti-
tutions. Political science research also
shows a good amount of correspondence
between opinion and policy, though to
varying degrees, across a range of policy
domains and political institutions in the
U.S. and elsewhere.1 This is of obvious
significance.

Alongside this work there is an in-
creasing focus on the equality of
representation—specifically, “procedural
equality,” where “the political prefer-
ences expressed by each citizen receive
equal weight in the decision-making pro-
cess” ~Beitz 1990!. That this version of
equality is critical to most modern demo-
cratic thinking requires little discussion
here.2 Whether and the extent to which
procedural equality actually exists is of
course another matter entirely. This has
been the focus of a growing body of em-
pirical work on public opinion and pol-
icy, the most prominent of which are
Bartels ~2005!, Gilens ~2005!, and Jacobs
and Page ~2005!. These works are dis-
cussed in more detail in the following
sections. What is most important for now

is that they provide evidence that policy
in the U.S. is related principally to the
preferences of the wealthiest citizens. In
short, they suggest that U.S. politics is
characterized by extreme inequality.

We address this issue by taking a step
backward rather than forward. The new
literature has nicely captured differences
in responsiveness across income brack-
ets, at least for certain policies or else in
a broad “global” way across policies. We
nevertheless still have only a partial un-
derstanding of the extent of the differ-
ence in public policy preferences across
income brackets, or other sub-aggregates
such as education or party identification.
This is important, as differential repre-
sentation requires, at a minimum, differ-
ences in public preferences. Establishing
where these differences exist is a
critical—and, we believe, largely
overlooked—step in evaluating the mag-
nitude of inequality in representation.

This paper explores differences in
public preferences for policy across sub-
aggregates based on income, education,
and party identification in the U.S. We
focus primarily on a set of spending do-
mains of recurring political importance,
where governments have tended to be
quite responsive, both in the U.S. and
elsewhere ~e.g., Soroka and Wlezien
2004, 2005; Wlezien 1996, 2004!. Our
results indicate that income really only
matters in isolated cases, specifically,
welfare spending preferences. In the
other domains, differences in preferences
across income brackets are in fact small
and insignificant. ~Differences are much
greater across education levels and, espe-
cially, party identification.! These results
have important implications for the study
of representation. Put simply, they sug-
gest that the scope for inequality in pol-
icy representation, by income groups at
least, is rather limited. Before examining
the data, however, we offer a general
model of political representation across
different population sub-aggregates.

Inequality in Political
Representation

A central tenet of representative demo-
cratic governance is that policy will be a
function of preferences. That is,

Policy � f ~OpinionAll !, ~1!

where OpinionAll is some summary of
the policy preferences of all citizens
within the unit—country, state, or
locality—of interest.3 It is difficult to
perfectly summarize most distributions of
preferences, of course, but we can fairly
easily describe the central tendency. That
is, we can represent the public preference
as the mean or median preference—a
certain “ideal” level of policy. Now, such
summaries already imply a certain in-
equality in preference representation, as
the median ~or mean! voter is not the
same as voters to the left and voters to
the right.4 This is of special significance
given the importance of the median voter
in so much of political science theory
and research. For our purposes, it is im-
portant just to recognize that the repre-
sentation of virtually any summary of
individual preferences implies some kind
of inequality in representation. That said,
the degree to which this is true depends
on the variation in underlying prefer-
ences. Where preferences vary, there is
potential for unequal representation; con-
versely, where preferences are identical,
there is no basis for inequality.

The inequality we are interested in
here is one based on politically relevant
sub-aggregates, specifically, income, edu-
cation, and party identification. That is,
we are concerned with the possibility that
representation will be driven more by the
preferences of wealthy citizens, for in-
stance, than by the preferences of poor
citizens. Following from Equation 1, a
model capturing inequality in representa-
tion can be portrayed as follows,

Policy � f ~OpinionHigh, OpinionMed,

OpinionLow !, ~2!

where the preferences of high-, medium-
and low-income respondents are entered
into the model separately. The division
by income terciles is of course just one
possibility, and this model can just as
easily capture differences across other
breakdowns of income, or other variables
such as education, partisan identification,
race, and gender. Regardless, evidence of
inequality is captured in Equation 2 by
the potentially differing effects of each
category of opinion. What we wish to
emphasize here is that the potential for
differing effects of each category of
opinion is dependent on there being sig-
nificant differences across categories.
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Variations of Equation 2 have been the
focus of recent work on policy inequal-
ity. Bartels ~2005! relates average scores
on the National Election Study ~NES!
ideology question, by income tercile, to
U.S. Senators’ roll-call votes.5 In doing
so, he finds that Senators’ roll-call voting
records are better accounted for by varia-
tion in the ideological and policy prefer-
ences of upper-income citizens ~across
states! than by the ideological or policy
preferences of middle- or lower-income
citizens. Gilens ~2005; 2004! examines
the association between levels of public
support for policy change—imputed for
different income categories—and ~bi-
nary! policy change ~or stasis! within the
following four years. His results are sim-
ilar to Bartels’: policy change is better
explained by variation in higher-income
citizens’ support for policy change than
by variation in support from lower-
income citizens.

Jacobs and Page ~2005! explore a dif-
ferent though related theme. They do not
look specifically at the effects of public
preferences across income categories, but
examine the varying associations be-
tween U.S. foreign policy officials and
those of business leaders, experts, labour,
or the general public. More so than oth-
ers, however, they directly examine opin-
ion change, and find that one-period
change in policy support found amongst
U.S. foreign policy officials most closely
matches one-period change in the prefer-
ences of business leaders and experts.
This provides further—albeit more
indirect—evidence of a representational
bias toward upper-income citizens.6

These results clearly are provocative
and important. Each of the studies indi-
cates a substantial bias in the representa-
tion connection. We seek to add to this
literature here, albeit in a different way.
We do not focus on models of opinion
and policy outcomes, but instead engage
in a simple diagnostic exercise. We take
measures of public preferences for policy,
directly comparable across policy do-
mains and over time, and examine the
degree to which preferences vary across
three different politically salient sets of
sub-aggregates—income, education,
party identification. The potential for un-
equal representation is first and foremost
dependent on the differences ~or similari-
ties! we find in the sections that follow.

Public Preferences for
Spending

Our focus is on measures of public
preferences for government spending in
eight major spending domains. The data
are based on the following question, in-

cluded regularly in the U.S. General So-
cial Survey ~GSS! surveys ~and
elsewhere!:

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 gov-
ernment is spending too much, too
little or about the right amount on
@healthcare#?

Notice that the question asks about pref-
erences for government spending in
general, not at particular levels of gov-
ernment, e.g., the nation, the state, the
locality. It also asks about people’s rela-
tive preferences—their preference for
policy change—not their absolute prefer-
ences. Respondents are asked consis-
tently about spending in other categories
besides healthcare in the GSS in almost
every year from 1973 to 1994, and then
in alternate years until 2004, 24 years in
total. Using responses to these questions,
where question wording is identical over
time and across domains, allows us to
assess whether and to what extent differ-
ences are truly systematic and not unique
to particular times and domains. We
focus specifically on the eight areas that
have been asked on a recurring basis:
cities, crime, defense, education, the en-
vironment, foreign aid, health, and
welfare.

From the responses, we generate a
summary measure of net support for
each domain across years. The measure

is the percentage of people who think we
are spending “too much” minus the per-
centage of people who think we are
spending “too little” in each domain. The
measure thus captures both the direction
and magnitude of the preference for pol-
icy change. For our work here, we calcu-
late net support separately for sub-
aggregates of income, education, and
party identification. For income, we sep-
arate respondents into income terciles,
based on the income levels reported in
the GSS.7 For education, we divide re-
spondents into three categories: ~1! did
not finish high school, ~2! did finish high
school, and ~3! had some education be-
yond high school. This threefold scheme
divides survey samples into three rela-
tively equal groups.8 For party identifica-
tion, we rely on the standard seven-point
party identification question, and net
support is calculated separately for Dem-
ocrats, Republicans, and independents.9

Tables 1–3 provide basic descrip-
tive statistics for the different sub-
aggregates—income, education, and
party identification. Columns 1 through 6
show the mean and standard deviation
for each of the eight preferences series.
The last column shows Cronbach’s alpha,
a standard summary measure of bivariate
correlations between the three sub-
aggregate series. The alpha gives us a
sense for how closely each set of three
series moves together over time, i.e.,
the degree to which the differences or
similarities across groups are consis-
tent.10 The series also are plotted in
Figures 1–3.

Let us first consider the results for
income categories in Table 1. Here we
can see relatively little heterogeneity in

Table 1
Descriptives: Net Preferences for Spending, by Income Level,
1973–2004

1st Tercile 2nd Tercile 3rd Tercile

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Alpha

Foreign Affairs
Defense −17.867 12.020 −17.858 13.323 −20.208 12.540 0.979
Foreign Aid −64.520 5.866 −68.711 4.364 −68.140 5.880 0.861

Social
Education 54.425 8.283 60.858 10.672 62.400 11.998 0.947
Health 61.665 7.313 61.836 8.328 57.333 10.275 0.919
Welfare −8.431 12.827 −31.303 14.669 −40.945 15.348 0.947

Other
Cities 37.325 7.770 34.650 10.160 33.950 9.429 0.906
Crime 64.208 6.085 67.583 4.442 64.050 4.861 0.821
Environment 55.008 8.410 59.467 10.513 58.658 13.898 0.921

Note: N = 24.
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spending preferences across income lev-
els in most domains, in all domains but
welfare spending, that is. Compare the
means by income tercile. The difference
in means for the non-welfare spending
domains is less than four points on aver-
age, only three points when comparing
people with high and low incomes. None
of these differences are even close to
statistically significant.

Things are different for the welfare
spending domain. Here we see sizable
differences. The means differ by over 30
points, five times what we observed for
the other seven domains, on average.
Notice also that the differences across
income levels are not symmetrical. The
mean preference for people with mid-
dling incomes is much more like the
mean for people with upper incomes.

From the point of view of representation,
this is of obvious importance. First, if
politicians represent the median voter,
policy may be very different from what
the poor would prefer. Second, if politi-
cians represent the upper-income tercile,
policy will tend to be fairly similar to
what the median voter would want. In
the other domains, of course, there is
little basis for differential representation,
as preferences are essentially the same
regardless of income level.11

This does not mean that there is little
heterogeneity in preferences. Table 2
shows that dividing respondents by edu-
cation generates much larger differences
on average. The means differ across sub-
aggregates by about 14 points on average
for the non-welfare domains—double
what we saw for income. The preference
gap between those with at least some
college education and those who haven’t
completed high school is as much as four
times the gap for upper- and lower-
income terciles. The education gap is
greatest for defense spending. It also is
fairly large for welfare spending, but
much narrower than we saw across in-
come levels, implying that education lev-
els are less reflective of differences in
welfare self-interest.

The gaps in preferences typically are
greater still across categories of party
identification ~see Table 3!. This comes
as little surprise, given the well-known

Table 2
Descriptives: Net Preferences for Spending, by Education
Level, 1973–2004

Less than HS HS More than HS

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Alpha

Foreign Affairs
Defense −6.461 11.178 −15.597 11.966 −36.311 10.752 0.966
Foreign Aid −64.800 4.851 −70.817 3.730 −62.057 5.759 0.905

Social
Education 48.069 7.907 59.335 9.214 66.660 11.281 0.917
Health 58.420 6.262 61.159 7.702 56.706 11.317 0.890
Welfare −16.611 11.642 −32.171 12.752 −29.600 18.425 0.941

Other
Cities 28.174 7.776 35.354 9.387 39.163 9.064 0.813
Crime 65.241 4.750 66.575 4.650 61.613 6.009 0.751
Environment 45.653 9.073 59.465 9.258 63.008 12.226 0.910

Note: N = 24.

Figure 1
Net Preferences for Spending, Foreign Affairs Domains
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link between party identification and
issue preferences in many domains.

These general patterns across catego-
ries of income, education, and party
identification are readily apparent in Fig-
ures 1–3. With the exception of welfare
spending, it is difficult to distinguish the
preference series across income levels,
shown in the first columns of the figures.
The differences tend to widen when we
turn to education in the second columns
and then widen further for political par-
ties, as can be seen in the third columns.
In the figures it also is clear that prefer-
ences track each other over time. This is
true regardless of differences in levels. In
effect, there is substantial parallelism in
preference change across segments of
the population, as Page and Shapiro
~1992! documented.12 This parallelism
tells us a lot about the dynamics of

Table 3
Descriptives: Net Preferences for Spending, by Party
Identification, 1973–2004

Democrat Independent Republican

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Alpha

Foreign Affairs
Defense −23.993 15.133 −23.271 10.481 −3.215 12.235 0.966
Foreign Aid −69.148 4.144 −67.090 5.113 −65.790 4.598 0.792

Social
Education 64.388 9.464 58.069 8.186 50.003 13.492 0.958
Health 68.158 7.977 60.587 5.710 45.440 12.276 0.892
Welfare −14.293 15.476 −28.316 13.748 −44.842 12.622 0.952

Other
Cities 44.576 9.904 34.394 9.654 20.642 10.002 0.928
Crime 69.725 4.508 63.371 5.929 61.360 4.043 0.856
Environment 61.065 10.743 60.952 8.467 45.517 14.594 0.896

Note: N = 24.

Figure 2
Net Preferences for Spending, Social Policy Domains
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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!.
It also complicates analysis of differential
policy responsiveness to preferences over
time, as it is difficult to neatly separate
preferences of different subgroups, espe-
cially in certain domains ~also see Ura
and Ellis, N.d.!.13

Public Preferences for Taxes
Why do our data show such small

differences in policy preferences across
income terciles? One possibility is that
preferences tend to be more clearly dif-
ferent in policy domains where self-
interest is paramount. Lower-income
preferences are most clearly different for
welfare spending, after all, where self-
interest is pretty clear; the same may
not be true of the other spending do-

mains examined here. Gilens ~2004!
suggests a similar pattern. The non-
spending domains in which self-interest
is relevant also appear to show differ-
ences, particularly taxes. Thankfully, we
do have data on tax preferences over
time, and can assess systematic differ-
ences. In most years the GSS asks re-
spondents about the amount of income
tax they pay: “Do you consider the
amount of federal income tax which you
have to pay as too high, about right, or
too low?”

Not surprisingly, few people say “too
low”—approximately 1%. Yet not every-
one says “too high,” overall about 64%,
and the proportion does differ some
across income levels, as can be seen in
Figure 4. On average, about 69% of peo-
ple in the upper-income tercile think
their taxes are too high as compared with
56% of those in the lower-income tercile.
For middle-income people, the number is

66%, revealing a similar asymmetry to
what we saw on welfare spending. In-
deed, Figure 4 shows results quite simi-
lar to those for welfare spending: limited
but significant cross-sectional differences
between the preferences for lower-
income respondents and the rest of the
distribution, and parallelism over time.14

Notice, however, that the cross-sectional
differences for taxes are just one-half the
size of those for welfare.

It may be that differences are more
evident in individuals’ preferences about
the tax burdens of different income
groups. In 1996, The GSS asked three
related questions about the taxes for peo-
ple with high incomes, middle incomes,
and low incomes—specifically, “for
those with high @middle0low# incomes,
are taxes much too high, too high, about
right, too low, or much too low?”15 The
results, summarized in Table 4, show
evidence of self-interest in that each

Figure 3
Net Preferences for Spending, Other Policy Domains
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group is more likely than others to be-
lieve their own tax burden is too high.

The differences between income
groups are most pronounced with regard
to taxes on low- and high-income people.
For instance, whereas 74% of the lower-
income tercile think taxes on those with
low incomes are too high, only 53% of
high-income people hold the same opin-
ion. Likewise, whereas 31% of the lower-
income tercile think taxes on those with
high incomes are too high, 46% of high-
income citizens think this is true.

For purposes of comparison with the
analysis of spending preferences, consider
the implied “net support” for more
taxes—the percentage saying taxes are
too low minus the percentage saying
taxes are too high. Not surprisingly, net

support for more taxes on
those with low incomes is
well below zero across
the three income terciles,
indicating strong support
for lower taxes. There is
some difference in sup-
port across terciles, how-
ever, with the lower-
income tercile being
about 22% more support-
ive of lower taxes than
the upper-income tercile.
The middle-income tercile
is in between. There is a
similar gap in net support
for taxes on those with
high incomes. Here the
lower-income tercile actu-
ally thinks taxes are too
low on balance and the
upper-income tercile
thinks they are too high.

The gap in scores is 23%, virtually identi-
cal to what we saw for taxing those with
low incomes. Although these differences
are real, they are not as striking as we
might expect—about two-thirds of what
we observed on welfare spending—and
the difference in opinions about taxes on
those with middle incomes is much lower,
more like what we observed in the vari-
ous other non-welfare spending domains.
The differences are even less pronounced
in other years ~see note 15!.

Discussion: On the Limits to
Inequality

Recent research finds that U.S. policy
is most responsive to the preferences of

wealthier citizens. Examining the gener-
alizability of these findings has been the
focus of the current paper. We have done
so by taking a step backwards, that is,
by assessing the extent to which there
are differences in policy preferences
across income levels to begin with.
The existence of difference obviously
is a necessary condition for differential
representation: If preferences are
the same, it will not—empirically
speaking—matter to whom policymakers
respond.

The preceding results suggest that, in
the range of recurring domains on which
government spends money, income-
related differences are limited. Welfare
spending is the one striking exception; in
other spending domains, there are no real
differences across income levels. Even
on welfare spending, the differences are
asymmetric, between the poor on the one
hand and the rest of the income distribu-
tion on the other, where it is difficult to
distinguish middle- and high-income
preferences. Much the same is true for
taxes, though here the differences are
less pronounced.

It may be that modest differences in
preference make a big difference for pol-
icy. We can estimate the effect of opin-
ion differences by taking advantage of
previous analysis of opinion representa-
tion ~Wlezien 2004! and “thermostatic”
policy feedback ~Wlezien 1995! in the
U.S. That is, we can assume policymak-
ers represent high-income preferences,
and simulate the net effect on spending
of using middle-income preferences in
their place.16 Doing this in the welfare
domain implies an 18% net increase in
spending over time. It is a significant if

Table 4
Preferences for Taxes on Different Income Levels, by Income Level, 1996

For those with [high/middle/low] incomes, are taxes much too high, too high,
about right, too low, or much too low?

Lower Tercile Respondents Middle Tercile Respondents Upper Tercile Respondents

Much
too high/
Too high

About
right

Too Low/
Much

Too Low

Much
too high/
Too high

About
right

Too Low/
Much

Too Low

Much
too high/
Too high

About
right

Too Low/
Much

Too Low

Responses for “low incomes”
question

73.7 22.4 4.0 66.9 28.0 4.9 53.3 41.4 5.5

Net Support for higher taxes −69.7 −62.0 −47.8

Responses for “middle incomes”
question

60.4 37.0 2.6 67.9 29.6 2.6 69.8 28.4 1.8

Net Support for higher taxes −57.8 −65.3 −68.0

Responses for “high incomes”
question

31.2 25.7 43.1 35.5 22.1 42.4 45.8 22.8 34.2

Net Support for higher taxes 11.9 6.9 −11.6

Cells contain percent respondents.

Figure 4
Tax Preferences by Income Level
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not fundamental difference. Of course,
the effects of substituting low-income
preferences would be greater, about three
times as much. This is exclusive to the
welfare spending domain, however. In
the other spending domains, substituting
the preferences of one income group for
another makes virtually no difference. In
these domains, there is no real basis for
inequality in representation.

These results may come as a surprise.
Perhaps the rather small differences
across income brackets are a product of
measurement issues. It may be that in-
come groupings do not neatly tap real
differences in self-interest—the lower-
income tercile includes retirees and many
new entrants to the work force, for ex-
ample, and explicit indicators of “life
chances,” or class, may work better.17 It
may also be that terciles are not the rele-
vant groupings, and stronger differences
may emerge when we look at the top and
bottom 10% of income earners, for in-
stance. “Exclusion bias” may matter as
well ~Berinsky 2004; see also Althaus
2003; Brehm 1993!. The tendency of
lower-income respondents to provide “no
response” in survey questions means that
many lower-income respondents are
missing entirely from our survey data,
and those who do respond may not be
representative of the group. This is an
important concern, though we note that
there are only small differences in re-
sponse rates in our data. For instance, for
welfare spending, from 1972 to 2004
combined, the percentage of missing re-
sponses for each tercile, lowest to high-
est, is 9.1%, 7.3%, and 6.5%. Such
differences cannot, by themselves, ac-
count for the patterned homogeneity we
observe.

There are other possible explanations
for the relative lack of difference across

income groups. Perhaps there simply is
not much basis for difference across in-
come levels in many policy domains. It
may be that self-interest does not differ
very much. Or, there may be a real basis
for difference, but people do not see
their self-interest, i.e., low-income people
may be misinformed about policy and
how it affects their circumstances and
others’.18 Relatedly, it may be that
individuals’ preferences are largely
“manufactured” through political com-
munication ~Herman and Chomsky 1988;
Edelman 1964; 1985!, perhaps stemming
from the political process itself ~Jacobs
and Shapiro 2000!. There is little point
in gainsaying these possibilities, though
we note work showing a considerable
amount of rationality in public prefer-
ences over time ~Page and Shapiro
1992!. Regardless, with more informa-
tion and0or mobilization, “real” underly-
ing differences in interests across income
levels could ultimately become apparent
in policy preferences.

Of course, to the extent underlying
preferences are hidden from us, they are
hidden from politicians as well. There
thus is only a limited basis for inequality
in representation across income groups—
regardless of whose preferences policy-
makers follow, differences across income
groups are often rather small, and policy
will end up in essentially the same place.
This is not to dispute results showing
that policymakers mostly follow the pref-
erences of the rich ~Gilens 2005; Bartels
2005!. Indeed, we take that research to
imply that policy would represent the
median voter only because the prefer-
ences of people with middling incomes
are much like the preferences of those
with high incomes. From this perspec-
tive, representation of the middle would
be indirect. Given that there are differ-

ences in preferences across income levels
in some important policy domains and
that new differences can emerge, unequal
responsiveness is of obvious importance.

There are other aspects of inequality,
however. One is education, and here we
see much bigger gaps across levels. It
may be that these differences matter for
policy, e.g., that policy tends to represent
the preferences of the better educated.
There may be inequality in representa-
tion across other sub-aggregates as well,
including race and ethnicity and gender.
Griffin and Newman ~2005! find that
voters are better represented than non-
voters, and this may underpin any differ-
ential representation that we observe
across groups. Partisanship may also
matter. If representatives focus on co-
partisans—those citizens most likely to
re-elect them ~see Fenno 1978; also Hill
and Hurley 2003!—partisan groups
should receive unequal representation,
albeit varying over time with the party
control of government. This time-varying
inequality in representation may matter
quite a lot given the large differences in
preferences by party identification sur-
veyed above.19

There clearly are many different
groups across which representation may
vary. The resulting pattern ultimately
may turn out to be quite complex, re-
flecting the salience that different groups
attach to different issues, for example
~see Hutchings 2003!. This is an empiri-
cal question, of course. Whether and to
what extent groups actually are repre-
sented equally is certain to occupy schol-
arly attention for some time, both in the
U.S. and abroad. In the meantime, we
must accept that income alone does not
provide a very substantial basis for un-
equal outputs in most recurrent policy
domains in the U.S.
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1. The literature is vast. Critical early work
focusing on the national level in the U.S. in-
cludes Miller and Stokes ~1963!; Weissberg
~1976!; and Monroe ~1979!; for more recent re-
search, see Stimson, MacKuen, and Erikson

~1995!. Important work at the state level in-
cludes Erikson, Wright, and McIver ~1995!. For
research on other countries, see, e.g., Petry
~1999!; Soroka and Wlezien ~2004; 2005!;
Hobolt and Klemmensen ~2005!; Brooks and
Manza ~2006!. For useful reviews of the
literature, see Burstein ~1998! and Weakliem
~2003!.

2. Bartels’ ~2006! note on inequality in
American democracy provides a clear statement
on the commonly-held belief that equality is cen-
tral to responsive and representative government.

3. Note that this representation of opinion
can occur in two ways: indirectly, through elec-
tions, or directly, where sitting politicians liter-
ally respond to what the public wants. These two
ways to representation are in a broad sense
related—that is, the first way implies the second,
at least assuming incumbent politicians are inter-

ested in remaining in office. Elected officials are
expected to respond to public preferences, even
between elections, because of the threat of elec-
toral sanction. Of course, it may also be that
politicians want to represent public preferences
for other reasons.

4. Also, consider the difference between
using the mean or the median. Changes in a sin-
gle preference at one end of the distribution will
not affect the median but will affect the mean.
Representation of the mean preference thus has a
certain kind of built-in inequality—depending on
their place in the overall distribution, marginal
changes in each individual preference will affect
the summary of aggregate preferences to a vary-
ing degree. Representation of the median prefer-
ence implies a different kind of inequality—in
this case, it is marginal changes in the middle of
the distribution that matter. Note that Dahl’s
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~1956! discussion of “Equality, Diversity
and Intensity” reflects similar concerns about
how to summarize preferences in an equitable
way.

5. To be precise, Bartels looks at Senators’
W-NOMINATE ideological scores, as determined
by their roll-call votes, as well as a number of
specific roll-call votes.

6. Note that this analysis of one-period
change is just one of Jacobs and Page’s analyses.
They also examine opinion-policy relationships
in levels, first excluding and then including one-
period-lagged opinion and policy.

7. Using terciles from the GSS has the ad-
vantage of keeping our three categories equal in
size—that is, the number of respondents in each
category is the same, and no one category is
more ~or less! susceptible to measurement error.
~For income categories, and others, the total
sample size is just over 1,100 on average. Ap-
proximately 5% of respondents do not answer
the income question, leaving an average N of
about 1,050, or 350 in each income category.!
Given that the income distribution reported to
GSS always is lower than what we see in Cen-
sus data, we also calculated using terciles from
the U.S. Census bureau. This makes virtually no
difference to any of the results—specifically,
using the Census distribution slightly expands
the range of differences. To determine prefer-
ences by income tercile, we begin with prefer-
ences aggregated by whatever income response
categories exist in the individual-level survey
file. We then collapse these into income terciles.
When survey response categories overlap the
divide between two income terciles, the respon-
dents in this category are assigned the mean
score ~in the category! and allocated to the two
income terciles proportionally, based on where
the tercile division lies.

8. There are some predictable exceptions.
The sizes of the education groups do change
over time, for instance, and in predictable ways:
the percentage of people not finishing high

school declines and the percentage of people
who have some college education increases.

9. Independents here include both the
“pure” independents and those who “lean” to-
ward one of the parties.

10. Note, however, that alphas can be taken
to overstate the parallelism between series. For
instance, an average bivariate correlation of .5
produces an alpha of .75.

11. To the extent one takes the 0-point seri-
ously, note that the “direction” of public prefer-
ences rarely differs. For the eight domains taken
together, preferences among the low- and high-
income terciles are on different sides of 0—where
one group favors more spending and the other
less—only 5% of the time ~29% of the time for
welfare!. The percentage drops to 4% for the low-
and middle-income terciles and to 1% for the
middle- and high-income terciles. Of course, it is
not clear what the 0-point represents—we do
know that the language used in the survey ques-
tion can make a big difference, e.g., using “assis-
tance to the poor” instead of “welfare” produces
fundamentally different results ~see, e.g., Weaver,
Shapiro, and Jacobs 1995!.

12. The parallelism is not perfect, however.
The alphas in Tables 1–3 indicate that the corre-
lations vary across domains, being most pro-
nounced for defense, welfare, and education. In
the tables we also observe that the preferences
for some groups fluctuate more than others, e.g.,
the variance in preferences increases as income
and, especially, education increases. Finally,
there is some evidence of party polarization over
time, at least in certain domains.

13. An ANOVA for welfare spending prefer-
ences across party identification and time indi-
cates that the year variable accounts for 46% of
total variance and party 49%. This is an impor-
tant result, for it reveals that even where party
matters most—on welfare—the common tempo-
ral movement matters just as much.

14. Changes in tax preferences appear less
uniform across income levels than what we ob-

served for spending ~though note that the alpha
is still a healthy .885!, and in some years there is
little difference at all across all three income
groupings. This is quite understandable, as tax
rates have changed in non-uniform ways over
time, increasing for some groups—especially
high-income citizens—in some periods and de-
creasing in other periods. Overall government
spending, meanwhile, is the same for all individ-
uals at each point in time.

15. The GSS also asked the question in 1987
though the differences across income categories
in that year were comparatively small, about
one-third of what we see in 1996. In 1987 and
2000 the GSS asked about whether “people with
high incomes should pay a larger share of their
income in taxes than those with low incomes,
the same share, or a smaller share,” and the dif-
ferences across income categories are smaller
still.

16. The approach estimates how much
spending is necessary to drive preferences down
to the level we observe for high-income respon-
dents. The estimate actually is a liberal one, as it
presumes that the preference equilibrium would
remain unchanged, i.e., not increase.

17. It is worth noting that the measures of
net support will not fully capture real differences
when most people’s preferences are far from the
0-point. When most respondents want “more”
spending, for instance, the measures will not
pick up differences that are evident only within
the “more” category, that is, when differences in
the “less” category are relatively small. More
nuanced measurement of relative preferences
thus could reveal more inter-group difference
relating not only to income but also education
and party identification and other variables.

18. Consider Althaus’ ~2003! extensive in-
vestigation of information effects on policy
preferences.

19. It would also help explain striking shifts
in policy when the partisan control of govern-
ment changes.
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