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Abstract

The growing concern about economic inequality leads to a similar concern
about political inequality. This article explores the seeming contradiction
between the literature pointing to inequality in political representation in
the United States and the literature showing that public policy does tend to
represent public opinion in general. Low-income voters are much less likely
to vote or to be politically knowledgeable than high-income voters, which
limits their influence and creates an upper-income bias to effective public
opinion. Considerable research suggests that low-income voters’ opinions
count for even less than would be implied by their low participation rate, a
matter that should continue to be the subject of research. Seemingly contrary
to any upper-income bias to policy making, major legislation usually moves
policy in the direction favored by low-income voters (e.g., redistribution,
government programs). Upper-income voters and interest groups, however,
are able to slow the pace of liberal change.

11

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. P

ol
it.

 S
ci

. 2
01

5.
18

:1
1-

29
. D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.a
nn

ua
lr

ev
ie

w
s.

or
g

 A
cc

es
s 

pr
ov

id
ed

 b
y 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a 
- 

D
av

is
 o

n 
09

/1
3/

15
. F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.



PL18CH02-Erikson ARI 2 April 2015 7:12

INTRODUCTION

Income inequality has become a central concern in the United States, as evidence mounts that
the rich get richer at the expense of the middle class and, especially, the poor. As wealth becomes
increasingly concentrated among a few, economic circumstances for ordinary citizens have become
stagnant or declined. Economic mobility in the United States has fallen behind other developed
countries, in defiance of the American myth of economic opportunity (for reviews, see Corak
2013, Piketty & Saez 2014). This recognition of economic disparity directs our attention to the
possibility of a companion inequality of political representation.

Presumably, more people would gain than lose from economic redistribution or increased
economic mobility. Yet we see few signs that politicians are seriously addressing income equality
or economic mobility. Are polarization and gridlock responsible (Bonica et al. 2013)? Is the public
not interested? Economists’ formal models of the electoral process (e.g., Meltzer & Richards
1981) predict that the median voter would vote for the greatest amount of redistribution when
the division of pretax wealth is at its most unequal. So what, if anything, has gone “wrong” with
American politics?

Social scientists have taken the question of political inequality to heart. A series of edited
volumes from the Russell Sage Foundation address the problem directly (Neckerman 2004, Jacobs
& Skocpol 2005, Enns & Wlezien 2011a). Leighley & Nagler’s Who Votes Now? (2014) documents
the sharp gradient by which voting participation increases with income. Schlozman et al.’s (2012)
The Unheavenly Chorus shows that the socioeconomic gradient extends beyond voting to all forms
of political participation. Bartels’ (2008) Unequal Democracy consolidates the case that the rich
benefit politically at the expense of the poor. Amassing a wealth of evidence, Gilens’ (2012)
Affluence and Influence argues that, to the extent public opinion determines policy, it is the views
of the wealthy—and perhaps the very wealthy—that really matter. One point is clear: The rich
participate more than the poor and enjoy greater influence on political outcomes.

Some critics (Winters & Page 2009, Hacker & Pierson 2010, Gilens & Page 2014) carry the
argument further, arguing that the very fabric of democratic responsiveness is threatened. In their
eyes, it is not just that the rich have more influence than the poor. They claim that the very
rich and their interest group partners have their way at the expense of the median voter and the
general public. In their view, the visible politics that reflects the interests of ordinary citizens and
preoccupies the attention of most scholars of American politics is a largely irrelevant sideshow.
The real decisions (or at least the ones that are important to the very wealthy) occur in a different
arena that is largely veiled behind closed doors. Gilens & Page (2014) resurrect the idea that
democratic institutions in the United States have failed—it is the elites who govern, they say, not
the public. In the language of the Internet headlines that popularize this work, the United States
is an oligarchy, not a democracy.

This literature that highlights political inequality must be reconciled with a separate literature
that finds a certain degree of policy representation in the United States. This more optimistic
literature on representation finds government responsiveness to public opinion in that policy
outcomes correlate, sometimes strongly, with public preferences. Responsiveness is most evident
when public opinion and policy are each in a broad aggregate—the liberal versus conservative
tendency of public opinion on the one hand and the liberal versus conservative content of public
policy on the other. The American states that are more liberal in terms of ideological identification
are the ones that enact the most liberal policies across a variety of issues (Erikson et al. 1993).
At the national level, public opinion as measured by its policy mood (also termed ideological
mood) over a variety of issues predicts the ideological tendency of legislation, albeit with a lag
(Erikson et al. 2002). When estimated for specific policy issues rather than general ideology, weaker
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relationships between opinion and policy are found. At the state level, the more the electorate
supports a particular policy (for instance, gay marriage), the more likely the policy will be enacted
(e.g., Lax & Phillips 2009). And at the national level, spending levels for particular functions appear
to react to public support for spending on those functions (e.g., Wlezien 1995a,b). Further, the
process appears to be dynamic, with the public’s support for legislation conditional on the degree
to which government has resisted or responded in the past (Wlezien 1995b, Erikson et al. 2002,
Soroka & Wlezien 2010). For thoughtful and thorough reviews of the growing literature on public
opinion and public policy, see Shapiro (2011) and Burstein (2014).

On the one hand, then, public opinion and policy are statistically related in a manner that
suggests government responds to public opinion, while on the other hand, the rich get their way
politically at the expense of the poor. One way of reconciling two seemingly conflicting ideas is to
proclaim one as correct and insist that the other is wrong. (For example, some critics of democratic
performance dismiss the evidence of policy representation as likely to be spurious, perhaps as the
result of elites manipulating a gullible public.) However, it is difficult to deny either that political
influence rises with affluence or that public opinion influences policy.

The present article tries to answer the following question: Given the evidence for policy rep-
resentation in the United States, to what extent is this representation equitable across levels of
income? It lays out the case for considerable policy representation of public opinion but considers
the possibility that policy influence can be strongly conditioned by level of affluence. The article
elaborates on some reasons why low-income voters could be underrepresented and reviews studies
that estimate the influence of the affluent to dominate that of the poor. The precise degree to
which income matters for representation continues to be a matter for future research.

THE DOWNS MODEL AND THE MEDIAN VOTER

A useful starting point is median voter theorem, which is the cornerstone of much theorizing
about democratic representation but a target of critics who see little policy representation. The
usual formalization is the Downs (1958) model, in which the median voter is decisive. The familiar
argument begins with three assumptions: voters who decide based on their ideological proximity
to the candidates, one policy dimension, and two opposing candidates solely interested in getting
elected. It follows that candidates’ policy positions converge to the preference of the median voter.
Public opinion prevails.

Some critics of the current state of US democracy dismiss median voter theory as wrong or
irrelevant. According to Hacker & Pierson (2010), median voter theory emphasizes “politics-as-
electoral-spectacle” rather than the real story involving the influence of wealthy individuals and
interest groups. According to these authors, efforts to validate median voter theory “fail on their
face” (Hacker & Pierson 2010, p. 167). Similarly, Gilens & Page (2014) express bewilderment that
“despite many criticisms of the median voter theorem as simplistic and empirically inapplicable or
wrong, a good many scholars. . . . still cling to the idea that the policy preferences of the median
voter tend to drive policy outputs” (Gilens & Page 2014, p. 565).

It is easy to mock the Downs model because, when taken literally, clearly both the assumptions
and the key predictions are almost comically inaccurate. Voters are not very ideological and react
to other considerations besides policy views. Political candidates care about more than simply
winning elections. Their personal ideological agendas keep them from converging toward the
median voter position. Further, even with today’s vast polling technology, candidates cannot
pretend to know where the median voter stands. And voters are often uncertain about candidate
positions. Election outcomes rarely converge toward 50–50 as predicted by the model. Given
these empirical realities, can one proclaim that the median voter generally prevails?
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Rather than reject the paradigm of median voter theory, formal modelers have expanded the
model to incorporate the considerations mentioned above—policy-motivated candidates and sup-
porters, nonideological voters, uncertain voters, and uncertain candidates (see Grofman 2004 for
a good discussion). The central tenet of the Downs model holds: In general elections, candidates
win more votes by moving toward the ideological center than by moving away from it. The de-
gree to which this happens depends on the degree to which voters take policy into account and
politicians anticipate the electoral consequences of their actions.

People have political influence to the extent that they participate politically and attend to policy
issues. Should we care when people vary in their attention to and influence on government? If
the task of the public is to offer its collective judgment about the solution to some problem where
people all share a common interest, then perhaps an inequality of influence is not such a bad thing.
For example, US foreign policy responds more to the views of the business and professional elite
than to those of the general public ( Jacobs & Page 2005). Arguably, under many circumstances,
this type of unequal influence is preferable to a foreign policy governed by the populist urges of
an ill-informed public. Yet we might think differently when elite interests clearly differ from the
public’s, such as when people are drafted to fight wars. When the division is between the rich and
the poor, economic interests collide. To the extent that political power is distorted by wealth, the
pivotal voter is not at the median but somewhere higher on the income scale. Thus we have our
central question: How much does the greater political leverage exercised by the rich distort policy
outputs, especially as these outputs have differential impact on the rich and the poor?

MODELING POLICY REPRESENTATION

It is helpful to depict the dynamic relationship between public opinion and policy with a stylized
version of the thermostatic model originated by Wlezien (1995b) and applied by Erikson et al.
(2002). We symbolize the public’s preference for change (more liberal versus more conservative)
by M, standing for the public’s mood. Policy is symbolized by P. The public has an ideal policy
or set point P∗ so M is the gap between policy and the preferred set point.

M t ≡ Pt − P∗
t .

The usual write-up assumes all opinions count equally so that M represents a mean,

M t =

n∑
i=1

mi

n
,

where the m’s are the equally weighted opinions of the population n. For our purposes here, let
us loosen our definition of M to be the weighted mean of individual opinion where individuals’
weights are a function of their varying influence on policy.

M t =

n∑
i=1

wi mi

n
and

∑
w = n.

The thermostatic model assumes that public opinion responds instantly to policy change.

M t = M t−1 + �Pt + ut .

Opinion also can shift idiosyncratically to random shocks ut, allowing the set point, which is
unobserved, to change. Time might be described in biennial bands corresponding to federal
elections.
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Policy responds to mood, both because politicians directly react to shifts in public opinion
and (more importantly) because voters, based on their mood, elect politicians to respond to their
interests. Summarizing,

�Pt = α + λM t−1 + et . 1.

Policy changes in response to M at rate λ. Policy also responds to other influences that are
independent of public opinion (e). Policy can be biased as represented by the constant term α.

According to Equation 1, public opinion influences policy (as long as λ is positive). But the
relative importance of this influence is a matter of degree, depending on all the terms in the
equation. As a democratic ideal, λ might equal 1.0, indicating a rapid and proportional response.
The constant α would equal 0, so that policy contains no consistent liberal or conservative bias.
The variance of e shocks to policy would approach 0, so that other forces besides public opinion
were at a minimum. Also, representation would be easiest to maintain if the variance of u shocks
to opinion were small so that the public has a stable set point. Finally and importantly, as the
model is revised here, the democratic ideal would be that the w weights would all be equal, with
everybody’s opinion counting equally.

Empirically, The Macro Polity (Erikson et al. 2002) estimates mood using Stimson’s (1999) algo-
rithm to obtain a composite measure of liberalism–conservatism from national polls. It estimates
a certain degree of policy responsiveness, which is attributed mainly to the voters’ choices for
party control but also to elected officials’ direct response to public opinion. Figure 1 shows the
thermostatic nature of mood: Mood generally becomes more liberal under Republican presidents
and conservative under Democratic presidents. (The one exception is a growth in conservatism
under Republican presidents Nixon and Ford as they pragmatically dealt with a heavily Demo-
cratic Congress.) Policy change—the “laws” index, the net sum of major liberal versus conservative
legislation—follows mood, but with some lag, which is expected given the standard checks and
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Figure 1
Policy mood and major policy change, 1952–2012. An extension of findings from Erikson et al. (2002).
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Figure 2
Net liberalism of new laws by mood lagged four years, by presidential administration, Eisenhower to Obama.

balances.1 The visually clearest evidence of representation is when policy change (laws) is mea-
sured for each four-year presidential term and mood is measured for the previous term, four years
earlier (see Figure 2).2

As measured by Stimson’s index, mood represents a public opinion in which all voices count
equally. It could be, however, that this seemingly egalitarian measure of mood is actually a marker
for wealthy (or elite) opinion and it is really this elite that drives policy. This is conceivable because
when opinions change across different income groups, they generally move in tandem (Ura & Ellis
2008, Wlezien & Siroka 2011). This similarity across income groups applies only to changes, not
levels, of opinion. (The poor, of course, tend to be more liberal than the rich.) Suppose that the
poor are more favorable to redistribution and that only the rich influence policy. In that case,
policy will persistently be more conservative than it would be if people’s preferences counted
equally, even as policy responds to shifts in (wealthy) opinion. As measured by the mood and laws
indices, opinion and policy are not calibrated on a common scale. It is possible for the mood–laws
relationship to be causal and yet for policy to be consistently more conservative than the median
voter wants, as policy gets distorted by the views of the wealthy few (see sidebar, “Elite Control
of Mass Opinion?”).

Despite the evidence that public opinion influences policy, we must consider the likelihood that
the rich receive more (perhaps much more) representation than the poor. There are two general
questions. First, considering normal politics, we can inquire about the degree to which political

1To calculate the laws score for each Congress, the first step is to consult Mayhew’s (1991) list of major legislation, updated
from Mayhew’s website: http://davidmayhew.commons.yale.edu/books-with-datasets-2/. The laws index was scored as
the net number of liberal minus conservative major laws for a Congress. For further details, see Erikson et al. (2002).
2Consistent with the thermostatic model, Obama’s election in 2008 followed a liberal high-point in terms of mood. Also
consistent with the model, mood turned decisively more conservative during Obama’s first term. For a discussion, including
rival interpretations, see Brooks & Manza (2013).
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ELITE CONTROL OF MASS OPINION?

Some critics charge that even if policy seems to track opinion, this could be because elites are manipulating public
opinion rather than because opinion is shaping policy. Indeed, it is plausible to argue that public opinion is not
autonomous but instead arises from elite ideas (e.g., Zaller 1992, Bartels et al. 2005). If one defines “elites” broadly,
it could hardly be otherwise. How could mass opinion change without some form of leadership? With a menu of
multiple elite viewpoints from which the mass public can choose, it is difficult to see how elite influence over public
opinion inherently diminishes the practice of democracy. The chief concern would be the presence of a hegemonic
elite with dominant resources and capability that allows it to get what it wants by routing its preferences through
the channel of public opinion. One can imagine a democracy with pliable voters acting against their own economic
interests, as the unwitting agents for an economic elite.

influence varies by economic status when it comes to voting behavior and the electorally induced
behavior of politicians—the stuff of much of the study of American politics. This approach would
be a matter of differentially weighted voters in models like Equation 1. Second, speculating about
influences outside the realm of normal politics, we can ask if politicians pay more acute attention
to elite interests than to the preferences of the general public. A disproportionate elite influence
could stem from special attention to the views of wealthy campaign contributors, but also the
fact that politicians often are, or aspire to be, members of the economic elite themselves. In the
context of Equation 1, this would be the constant term always pulling policy away from public
opinion, presumably in the conservative direction. One can imagine that, by wealth and stealth,
elites manipulate politicians into satisfying their special interests while possibly the general public
does not even notice. Normal democratic politics, no matter how equitable, would become a
sideshow as elites exercise their will.

What follows is largely limited to the first of these concerns—the degree of unequal influence
in the context of normal electoral politics. Election outcomes and politicians’ anticipation of them
allow for the opinions of some people to influence policy. The focus here is on the degree to
which this influence is disproportionally affected by wealth. I first evaluate inequality among the
components of normal democratic politics and then consider studies that attempt more globally
to estimate the relative sway over policy of the rich and the poor.

The questions asked should be familiar. How much does voting participation vary with in-
come? How much does political capability vary as a function of income? Do the poor follow their
presumed self-interest and favor redistribution more than the rich? How much do the poor (and
the rich) engage in issue voting based on redistributive issues? And ultimately, how strong are
politicians’ electoral incentives to heed the views of the poor?3

UNEQUAL VOTER PARTICIPATION BY INCOME

Americans vote at a lesser rate than citizens of most other democracies. And US turnout is lowest
among voters of low socioeconomic status, as defined by low income and low education. This
pattern is well known (see Leighley & Nagler 2014). The focus here is on estimating the degree to

3Instead of family income, we could use some other measure of socioeconomic standing, such as occupational status or perhaps
an amalgam of income and education [as do Schlozman et al. (2012)]. Personal wealth might be the ideal indicator if we had
a measure. Though not perfect, personal income appears to be the best indicator of economic well-being (see Leighley &
Nagler 2014 for discussion).
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Figure 3
Voter turnout by income percentile, 2006–2012, based on Current Population Survey data.

which differential voter turnout affects the likely political power of the rich and poor. The working
assumption is that citizens in different income categories have political influence in proportion to
the frequency with which they vote. For instance, if the very rich vote three times as frequently
as the very poor, a starting point for discussion is that the per capita influence of the very rich is
three times that of the very poor.

Every other November, following each national election, the US Census’s Current Population
Survey (CPS) interviews several thousand citizens and, among other questions, asks its respondents
if they (and others in their household) had voted in the recent election. The CPS Voter Participa-
tion Survey is widely regarded as the gold standard for estimating voter turnout, in part because it
inflates voter participation less than other surveys such as the American National Election Studies
(ANES).

Using CPS data, Figure 3 shows turnout rates as a function of income percentile from the
four national elections 2006–2012. The figure stretches out the percentile range to include the
very rich and the very poor. We are interested in the ratio of turnout among the rich to turnout
among the poor. We see two patterns: one for the two presidential elections with their greater
turnout and one for the two midterms with their lesser turnout.

Focusing on the two presidential elections, we see that turnout rates vary from approximately
50% among the very poor to more than 80% among the very rich. We could claim a ratio of
per capita electoral power of approximately 8:5 between the rich and the poor. For midterms,
however, the gradient of the curves is steeper, suggesting a greater variation in electoral influence.
Comparing the richest with the poorest groups yields a ratio of 2:1 or more. This increase makes
sense: The lower the turnout, the less influence the poor have over the outcome.

One might think that the nonparticipation of the poor is driven mainly by low voting rates
among racial minorities, but this is not the case. Although racial minorities are disproportionately
found among the poorer percentiles of citizens, the slopes shown in Figure 3 are similar if limited
to white voters. Minorities and whites vote at approximately the same rate when income level
is held constant. Among the poor, Hispanic-Americans are less likely to vote, whereas African-
Americans are more mobilized to vote than are whites.

When evaluating turnout levels by income with displays such as Figure 3, a thorny problem
is that surveys, including the CPS, inflate the voter rolls. People overreport having voted, largely
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due to social desirability. In the two presidential election years, the actual turnout was a bit more
than 60%. Among CPS respondents, however, approximately 70% claimed to have voted. In the
two midterms, the actual voting rate was slightly more than 40%, but in the CPS midterm surveys,
more than 60% claimed to have voted.

For many purposes, overreporting of turnout might not matter if it were roughly random in
origin. But here we are interested in ratios of voting rates for different income groups. Suppose,
for example, there were virtually no underreporting of voting but a rate of overreporting that
was constant for each income group. The result would be a greater net overreport among the
poor because of their lesser rate of actual participation. In a hypothetical example, set the true
rates as 60% among the rich and 20% among the poor for a ratio of 3:1. Now assume 20% of
nonvoters at every income level falsely report voting. The reported rate among the poor zooms
from 20% to 36% whereas the observed rate among the rich rises by only 8 percentage points.
The hypothetical observed ratio of 68:36 deflates the true 3:1 turnout ratio to be less than 2:1.
Could we be underestimating the turnout gradient separating the voting rates of rich and poor?

Here I introduce a new method to estimate the true voting rates by income levels. First, I use
citizen characteristics of respondents from the New York Times/CBS News (NYT&CBS) surveys
for the year surrounding Election Day for two elections—2006 and 2008. From these pooled
surveys, I extract the percentage of respondents in each of the five income categories used in
these surveys. Second, I use National Exit Poll (NEP) data for each of the two years to extract
the proportion of actual voters in the same income categories.4 Third, I record the proportion of
eligible voters who actually vote in the election.5 With this information, I back out estimates of
voter turnout percentages within each of the five income categories. The advantage of this plan,
of course, is that voter turnout is not measured by self-reports (although income, of course, is
self-reported).

The results are shown in Figure 4. The vote participation by income percentile gradient is
shown two ways, with CPS data (from the same data as Figure 3 but with the income categories
collapsed to be identical to the NYT&CBS income categories) and using the NEP and NYT&CBS
data. The graphs also show linear regression lines fitting the NYT&CBS data, allowing possible
extrapolation to as far as the first and 100th percentiles.

By forcing the net voting rates to be equal to the national results, we see in Figure 4 that
NYT&CBS/NEP data yield decidedly lower voting rates than do CPS data. For midterm year
2006, the two slopes are roughly parallel, as if the rate of overreporting increases somewhat with
income level. The net result is a mild increase in the estimated gap between the voting rates of
the richest and poorest, from about 2:1 to 2.5:1.

The results for 2008, however, are a bit of a surprise (Figure 4b). The CPS vote inflation for
2008 apparently occurred mainly among the poor. Among the wealthy, the voting rate estimated
from the NYT&CBS/NEP data approximates that derived from CPS data. The rich vote in
presidential elections and evidently do not overreport. Meanwhile a major gap occurs for the poor,
as the NYT&CBS/NEP slope is much steeper than the CPS slope for 2008. In effect Figure 4b
suggests that the ratio of 2008 participation comparing the very rich to the very poor is about
2.5:1, similar to the conclusion for 2006 from Figure 4a. To understand this result, consider that
low-income voters were surprisingly scarce in the 2008 NEP compared to general surveys.

4Although exit polls are notoriously inaccurate for immediate Election Day prediction, they are presumably accurate when
poststratified and properly weighted.
5Turnout among eligible voters is obtained from Michael P. McDonald’s United States Elections Project website,
http://www.electproject.org/home.
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Figure 4
Vote participation by income, measured two ways, in (a) 2006 and (b) 2008.

From this exercise, one can conclude that citizen surveys underestimate the true gap in voting
between the richest and the poorest income percentiles. To understand the significance of the
income gradients shown in Figure 4, consider that with a turnout ratio of 2.5:1, the median voter
in terms of income is at the 66th percentile of citizen income.

This exercise has identified one major reason why the rich enjoy more political influence than
the poor: A member of the richest 1% is 2.5 times more likely to vote than someone in a homeless
shelter. Further, it is easy to imagine that the ratio is 3:1 or greater if one considers all sources of
political participation and their possible effectiveness (Schlozman et al. 2012). Democracy may still
be at work, but with a severe economic bias. An optimistic interpretation is that the influence gap
between rich and poor could be substantially narrowed by simply inducing greater participation
by the poor. But closing the influence gap entirely would also require closing the gap in personal
resources, a matter to which we turn next.

INFORMATION INEQUALITY AND INCOME INEQUALITY

One advantage the rich have over the poor is greater access to news about politics. The rich are
more knowledgeable about politics than the poor, resulting in more effective political influence.
How severe is this pattern?

Here I turn to the ANES as the data source. ANES surveys ask respondents about their
family income, and the cumulative file contains a record of family income by percentile. The
percentiles are five unevenly spaced groupings so that their means are percentiles of 8, 25, 50, 81,
and 96. For the presidential election years 1952–2004, there is also a common scale of political
information, calibrated so that each year’s distribution has a standard deviation of one. Zaller
(2004) has compiled scores on this index of political knowledge for all ANES surveys from 1952
to 2000, and Benjamin Highton has updated the index for 2004. The index is based on whatever
information items and interviewer ratings are included in each year’s survey.

With an income scale in percentiles that is normed to be constant across years and a standardized
information scale that is normed to have a constant variance across years, we can put the two scales
together without the need to control for specific year variables. The ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression of information level on income percentile yields a coefficient of 1.31 (1.10 for reported
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Figure 5
Political information by income percentile, 1952–2004. Data are from the American National Election
Studies.

voters only), which implies that the difference between the richest and poorest voters is slightly
more than one standard deviation on the knowledge scale.

Figure 5 depicts the pattern in detail. Political knowledge scores are divided into four groups:
more than one standard deviation below the mean amount of information; below the mean, but
not by more than one standard deviation; better informed than the mean, but not by more than
one standard deviation; and more than one standard deviation better informed than the mean. The
figure shows low information concentrated among low-income voters and high information con-
centrated among high-income voters. Almost 50% of respondents in the highest income category
score have political knowledge scores at least one standard deviation above the mean; similarly,
almost 50% of respondents in the lowest income category score at least one standard deviation
below the mean. Meanwhile, high-income respondents have less than a 10% chance of being in
the lowest information category, and low-income respondents have less than a 10% chance of
being in the highest information category. One question is whether the poor’s information deficit
retards their political response to their economic circumstances. This is addressed next.

INFORMATION, INCOME, AND POLITICAL PREFERENCES

We focus on income as a predictor because the rich and poor diverge both in terms of their
economic interests and their political resources. To what extent do voters—rich and poor—
choose policy positions on redistribution issues consistent with their presumed self-interest based
on income? Similarly, do rich and poor channel their redistributive preferences into vote choices
consistent with their economic circumstances? And how much do these tendencies depend on the
citizen’s degree of political knowledge?

It would be a mistake to assume a major gulf between the opinions of rich and poor. Polls
show a general concern about inequality across income groups but also only limited demand for
government action (e.g., Page & Jacob 2009, Bartels 2008; but see McCall 2013). Differences
across income groups do exist on questions of domestic spending and welfare (Bartels 2008, Ura
& Ellis 2008, Gilens 2009; but see Soroka & Wlezien 2008).

The effect of income or social class on political attitudes is confounded by race and culture.
Despite claims by Democrats that their party represents the working poor, the white working
class (typically defined as non-college-educated whites) is often said to be the base of today’s
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Figure 6
Social welfare opinion by income percentile, 1980–2004, by level of political knowledge. Whites only. Data are from the American
National Election Studies.

Republican Party. The argument is that the white working class has become inflamed by racial
resentment and that their cultural conservatism has been exploited by Republicans. Does that
cultural conservatism trump considerations of their economic plight? (For a useful review, see
Enns & Wlezien 2011b.) Meanwhile, blacks and other racial minorities tend to support social
welfare programs regardless of their income level and vote Democratic, sharing “linked fate” with
their poorer brethren (Dawson 1995).

To make the test hard for detecting an income effect, the following analysis is limited to
white survey respondents only. As Bartels (2008) has shown, social welfare policy opinions and
vote choice vary by income even when the analysis is restricted to whites. Here we ask to what
extent this pattern is conditional on political awareness. The data are from the ANES, this time
for presidential elections 1980–2004. This choice of years is designed to match the years when
Zaller’s (2004) information scale is available along with a constant measure of social welfare
policy preference. The measure of social welfare policy is the ANES question about whether the
respondent favors more taxes and government services or lower taxes and fewer services. This
question is measured on a 1 to 7 scale, with 4 as the midpoint. I divide responses into three groups:
social welfare liberals who prefer more spending (1 through 3), social welfare conservatives who
prefer lower taxes and spending (5 through 7), and those who say they have no opinion or no
interest in the question (a score of 4).6

Figure 6 shows the relationship between opinion and income (whites only), further subdivided
by scores on the Zaller information scale. For ANES respondents below the information mean,
there is virtually no relationship between income and policy preference, with a large share of
respondents not taking sides (scoring 4 or “don’t know,” “no interest”). For the more knowledge-
able voters (above the mean), we see a clearer pattern whereby support for spending is greatest
among the poor and least among the rich. The more informed one is, the more one supports
policy positions consistent with one’s economic standing.

6For all respondents in cumulative ANES surveys, the regression coefficient predicting opinion on the seven-point scale from
percentiled income is −0.9 for white voters (less than one point from richest to poorest), shifting slightly to −1.2 when racial
minorities are included.
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Figure 7
Presidential vote by social welfare opinion and income, 1980–2004. Whites only. Data are from the American National Election Studies.

Next, do poor (and rich) voters cast ballots consistent with their position on the spending ques-
tion? Figure 7 (again considering only white respondents) shows that the answer is yes, for voters
in the top half of the information scale. The vast majority of liberals voted Democratic in presiden-
tial elections, 1980–2004, and the vast majority of conservatives voted Republican—regardless of
income level. The comparable difference in vote choice between liberals and conservatives among
voters below the information mean is visible but considerably smaller, suggesting less issue voting
on taxing and spending. In both information groups, the liberal-versus-conservative gap in vote
choice rises somewhat with income.

With their greater evidence of issue voting, the more informed voters show much more of an
income gradient to their vote choices than the less informed. An OLS regression of Democratic
presidential voting on income percentile results in a coefficient (for whites) of −0.18 for voters
above the mean in knowledge. This implies almost a 20-point differential in Democratic versus
Republican voting between the poorest and richest income percentiles, among the informed. For
those below the mean on the knowledge scale, the coefficient is a mere −0.05. Thus, the more
informed one is, the more one votes in accord with the presumed interests of one’s income level.

This section illustrates that income makes some difference in terms of attitudes toward re-
distribution and voting Democratic versus Republican, even when nonwhite voters are excluded
from the analysis. Citizens are more likely to take stands that represent their “class interests” when
they are more knowledgeable and to vote accordingly. For white voters (less so for minorities,
not shown), these effects are largely conditional, however, on above-average political knowledge.
Information is correlated with income, reinforcing the class bias in representation. As with par-
ticipation, one can infer a potential reform. An improvement in political information among the
poorer voters could change election outcomes and change policy.

ESTIMATING INCOME DIFFERENCES IN POLITICAL INFLUENCE

From the estimates above, the richest Americans enjoy at least 2.5 times the political influence
of the poorest Americans. Considering all the resources of voters in different economic strata,
the ratio could actually be far greater. The working assumption is a “Downsian” world where
elections matter; it is just that some participate more effectively than others. As discussed in
the Introduction, however, some contemporary observers (e.g., Winters & Page 2009, Hacker &
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Pierson 2010, Gilens & Page 2014) see elections as essentially a sideshow with policy manufactured
elsewhere. So how much does political influence vary by economic strata actually? As mentioned
at the outset of this article, several studies attempt to estimate the relative degree to which policy
represents the preferences of the rich, the poor, and those in between.

Using the 1978–1980–1982 ANES Senate Election Study, Bartels’ (2008) pioneering study
modeled the relative contributions of the ideological preferences of states’ high-, medium-, and
low-income groups to predicting the roll call votes of US senators. Even with party affiliation of
the senator controlled, Bartels’ statistical evidence suggested that senators respond much more
to the views of the rich than to voters in the middle of the income spectrum, and based on the
coefficients, the views of the poor count negligibly in determining the roll call behavior of a state’s
US Senate delegation.

Bhatti & Erikson (2011) corrected a hidden problem of statistical identification in Bartels’
analysis but reported similar estimates of influence by income category using Bartels’ original
data from the ANES Senate Election Study. They obtained somewhat erratic results, however,
using alternative state-level surveys—the 2000 and 2004 Annenberg studies and the 2004 NEP.
Although not with the severe gradient found using the original ANES data, their various tests
followed the general pattern implying that the views of affluent voters have more sway with US
senators than the views of the poor.

Using the Annenberg surveys, Rigby & Wright (2013) estimate the effects of low-, medium-,
and high-income opinion in the states on the positions of Democratic and Republican political
candidates. Their study is distinct for using multi-item survey instruments for economic and
social policy rather than summary liberal–conservative identification. On both economic and
social dimensions, they find the positions of each party’s candidates much more predictable from
the views of the states’ rich than from the economic middle, and not at all predictable from the
views of the poor.

Why does the behavior of politicians track the views of the rich much more than those of the
poor? The explanation might be that candidates are more familiar with the views of their fellow
well-to-do citizens than with those of ordinary constituents. Or it might be that politicians choose
to ignore the views of the poor on the assumption that their views are politically irrelevant. Al-
though the poor dilute their power by their low turnout rate and by their lesser political knowledge
(as we have seen), indifference to the views of the poor could have electoral consequences, because
the votes of the poor contribute to the determination of winners and losers in elections.

A further test would be to see whether actual policies (rather than roll call votes or candidate
positions) neglect the opinions of the poor. Rigby & Wright (2011) apply such a test, predicting
the general liberalism–conservatism of state economic and social policies from the liberal versus
conservative ideological identification of state electorates, where opinion is partitioned by high,
medium, and low income. Again they find that the views of the rich matter more and the views of
the poor count little or not at all. Flavin (2012) finds a similar pattern for specific state policies.

What should be made of these studies? Do American electoral institutions do a good job of
responding to public opinion except that the voices that matter have a strong upper-class accent?
Are the interests of the poor excluded from the factors that affect policy? The literature presents
a persistent narrative that political representation may be a luxury available to the wealthy alone.
Caution is required, however, when interpreting the statistical evidence. The statistical models
are necessarily complex and the evidence from multiple specifications tends to be wobbly, in part
because the views within the different income strata often are highly correlated. The difficulty
of measuring state opinion increases exponentially when state samples are divided into three
separate income groups. And the opinions of the rich are easier to measure; the rich more freely
offer opinions in surveys and their opinions are more constrained ideologically. These factors
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might give the rich a head start in a statistical race among imperfectly measured indicators of
segmented public opinion (Stimson 2011, Bhatti & Erikson 2011).7

We turn finally to Gilens’ Affluence and Influence (2012), which was highlighted in the Introduc-
tion. Gilens analyzed more than 2,000 national policy proposals that were polled over the years
1980–2002 with a supplement for 1964–1969. For each proposal, Gilens estimated the opinions at
the 10th, 50th, and 90th income percentiles and recorded whether the proposed change happened
within four years. For each percentile, he modeled the outcome (change or not) as a function of
opinion at the specific income percentile. His key finding was that affluent opinion (at the 90th
percentile) predicts policy outcomes more than opinions at the median or opinions of the poor (at
the 10th percentile). For instance, when the absolute difference in the opinions of the 10th and
90th percentiles exceeds 10%, the opinions of the 90th percentile seem to matter far more.

One cannot deny that Gilens’ work identifies a differential in political influence based on income
or that this is an impressive and careful work of scholarship. Nonetheless, the methodology for
measuring the preferences at different income percentiles makes problematic the multivariate
analysis of different group opinions (see Gilens 2012, appendix). Gilens measures opinion as
percentage in favor of change among those holding opinions, with the consequence that the
greater rate of “no opinion” among the silent voices of the poor (Berinsky 2004) is ignored. The
relative scarcity of opinion holding among the poor can explain some of the seeming lack of
influence of opinions voiced by the poor. One could also question how much the tilt of policy
toward the views of the well-to-do depends on the time period selected, given its run of Republican
presidents and (after 1994) a Republican Congress. (According to Gilens, the results are similar
for the 1960s supplemental data.)

Although a reanalysis is well beyond the scope of this article, I offer one illustrative graph,
using Gilens’ publicly available data.8 I define upper-income issues as those favored by citizens at
the 90th percentile by at least 10 points more than those at the 10th percentile and lower-income
issues as those favored by citizens at the 10th percentile by at least 10 points more than those at
the 90th percentile.

Figure 8 shows the predicted (probit) success rates (change versus status quo) as a function of
general public opinion for the two types of issues. The two slopes are fairly flat and almost parallel
at around 0.30, as if it takes 10 percentage points of added popularity to nudge the probability
of a policy change by a mere three points. The figure shows a bias in favor of the status quo for
each type of issue in the sense that it takes far more than a simple majority to approve a policy
in order to get it enacted. The gap between the two slopes is approximately 17%, meaning that,
holding general public opinion constant, high-income issues have about a 17-percentage-point
greater likelihood of passage.

As with the studies of roll call voting, party politicians’ positions, and state policies discussed
in the previous section, an obvious interpretation is that politicians either choose to ignore or are
blind to the demands of less affluent citizens, seeing only the positions favored by the affluent. I
suggest a different interpretation that allows politicians to respond to public opinion generally,
perhaps only modestly distinguishing between views of the rich and poor or between informed
and uninformed voters. Consider the possibility that the main reason why lower-income issues
are harder to pass than upper-income issues is not that politicians choose to ignore lower-income

7Brunner et al. (2013) overcome the measurement problem by exploiting referendum results in rich and poor precincts
represented by California state legislators. They find little difference in the degree to which representatives heed the preferences
of rich and poor in their roll call voting.
8Gilens’ data are available at http://www.russellsage.org/research/data/economic-inequality-and-political-representation.
The data analyzed here are from version DS52.
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Figure 8
Probability of change by percent favoring change, for high-income issues and low-income issues. Data are
from Martin Gilens, available at http://www.russellsage.org/research/data/economic-inequality-and-
political-representation.

views but rather that lower-income issues face a more challenging political environment. Despite
the sizeable numerical representation of liberal organizations that try to help the disadvantaged
(Grossman 2012), there is little doubt that the interest group structure in Washington serves the
interests of the affluent more than those of the poor. This interpretation resembles that of Gilens
& Page (2014) in that powerful interest groups can thwart public opinion. Unlike Gilens & Page
(2014), however, this interpretation allows public opinion across income groups to have some (if
unequal) influence.9

STATUS QUO BIAS AND A PRESSURE FOR LIBERALISM?

The most obvious fact about policy choices in the United States is the bias for the status quo rather
than change. Gilens’ (2012) analysis makes clear that for a policy to be popular is no guarantee that
the policy will come to pass (see also Enns et al. 2014). From the status quo bias plus the upper-
income bias to representation, one might infer that when legislation does pass, it is endorsed by the
rich and pushes policy in the conservative direction. That inference would be wrong. Sometimes
haltingly, policy moves mainly leftward, not rightward. Let us try to understand this seeming
paradox.

Given the status quo bias, the policies that do become law are likely to be favored by public
opinion. In fact, major policies such as Medicare, the War on Poverty, key civil rights bills, plus the
Reagan and Bush tax cuts were passed only when polls showed plurality support. The Affordable
Care Act (Obamacare) stands out as an arguable exception, with its subsequent political fallout.

Despite contrary examples (e.g., the long-term decline in the progressivity of the federal income
tax), Congress much more frequently passes liberal than conservative legislation. The reasons are
complex (see, e.g., Baumgartner & Jones 2015). Erikson et al. (2002) examined hundreds of laws
that were deemed “major” by Mayhew (1991) and classified them as liberal, conservative, or
ideologically neutral. Liberal laws outnumbered conservative laws by a count of 113 to 9, or a

9Gilens & Page (2014) claim that only interest group opinion and wealthy opinion (the “elites” at the 90th income percentile)
matter, at the expense of the average citizen at the 50th income percentile. Evaluation of this provocative claim, which deserves
methodological scrutiny, is beyond the scope of the present article.
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ratio of more than 10 to one; the exceptions occurred when Republicans held the presidency plus
at least one house of Congress. (The ratio is 60 liberal to 4 conservative in terms of legislation
to expand/contract benefits or services or deal with taxation.) If we did an accounting of public
opinion in advance of these mainly liberal laws, the strong expectation is that in most instances
the poor would be more supportive and the rich more resistant.

If major policy change is hard (the status quo bias) and moves almost always in the liberal
direction, how can it be reconciled with the phenomenon of an upper-class bias to policy making?
There is an easy resolution of the paradox. Shifting societal demands cause the flow of policy
demands to move mainly in the liberal direction, with (presumably) the poor at least being passively
supportive.10 Meanwhile, affluent interests resist and are often successful, at least in the short run.
The degree of public pressure for change helps to determine the amount of change. However, on
less publicly visible or controversial issues of public policy and on those without obvious ideological
content, the views of the affluent (and educated) elite face little resistance.11

CONCLUSIONS

This article has dealt with the seeming paradox that government seems responsive to public
opinion, yet the views of the rich appear to count more. For readers of a progressive bent, I offer a
modest nudge of optimism. Public opinion does matter and the press of public opinion has moved
policy leftward, not rightward, on average. When policy questions are a matter of rich versus poor,
the opinions of the rich are influential beyond their numbers and capable of slowing the pace of
reformist legislation. The degree of this upper-class bias should continue to be a matter for future
research.

An important puzzle is why the poor are so ineffectual politically. The poor dilute their political
influence by patterns of nonvoting and political inattention. As we have seen, some studies that
attempt to measure the relative influence of income groups go further and claim that the influence
of the poor is about zero. It remains to be seen if this claim holds up to further statistical scrutiny.
Future research should continue to focus on whether politicians actually ignore the preferences
of less affluent voters, and if so, why.

What could be done to politically awaken the economically disadvantaged? Obviously lowering
barriers to voting and other forms of participation would help, as would reducing the role of money
in politics. Would it be possible to mobilize the poor for political action? Could government
activity empower the poor, perhaps as a by-product of specific programs designed to help (Mettler
& Soss 2004, Bruch et al. 2010)? What if a genuine social movement were to arise from the poor
to demand further redistribution? Would there be a political collision with the established order?
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10The minimum wage offers food for thought. Several of Mayhew’s (1991) major laws were minimum-wage increases. These
are always popular, with the least affluent most in favor. On the one hand, inflation persistently lowers the minimum wage in
terms of real dollars. On the other hand, liberal legislation restores (or partially restores) its initial value. Raising the minimum
wage draws resistance from conservative business forces, contributing to the status quo bias. But reducing or eliminating the
federal minimum wage is never on the table.
11As Gilens (2012) shows, the relative success of rich and poor voters varies with type of issue. The poor actually appear more
influential on social welfare, whereas the rich are particularly dominant on foreign policy and taxes.
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Mark Philp and Elizabeth Dávid-Barrett � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 387

Experiments in International Relations: Lab, Survey, and Field
Susan D. Hyde � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 403

Political Theory as Both Philosophy and History: A Defense Against
Methodological Militancy
Jeffrey Edward Green � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 425

The Empiricists’ Insurgency
Eli Berman and Aila M. Matanock � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 443

The Scope of Comparative Political Theory
Diego von Vacano � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 465

Should We Leave Behind the Subfield of International Relations?
Dan Reiter � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 481

Indexes

Cumulative Index of Contributing Authors, Volumes 14–18 � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 501

Cumulative Index of Article Titles, Volumes 14–18 � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 503

Errata

An online log of corrections to Annual Review of Political Science articles may be found
at http://www.annualreviews.org/errata/polisci

vi Contents

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. P

ol
it.

 S
ci

. 2
01

5.
18

:1
1-

29
. D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.a
nn

ua
lr

ev
ie

w
s.

or
g

 A
cc

es
s 

pr
ov

id
ed

 b
y 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a 
- 

D
av

is
 o

n 
09

/1
3/

15
. F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.


	Annual Reviews Online
	Search Annual Reviews
	Annual Review of Political Science
 Online
	Most Downloaded Political Science
 Reviews 
	Most Cited Political Science
 Reviews 
	Annual Review of Political Science
 Errata 
	View Current Editorial Committee

	All Articles in the Annual Review of Political Science, Vol. 18

	A Conversation with Hanna Pitkin
	Income Inequality and Policy Responsiveness
	How Do Campaigns Matter?
	Electoral Rules, Mobilization, and Turnout
	The Rise and Spread of Suicide Bombing
	The Dysfunctional Congress
	Political Islam: Theory
	Borders, Conflict, and Trade
	From Mass Preferences to Policy
	Constitutional Courts in Comparative Perspective:
A Theoretical Assessment
	Epistemic Democracy and Its Challenges
	The New Look in Political Ideology Research
	The Politics of Central Bank Independence
	What Have We Learned about the Resource Curse?
	How Party Polarization Affects Governance
	Migration, Labor, and the International Political Economy
	Law and Politics in Transitional Justice
	Campaign Finance and American Democracy
	Female Candidates and Legislators
	Power Tool or Dull Blade? Selectorate Theory for Autocracies
	Realism About Political Corruption
	Experiments in International Relations: Lab, Survey, and Field
	Political Theory as Both Philosophy and History: A Defense Against
Methodological Militancy
	The Empiricists’ Insurgency
	The Scope of Comparative Political Theory
	Should
We Leave Behind the Subfield of International Relations?


	ar: 
	logo: 



