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Objectives. This article investigates the extent to which people link policy preferences
with unequal outcomes. As the American public is both aware and supportive of
reducing income inequality in the abstract, it is an open question whether this concern
is translated into support for policies that might help alleviate the rise in economic
inequality. Methods. Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression is used with data from
the General Social Survey (GSS). Results. The relationship between attitudes about
wealth inequality and spending preferences is positive, but not strong. Moreover,
there is no evidence that the least well-off are more attuned to linking attitudes about
inequality with spending preferences than the upper or middle classes. Conclusion.
The main findings suggest that while citizens are able to link attitudes about inequality
with spending preferences, the link might not be strong enough to propel elected
officials to act as wealth inequality expands.

Wealth inequality in America has been steadily increasing since World War
II, but has widened substantially in the last 30 years (Piketty and Saez, 2003).
As the increase in wealth inequality is arguably one of the largest threats
facing American democracy (e.g., Task Force on Inequality and American
Democracy, 2004), scholars have become increasingly interested in the Amer-
ican public’s view on this development. Generally, research has discovered
that many Americans are both aware of and concerned about wealth inequal-
ity (e.g., Bartels, 2008; Page and Jacobs, 2009; McCall and Kenworthy, 2009).
As research in many disciplines demonstrates, only a small minority has seen
the benefits of expanding wealth inequality in America (Keister and Moller,
2000; Piketty and Saez, 2003; Smeeding, 2005). This has led some to label
the modern era a new “Gilded Age” (e.g., Bartels, 2008), or argue that there
are strong oligarchic tendencies in the United States (e.g., Winters and Page,
2009).
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When it comes to identifying the relationship between these preferences
about economic inequality with governmental programs that could reduce
income differences, citizens are not always able to link the two together,
especially on issues such as the estate tax (e.g., Bartels, 2008) or traditional
redistributive programs (e.g., McCall and Kenworthy, 2009). The inability
of citizens to link views on inequality with specific policies that may help
alleviate large-scale wealth inequality could be a major problem for American
democracy. If citizens are not able to express intelligible preferences or are
unable to communicate their views about equality to elected officials, key
aspects of a democracy such as equality, popular sovereignty, and political
accountability could suffer (e.g., Arnold, 2002).

In terms of accountability and government spending, a significant num-
ber of studies find governmental responsiveness to public opinion in terms of
spending preferences (Shapiro and Jacobs, 1989; Erikson, Wright, and McIver,
1994; Stimson, MacKuen, and Erikson, 1995; Erikson, Stimson, and Mac-
Kuen, 2001). For example, Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson (1999) show that
the public’s “mood”—a collective measure of the public’s preferences for gov-
ernmental spending—influences policy for all three branches of government
over a long period of time.

This presents a puzzle for those interested in public opinion in an era of
rising inequality: If the government is responsive to majority opinion, how
could inequality have risen to such a large degree? Are citizens less hostile
to wealth inequality than previous research suggests or are public officials
ignoring popular sovereignty? Or is it possible that citizens themselves are
unable to clearly link concerns about wealth inequality with programs that
could alleviate this problem? This article investigates the possibility of the
latter by posing the question: To what extent do people link policy preferences
with unequal outcomes?

Policy Mood and Inequality Opinion

The degree to which citizens are supportive of government spending has long
been a focus of political science. Some studies have argued that public opinion
can act as a kind of thermostat, thus informing the government of a general
preference and tolerance for the level of spending desired (e.g., Deutsch, 1963;
Easton, 1953; Wlezien, 1995). Moreover, research that examines politics at a
macrolevel finds that policy often changes in tandem with the public’s mood
(Shapiro and Jacobs, 1989; Erikson, Wright, and McIver, 1994; Stimson,
MacKuen, and Erikson, 1995; Erikson, Stimson, and MacKuen, 2001). One
potential concern when examining public opinion related to government
spending relates to the idea that most Americans know little about politics.
Despite decades of research that demonstrate the American public’s inattention
to and lack of knowledge about politics (e.g., Delli Carpini and Keeter, 1996;
Bartels, 1996), a recent study shows that people with different levels of political
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sophistication update their policy mood in tandem with each other, suggesting
a level of equality in the way the public pressures the government (Enns and
Kellstedt, 2008).

While research examining governmental responsiveness through dynamic
representation generally finds a high level of governmental responsiveness,
many studies find inequalities in the manner in which elected officials respond
to citizens in different economic circumstances. For example, Gilens (2005),
using almost 2,000 survey questions over a 20-year period, finds that when the
preferences of the rich and poor diverge from one another, the rich win out in
almost every instance. Using roll call votes as well as a number of case studies,
Bartels (2008) finds senators to be highly responsive to wealthy citizens, yet
unresponsive to lower-class individuals. These recent studies highlight elected
officials’ bias toward those with more resources, presenting a problem for
equality in responsiveness (e.g., Dahl, 1971).

In addition to the finding of unequal responsiveness toward people in
different economic circumstances, the literature focusing on the responsiveness
of elected officials finds mixed (e.g., Miller and Stokes, 1963) or little evidence
(e.g., Bishin, 2000, 2009) that legislators respond to the majority will. While
these studies may find that legislators are not responsive to the majority on
specific issues, it might be the case that legislators are quite responsive when
it comes to government spending, as research examining public opinion as a
type of thermostat might suggest (Wlezien, 1995). However, when it comes to
legislators responding to majority opinion about wealth inequality, it seems as
if there is less responsiveness than might be expected, especially given the rate
at which the growth in income inequality has benefited only a small minority
of citizens (e.g., Piketty and Saez, 2003).

How the Public Views Wealth Inequality

If citizens are not concerned about wealth inequality, then it might not be
a problem that inequality has increased and the government has not curbed
this phenomenon. However, research shows the public to be both aware
of and concerned about wealth inequality in the United States (e.g., Mc-
Closky and Zaller, 1984; Bartels, 2008; Jacobs and Page, 2009; McCall and
Kethworty, 2009). In many ways these results go against conventional wis-
dom, as Americans demonstrate greater acceptance of economic inequality
than do citizens in other advanced democracies (Hochschild, 1981; Jacobs
and Skocpol, 2005). However, numerous public opinion polls indicate will-
ingness by large majorities to increase government spending on a wide variety
of programs designed to reduce inequality (e.g., McCloskly and Zaller, 1984;
McCall and Kethworty, 2009).

Despite more tolerance for inequality than other advanced democracies,
Americans are concerned about the extent and rise of economic inequality
(Page and Jacobs, 2009). Many Americans see reason to combat economic
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inequality, often through a variety of social welfare policies (McCloskly and
Zaller, 1984). This support is often mixed, as attitudes toward welfare vary
substantially depending on how survey questions are asked. In effect, most
Americans favor aid to help the poor, but are quite divided in terms of spending
on welfare (e.g., Gilens, 1999).

When it comes to government spending, citizens often display contradic-
tory demands by simultaneously supporting increased spending and smaller
government (e.g., Free and Cantril, 1967; Ladd et al., 1979; Sears and Cit-
rin, 1985; Bennett and Bennett, 1990; Lewis-Beck, 2008). When additional
factors are taken into account, however, such as variability across issues or the
different beneficiaries across programs, many citizens seem to exhibit much less
contradictory opinions (e.g., Eismeier, 1982; Welch, 1985; Sanders, 1988).
Moreover, as Jacoby (1994) finds, citizens do employ a cohesive and coherent
structure that underlies their attitudes toward welfare programs. Therefore, it
seems then that citizens might be able to clearly express their attitudes about
preferences on government spending. The idea that citizen preferences on
arange of issues converge on a single left/right dimension has a large amount
of support as well (Feldman, 1988; Huber, 1989; Inglehart, 1990).

This review highlights some of the previous literature on American public
opinion on wealth inequality as well as the ways in which governmental
responsiveness has been examined when it comes to spending preferences.
These previous studies generate a number of expectations, which will be used
to test multiple hypotheses in this article. In the next section, I outline the
hypotheses to be tested in this article as well as the data and methods to be
used.

Hypotheses

In the previous section, a puzzle arose when examining governmental re-
sponsiveness. While many studies find the government is responsive to policy
mood and the spending preferences of the American public (e.g., Shapiro and
Jacobs, 1989; Erikson, Wright, and McIver, 1994; Stimson, MacKuen, and
Erikson, 1995; Erikson, Stimson, and MacKuen, 2001), other studies find
biased responsiveness toward individuals in the upper classes (e.g., Gilens,
2005; Bartels, 2008). Moreover, as Americans seem to be both aware of and
concerned about wealth inequality, it seems quite possible that citizens do
not link views on inequality with preferences for government spending on a
variety of programs. This section, then, investigates the degree to which indi-
viduals are able to match their attitudes on inequality with their preferences
about government spending on social programs that target a reduction in
inequality.

This article tests two hypotheses. First, it examines the extent to which
people are able to link views on inequality with spending preferences on
polices that might benefit those at the bottom of the economic ladder. To



Linking Attitudes with Preferences 5

this end, the inequality spending hypothesis states that all things being equal,
individuals who view inequality as problematic will have a greater desire
for the government to spend on policies that reduce inequality. In other
words, I expect individuals’ attitudes about inequality to have a positive and
statistically significant impact on their demands for increased government
spending. This hypothesis stems from literature finding support for spending
on social programs (e.g., McCloskly and Zaller, 1984; McCall and Kethworty,
2009) as well as a desire to combat economic inequality (e.g., Bartels, 2008;
Page and Jacobs, 2009).

The second hypothesis tests the degree to which people of different eco-
nomic circumstances behave differently in the political arena. If some indi-
viduals are better able to express their preferences to elected officials, equality
in responsiveness could suffer. Previous research shows there are clear dif-
ferences in the opinions of individuals in different economic circumstances
(e.g., Erikson and Tedin, 2003; Gilens, 2009).1 It might be the case that
individuals in different economic circumstances view government-spending
policies differently. Lower-class individuals might feel more favorably toward
government spending on unemployment than do upper-class citizens. Simi-
larly, individuals in lower-classes are likely to be more inclined toward wealth
redistribution. As such, the second hypothesis examines whether individuals
in different economic classes are better at matching their views about wealth
inequality with spending preferences for the government. The class differences
hypothesis predicts those in the upper class will be better at matching opinions
on inequality with spending preferences than lower-class individuals. This
hypothesis flows from research examining equality in representation, as it is
possible that one reason the lower class does not receive the same degree of
representation as the wealthy is that its members are less able to link attitudes
on inequality with spending preferences. The following section describes the
data and methods employed to test these hypotheses.

Data and Methods

To examine the degree to which citizens are able to link attitudes on wealth
inequality with policy preferences, data from the General Social Survey (GSS)
are employed. A problem for many studies of public opinion about wealth
inequality is that surveys do not ask respondents specific questions related to
their view on whether wealth inequality is problematic or not.2 To overcome
this problem, I use the GSS survey from 1996, which is one of the few that
asks questions specifically about income inequality as well as attitudes toward

1Although Soroka and Wlezien (2008) provide evidence that the rich and poor rarely
disagree on many policy issues.

2See McCall and Kenworthy (2009) for a more in-depth explanation of data problems
facing studies of public opinion about wealth inequality.
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spending on various government programs. In fact, this is the only GSS survey
that accomplishes both of these tasks.3

As I am interested in a respondent’s favorability toward government spend-
ing on a variety of programs, I employ a dependent variable that measures
views on multiple policies. To calculate the measure for the dependent vari-
able policy mood, four spending questions from the GSS are combined to
form a composite measure of an individual’s favorability toward government
spending on a number of issues (see Stimson, 1991). This measure combines
responses from questions asking an individual the following stem:

Listed below are various areas of government spending. Please indicate
whether you would like to see more or less government spending in each
area. Remember that if you say “much more,” it might require a tax increase
to pay for it.

This question gives respondents the opportunity to indicate if they would
like to spend much less (coded 0), less (1), the same (2), more (3), or much
more (4) on the issues of unemployment, healthcare, education, and retire-
ment. The advantage of this question stem is that it asks respondents whether
they favor increases in government spending and reminds them that a tax in-
crease might be needed. This is important as some surveys ask questions about
spending, yet do not present the realistic reminder that an increase in taxes
might be necessary for an increase to go into effect. Because increases in taxes
are widely unpopular among Americans (e.g., McCloskly and Zaller, 1984;
Cole and Kincaid, 2000; Jacobs and Skocpol, 2007), this reminder presents
a more realistic picture of respondents’ views on spending. To calculate the
dependent variable policy mood, I add each response on the four items together
and divide by the total number of issues (4), thus giving a composite score for
policy mood. This composite measure has a scale reliability coefficient (Cron-
bach’s alpha) of 0.76, which indicates this is a valid measure of an individual’s
preferences on government spending. The distribution of support for these
various programs can be seen in Figure 1.

The largest amount of support for increasing spending comes with educa-
tion as 77 percent are in favor of the government spending “more” or “much
more” in this area. Healthcare also receives a large percentage of respondents
indicating support for the government increasing spending in this area, as 66
percent are in favor of “more” or “much more.” In term of unemployment
and retirement, respondents are more divided when it comes to the govern-
ment spending more. These issues give a good representation of programs that
receive varied support and affect a large number of Americans.

3Despite being conducted in 1996, this is still a valid instrument to draw inferences about
individuals’ attitudes about inequality as well as their spending preferences in contemporary
America. For instance, survey questions from the National Annenberg Election Study (NAES)
in 2004 asked respondents their views on wealth inequality and a similar percentage of people
report concern about wealth inequality. Unfortunately, the NAES does not have a similar
battery of questions asking about spending attitudes, which is why it could not be used for this
study.
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FIGURE 1

Percent Supporting Government Spending on Various Programs (GSS 1996)

Each of these spending areas is also important when it comes to the possi-
bility of reducing economic inequality in the United States. Increased spend-
ing on healthcare, for example, generally benefits those without insurance
and goes to families making less than four times the poverty level (Leon-
hardt, 2010). Moreover, spending on retirement (Social Security) has reduced
the poverty level among the elderly population significantly since its adop-
tion (Page and Simmons, 2002). Therefore, this composite measure of policy
mood is a valid measure of an individual’s support not just for government
spending, but also support for specific programs that could alleviate wealth
inequality.

In order to measure the effect that individuals are able to link their pref-
erences about wealth inequality with spending preferences, I employ three
different measures of the independent variable inequality opinion.4 The first
way in which inequality opinion I is measured is through a question asking
respondents whether they think the government should take action (either
through raising taxes on the wealthy or through assistance to the poor) in

4While I considered a composite measure including all three measures of inequality opinion,
the composite measure has a low-scale reliability coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) of 0.28, far too
low to be combined in a single measure.
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order to reduce income differences between the rich and poor.5 I also present
two alternative measures of inequality opinions II and III, which measure re-
spondents’ agreement or disagreement with the idea that “the income gap
in American is too large” or that “inequality exists for the benefit of the
wealthy.”

Additional control variables include those that measure group, political, and
economic preferences. Each of these covariates likely informs an individual’s
policy mood in some way. For example, I include demographic variables
such as age and education, as both variables have been shown to influence
the way individuals view government spending. Moreover, I include variables
measuring group preferences (female and black) as research shows these groups
to be more likely to favor government spending than male or white respondents
(e.g., Erikson and Tedin, 2003).

I also include variables measuring political factors such as ideology and
party identification.6 Conservatives and liberals have vastly different views
when it comes to spending on government programs (e.g., Campbell et al.,
1960; Converse, 1964). Moreover, Democrats and Republicans have different
attitudes toward government spending as well (e.g., Campbell et al., 1960;
Niemi and Weisberg, 1983; Green, Palmquist, and Schickler, 2002; Greene,
2002; Bartels, 2002). As past research has found that when the economy
is doing well public opinion is generally more likely to favor increases in
government spending (Durr, 1993; Stevenson, 2001), I include a variable
that measures an individual’s rating of his or her personal economic situation,
which asks respondents about their overall satisfaction (not satisfied, more
or less, or satisfied) with their present financial situation. The fact that class
differences (coded lower equaling less than $22,000, upper coded as above
$120,000, and middle income in between) might exist when it comes to
government spending is supported elsewhere in the literature (see Erikson and
Tedin, 2003) and also provides a basis to test whether individuals in different
economic circumstances are better than others at matching attitudes with
preferences. Finally, I include variables for religiosity (measured by religious
attendance) and political interest in order to control for additional factors that
might influence an individual’s spending preferences (e.g., Quadagno and
Rohlinger, 2009).

Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression is employed to examine the extent
to which individuals are able to link their views on inequality with programs
that might alleviate wealth inequality. As the construction of my dependent
variable policy mood involves a composite of four variables and is a continuous
measure, I employ OLS regression.

5All question wordings can be found in Appendix A. All appendices are available on the
author’s website <http://thomasjhayes.wordpress.com/>.

6The correlation between ideology and party identification is 0.36.
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Results

Table 1 reports the results for the OLS regression. The first half of the
table contains three columns in which the key independent variable of
interest inequality opinion (I–III) is measured a different way in each model
(the dependent variable policy mood remains the same). In the first column,
inequality opinion I is measured by respondent attitudes on whether they favor
the government intervening to reduce income differences between the rich
and poor.

In the second column of Table 1, the key independent variable of interest
(inequality opinion II) is measured based on a respondent’s agreement with
the idea that the income gap between rich and poor is too large. Similarly, in
the third column of Table 1, a new independent variable measuring inequality
opinion III is displayed. This variable measures a respondent’s opinion based
on his or her level of agreement with the idea that inequality exists for the
benefit of the wealthy. In each of the columns, the variable measuring inequality
opinion is positive and statistically significant, thus providing initial support
for the inequality spending hypothesis.

The results also show that those with higher levels of education are less likely
to favor government spending, as the coefficient on this variable is negative
and statistically significant. Females are positively and statistically significant
in two of the three models. As expected, blacks are more likely to favor gov-
ernment spending, as the coefficient on this variable is both positive and
statistically significant in each model. Additionally, those who describe their
political ideology or party affiliation as conservative or Republican were less
likely to support government spending, as these variables are negative and sta-
tistically significant. A respondent’s personal economic situation is negative and
statistically significant in two of the three models, indicating that those who
are doing well in the economy are less likely to want to increase government
spending. The control variables political interest and religiosity are negative
and statistically significant in each model. Overall, the results from the first
three columns of Table 1 show that however inequality opinion is measured,
there is a positive association between views on inequality and preferences
for the government spending on certain programs that might help alleviate
wealth inequality.7 Taken together, these results indicate that individuals seem
to link views on inequality with preferences toward government spending on
programs that may help alleviate the increase in wealth inequality in recent
decades.

How large are these effects? The substantive significance of the results
from Table 1 can be seen in Figures 2 and 3. These figures show the regres-
sion estimate (along with confidence intervals) for each model in which the

7I also employed the models with the individual spending questions (e.g., spending on
education) as dependent variables instead of the composite measure in order to see if one of the
policies is driving the results. This is not the case, however, as the results (available in Appendix
B on the author’s website) are nearly identical to the results presented in Table 1.
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TABLE 1

OLS Regression of the Influences on Policy Mood (GSS 1996)

Inequality Inequality Inequality Inequality Inequality Inequality
Opinion Opinion Opinion Opinion Opinion Opinion

I II III I II III

Constant 2.902∗∗∗ 2.931∗∗∗ 2.902∗∗∗ 2.916∗∗∗ 2.863∗∗∗ 2.895∗∗∗

(0.119) (0.0978) (0.0988) (0.133) (0.115) (0.114)
Inequality Opinion I 0.0746∗∗∗ 0.0705∗∗∗

(government should
take action to
reduce inequality)

(0.0125) (0.0211)

Inequality Opinion II 0.0859∗∗∗ 0.111∗∗∗

(gap too large) (0.0145) (0.0259)
Inequality Opinion III 0.0963∗∗∗ 0.0990∗∗∗

(inequality benefits
wealthy)

(0.0148) (0.0263)

Education −0.0816∗∗∗ −0.0890∗∗∗ −0.0906∗∗∗ −0.0816∗∗∗ −0.0887∗∗∗ −0.0907∗∗∗

(0.0202) (0.0166) (0.0167) (0.0202) (0.0166) (0.0167)
Age (×100) −0.175 −0.210∗ −0.149 −0.177 −0.207∗ −0.149

(0.138) (0.117) (0.119) (0.138) (0.117) (0.119)
Female 0.0759∗ 0.0549 0.0676∗ 0.0762∗ 0.0558 0.0676∗

(0.0448) (0.0370) (0.0375) (0.0448) (0.0370) (0.0375)
Black 0.538∗∗∗ 0.579∗∗∗ 0.536∗∗∗ 0.538∗∗∗ 0.583∗∗∗ 0.536∗∗∗

(0.0736) (0.0578) (0.0581) (0.0737) (0.0579) (0.0581)
Ideology −0.0548∗∗∗ −0.0542∗∗∗ −0.0529∗∗∗ −0.0549∗∗∗ −0.0550∗∗∗ −0.0529∗∗∗

(0.0182) (0.0149) (0.0149) (0.0182) (0.0149) (0.0149)
Party ID −0.0504∗ −0.0840∗∗∗ −0.0883∗∗∗ −0.0503∗ −0.0847∗∗∗ −0.0883∗∗∗

(0.0260) (0.0214) (0.0217) (0.0260) (0.0214) (0.0217)
Personal economic −0.0520∗ −0.0401 −0.0476∗ −0.0520∗ −0.0397 −0.0475∗

situation (0.0307) (0.0257) (0.0262) (0.0307) (0.0257) (0.0263)
Political interest −0.0632∗∗∗ −0.0568∗∗∗ −0.0597∗∗∗ −0.0629∗∗∗ −0.0575∗∗∗ −0.0598∗∗∗

(0.0193) (0.0164) (0.0166) (0.0193) (0.0164) (0.0166)
Religiosity −0.0147∗ −0.0180∗∗ −0.0185∗∗ −0.0147∗ −0.0177∗∗ −0.0186∗∗

(0.00863) (0.00718) (0.00729) (0.00864) (0.00718) (0.00730)
Class −0.0391 −0.0492∗ −0.0471∗ −0.0516 0.0119 −0.0407

(0.0321) (0.0269) (0.0273) (0.0612) (0.0596) (0.0584)
Class × Inequality 0.00385

Opinion I (0.0159)
Class × Inequality −0.0225

Opinion II (0.0196)
Class × Inequality −0.00249

Opinion III (0.0199)
Observations 696 1,064 1,040 696 1,064 1,040
R2 0.282 0.263 0.278 0.282 0.264 0.278

NOTE: Standard errors are in parentheses.∗p < 0.10; ∗∗p < 0.05; ∗∗∗p < 0.01.

dependent variable is policy mood and the independent variable is inequal-
ity opinion.8 In Figure 2, each graph shows a positive relationship (as one’s

8The regression estimate and confidence intervals for these figures was estimated using the
margins command in STATA.
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FIGURE 2

Relationship Between Inequality Opinion and Policy Mood for all Respondents
(Regression Estimate)

opinion about inequality moves closer to the idea that it is a problem that
needs to be addressed by the government, so too does an individual’s favorabil-
ity to government spending on programs that could help relieve pressures of
increased economic inequality). The regression estimate is a relatively flat line
in each case, however. In the top-left graph, for example, as individuals move
from opposing the idea that the government should reduce income differences
between the rich and poor to favoring government intervention, the level of
support for spending on government programs rises from just above 2 (spend
the same) to just under 3 (spend more). This same pattern is evident for each
measure of inequality opinion. This is an interesting finding, as the regression
estimate is far from what would be expected between a perfect relationship
between policy mood and inequality opinion in that this line would be a
perfect 45◦ angle. The regression estimate demonstrates that individuals are
linking attitudes about inequality with spending preferences, but even those
most in favor of the government taking action to reduce income differences
do not, on average, indicate the government should spend “much more” on
programs that might act to counter growing inequality.

This observation is true for individuals with vastly different political pref-
erences as well. Figure 3 shows the regression estimate (along with confidence
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FIGURE 3

Relationship Between Inequality Opinion I and Policy Mood (Regression
Estimate) by Party ID and Ideology

intervals) for Republicans and Democrats (top two graphs) and conservatives
and liberals (bottom two graphs). Just as was the case when examining all re-
spondents together, the relationship is positive, yet only slightly so. While the
regression estimate is slightly higher for Democrats compared to Republicans
(or liberals compared to conservatives), the relationship remains only slightly
positive in each case.

Turning to the class differences hypothesis, the results do not indicate much
support for the prediction that the wealthy are better able to link attitudes
about inequality with spending preferences. In Table 1, the variable measuring
economic class is negative and statistically significant in two of the three
models, indicating some differences along class lines.9 The initial support for
this hypothesis falls away, however, when an interaction term is included in
the model. These results can be seen in the last three columns of Table 1,
which includes an interaction between socioeconomic class and each measure
of inequality opinion. In no case is the interaction between economic class and

9In terms of the class variable, I also ran models in which I used dummy variables for upper-
and low-income respondents (where middle income was the baseline category). These results,
shown in Appendix C on the author’s website, do not indicate class differences.
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inequality opinion statistically significant, indicating that I am unable to find
evidence to support the class differences hypothesis.

Discussion

This article sets out to understand the degree to which people link policy
preferences on inequality with outcomes in terms of government spending on
programs that could alleviate these disparities. The results show support for
the idea that individuals are able to link preferences with policies, yet perhaps
not the strong support that might be needed for citizens to be able to make
clear demands to representatives enacting policy related to rising inequality.
Individuals who support the idea that the government should take action
to reduce inequality or that the gap between the rich and poor is too high
are more favorable toward government spending, but not at extremely high
levels. Those concerned about wealth inequality seem only willing to support
“more” spending, yet generally do not indicate the government should spend
“much more.” This may be due to the fact that the question stem prompted
all individuals with a warning that indicated the choice of “much more” might
lead to tax increases. Many individuals seemed concerned about inequality,
yet might be unwilling to see tax increases to help reverse this phenomenon.
This is an interesting and important finding for those concerned about wealth
inequality as well as the ability of individual citizens to form preferences related
to policy.

The results show support for the inequality spending hypothesis, which pre-
dicted a positive association between views on inequality and spending prefer-
ences. While shifts in an individual’s favorability toward government spending
are associated with increased concern about economic inequality, the link be-
tween the two is perhaps not as strong as needed for citizens to express to elected
officials their desires to decrease inequality. The results do not, however, show
that individuals are hostile to government spending on programs that might
help alleviate growing inequality. In each of the figures presented, the lin-
ear prediction demonstrated that individuals generally fell between keeping
spending the same or spending more, despite their feelings on inequality.

As for the class differences hypothesis, there was no evidence supporting the
idea that those in the upper class are better at linking their views on inequality
with preferences about government spending. In fact, I was unable to find
evidence that individuals in any economic class were better than others at
linking views on inequality with spending preferences. For those concerned
about the rise in inequality and the degree to which those at the bottom of the
economic rungs are most affected, it is perhaps disconcerting that the poor do
not seem better able to link views on inequality with government preferences.

While these results indicate that individuals concerned about inequality
also want the government to do something about this inequality by increasing
spending on programs such as education, healthcare, and retirement, it seems
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possible that on certain issues this linkage could be broken, especially when
the thought of tax increases enters into the fold. This finding echoes other
research. Bartels (2008), for example, when examining support for the estate
tax, finds strong public support for a policy that benefits a wealthy minority.
This linkage can therefore be broken due to the power of the status quo, elite
manipulation, or a lack of intensity on the behalf of citizens.

The results of this analysis show a link between ideology and party iden-
tification when it comes to government-spending preferences. The fact that
individuals who identify along different partisan and ideological lines show a
similar linkage between attitudes about inequality and government-spending
preferences is a surprising result. Democrats concerned about inequality, for
example, while more supportive of spending than Republicans, were only
slightly more supportive. The same relationship was true for conservatives
and liberals.

Returning to the puzzle that this article set out to untangle, it seems that
individuals are linking attitudes about economic inequality with programs that
could alleviate this phenomenon’s negative impact on the poor, but not at a rate
that might be necessary to change policy. While individuals concerned about
inequality generally favored increased government spending, they did not (on
average) indicate spending should be increased “much more.“ This suggests
a potential problem for American democracy as citizens and representatives
confront the affects of rising inequality (Bartels, 2008).

Conclusion

The inability of citizens to connect attitudes about growing wealth inequal-
ity with preferences for policies that could alleviate the recent phenomenon of
increasing inequality is potentially problematic. The results from this article
indicate that citizens are able to link their ideas about wealth inequality with
preferences about spending, yet the link is relatively weak. This could account
for a major reason for why wealth inequality continues to expand at such a
substantial rate while elected officials do little to curb these effects.

One limitation of the data employed to test the link between inequality
opinion and spending preferences is that the 1996 GSS did not include
questions that could test a respondent’s political knowledge. Future research
must examine the extent to which political knowledge might affect views on
inequality and spending preferences.

While this article did not examine the ability of citizens to communicate
preferences to elected officials, the finding that individuals most concerned
about inequality did not, on average, indicate support for large amounts of
increased spending might suggest that the message sent to elected officials is to
keep the status quo. On the other hand, if citizens do communicate clear pref-
erences and want government action to reduce inequality through spending,
then representatives are likely responding to only a certain group of citizens.
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Therefore, future research must continue to examine representatives and the
degree to which they respond to people in different economic circumstances.
If parties and elected officials do not act in the interest of those least well-off
(e.g., Gilens, 2005; Bartels, 2008; Hacker and Pierson, 2010), equality in
representation and the continued responsiveness of public officials to all their
constituents can be called into question.

Future research must scrutinize the reasons behind a substantial increase in
wealth inequality in the United States, especially given that large majorities of
the population are concerned about this recent phenomenon. The idea that
an intense minority can defeat an apathetic majority in a republican form of
democracy such as the United States was long ago pointed out by Robert Dahl
(1956), and it seems that this phenomenon continues to dominate American
politics, especially when examining the reasons why economic inequality has
increased, yet has only benefited a wealthy minority of citizens.
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