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 Research question: To what extent are 
political preferences determined by material 
welfare? 

 Goal of this paper: Tackle this old question 
with new data (GSS Panel) and methodology 
(individual fixed-effects models) 

 Result: Cleaner test of the effect of changes 
in income and employment on support for 
redistribution 
 
 



 Self-interest perspective (volatility) 
 Values perspective (stability) 
 Jury is still out 



 Endogeneity of material circumstances 
 Difficult to randomly assign unemployment and 

income loss (we don’t have this kind of lottery) 
 Lack of panel data 
 Differing units of analysis 



 Exploit panel data to track changes in 
individuals’ employment status and 
household income alongside changes in 
preferences for redistribution 

 Try to isolate unique effect of changes in 
material welfare by using individual fixed-
effects models to control for time –invariant 
observed and unobserved characteristics 



 Release of GSS and timing with the Great 
Recession.  

 There is a sizable group of people who lose 
jobs and/or household income.  
 7.8% of respondents lose their jobs 
 18.2% of people lose 20% or more of household 

income between 06 and 08, 26.2% between 08 
and 10  

 



 General Social Survey Panel  
 2006, 2008, 2010 panel 
 2008, 2010 panel  (2012 wasn’t available when we 

went to publication) 
 DV: “eqwlth” (conventional in the literature) 
 IVs: household income, employment status 

 





 



 Differential attrition 
 Multiple outcome measures 
 Multiple income cutoffs 
 Wholesale shift in attitudes 
 Placebo tests 

 



 Similar patterns to Smith and Son (2009) 
 Married and most educated least likely 

 Similar results in weighted analysis (which 
limits results to those who remain in the 
sample) 
 



 Do our results rely on our particular measure 
of redistribution? 

 Results with two other related variables are 
similar (“natfare” and “helppoor”) 



 Are our results sensitive to our measure of 
income loss (20%)? 

 Similar results with an absolute measure of a 
loss of $10,000 and with 10%, 15%, and 25% 
losses 



 Perhaps the unemployed are just fed up with 
capitalism? 

 What if they are shifting attitudes toward 
government services more generally? 

 No change in attitudes toward social security, 
mass transit, or parks and recreation 

 Effect is delimited 



 Spurious findings? 
 Shouldn’t see a change in attitudes unrelated 

to material welfare (no medicine) 
 No change in attitudes toward gun control, 

gay rights, or abortion 



 Loss of job or income results in an increase in 
support for redistributive social policies 

 This occurs despite aggregate public opinion 
shifting in the opposite direction 

 Clean test of effect of pocketbook on political 
attitudes 

 Future directions (contextual effects using 
geocoded data) 
 



 Comments and questions to 
lowens@stanford.edu 

 Check out the article in Social Forces (advance 
access online)  
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