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Democracy and the Policy Preferences
of Wealthy Americans

Benjamin I. Page, Larry M. Bartels, and Jason Seawright

It is important to know what wealthy Americans seek from politics and how (if at all) their policy preferences differ from those of
other citizens. There can be little doubt that the wealthy exert more political influence than the less affluent do. If they tend to get
their way in some areas of public policy, and if they have policy preferences that differ significantly from those of most Americans,
the results could be troubling for democratic policy making. Recent evidence indicates that “afluent” Americans in the top fifth of
the income distribution are socially more liberal but economically more conservative than others. But until now there has been little
systematic evidence about the truly wealthy, such as the top 1 percent. We report the results of a pilot study of the political views and
activities of the top 1 percent or so of US wealth-holders. We find that they are extremely active politically and that they are much
more conservative than the American public as a whole with respect to important policies concerning taxation, economic regulation,
and especially social welfare programs. Variation within this wealthy group suggests that the top one-tenth of 1 percent of wealth-
holders (people with $40 million or more in net worth) may tend to hold still more conservative views that are even more distinct
from those of the general public. We suggest that these distinctive policy preferences may help account for why certain public
policies in the United States appear to deviate from what the majority of US citizens wants the government to do. If this is so, it raises

serious issues for democratic theory.

t is important to know what wealthy Americans seek

from politics and how their policy preferences compare

to those of other citizens.

There is good reason to believe that the wealthiest Amer-
icans exert more political influence than their less fortu-
nate fellow citizens do. Historically oriented scholars like
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Thomas Ferguson, William Dombhoff, Fred Block, and
others have long argued that “major investors” or business
elites dominate the making of public policy and the agen-
das of both the Republican and the Democratic parties.'
Jeffrey Winters maintains that the top one-tenth of 1 per-
cent of US wealth-holders constitute an “oligarchy” with
decisive power over certain key policy areas related to what
he calls “income defense.”? Jacob Hacker and Paul Pier-
son describe how Washington has “made the rich richer.”’

Recent quantitative evidence tends to point in a similar
direction. Larry Bartels and Martin Gilens, for example,
have shown that senators’ roll-call votes and actual federal
government policy correspond much more closely with
the policy preferences of “affluent” Americans (those in
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the top third or top fifth of the income distribution) than
with the preferences of low- or middle-income citizens.*

But the implications of unequal political influence
depend heavily upon exactly what wealthy Americans actu-
ally want government to do. If—as Stuart Soroka and
Christopher Wlezien have suggested—the policy prefer-
ences of the affluent were much the same as everyone
else’s, then their unequal influence would make little prac-
tical difference.” On the other hand, if the wealthy have
very distinctive preferences that conflict with the interests
of other citizens, their disproportionate influence would
seem to create a serious problem for the working of democ-
racy in the United States.

What Is Known

Research to date has only offered hints about the policy
preferences of truly wealthy Americans. Gilens, using hun-
dreds of general-population surveys covering scores of dif-
ferent policy issues, has produced excellent evidence on
“affluent” Americans: those in the top 20 percent or so of
income earners.® Relatively affluent Americans tend to be
more liberal than others on religious and moral issues,
including abortion, gay rights, and prayer in school, but
much more conservative than the non-affluent on issues
of taxes, economic regulation, and social welfare.

Moving a bit higher on the income scale, to the top 4
percent or so, Benjamin Page and Cari Hennessy—
combining three unusual General Social Surveys from the
1970s—found a similar pattern, with particularly sharp
differences between the affluent and other Americans con-
cerning social issues and substantial differences on eco-
nomic matters.”

But general-population surveys seldom provide usable
subsamples of people at really high levels of income or
wealth. By definition, a representative sample of 1500
members of the general public aims to include only a
handful—15 or so—of individuals from the top 1 per-
cent. Differential response rates tend to reduce the num-
ber actually interviewed even further. Nor is it feasible to
combine wealthy respondents across surveys; because of
“top coding” of incomes it is not generally possible to
identify who they are. The wealthiest respondents are usu-
ally lumped into a broad, top-income category that includes
10 percent or more of the population. Within that group
it is impossible to be sure who does and who does not
belong in, say, the top 1 percent.

For systematic evidence on the policy preferences of
really wealthy Americans—such as the top 1 percent or
the top one-tenth of 1 percent of wealth-holders—it is
necessary to design special surveys that explicitly target
those groups. The Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF)
does so admirably, but only includes questions about eco-
nomic matters.® A number of surveys based on “conve-
nience samples” from wealthy neighborhoods, lists of bank
clients, and the like have been conducted to study philan-
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thropic behavior. But they tend to be very unrepresenta-
tive and have generally only investigated charitable giving.’
There have been no scientific, representative surveys of
the broader social and political attitudes and behavior of
top US income earners or wealth holders.

Accordingly, we—together with an extensive set of col-
laborators around the country—have been working toward
an original national Survey of Economically Successful
Americans, or SESA.'? Here we report some findings from
a small but representative SESA pilot study, conducted in
a single metropolitan area. We believe its results may be
suggestive of patterns that apply more broadly.

Difficulties in Surveying the Wealthy,
and the SESA Solution

It is extremely difficult to identify and interview a repre-
sentative sample of wealthy Americans.'!

The first, and hardest, problem is identifying the pop-
ulation of wealthy households. If one had a comprehen-
sive list of wealthy Americans it would be a simple matter
to select a random sample of names from that list. But no
such publicly available list exists. In the United States,
income and wealth are highly private matters.

The most reliable lists of wealthy US households that
we know of are produced by the Internal Revenue Service.
The IRS estimates household wealth based on detailed
income data from tax returns. It provides list samples of
the wealthy—on a highly confidential basis—to the Fed-
eral Reserve Board in order to carry out the Survey of
Consumer Finances (SCF). But this is done only because
of the critical public purpose of the SCE which is essential
to making informed economic policy. These lists are not
available to private researchers.'?

We were compelled to pursue a different approach. For-
tunately we have been able to work with NORC at the
University of Chicago (formerly the National Opinion
Research Center), which has had abundant experience
interviewing wealthy Americans when conducting the SCF
for the Federal Reserve. At the suggestion of a NORC
sampling expert we turned to an imperfect but commer-
cially available list: the Wealthfinder “rank A” list of roughly
the top 4 percent of US wealth-holding households."?

Since the Wealthfinder “rank A” list is designed to
help high-end businesses reach affluent consumers, not
to conduct scientific research, it can tolerate substantial
errors. (Not much money is wasted if a retailer mistak-
enly mails a few glossy catalogs to people who are not
truly wealthy.) Still, by using two refinement strategies
we were able to refine our sampling frame to zero in on
the top 1 percent of wealth-holders. First, we selected
only cases that met thresholds on several filter variables—
the best available household-level data on the incomes,
home values, and income-producing assets of house-
holds. Second, we weighted our sample toward cases that
overlap with a separate list of business executives,



Execureach, filtered to include only high-level executives
of fairly large firms. These adjustments substantially
increased the wealth levels within our sample, while min-
imizing the risk of excluding genuinely wealthy house-
holds. Using regression techniques, a sample drawn in
this way can also be used to estimate attitudes and behav-
ior of people in the top one-tenth of 1 percent of wealth-
holders, people who have roughly $40 million or more
each in net worth.

In 2011, NORC used this sampling frame to randomly
draw representative samples of wealthy households from
communities in the Chicago metropolitan area, including
the city itself, afluent suburbs toward the west of the city,
and the affluent North Shore. Chicagoland, of course, is
not the whole United States. Wealthy people living in, say,
Dallas, New York, or Silicon Valley may differ. But until a
nation-wide SESA can be conducted, the Chicago area
pilot study offers the best available window into what may
be true elsewhere. The Chicago-area wealthy, if not per-
fectly typical, may at least tend to occupy a middle
ground—not only geographically but in terms of political
culture—Dbetween the extremes of the South and the two
Coasts.

The pilot study as a whole yielded a total of 104 inter-
views. After a brief false start in the autumn of 2010,
during winter and spring 2011 NORC interviewers used
the refined sampling design (described above) to contact,
win the cooperation of, and interview 83 Chicago-area
respondents, who provided the data for most of the analy-
ses reported here.'

The words “contact” and “win the cooperation of” con-
ceal a world of difficulties inherent in studying the wealthy.
It is extremely difficult to make personal contact with
wealthy Americans. Most of them are very busy. Most
zealously protect their privacy. They often surround them-
selves with professional gatekeepers whose job it is to fend
off people like us. (One of our interviewers remarked that
“even their gatekeepers have gatekeepers.”) It can take
months of intensive efforts, pestering staffers and pursu-
ing potential respondents to multiple homes, businesses,
and vacation spots, just to make contact.

Once personally contacted, a large fraction of our poten-
tial respondents agreed to cooperate with SESA. But coop-
eration cannot be taken for granted. Response rates among
the wealthy are often abysmal. Our success resulted from
special efforts. We employed highly talented and persua-
sive interviewers, several of whom had previously inter-
viewed wealthy respondents for SCE. We made sure that
our topics were of interest, asking questions about eco-
nomic success and charitable contributions as well as pub-
lic policy. We stressed the completely nonpartisan and
scientific nature of the project, emphasizing the roles of
Northwestern University and the University of Chicago
and noting NORC’s impeccable record of preserving con-
fidentiality. And we kept our interviews fairly short; they

Table 1
Distribution of wealth among SESA
respondents

Wealth %
0-$4,999,999 27
$5,000,000-9,999,999 37
$10,000,000—-19,999,999 14
$20,000,000—-39,999,999 14
$40,000,000+ 8

Notes: Mean wealth = $14,006,338; median = $7,500,000.

N = 83, refined sample. The 12 cases (14%) with missing
values are omitted.

could be completed in 45 minutes, if respondents did not
volunteer extra comments

Our overall “response rate,” in the most demanding
sense—that is, the proportion of eligible, sampled poten-
tial respondents that actually completed interviews—was
37 percent, a remarkably high figure for this sort of very
elite population.'”” Most of our respondents fell into or
near the top 1 percent of US wealth-holders.'® Their aver-
age (mean) wealth was $14,006,338; the median was
$7,500,000. (For the distribution of respondents by wealth
category, refer to Table 1.) To give a further idea of their
economic standing: respondents’ average income was
$1,040,140. About one third of them (32.4 percent)
reported incomes of $1,000,000 or more.

We offered all respondents a choice of survey modes.
The default option was a face-to-face, in-person interview
at home or any other place and time of their choosing.
But most respondents (89 percent) preferred to be inter-
viewed by telephone—usually at their place of business—so
that they could break off if necessary and resume later. In
the general public, differences in survey modes can some-
times have serious effects upon responses, but such mode
effects do not appear to be a problem with highly opin-
ionated and very articulate respondents like ours.!”

Our questionnaire was designed to include many pol-
icy preference questions from surveys previously con-
ducted with the general public, so that we could compare
the responses of our wealthy respondents with those of
other Americans. In order to explore possible mechanisms
by which the wealthy may influence politics, we also asked
several questions about their political activity.

Political Activity among the Wealthy

Wealthy Americans tend to be highly active in politics, far
more so than the typical citizen (refer to Table 2). Nearly
all our respondents (99 percent) reported having voted in
2008, and many attended a campaign speech or meeting.
A large majority (84 percent) said they pay attention to
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Table 2
Political activity by wealthy Americans
Percentage
(%)
Activity Participating
Attend to politics “most of 84%
the time”
Talk politics (median) 5 days per week
Voted in 2008 99%
Attended political meetings, 41%
rallies, speeches, or dinners
Contributed money 68%
Helped solicit or bundle 21%

contributions

N = 883.

politics “most of the time.” Asked how many days of the
week they talk politics, the median response was five days.
(More than one volunteered “all the time!”) Perhaps most
importantly, fully two-thirds contributed money to poli-
tics, giving an average of $4,633 to political campaigns or
organizations over the previous twelve months. (By com-
parison, in the American National Election Study survey
conducted shortly after the 2008 presidential election, just
14 percent of the general-population respondents reported
having contributed money to a candidate, party, or Polit-
ical Action Committee.) A remarkable 21 percent of our
wealthy respondents solicited or “bundled” other peoples’
political contributions—not an activity that is common
among ordinary citizens.

These findings are consistent with a familiar pattern in
American politics. As Sidney Verba, Kay Lehman Schloz-
man, and Henry Brady have shown, political activity—
and especially money giving—tends to rise as individuals’
income and other resources rise. Little wonder that those
who have the most money give the most to politics. But
this means their political “voice” is louder than others
voices.'® Financial contributions may represent an impor-
tant mechanism by which wealthy Americans exert dis-
proportionate political influence.

Another possible mechanism of influence involves
“access” to, or contacts with, public officials. We asked our
interviewees whether or not they had initiated a contact
with each of six types of federal government officials or
their staffs in the past six months. About half reported
contacting at least one type of official (refer to Table 3), a
much higher proportion than among the general pub-
lic."” The wealthy were particularly likely to initiate con-
tacts with members of Congress. Forty percent reported
contacting their own senator, and 37 percent contacted
their own representative; remarkably, about one quarter
contacted a representative or senator from another district
or state (refer to Figure 1). In total, 47 percent of our
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Table 3
Perceived importance of problems facing
the United States

% wealthy saying

Problem “very important”
Budget deficits 87
Unemployment 84
Education 79
International terrorism 74
Energy supply 70
Health care 57
Child poverty 56
Loss of traditional values 52
Trade deficits 36
Inflation 26
Climate change 16

Notes: Entries are the percentages of wealthy respondents
rating each possible problem as “very important,” as opposed
to “somewhat important” or “not very important at all.”

DKs—“Don’t know” and “no opinion” responses—are excluded.
N = 83.

respondents made at least one contact with a congressio-
nal office. Contacts with executive department officials,
White House officials, and officials at regulatory agencies,
though less frequent, were also common.

Most of our respondents supplied the title or position
of the federal government official with whom they had
their most important recent contact. Several offered the
officials’ names, occasionally indicating that they were on
a first-name basis with “Rahm” (Emmanuel, then Presi-
dent Obama’s Chief of Staff) or “David” (Axelrod, his
chief political counsel). The frequency of such close ties to
the Chicago-linked Obama administration may be unique
to our Chicago-area respondents, but we see no particular
reason why their high frequency of contacts with congres-
sional representatives should be atypical of wealthy Amer-
icans elsewhere in the country.

Most also replied to an open-ended question about
the main purpose of their most important recent con-
tact, often giving a fair amount of detail. We have ana-
lyzed the nature of these contacts elsewhere.”” One key
finding is that, for contacts that could be coded, just
under half (44 percent) acknowledged a focus on fairly
narrow economic self interest: “to try to get the Treasury
to honor their commitment to extend TARP funds to a
particular bank in Chicago”; “to better understand the
new regulations of the Dodd-Frank Act and how it will
affect my business [banking/finance]”; “Fish and Wild-
life . .. permitting on development land”; “on behalf of
clients, seeking regulatory approvals”; “I own stock in
several banks. I was concerned about legislation he was

drafting that I think could be harmful for the banks.”



Figure 1

High-level political contacts by wealthy Americans
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Note: 53% made one or more of the above contacts; 41% made two or more.

Given possible sensitivities about such contacts it is pos-
sible that their frequency was underreported, yet the num-
ber revealed to us was quite substantial.

About half (56 percent) of the codable contacts con-
cerned broader matters touching upon the common good.
We can draw some inferences about the messages our
wealthy respondents may have communicated on these
topics by examining their responses to closed-ended ques-
tions about various issues of public policy. As we will see,
many of the policy preferences and priorities of wealthy
Americans appear to differ markedly from those of ordi-
nary citizens.

Distinctive Priorities

When we asked respondents how important they consid-
ered each of eleven possible problems facing the United
States, budget deficits headed the list (refer to Table 3).
Fully 87 percent of our wealthy respondents said deficits
are a “very important” problem facing the country. Only
10 percent said “somewhat important,” and a bare 4
percent said “not very important at all.” The high prior-
ity put on this issue was confirmed by responses to an
open-ended question about “#he most [emphasis added]
important problem facing this country today.” One-
third (32 percent) of all open-ended responses men-
tioned budget deficits or excessive government spending,
far more than mentioned any other issue. Furthermore,
at various points in their interviews many respondents
spontancously mentioned “government over-spending.”
Unmistakably, deficits were a major concern for most of
our wealthy respondents.

Nearly as many of our respondents (84 percent and 79
percent, respectively) called unemployment and education

“very important” problems. However, each of these prob-
lems was mentioned as the most important problem by
only 11 percent, indicating that they ranked a distant
second and third to budget deficits among the concerns of
wealthy Americans.

Most of the remaining issues in Table 3 were also seen
as very important by majorities of respondents, with two
interesting exceptions. /nflation was considered very impor-
tant by only 26 percent. This suggests that their wide-
spread worry about deficits may have been based on
concerns about something other than inflation—perhaps
“crowding out” of private borrowing (though interest rates
were then at historic lows), or perhaps aversion to govern-
ment programs and the taxes needed to pay for them. Or
deficit concerns may have focused on potential long-term
social and economic effects.

The other exceptionally low attribution of importance
is also striking. Despite world-wide alarms about c/imate
change, only 16 percent of SESA respondents called it a
very important problem facing the United States (53 pet-
cent said “somewhat important”), putting it at the very
bottom of our list.

We have no directly comparable data on the general
public’s ratings of the importance of each specific type of
problem facing the country. But the public’s responses to
a March 2011 CBS question (asked while SESA was in
the field) about “the most important problem facing the
United States today” indicate that the wealthy may differ
sharply from other Americans about priorities. Amidst
lingering after-effects from the financial crash and deep
recession of 20089, including an unemployment rate hov-
ering around 10 percent, the general public was heavily
focused on jobs and the economy. About half (53 percent)
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Table 4
Spending priorities
Wealthy  General

Federal Government Program (SESA) Public
Improving public infrastructure +50 +44(a)

such as highways, bridges,

and airports
Scientific research +45 +27(b)
Aid to education +31 +50(a)
Job programs -7
Environmental protection -8 +29(b)
Homeland security -9 +41(a)
Health care -19 +44(a)
Food Stamps -28
Social Security -33 +46(a)
Defense spending —42 +3(a)
Economic aid to other nations -53 -53(a)
Farm subsidies -80

Notes: Each entry is the percentage of respondents (DK’s
excluded) that say a given program should be “expanded,”
minus the percentage saying it should be “cut back.” “Kept
about the same” is treated as neutral. N=83. (a) CCGA 6/10.
(b) PSRA for Pew & AAAS 6/09: “increase”/“decrease”/“keep
spending the same.”

of those responding to the CBS question cited the econ-
omy as the most important problem facing the country.
Only 7 percent mentioned deficits or the national debe,
and only 3 percent cited education.

Our wealthy respondents’ focus on deficits, then, was
(and is) not widely shared by the general American public.
As we will see, there also appear to be major disagree-
ments between the wealthy and other Americans about
precisely how to address this and other problems. To deal
with deficits the wealthy—much more than the general
public—tend to favor spending cuts rather than tax
increases. To deal with unemployment and economic stag-
nation, the wealthy—again much more than the public—
tend to favor relying on private enterprise, opposing
governmental income maintenance or jobs programs. To
improve education, the wealthy are somewhat more favor-
able toward market-based reforms and less supportive of
spending on public schools.

Disagreements about Spending
Levels

Table 4 reveals several areas of disagreement between our
wealthy respondents and other citizens concerning the
appropriate size of federal government programs. We asked
whether each of twelve types of programs should be
expanded, cut back, or kept about the same. For each
program we calculated the “tilt” in opinion—that is, the
net balance of support—by subtracting the percentage of
“cut back” responses from the percentage of “expand”

56 Perspectives on Politics

responses. The resulting percentage differences can run
from +100 to —100. A plus sign indicates that the bal-
ance of opinion tilts toward expanding the program; a
minus sign indicates that the balance of opinion tilts toward
cutting it back.?!

The left column of Table 4 displays our wealthy re-
spondents’ balance of opinion on each of the twelve pro-
grams. Among wealthy Americans, opinion tilted strongly
toward cutting rather than expanding farm subsidies, eco-
nomic aid to other nations, and defense spending. More
wealthy respondents also wanted to cut back than wanted
to expand Social Security, Food Stamps, health care, and
(by smaller margins) homeland security, environmental
protection, and job programs.

Our wealthy respondents leaned toward expanding
rather than cutting back only three of the twelve federal
government programs we asked about: “improving public
infrastructure such as highways, bridges and airports”; sci-
entific research; and aid to education. These programs can
be characterized as providing “peaceful public goods” that
involve substantial positive externalities and hence under-
production by private markets. Implicitly, at least, our
wealthy respondents appear to appreciate governmental
production of certain public goods. At a time when the
US was engaged in two costly wars and faced a relatively
quiescent terror threat, however, they were much less enthu-
siastic about military or anti-terror spending. And they
tilted toward cutting all the income-redistributive or social
insurance programs we asked about.

The right column of Table 4 presents comparable data
on the general public, taken from a June 2010 national
survey by the Chicago Council on Global Affairs that
asked several questions identical to SESA%, and from a
June 2009 PSRA poll that used variant wording with
quite similar meaning. (Except where otherwise noted,
all of our comparisons involve identically-worded ques-
tions.) There were some marked differences in responses
between the wealthy and the public. Crucially, substan-
tial majorities of the public favored expanding (59 per-
cent) rather than cutting back (10 percent) Social Security
and expanding (59 percent) rather than cutting back (15
percent) federal health care programs. Furthermore, in
contrast to the wealthy, the general public stood almost
exactly at the status quo point on defense spending and
tilted strongly toward increased spending on homeland
security.

We speculate that the striking contrast concerning core
social welfare programs between our wealthy respondents
and the general public may reveal something important
about the current state of American politics. If wealthy
Americans wield an extra measure of influence over policy
making, and if they strongly favor deficit reductions
through spending cuts—including cuts in Social Security
and Medicare—this may help explain why a number of
public officials have advocated deep cuts in the very social



Table 5
Job and income programs

% wealthy % general
in favor public

Government must see that no one is without food, clothing, or shelter 43% 68%

Minimum wage high enough so that no family with a full-time worker falls 40% 78%
below official poverty line

The government should provide a decent standard of living for the 23% 50%
unemployed

The government in Washington ought to see to it that everyone who wants 19% 68%
to work can find a job

The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) [described] should be increased 13% 49%
rather than decreased or kept the same

The federal government should provide jobs for everyone able and 8% 53%

willing to work who cannot find a job in private employment

Notes: DKs excluded. All public percentages are calculated from the 6/07 Inequality Survey conducted by CSRA, University of

Connecticut, for Page and Jacobs 2009.

welfare programs that are most popular among ordinary
Americans.

Job and Income Programs

Gaps between the policy preferences of wealthy Ameri-
cans and those of other citizens are especially evident with
respect to job programs and income support. As Table 5
indicates, only a minority of the wealthy—in some cases a
very small minority—supported any of six ideas or pro-
grams we asked about. A substantial minority (43 per-
cent) agreed with the statement that “Government must
see that no one is without food, clothing or shelter,” and
nearly as many (40 percent) said the minimum wage should
be set “high enough so that no family with a full-time
worker falls below the official poverty line.” But only about
one quarter (23 percent) favored the idea of a “decent
standard of living” for the unemployed, and even fewer
(13 percent) wanted to increase the Earned Income Tax
Credit; most (72 percent) wanted to keep it about the
same.

Most striking, given the high importance that the
wealthy attribute to the problem of unemployment, is
their overwhelming rejection of federal government action
to help with jobs. Only 19 percent of the wealthy said that
the government in Washington ought to “see to it” that
everyone who wants to work can find a job [presumably a
private job]. Fully 81 percent opposed this. A bare 8 per-
cent said the federal government should provide jobs [pre-
sumably public jobs] for everyone able and willing to work
who cannot find a job in private employment. An over-
whelming 91 percent disagreed.

Among the general public, in contrast, about two-
thirds (68 percent) said the government should “see to it”
that people can find jobs. A bare majority (53 percent)

even supported the idea of government provision of jobs
as a last resort. The New Deal vision of back-up public
employment evidently lives on in the minds of many Amer-
icans (though they seldom have a chance to tell pollsters
about it), but it seems to have been rejected by the
wealthy—and it has not found much resonance among
Washington officials.

The American public is somewhat ambivalent about
unemployment insurance—just half favor a “decent stan-
dard of living” for the unemployed—perhaps because of
the argument that excessive income support for the job-
less would reduce their incentives to seek work. But large
majorities favor helping people find work. Opinion also
tiles strongly toward expanding rather than cutting back
wage subsidies through the Earned Income Tax Credit: 49
percent say the EITC should be increased and just 5 per-
cent say decreased. A large majority (78 percent) favor an
above-poverty minimum wage. Moreover, a solid major-
ity of the public (68 percent) favor a minimum standard
of food, clothing, and shelter for “everyone,” those who
work and those who cannot. This represents a significant
divide with the wealthy.

Health Care and Retirement Pensions

We have seen that our wealthy respondents—in sharp con-
trast to the general public—tilted toward cutting rather than
expanding Social Security. The SESA survey did not explore
precisely how such cuts would be made. But the proposals
for doing so that have been put forward by various experts,
politicians, and deficit-reduction commissions—raising the
retirement age at which benefits can be received, slowing
cost-of-living adjustments, and the like—mostly appear to
be opposed by majorities of the general public. A March
2011 CBS poll that asked about various “suggestions that
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Table 6
Health care and retirement pensions

% wealthy % general public
in favor in favor
The Social Security system should ensure a minimum standard of 55% 68%°2
living to all contributors, even if some receive benefits exceeding
the value of their contribution
At present, people do not have to pay any Social Security payroll 47% 60%2°
taxes on money they earn beyond about $107,000. This amount
should be raised [rather than lowered or kept about the same]
so that high-income people pay more in payroll taxes
Workers who are currently under age 55 should be given the option 55% 47%°
of investing a portion of their Social Security taxes in the stock
market and in bonds, while at the same time reducing the
guaranteed Social Security benefit they get when they retire
It is the responsibility of the federal government to make sure all 41% 48%
Americans have health care coverage
Favor national health insurance, which would be financed by tax money, 32% 61%°
paying for most forms of health care
Willing to pay more taxes in order to provide health coverage for everyone 41% 59%?2

Notes: DKs excluded.

alnequality Survey 6/07.

bCap specified as “about $97,000,” its level at that time, rather than $107,000.

°AP/lpsos 2/05.
dGallup 11/10.
®Harvard/RWJ 3/08.

have been made to reduce the size of the federal budget def-
icit,” for example, found that only 42 percent would be “will-
ing” to “raise the retirement age at which a person can start
to collect full Social Security benefits”, while 58 percentsaid
“notwilling.” (A 55 percent majority did, however, say they
were willing to “reduce Social Security benefits for retirees
with higher incomes.”)** Over recent decades, surveys have
nearly always found majorities of the American public
opposed to any proposal that would reduce the Social Secu-
rity benefits of low- or middle-income people.”®

Except for this major disagreement about cutting Social
Security benefits, the pension-related preferences of the
wealthy appear to differ rather littde from those of the
general public (refer to Table 6). A majority (55 percent)
of th