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Abstract
Research into public policy and public opinion demonstrates ample evidence that opinion
affects policy, but relatively limited empirical findings regarding how policy might affect
opinion: a process dubbed policy feedback. Much of the literature examines aggregate reactions
to policy, while related public opinion research emphasises individual findings driven primarily
by party affiliation or political ideology. This article takes the research one step further,
examining whether individuals’ judgements of policy effectiveness contribute to their support
for or opposition to government policy spending. Specifically, it examines the case of US welfare
reform and public reactions to it using a national survey conducted in 2001. Findings based
on multinomial logistic regression analysis demonstrate not only that people’s judgements of
welfare reform’s effectiveness contribute to their support for government spending on the poor,
but also that the reasons behind their judgements matter.

Introduction

In 1996 the United States Congress passed the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), resulting in a major shift in how
the safety net in the US is structured. PRWORA eliminated Aid to Families with
Dependent Children (AFDC), a federal entitlement programme, and instituted
Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), a state-directed programme
with strict participant regulations, including time limits on federal grant receipt
and work requirements. The debates and discussions surrounding the passage
and implementation of PRWORA were very intense, and the changes that resulted
have caused a profound shift in the treatment of the poor by the US government.
The authors are equal contributors to the work and are listed in alphabetical order.
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The passage of the new legislation was spurred on by many factors, including
ideological support from the right and empirical evidence from a number of
state-level waiver experiments from the 1980s and early 1990s. Not least among
these contributors was a strong opposition from the general public to the welfare
system as it operated pre-reform. Leading up to the passage of PRWORA, public
opinion had hit a nadir in support for welfare programmes and government
spending on them. As a New York Times columnist put it: ‘It is hard to imagine a
less popular word than welfare. Its two simple syllables conjure a mental mural of
poverty, failure and futility’ (DeParle, 1994). According to the American National
Election Studies (2005), public support for spending on welfare dropped 11 points
between 1992 and 1994, and another 4 points by 1996, when a 56 per cent majority
of Americans expressed a preference for decreased spending.
In the late 1990s, however, public opinion toward spending on welfare and
the poor rebounded significantly. In the 2000 ANES only 38 per cent wanted
to see welfare spending decreased, and by 2002 only 24 per cent did: a drop of
over 30 points since 1996. The temporal coincidence of welfare reform and the
rebound in public attitudes toward spending strongly suggests that the passage of
reform itself could have something to do with improved attitudes. Surprisingly,
while many studies argue for the possibility of policy feedback, few have actually
demonstrated it.
This article addresses the question of policy feedback. By analysing the issue
of welfare reform we not only provide solid evidence of policy feedback but,
perhaps more importantly, we take the basic question one step further. We argue
that policy affects public opinion, but that its effects are largely dependent on
individual assessments of the policy and its performance.
Aggregate studies on the effect of welfare reform on public opinion have
shown that the 1996 legislation failed as a policy feedback mechanism (Soss and
Schram, 2007). This failure may be based on two possibilities. First, it is possible
that welfare reform did not move individual opinions. Second, it is possible that
individual opinions were affected, but the political elite failed to take advantage of
the policy’s potential on a mass level. Soss and Schram state that, while skeptical
of the possibility, ‘our analysis does not rule out, in any strict sense, the possibility
that PROWRA created a window of opportunity that liberals failed to exploit’
(2007: 12). Our research offers evidence that this was, in fact, the case.
Specifically, we hypothesise that individuals’ perceptions of government
welfare reform efforts affect their attitudes toward government spending on
the poor. Those who view the reforms as effective should be content with
current government spending, because they perceive that the programme
is working relatively well post-reform. In contrast, those unhappy with the
reforms’ performance will be looking either for increased or decreased spending,
depending on the reasons behind their dissatisfaction. For example, those
unhappy with reform because it removed too much of the government safety
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net should desire increased spending. In contrast, those who believe the reforms
were not strict enough or did not cut the rolls enough, and therefore find the
reforms ineffective, should prefer decreased spending. Data from a welfare and
poverty survey conducted by the Kaiser Foundation and Harvard University in
2001 strongly support this hypothesis.

Public opinion, policy feedback and programme effectiveness

There is no shortage of research into welfare and welfare reform, including studies
on the effect welfare reform has had on a wide array of social and economic factors,
including welfare caseloads, labour force participation, the self-sufficiency and
wellbeing of welfare recipients and leavers, family formation behaviours, and
children’s wellbeing and cognitive development (for reviews of the literature, see
Blank, 2002, 2006; Sawhill et al., 2002). Fewer studies have analysed whether or not
welfare policy reform has changed the extent to which the general public supports
or opposes current governmental welfare policies or anti-poverty policies and
spending. Given the importance of public opinion on government policy, any
shift in public opinion would be an important outcome.
A number of scholars interested in policy feedback theory have examined
the potential of policy change to influence citizen action and public opinion.
Pierson (1993) outlined a framework for analysing the effect of policy on mass
politics and specifically addressed the possibility that the interpretive effects of
policy can change public opinion. Despite this call for analysis, there has been
little empirical research done directly on policy feedback and the factors that
influence it.
Existing research on government performance, while not directly addressing
the issue of interpretive effects in policy feedback, supports the idea. Fiorina (1981)
theorised that voters judge political actors and institutions based on their past
performance, and then either reward or punish them at the polls. Examining
the possibility that the public can learn from policy outputs, Gusmano et al.
(2002) argue that when individuals have experience with a policy, in their case
employees’ experience with employer health care policies, policy learning is a
likely occurrence. A common element in these research models is the assumption
that policy learning is possible because the public is knowledgeable about a policy
and has opinions on the policy’s performance, effectiveness or applicability.
Mettler and Soss (2004) explain this aspect of policy feedback as policy’s role
in framing agendas, problems and evaluations and thus directing the public’s
perception of critical policy issues.
Following this line of evidence, personal experience with the welfare system,
as either a client or a case worker, should have some direct effect on an
individual’s opinion of the programme and broader social spending policies. Both
quantitative and qualitative research on welfare reform provide interesting data
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on this question and lead to critical policy implications. Research on case worker
perceptions indicate that although many support the goals of welfare reform, their
experience with the system leads them to cite a number of structural barriers
to programme success, including high caseloads and imperfect inter-agency
coordination (Bell, 2005). Comparing social worker and client perspectives,
Bullock (2004) found that welfare recipients supported increased funding and
more progressive policies than social workers did. In-depth interview data
from the Three City Study indicate that recipients view reforms with ‘cautious
optimism’, but are also in favour of more child care, and educational and
training assistance (Burton et al., 1998). Examining civic engagement as a critical
outcome, Soss (1999) concludes that, through their direct exposure to the system,
welfare recipients develop opinions that affect their broader political actions and
participation. This existing research clearly demonstrates that welfare reform
has had some impact on the opinions of both case workers and recipients. The
question remaining, however, is whether those with no direct experience with
the policy – the general public – are also affected by their perception of the
programme’s success or failure. This is a vital question for the theory of policy
feedback, which looks for a broad-based public reaction to policy change.
Many scholars have addressed the question of where public preferences on
government aid to the poor originate, but they do so almost uniformly from a
political orientation angle rather than a policy one. Such research attributes public
support of poverty spending to the demographics, ideology and perceptions of the
American public. Models commonly centre around individual political factors
such as ideology and party identification, as well as including demographic
factors such as race, age and gender (Cook and Barrett, 1992; Gilens, 2001;
Kluegel and Smith, 1986; Swank, 2005). For example, Jacoby (1994) finds that
individuals’ party affiliations and ideological orientations consistently affect their
preferences on government spending in a variety of programmes areas; and
Eismeier (1982) points out that individual partisan attachments play a central
role in determining preferences regarding welfare spending. Other identified
factors important in determining welfare spending preferences are individual
perceptions of the economy (Stevenson, 2001), of government (Eismeier, 1982)
or of welfare recipients themselves (Cook and Barrett, 1992).
Despite the traditional focus on individual political variables, some previous
spending research does lend support to the belief that individual perceptions of
the success of policy matter to preferences regarding the policy and spending
on it. Using pre-reform data, Cook and Barrett (1992) show that opinions of
programme effectiveness are a critical determinant of public support for welfare
programmes. Studies of public attitudes toward other types of government
spending or government spending in general demonstrate that policy changes
do impact on public spending preferences. Wlezien (1995) demonstrates how
the public acts as a thermostat for the government’s spending policies. When
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government changes policies or spending levels, the public reacts to it. If the
public was previously dissatisfied with spending levels, they may react positively
to government actions that address this dissatisfaction, resulting in a readjustment
of public opinion, and potential satisfaction with the new status quo.
Empirical research on public opinion and welfare spending, however, has not
produced strong findings to back up these theories and has largely either ignored
or discounted the related issue of programme effectiveness. In examining the shift
in public opinion in the 1990s, Schneider and Jacoby (2005) conclude that the
influence of elite messages through the media played a large role in temporarily
reducing support for welfare spending in the mid-1990s, when public opinion
reached its lowest point.
Their findings raise a potential difficulty in attributing any evidence of
opinion change to individual perceptions of the programme rather than just
the influence of media reports or elite messages covering it. At the same time,
however, Schneider and Jacoby (2005) may also be oversimplifying opinions
and their sources. Other research (for example, Weatherford, 1983; Nadeau
et al., 2000) demonstrates that policy opinions are not entirely predictable, nor
are they merely parroted messages from the media. Rather, individuals apply
their own subjective interpretations to factual reports they receive through the
media, rather than uniformly taking an objective or factual stance. Part of their
subjectivity stems directly from their own personal experiences, stories they
have heard elsewhere and general gut reactions (Weatherford, 1983).1 As a result,
individuals react differently to reports such as those on the ‘success’ of welfare
reform, making the potential linkages between their subjective judgements of
the programme and their views on programme spending an important policy
question.
Recent research begins to assess the possible power of the 1996 welfare
reforms as a policy feedback mechanism. On the one hand, some scholars offer
evidence that the 1996 reforms changed the direction of falling public support of
welfare programmes to more moderate levels (for example, Shaw and Shapiro,
2002). More specifically, research has shown that the enactment of the reforms
has softened the public’s perception of welfare recipients (Hetling et al., 2008).
On the other hand, Soss and Schram (2007) use aggregate-level data and conclude
that policy feedback did not work in the case of welfare and, instead, argue that
the case may be used to further our understanding of the circumstances under
which policy feedback can fail. They theorise that although the 1996 reforms
were a very visible policy issue, because the general public has only a distant
relationship with the programmes, opinion changes are less likely.
By investigating individual perceptions of programme effectiveness and the
reasons particular opinions are formed, our research takes a new approach to
assessing the impact of welfare policy change on opinion change, and we are able
to investigate the opinion effects of welfare reform on a new, more personal level.
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We hypothesise that the existing research’s focus on aggregate trends hides an
important mechanism upon which the success of policy feedback may depend.
We contend that public support of policy initiatives and government spending
depends on individual awareness and perceptions of programme effectiveness. By
examining individual-level data, we acknowledge the possibility that individual
perceptions may change, even when aggregate trends do not change or change
very little. If an individual-level connection exists between perceptions of policy
effectiveness and spending preferences, then there is evidence of policy feedback
even if changes do not occur in the mass public. Perhaps the 1996 reforms did
not lead to mass feedback effects because advocates or politicians did not seize
the opportunity, not because the potential did not exist.
We hypothesise that welfare reform has affected preferences on poverty
spending through individuals’ perceptions of its effectiveness. Specifically, those
citizens who view the reforms as effective should be relatively content with the
new status quo: reflected in a satisfaction with current government spending
levels. Those who view the reforms as ineffective, on the other hand, should be
dissatisfied with spending levels. Further, the reasons behind their disapproval
of the reforms’ outcomes should determine the direction of their spending
dissatisfaction. Those who believe the reforms are ineffective because they went
too far in setting up requirements in order to receive assistance should feel
spending is too low, while those who do not think the reforms went far enough
should find spending levels too high.

Method and analysis

To test our hypotheses that opinions of welfare reform and the reasoning behind
those opinions affect support for spending on the poor, we use a survey of public
welfare attitudes sponsored by the Kaiser Family Foundation, National Public
Radio and Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government. The Poverty
in America survey was a telephone survey conducted in English and Spanish
from 4 January to 27 February 2001 among a nationally representative, random
sample of 1,942 American adults.2 This survey is very useful for our purposes
because it contains questions not only about awareness of welfare reform, but
also about perceptions of the effectiveness of the reforms and the reasons behind
these perceptions.
Unlike most existing analyses of spending preferences, we are not asserting
a linear relationship in our hypothesis. Whereas attitudes such as party
affiliation and ideology should have linear connections to spending attitudes –
as respondents become more conservative or Republican, preferences for
spending cuts increase – we predict a categorical relationship between perceived
effectiveness and spending preferences. As a result, we use multinomial logistic
regression as our analysis method.
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The dependent variable in our analysis is citizens’ attitudes toward
government spending on aid to the poor.3 The question asks respondents whether
they feel government is spending too much, too little or about the right amount
on assistance to poor people. The broad nature of the question is an advantage for
our research design. Had the question focused on welfare spending specifically,
we would have faced a clear simultaneity issue in that perceptions of the welfare
programme, whether related to spending or to effectiveness, are likely related
and not necessarily in just one direction. The possibility that one’s feelings on
welfare spending affect feelings on programme effectiveness is as easily argued as
the reverse. This is less likely to be the case when thinking about general spending
on the poor and specific welfare effectiveness.
Our key independent variables are taken from a series of questions about
welfare reform. The first question asks respondents whether they know if there
was significant welfare reform in the past five years. Those who knew welfare
reform had occurred were then asked whether they felt the reforms were working
well or not working well. Next, each of these groups – those who thought it was
working well and those that thought it was not – were asked the primary reason
for their judgements. Those who thought it was not working well were asked
which of two reasons – that the reforms were denying too many people help or
that the reforms had not cut the welfare rolls enough – came closer to the reason
for their judgement.
These questions provide us with the independent variables needed to test our
hypotheses. First, we can establish whether perceptions of effectiveness influence
attitudes toward spending for the poor. Second, we can test whether the reasons
behind citizens’ perceptions of ineffectiveness drive their spending preferences.
Hypothesis test 1 – perceptions of effectiveness

Our first hypothesis is that those Americans who think the welfare reforms
have worked are more likely to be content with current levels of spending than
they are to want spending levels increased or decreased. We also hypothesise
that this group is more likely to be content with current levels than are other
groups. Table 1 provides a cross-tabulation of perceptions of welfare and spending
attitudes. The columns represent those who do not know welfare reform occurred
(our baseline group),4 those who are cognisant that reform took place and think
the welfare programme works well as a result, and those who know reforms took
place but believe the system does not work well.
The table demonstrates initial support for the hypothesis. Those who believe
the reforms have worked well are more likely to think spending levels are about
right than to feel they are either too high or too low: 46 per cent versus 19 per cent
and 35 per cent respectively. In addition, more of these citizens are content with
spending levels than are either those who did not know reform occurred or those
who believe the reforms are ineffective. Forty-six per cent of those perceiving the
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TABLE 1. Relationship between perceptions of welfare and spending attitudes

Spending too much
Spending too little
Spending right amount
(N)

System works
bettera

System works
worseb

Didn’t know
reform occurred

19%
35%
46%
(613)

19%
63%
18%
(250)

20%
39%
41%
(928)

Notes: a Significantly different from ‘System works worse’ at p ≤ 0.01 (chi-square).
b
Significantly different from ‘Didn’t know reform occurred’ at p ≤ 0.01 (chi-square).
All significance tests are two-tailed.

reforms as effective believe current spending levels are fine, versus 41 per cent of
those with no knowledge of reform and 18 per cent of those believing the reforms
to be ineffective (a significant difference).
These results lend direct support to our first hypothesis: that those satisfied
with reforms will also be satisfied with current spending levels. In order to
provide a more stringent test, however, we need to control for other potential
influences on spending preferences. To do so we construct a multinomial logistic
regression model including our test variables for the first hypothesis, as well as
control variables for the potential factors others demonstrate influence attitudes
toward spending on welfare and the poor. Attitudinal controls include citizens’
perceptions of whether jobs are available to those on welfare, and whether
available jobs pay enough for families on welfare to subsist (each coded 1 for
those who believe jobs are available and that the jobs pay enough, 0 for those
who do not). Demographic controls include gender, education, income, age,
whether the respondent is currently receiving welfare benefits and whether the
respondent is African-American.
We also include political controls in the model. To control for the effects
of party affiliation, we include two dummy variables, one for respondents
who identify themselves as Republicans and one for Democrats. Ideological
orientations are also controlled for using two dummy variables. For the first
variable, a value of 1 was set for those who identify as conservative; for the second,
those who identify as liberals took on a value of 1. Moderates are captured by
the constant. These political controls are especially important, given previous
findings that ideology is central to welfare spending preferences (Jacoby, 1994).
The multinomial model measures the log likelihood of respondents giving
one answer as opposed to another. In this model, the comparison answer is
spending the right amount. According to our hypothesis, respondents who
believe reforms have worked well should be significantly more likely to answer
that spending levels are right than they are to answer that spending levels are

jud g ing a bo ok by its cover 479

TABLE 2. Effects of welfare perceptions on spending attitudes – predicted
probabilities
Perception of effectiveness

Probability of choosing:
Spending too much
Spending too little
Spending right amount
(comparison category)

System works
bettera,b

System works
worseb

Didn’t know
reform occurred
(baseline)

14%1
32%1
54%

18%
60%1
22%

23%
37%
41%

Notes: a Significantly different from ‘System works worse’ at p ≤ 0.01 (chi-square).
b
Significantly different from ‘Didn’t know reform occurred’ at p ≤ 0.01 (chi-square).
1
Significantly different from ‘spending right amount;’ p ≤ 0.05 (multinomial A-2).
Table entries are predicted probabilities of spending positions based on perceptions of
programme effectiveness calculated from the full model in the appendix table, with other
variables held constant at values representing a politically independent, ideologically moderate,
white female, of average education, age and income and who does not receive welfare. All
significance tests are two-tailed.

either too low or too high. This predicts negative and significant coefficients
for the effectiveness variable in both the spending too much and spending too
little categories. Such a result would demonstrate that these respondents are
significantly less likely to feel spending levels need either increasing or decreasing
than to feel spending is about right.
Table 2 contains the predicted probabilities for the answer categories based
on perceptions of reform effectiveness. (Full results for the model estimation
are included in the Appendix Table.) The predicted probabilities demonstrate
very similar results to the simple crosstabular results in Table 1, supporting
the hypothesis that perceptions of reform effectiveness drive contentment with
welfare spending levels. Our specific hypothesis is that those who believe the
system works better as a result of reforms will be more likely to express satisfaction
with spending levels than to want either higher or lower levels; and that they will
also be more satisfied with spending levels than will those who either do not know
reform occurred or who believe the reforms have worsened the programme.
Respondents who believe that reforms have made the welfare system better
are significantly more likely to feel that spending levels are correct than to prefer
either of the other options. Specifically, those who believe reforms have worked
have a 54 per cent probability of expressing satisfaction with spending levels. In
contrast, they have only 32 per cent and 14 per cent probabilities of feeling the
government is spending too little or too much, respectively. These results directly
support the first expectation of our hypothesis.
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Those who perceive welfare reform has made the system work worse and
those not aware that reform occurred follow quite different answer patterns than
that of the effective group. Citizens who believe the reforms have been ineffective
are far more likely to say that spending on the poor is too little rather than too
much or adequate. Those who have not heard about reform are more evenly
dispersed; they have a 41 per cent probability of satisfaction with spending levels
and slightly lower probabilities for the other two categories. Overall the spending
preferences for those who feel the system works better are significantly different
from the preferences of either of the other groups. This finding also supports our
hypothesis.
As stated previously, these results demonstrate that for those who feel that
welfare reforms have been ineffective or that the programme works poorly, the
most likely attitude is that spending levels are too low. They are significantly
more likely to feel this way than to feel spending levels are about right, and they
are significantly more likely to feel this way than are citizens who do not feel
the system benefited from reform or who do not know reforms occurred. The
question is why.
Our second hypothesis deals with these feelings that reforms have been
ineffective. But rather than arguing for a general effect as we did here in our first
hypothesis regarding effectiveness, we expect that the reasons individuals find the
reforms ineffective should influence their subsequent spending preferences. We
now turn to a test of this second hypothesis.
Hypothesis test 2 – perceptions of ineffectiveness

The reasons behind people’s perceived views of reform ineffectiveness are
likely to drive their attitudes toward spending levels. Specifically, two primary
reasons for perceptions of ineffectiveness are that welfare reform went too far and
the programme is denying too many people assistance, and that it did not go far
enough: reasons that would logically lead to different spending beliefs. For those
who think welfare reform went too far, and is thereby not doing enough to help
the poor, it seems reasonable to expect that they would find spending levels too
low. On the other hand, those who feel that the reforms were ineffective because
they were not strict enough should be most likely to express that spending levels
are too high. Here again we would expect that these preference effects will exist
not only within each group but also among the groups.
We use two new variables to test this hypothesis. The survey includes, as
described above, a question about reasons for dissatisfaction with welfare reform
with the two response choices: the new law denies too many people assistance or
the new law did not cut the rolls enough. Table 3 presents a crosstabular analysis
of attitudes toward spending as related to perceptions of reform ineffectiveness
and reasons for them. The results demonstrate substantial support for the second
hypothesis.
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TABLE 3. Relationship between reasons for welfare perceptions and spending
attitudes
System works
Worse –
bettera,b
denying helpb,c
Spending too much
Spending too little
Spending right amount
(N)

19%
35%
46%
(613)

6%
76%
18%
(177)

Worse – not
Didn’t know
cut enougha,c reform occurred
46%
40%
15%
(76)

20%
39%
41%
(928)

Notes: a Significantly different from ‘Worse – denying help’ at p ≤ 0.01 (chi-square).
b
Significantly different from ‘Worse – not cut enough’ at p ≤ 0.01 (chi-square).
c
Significantly different from ‘Didn’t know reform occurred’ at p ≤ 0.01 (chi-square).
All significance tests are two-tailed.

Americans who feel welfare reform has made the programme worse because it
cut too many poor people from the rolls are far more likely to perceive government
aid levels as too low. Three-quarters of these respondents feel spending is too
low, while only 18 per cent feel it is about right and 6 per cent find it too high.
Not only are these citizens overwhelmingly more likely to find spending levels
too low, these spending preferences are significantly different from those of every
other group, as expected.
Dissimilarly, as hypothesised, those who feel reform did not go far enough
in cutting the welfare rolls are comparatively more dissatisfied with spending
levels, and a plurality, 46 per cent, believe the government is spending too much,
as expected. Unexpectedly, however, a substantial 40 per cent feel spending levels
are too low, fewer than believe levels are too high, but surprising nonetheless.
These findings are consistent with the hypothesis, as is the pattern among groups.
Those who feel that reforms did not cut enough individuals from the rolls have
spending preferences that are significantly different from each of the other groups.
We include each of these answer options in the multinomial spending model
as dummy variables, in place of the ineffectiveness variable, to provide a more
controlled test of the hypothesis. If our hypothesis is correct, those respondents
who perceive that welfare reform denies assistance to needy people should be
most likely to feel spending levels are too low. Thus, we should find that these
respondents are more likely (the highest probability) to say that spending levels
are too low than they are to provide any other answer or than any other group
is to give the same answer. For those respondents who perceive ineffectiveness
because reforms did not cut enough people from the rolls, the probability of
feeling that spending on the poor is too high should be significantly increased
over other options and other groups.
Table 4 contains the probability transformations of the full multinomial
model (also in the Appendix Table). Here again, the results for those who
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TABLE 4. Effects of reasons for welfare perceptions on spending attitudes –
predicted probabilities
Perception of effectiveness

Probability of choosing
Spending too much
Spending too little
Spending right amount
(comparison category)

Didn’t know
System works
Worse –
Worse –not reform occurred
bettera,b,c
(baseline)
denying helpb,c cut enougha,c
14%1
32%1
54%

09%
65%1
26%

25%1
59%1
16%

23%
37%
41%

Notes: a Significantly different from ‘Worse – denying help’ at p ≤ 0.01 (chi-square).
b
Significantly different from ‘Worse – not cut enough’ at p ≤ 0.01 (chi-square).
c
Significantly different from ‘Didn’t know reform occurred’ at p ≤ 0.01 (chi-square).
1
Significantly different from ‘spending right amount;’ p ≤ 0.05 (multinomial A-2).
Table entries are predicted probabilities of spending positions based on perceptions of
programme effectiveness calculated from the full model in the appendix table, with other
variables held constant at values representing a politically independent, ideologically
moderate, white female, of average education, age and income and who does not receive
welfare. All significance tests are two-tailed.

feel welfare reforms went too far in cutting the programme strongly support
our hypothesis. First, this group has a 62 per cent chance of feeling that the
government is currently spending too little on assistance to the poor. In contrast,
they have only a 12 per cent probability of feeling spending is too high and
a 26 per cent probability of satisfaction with spending levels, differences that
are statistically reliable. Second, as in the crosstabs, this group’s probabilities
of answering this way are significantly different from each of the other groups’
response probabilities.
Also similar to the crosstabular results, the multinomial model predicts
mixed results among those who feel welfare reform did not cut enough people
from the rolls. Although this group is the most likely of all of the groups to feel
that spending on the poor is too high, as expected, they are still more likely (59 per
cent probability) to feel spending levels are too low, contrary to the hypothesis.
They are, however, significantly more likely to find spending levels too high than
are either those who find the reforms effective or those who feel they went too
far.

Conclusions
The purpose of our analyses is to test the potential of welfare reform as a
policy feedback mechanism. We examine the role of individual perceptions of
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policy effectiveness in determining spending preferences rather than examining
aggregate trends. Much of the policy feedback literature on mass politics examines
aggregate reactions to policy, while related public opinion research emphasises
individual findings driven primarily by party affiliation or political ideology.
Our analysis takes the research one step further, examining whether individuals’
judgements of policy effectiveness contribute to their support for or opposition
to government policy spending. Specifically, we hypothesised that perceptions of
programme effectiveness as well as the reasons behind those perceptions influence
mass opinion on policy. Our analyses and findings using the case of welfare and
spending on the poor lend support to our hypothesis.
In sum, citizens who believe the welfare system works well post-reform are
significantly more likely to find post-reform spending levels appropriate. This is
true both in contrast to their other answer choices, spending levels are too high
or too low, and in contrast to the answers of the other two analytical groups:
those who are unaware of the reforms and those who believe the system works
poorly. These results strongly support the hypothesis that government action,
and citizens’ perceptions of it, affects spending preferences.
The results of our second hypothesis’ test, that the reasons behind these
preferences are also important, are less transparent. Our expectations are at
least partially supported by the analyses, in that those who believe the system is
ineffective because welfare denies assistance to too many people are significantly
more likely to consider spending levels to be too low. However, those who base
their belief that welfare is working poorly on the opinion that the programme has
not cut the rolls enough are not overwhelmingly supportive of reduced spending.
Instead, there is a 56 per cent probability that such an individual feels the spending
levels are too low. This finding indicates that another factor is at work here.
Here we offer an alternative hypothesis. Perhaps the response, ‘has not cut
rolls enough’, does not adequately capture the possible reasons and artificially
combines groups who should be separate. Some who believe that the programme
has not cut the rolls enough may base this belief on their perception that the
programme has not done enough to assist individuals in their attempt to find
employment and become self-sufficient. An individual with this attitude might
want more spending to augment work experience and training programmes.
This opinion of welfare programme effectiveness obviously differs completely
from the view that the programme itself should be cut and the rolls are too
large. Although it would be desirous to examine this group further and test this
possibility, their relatively small size (64 respondents in total) and the limited
nature of the dataset make this problematic. Ideally, future research will be able
to disentangle these possibilities.
Our individual-level analysis modestly furthers the research on the topic of
policy feedback and in particular the effect of policy awareness and perception
on spending levels. We believe that this individual-level approach expands the
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existing studies on individual policy experience and complements the aggregate
time series studies on the topic. However, the 1996 legislation did not create mass
feedback effects because this failure was due to a missed opportunity on the part
of advocates or politicians, not because the potential did not exist. Accounts of
the history of the passage of PRWORA describe a story in which Republicans were
ultimately able to control the policy alternatives to Clinton’s call to end welfare
(Haskins, 2006; Weaver, 2000; Zuckerman, 2000). In some ways, liberals failed
to exploit the opening of a policy window (Kingdon, 1995) to generate and push
feasible alternatives. Scholars have attributed the success of a more conservative
policy to a number of factors, not least among them was the importance of public
opinion (Haskins, 2006).
In contrast to the dramatic history of the legislation, the aftermath has been
of considerably less interest to the media and the public. The 2001 survey used
in this analysis revealed that over half of the respondents were unaware that a
reform had occurred. According to most empirical evaluations of the reforms,
the outcomes of the policy change have been mostly positive, in contrast to the
stark pessimism of many liberal advocates (Zuckerman, 2000). Thus, it is not
surprising that the anticlimactic end has received less public attention and many
Americans do not know about the change. However, our research demonstrates
that among those who were aware of the reforms, individual perceptions and the
reasons behind them affect support for spending on the poor.
From a policy-oriented perspective, these findings suggest that publicity
after the passage of new legislation is just as or perhaps more important than
campaigns, debates and public outreach before the proposal is finalised and
becomes law. The lack of mass impact of any policy may be a failure of policy
entrepreneurs ready and willing to take advantage of that window of opportunity
rather than a disconnect between policy and individual-level opinion. Perhaps
advocates and policymakers need to inform citizens of the results of the policy
post-enactment if the opinions of the public and mass behaviour matter to the
future of the issue.
The relative unimportance of welfare in the public’s eye during the
reauthorisation of PROWRA strongly supports the possibility that the public was
largely unaware of and unconcerned about the results of the legislation. If more
individuals were able to form opinions of the effectiveness of the programme, it
is possible that the issue would have garnered more attention from the public.
As a corollary, groups who seek to advocate for particular spending levels may
benefit from educating voters on their interpretation of programme success, as
our findings indicate that spending preferences are influenced by such opinions.
Empirical analyses of other policy efforts would help to test this hypothesis
further and inform practitioners of the possible importance of public education.
Similarly, further study into the intersection between policy salience and
perceived effectiveness may offer some nuances to the present theories. Lastly,
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state-level research would likely lead to interesting results. In many ways,
welfare reforms are state-level programmes with many of the specific and visible
policy changes, such as time limits and family caps, designed and implemented
differently by individual states. State-specific research may offer either analogous
or contradictory findings on issues related to perceptions of conservative or
liberal approaches to policy implementation.
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Notes
1 See also Sears’ work on symbolic attitudes as information filters (for example, 1993).
2 Survey data and documentation were retrieved from The Roper Center at the University of
Connecticut – study USICR2001-NPR007 www.ropercenter.uconn.edu.
3 This type of question has a long history in the analysis of public opinion and policy. Spending
questions with this same basic wording have been asked since 1937, and scholars have used
them frequently in their research (for recent examples see Wlezien, 1995; Jacoby, 1994).
While survey questions are always somewhat subjective, the history of this question, and the
consistency of past research and findings using it and others like it, make us confident that
our use and interpretation of these questions – as a general sense of government spending
in one area rather than any single aspect of a programme or package of programmes – are
consistent with the nature of the respondents’ understanding and answers.
4 As the N sizes in the table make clear, 52 per cent of respondents in the survey do not know
that welfare reform has taken place. Although this proportion is large, it should not be
surprising; the low level of information Americans possess about politics, and specifically
policy, is well documented (for a thorough discussion of this topic see Page and Shapiro,
1992).
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APPENDIX TABLE The effect of perceived welfare programme effectiveness
on spending attitudes – multinomial model results
Positive attitude toward welfare spending
Effective model
Variables
Reform effective
Reform not effective
Reform not effective –
doesn’t cut enough
Reform not effective –
denies help
Black
Education
Male
Income
Democrat
Republican
Liberal
Conservative
Welfare recipient
Age
Jobs pay adequately
Jobs are available

Reasons model

Less spending

More spending

Less spending

More spending

−0.731∗∗∗ (0.149)

−0.422∗∗∗ (0.126)

−0.732∗∗∗ (0.149)

−0.421(0.125)
–
1.437∗∗∗ (0.421)

0.391(0.263)
–

1.126∗∗∗ (0.212)
–

–

–

−0.378(0.240)
−0.394∗∗∗ (0.058)
0.097(0.124)
0.117∗∗ (0.040)
−0.220(0.158)
0.222(0.147)
0.134(0.188)
0.252(0.141)
0.018(0.133)
0.031(0.045)
0.522∗∗∗ (0.133)
0.902∗∗∗ (0.190)

–
1.067∗ (0.424)
−0.386(0.431)

0.558∗∗∗ (0.168) −0.370(0.240)
0.036(0.049) −0.387∗∗∗ (0.058)
−0.011(0.110)
0.089(0.124)
−0.013(0.036)
0.114∗∗ (0.040)
0.137(0.127)
−0.212(0.158)
−0.454∗∗ (0.147)
0.214(0.147)
0.469∗∗∗ (0.144) 0.163(0.188)
−0.302∗ (0.143)
0.251(0.141)
0.319∗∗ (0.115)
0.039(0.133)
0.053(0.040)
0.029(0.045)
∗∗
−0.421 (0.140)
0.498∗∗∗ (0.134)
−0.113(0.130)
0.867∗∗∗ (0.191)

1.039∗∗∗ (0.247)
0.554(0.168)
0.035(0.050)
−0.013(0.110)
−0.012(0.036)
0.145(0.127)
−0.452(0.148)
0.467(0.145)
−0.298(0.143)
0.317(0.115)
0.054(0.040)
0.054(0.040)
−0.118(0.131)

Notes: ∗ p < 0.05 or better (two-tailed).
Table entries are multinomial logistic estimates. Standard errors are in parentheses.

