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ABSTRACT 
 

This paper will examine the factors that shape public opinion on federal 

government spending, taking note of both respondent characteristics like income, 

education, and political self-identification, as well as economic and federal budget 

indicators like GDP growth rate, the size of the deficit, and the unemployment rate.  The 

paper also examines the effect of public opinion on spending on voter political party 

choice.  Most of the data used comes from the American National Election Studies 

Cumulative Data File, which aggregates data from public opinion surveys; this paper uses 

surveys taken from 1982-2004.  Economic indicator data comes from the Bureau of 

Economic Analysis, the Bureau of Labor Statistics, and the Office of Management and 

Budget, respectively.  The results suggest that income and political self-identification are 

more important predictors of public opinion on federal government spending than are the 

economic indicator variables, though the economic variables are statistically significant.  

While most explanatory variables had the expected sign, including economic variables 

like GDP growth rate and size of the federal budget deficit, the unemployment rate had a 

sign opposite to what might be expected.  Public opinion on spending was also found to 

have a statistically significant impact on the voting choice of respondents in the 

presidential elections.  The implication for public policy is that while economic indicators 

may have a relatively small impact on one’s opinion on federal government spending, 

officials and politicians should note that opinion on spending does matter to voters when 
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they are heading to the polls, and therefore officials and politicians should be aware of 

public opinion on spending when formulating the budget if they want to stay in office or 

get elected. 
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Introduction 
 
 Candidates for public office, whether they are running for mayor, representative, 

senator, or President of the United States, frequently make government spending a major 

topic of their election campaigns.  As a direct issue, the common theme is a desire to cut 

public spending, to cut wasteful spending, or to cut spending on inefficient programs.  

Just as common is the indirect pledge to boost spending, by putting more police on the 

streets, by increasing government aid to farmers, or by expanding government-sponsored 

health care to give more poor children access to medical services.  Some candidates 

pledge generally to reign in spending, to cut the deficit, or to balance the budget.  Each 

campaign promise is aimed at some part of the electorate and designed to win votes.  But 

what drives public opinion on government spending?  Do voters change their opinions 

based on the state of the economy?  Or the deficit?  Or is opinion about spending a more 

entrenched belief that doesn’t vary with economic or budget events?  Further, how does 

one’s opinion on spending affect one’s voting preferences? 

 Determining what factors affect public opinion on government spending is an 

important part of a larger cycle – if the deficit, for example, is a driving factor behind 

public opinion on spending, then citizens may choose to vote for a politician that 

promises to reduce the deficit.  Additionally, if politicians know that voters care about the 

deficit, then they may pursue policies aimed at reducing the deficit through cuts in 

government spending.  A broad family of literature already exists regarding the impact of 

public opinion on spending to actual policy change; determining what impacts public 

opinion on government spending is the next logical step in this cycle.  

 This paper will examine the factors that shape public opinion on federal 

government spending, taking note of both respondent characteristics like income, 

education, and political self-identification, as well as economic and federal budget 
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indicators like GDP growth rate, the size of the deficit, and the unemployment rate.  As 

noted in the literature review below, changes in public opinion tend to lead to congruent 

changes in public policy, and so knowing what shapes public opinion on spending could 

help to forecast changes in budget policy. 

Contributing to the Existing Literature 

Research into public opinion on spending has mostly taken the form of 

investigating how public opinion affects policy.  In democratic countries, citizens choose 

their leaders and thus indirectly choose what policies they feel the government should 

pursue.  People tend to elect candidates who promise to implement policies they agree 

with, and once elected politicians tend to push for policies that their constituents/voter 

base approves of; those politicians who frequently vote against the will of their 

constituents risk being held accountable come election day, when the public can vote to 

replace them with a politician more responsive to their views.  Due to the ability of the 

public to vote recalcitrant politicians out of office if they believe they are not being 

properly represented, in seems to follow that politicians would take considerable interest 

in the public’s opinion of policy matters. 

While this thesis focuses on budgeting and public opinion on spending, it is 

important to note that public opinion also tends to influence overall policy direction.  

Page Shapiro (1983) found that shifts in public opinion tend to lead to congruent shifts in 

public policy in the United States; in cases where there was a change in policy, that 

policy change followed a similar change in public opinion in 66% of the cases studied by 

the authors.   

 Higgs Kildruff (1993) find just that.  Increases and decreases in outlays by the 

U.S. Department of Defense from the 1960s through the 1980s closely mirror rises and 

falls in American public opinion about defense spending during the same period.  After 
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accounting for the time lag between the public opinion polling data, the presentation of 

the President’s Budget to Congress, and the appropriations process, the authors found that 

eighty-nine percent of the variance in outlay growth could be explained by the change in 

public opinion on defense spending.   

  Another paper, Soroka Wlezien (2002), finds similar results.  Changes in public 

opinion regarding defense spending in the United Kingdom tends to be accompanied by a 

change in spending in the same direction.  The authors note, however, that public opinion 

on other domestic issues does not seem to predict changes in budgetary policy in the 

United Kingdom, whereas public opinion on a much wider range of issues in the United 

States does impact budgetary policy on those issues. 

 If public opinion on government spending can be such a powerful predictor of 

actual spending and budget policy, then what is a predictor of public opinion on 

government spending?   Not as many papers exist that examine the impacts of various 

variables on public opinion on spending.   

 Henderson et al. (1995) investigate variables that influence public opinion on 

government child care spending.  The authors find that the two biggest indicators of 

public opinion on child welfare spending are respondent-identified variables on political 

ideology (constructed in a seven-point strong liberal to strong conservative range) and on 

feminism (constructed in a one hundred point scale from hostility to feminists to strong 

support of feminists).  While this paper’s conclusions would certainly be of interest to a 

politician looking either to vote on a child care spending measure or looking to gain 

electoral support from his constituents (by tailoring his or her message to whichever 

group is more prevalent in the electoral district), the focus of the paper is quite narrow.  

The feminist variable (which asks respondents to note their reaction to feminists on a 0 

[strong hostility] to 100 [strong support] point scale) as in particular would probably not 
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be able to apply broadly to a wider range of government spending policies because 

feminism is more closely associated with a narrow range of issues, such as child care, 

abortion, and equal rights.  In addition to being narrowly focused on a single issue, the 

model used in this paper fails to account for any sort of change in economic events that 

may induce people to request more government spending or demand spending cuts. 

 A similar article, Hayden Foster 2006, also finds that respondent political party 

identification is an important indicator of public opinion on welfare spending; the party 

identification variable was both significant and large in magnitude.  The regression 

indicated that self-identified Democrats were more likely to support spending on welfare 

than Republicans.  The paper also found that other variables, including income and race 

also have a significant impact on people’s opinion on government spending on welfare.  

It is important to note that the race variable was found to be significant even when 

controlling for income; while minorities tend to have lower incomes than non-minorities 

and therefore may prefer more spending on welfare due to their lower incomes, the fact 

that the race variable was significant shows that there is a racial effect apart from the 

income effect.  Like the Henderson paper, the Foster paper focuses only on one specific 

government program and does not consider public opinion on overall government 

spending; both papers also fail to include any economic indicators in their regressions. 

 Another important study in this area concerns whether public opinion on spending 

has any impact on voter choice.  In her chapter in the book New Directions in Old-Age 

Policies, Laurie A. Rhodebeck found that public opinion on spending did indeed have a 

statistically significant impact on voter choices in the 1994 U.S. House of 

Representatives and Senate elections.  While they note that political self-identification is 

a larger (in magnitude) predictor of voter choice, opinion on spending still had a sizeable 

impact on respondent choice of candidates.  Not surprisingly, the authors found that 
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respondents who preferred higher government spending tended to vote for Democratic 

candidates. 

 This thesis intends to explore the variables that impact public opinion on federal 

government spending as a whole.  National political races, evidenced notably by the 

current presidential campaigns, tend to speak about the impact of their policies or of their 

opponents’ policies on the budget in broad terms.  Candidates try to paint each other as 

expanding the government by proposing spending increases, or as cutting too many 

programs by shrinking the budget.  Candidates from both parties try to walk a thin line of 

proposing helpful new programs while not wanting to sound overzealous by 

overspending, and campaign rhetoric is full of accusations of billions in new spending or 

billions in cuts.  All candidates like to lay claim to balancing the budget, but none likes to 

offer specific programs or benefits they would cut to do so.  Further, if public opinion 

does impact actual policies implemented in the United States as the above-mentioned 

papers imply, then finding variables that impact public opinion on spending could help to 

predict future budgetary policy direction.   

 The existing literature focuses on the effect of public opinion on government 

spending on particular programs: defense, child welfare, and welfare assistance to the 

poor.  The broader question of what variables impact public opinion on federal 

government spending as a whole are likely driven by some factors similar to those found 

in the Henderson paper on child welfare spending (such as political self-identification), 

but also on factors that affect the economy as a whole.  Unlike government spending on 

particular programs, poll questions regarding overall government spending levels forces 

the respondent to consider an issue like the deficit; one could always justify increasing 

spending on child welfare, for example, by cutting spending on some other program, but 

no such justification can be made with overall government spending.  The data used in 
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this thesis will also allow for changes in public opinion on spending over good economic 

times and bad since the data set is a cumulative set of polls taken from 1982-2004.  This 

thesis will investigate, in particular, the impact of variables such as the deficit, the 

unemployment rate, and GDP growth rate on public opinion on spending.  Discovering 

what makes people want more or less spending could be of significant importance both 

for predicting voting behavior, and for predicting eventual budgetary policy direction.  

But while the broader federal government spending question frequently emerges in 

political battles, so too does spending on particular issues.  In addition to defense, child 

welfare, and welfare for the poor as noted in the Higgs, Soroka & Wlezien, Henderson et 

al., and Hayden Foster papers, candidates frequently spar over spending on programs like 

welfare, social security, and the environment.  Does public opinion regarding federal 

spending on these issues mirror opinion on overall spending?  Or do other variables, like 

respondent age, gender, or income, play a larger role on these issues than do 

environmental conditions?  This thesis will also investigate the effect of variables such as 

the deficit, the unemployment rate, and GDP growth rate on public opinion on spending 

on these issues, while noting whether these or other variables have a greater impact. 

Theoretical Framework 

 How is public opinion related to public policy?  In the United States, the 

correlation could come from two particular directions.  As a representative democracy, 

citizens elect the candidates who they believe will best represent their views, either in the 

legislature or the executive branch.  Because candidates for public office know that they 

must gain the support of the public that will elect them, they must determine what the 

public’s position is policies they could impact in office.  In all likelihood, the candidate 

whose platform most closely mirrors the public opinion of the voters will be elected. 
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 Public opinion also plays a role in policy once candidates become elected 

officials.  Public opinion polls, in addition to constituent letters, public hearings, and 

protests or demonstrations, keep politicians attuned to what citizens think about policy.  

And because those citizens vote, and because elected officials have to run for reelection, 

public opinion does in turn influence policy decisions.  As noted above, the Page & 

Shapiro paper found that shifts in public opinion led to congruent shifts in public policy 

in the United States in 66% of the cases studied by the authors.  Although policy, and 

budget policy in particular, is formulated by both the legislative and executive branches, 

public opinion still has an impact on how policy is developed.  The Higgs and Kildruff 

paper found that public opinion was in fact a powerful predictor of defense spending.  

Public opinion and public policy are closely linked. 

 The question, then, is what variables in particular impact public opinion on 

spending.  Are opinions on spending better estimated by a voter’s age, education, or 

income?  Or do more fluid factors, such as deficit or economic condition have greater 

predictive power?  This thesis intends to investigate these questions.  

 Prior to running actual regressions, it is important to note both why various 

independent variables are included and what possible impact each might have on the 

dependent variable, which is public opinion on federal government spending.  Regarding 

the variables of interest, the hypothesis is that GDP growth would be negatively 

correlated with opinion on spending; unemployment rate would be positively correlated 

with opinion on spending; and budget deficit would be negatively correlated with opinion 

on spending.  While none of the studies have included these variables in their regressions, 

the logic behind these predictions is that as the economy grows, the average person 

would be better off and thus less likely to require government services; conversely, if the 

economy is shrinking, people may favor more government spending on services to aid 
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those affected by the downturn.  As unemployment rises, people would tend to want more 

government spending on services to aid those affected by layoffs.  Finally, as the budget 

deficit increases, people want less government spending to help balance the budget. 

 Regarding the other independent variables, the age variable was not included in 

other studies on government spending but is included here precisely because it is 

unknown what the effect of this variable will be.  On the one hand, as people get older 

they may want less spending on programs for education or welfare for mothers as they 

are no longer raising children themselves; at the same time, however, older people tend to 

favor increased spending on entitlements like Social Security and Medicare. 

 Both the Henderson and Hayden Foster studies included variables on income and 

on race in determining the factors that impact public opinion on spending for particular 

programs, namely child welfare spending and welfare programs for the poor.  Income 

tended to be negatively correlated with opinion on spending, and respondents identified 

as minorities tended to be correlated positively with opinion on spending.  It is interesting 

to note that while minorities tend to be less well off than non-minorities, the race variable 

was significant and positive in both studies even when controlling for income.  

Unfortunately, the race variable was not included in the final regressions for this paper 

due to data limitations; a more complete explanation is provided below under ‘regression 

results’ and ‘limitations of study.’ 

 The gender variable is included in the Foster study and was found to be positively 

correlated with opinion on spending, although it was not found to be significant.  As with 

the race variable, the age variable was not included in the final regressions for this paper 

due to data limitations; a more complete explanation is provided below under ‘regression 

results’ and ‘limitations of study.’ 
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 Education, like age, is not included in either the Henderson or Foster studies and 

is also included here because it is difficult to predict what the correlation (if any) there 

would be with opinion on spending.  While better educated people may be more likely to 

have a well-informed opinion on government spending issues, it is hard to say in what 

way this would impact their opinion. 

 The liberal/conservative variable is included because both the Henderson and 

Foster survey found that more conservative respondents tended to want less government 

spending on a particular program, while liberal respondents tended to prefer more 

spending.  These trends will likely hold true regarding opinion on overall federal 

government spending. 

Empirical Framework 

 The data set used in this thesis is taken primarily from the American National 

Election Studies’ Cumulative Data File, which is a compilation of public opinion surveys 

taken biennially from 1948-2004.  Data for the variables of interest was not included in 

the ANES file.  Data on GDP was taken from historic GDP tables from the Bureau of 

Economic Analysis; data on the unemployment rate was taken from historic labor and 

employment tables from the Bureau of Labor Statistics; and data on the deficit was taken 

from historic budget tables from the Office of Management and Budget. 

 The basic regression (OLS) that will be run is: 

Opinion on spending = B0 + B1deficit + B2GDP growth rate + B3unemployment rate + 
B4respondent age + B5respondent education + B6family income + 
B7liberal/conservative + u 
 
 As coded by the ANES data file, the dependent variable, opinion on spending, is 

measured on a 1 to 7 scale, with respondents choosing their preference for federal 

government spending.  Responses are: 1=Government should provide many fewer 
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services, cut spending a lot…7=government should provide many more services, increase 

spending a lot; 9=Don't known/haven't thought about it. 

As noted in the theoretical framework, the primary independent variables of 

interest are deficit, GDP growth rate, and unemployment rate; it should be noted that 

because the surveys were not all administered in the same month, the data for each of 

these variables represents the annual rate (instead of quarterly or monthly data).  While 

the signs are not particularly difficult to predict, the magnitude of the variables are not as 

easy to hypothesize.  It would seem likely that the magnitude of the deficit coefficient 

would very depending on how large the deficit was and how much the media covered the 

deficit in a given year.  It is very difficult to say what the magnitude of GDP growth or 

the unemployment rate would be. 

 Regarding those variables whose sign alone is unclear, it would be impossible to 

predict the magnitude of an effect with an unclear direction.  The education and age 

variables would fit into this category.  For the age variable, respondents self-identified 

their age, with the number representing how many years old the respondent is; responses 

of 99 = 99 years and above.  For the education variable, respondents chose among: 

1=grade school, 2=high school, 3=some college, 4=college graduate or holds an 

advanced degree.   

 The two variables that could be of a fairly large magnitude include income and 

liberal/conservative.  The income variable was negative, large in magnitude, and 

statistically significant in the Henderson and Foster studies and there is no reason to 

believe this would not be the case regarding overall federal spending.  The 

liberal/conservative coefficient variable was not particularly large in magnitude in the 

Foster study, though it was large in the Henderson study.  Because increasing or 

decreasing spending on government services tends to be a major litmus test regarding 
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one’s political self identification (i.e. Democrats or liberals want to spend more overall, 

Republicans or conservatives want to spend less), the magnitude of this variable would 

likely be fairly large. 

 In the ANES database, the family income variable responses were converted into 

percentiles to account for inflation over the years the survey was taken.  Respondents 

were categorized as 1=0 to 16 percentile, 2=17 to 33 percentile, 3=34 to 67 percentile, 

4=68 to 95 percentile, 5=96 to 100 percentile.  The liberal/conservative variable, like the 

opinion spending variable, was constructed on 1 to 7 scale, with respondents choosing 

their how liberal or conservative they judge themselves to be.  Responses were coded as: 

1=extremely liberal…7=extremely conservative; 9=Don't know/haven't thought about it. 

 The second basic regression of this thesis, which will see how strong the 

correlation is between opinion on spending and actual voting behavior, presents an issue 

or circularity.  The regression is:  

Party of presidential candidate voted for = B0 + B1opinion on spending + 
B3unemployment rate + B4respondent age + B5respondent education + B6family income 
+ B7liberal/conservative + u 
 
 For the party of presidential vote variable, respondents chose the party of the 

candidate whom they voted for in the most recent presidential election (respondents who 

did not vote were coded as missing).  Responses included: 1=Democrat, 2=Republican, 

3=Third party candidate. 

The circularity issue arises because while opinion on spending is the independent 

variable of interest in this equation, it was the dependent variable in the first regression, 

and that regression also included a respondent political self identifying variable 

liberal/conservative that might also be highly correlated with the dependent variable in 

this second regression, party of presidential candidate voted for.  This thesis will attempt 

to account for this issue, or at least explain the potential ramifications of it. 
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 Below is a list of summary statistics of the dependent and independent variables 

from the data set.  The variables of interest (GDP, Deficit, and Unemployment) are listed 

at the bottom of the table.  It is important to note that the dependent variable, opinion on 

federal spending, is measured on a seven-point scale (one being government should 

provide many fewer services, cut spending a lot; seven being government should provide 

many more services, increase spending a lot).  Because there are so many categories it 

could be difficult to interpret a variable with seven categorical responses.  It might be 

easier instead to transform the variable into one with fewer categories, or even to 

transform it into a binary variable.  If the dependent variable is a binary variable, then it 

may be appropriate to run an Logit or Probit model instead of an OLS.  The Liberal-

Conservative variable is also a measured on a seven-point scale (one being extremely 

liberal, seven being extremely conservative).  Like the opinion on spending variable, it 

could be difficult to interpret a variable with seven categorical responses and thus might 

be easier to transform the variable into one with fewer categories.  
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Table of Summary Statistics 

Variable 
Range 
(smallest - largest) Min-Max Mean 

Std. 
Dev. Variance Observ. Notes/Other 

Opinion on Spending 

6 1-7 4.88 2.29 5.26 19256 

1=Government should provide many 
fewer services, cut spending a 
lot…7=government should provide many 
more services, increase spending a lot; 
9=Don't know/haven't thought about it 

Age 
82 17-99 45.76 17.15 294.23 19256 99 = 99 and above 

Gender 
1 1-2 1.85 0.35 0.13 10509 1=male, 2=female 

Race 
3 1-4 1.12 0.62 0.39 9390 

1=white, 2=black, 3=Native American, 
4=Asian, 7=Other 

Education 

3 1-4 2.37 0.95 0.91 19256 
1=grade school, 2=high school, 3=some 
college, 4=college or adv. degree 

Family Income 

4 1-5 2.89 1.16 1.34 19256 

1=0 to 16 percentile, 2=17 to 33 
percentile, 3=34 to 67 percentile, 4=68 to 
95 percentile, 5=96 to 100 percentile 

Liberal-Conservative 

6 1-7 5.54 2.41 5.81 19256 

1=extremely liberal…7=extremely 
conservative; 9=Don't know/haven't 
thought about it 

Party of Presidential Vote 

2 1-3 1.57 0.56 0.31 17074 
1=Democrat, 2=Republican, 3=Third 
party candidate 

GDP 

7752.8 3933.2-11686 3589.61 2288.6 5237667 19256   
Surplus/Deficit 

648968 -412727 - 236241 -74328.36 176505 1923270915 19256   
Unemployment rate 

5.74 3.97-9.71 6.16 1.49 2.12 19256   
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Regression Results 

In Regression 1 (see Table 1), all of the variables are statistically significant.  The sign of 

each variable seems to make sense, with the exception of the unemployment coefficient.  

For the other two economic indicator variables, GDP growth rate is significant and 

negatively correlated with opinion on spending (as the economy grows faster, people tend 

to want less spending on government services).  While the coefficient appears to have a 

large magnitude, in practical terms it is fairly small because increasing the growth rate by 

one percentage point, from .07 to .08 for example, would only cause a decrease in the 

opinion on spending variable of .01636.  Since the categories of spending preferences are 

whole numbers, this means that while the GDP growth rate is statistically significant, it 

does not have a meaningful impact on opinion on spending.  The deficit variable is 

significant but is also far too small to be meaningful.  The unemployment variable of 

interest is statistically significant and meaningful in magnitude.  A one percentage point 

increase in the unemployment rate is correlated with a .102 decrease in the opinion on 

spending variable.  While not particularly large, it still means that several percentage 

point changes in the unemployment rate could be enough to shift respondents from one 

category to another.  The problem is that the negative coefficient seems counterintuitive – 

it would seem to imply that as unemployment rises, people want the government to spend 

less money.   

 In order to better understand the magnitude of the coefficients in Regression 1, 

Regressions 3 and 4 (see Table 3) use the same independent variables but split the 

dependent opinion on spending variable into a high spending dummy variable, where 1 

means that the respondent chose 5, 6, or 7 on the original variable (i.e. preferred higher 
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government spending) and where 0 means that the respondent chose 1, 2, 3, or 4 (i.e. 

preferred lower government spending).  Regression 3 uses a Linear Probability Model 

(and robust standard errors), and finds that the magnitudes of the economic indicator 

variables tend to be fairly small.  A one percentage point increase in GDP growth rate is 

correlated with a 0.0049 decrease in likelihood of a respondent supporting higher 

government spending.   A one percentage point increase in deficit is correlated with a 

1.24e^-7 decrease in likelihood of a respondent supporting higher government spending.  

A one percentage point increase in unemployment rate is correlated with 0.0273 decrease 

in likelihood of a respondent supporting higher government spending.  The probit results 

show similar findings: .0137 decrease in likelihood for GDP growth, 3.57e^7 decrease in 

likelihood for deficit, and .081 decrease in likelihood for unemployment rate.  In both 

cases, the unemployment rate coefficient shows the largest magnitude, but (as in 

Regression 1), the negative sign seems counterintuitive. 

The liberal/conservative variable is statistically significant and the negative sign 

makes sense, in that as people self-identify as more conservative they tend to want less 

government spending.  Other included variables, respondent age, education, and family 

income, are all statistically significant and indicate logical relationships with opinion on 

spending.  As noted in the Henderson and Hayden Foster papers, political self 

identification suggests that people identifying as conservative prefer less spending on 

government programs; these results confirm that conclusion.  More specifically, the 

Henderson paper found that the most important variables for determining public opinion 

on government spending on child care, both by statistical significance and by magnitude, 

was political self-identification (liberal versus conservative); the liberal-conservative 
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variable is also among the most statistically significant, and the largest by magnitude of 

the independent variables in this paper as well.  The Hayden Foster paper found that 

political self-identification was second only to race in the variables that impacted public 

opinion on welfare spending; the political self-identification variable was also statistically 

significant.  The Hayden Foster paper also found that as people have higher incomes, 

they tend to prefer less spending on welfare services; the income variable was statistically 

significant.  This paper also finds that higher incomes correlate with lower preferences 

for government spending on services.  The education variable seems logical, in that the 

better educated prefer less government spending.  The age variable, while significant, is 

incredibly small in magnitude and has no real impact on opinion on spending.  This result 

also seems logical, because while age likely has different effects for different age groups 

(for example, young people might want more spending on schools but less spending on 

Medicare; older people might want less spending on child care but more spending on 

Social Security); these different effects essentially cancel each other out, and so the 

coefficient on age is very small.  It should be noted that two additional variables that 

were originally going to be included in Regression 1 were instead left out: a gender 

variable was removed because the observations were overwhelmingly female; and a race 

variable, because the observations were overwhelmingly white, and thus not 

representative of the larger population.  It should also be noted, however, that removing 

these variables from Regression 1 did not change the size, magnitude, or significance of 

any of the other variables.   

In Regression 2 (see Table 2), the opinion on spending variable is significant and 

negative, which also makes sense – people who prefer more government spending tend to 
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vote democrat.  It is also fairly large in magnitude, meaning that self identifying as 

preferring more spending really does significantly increase the likelihood of one voting 

democrat.  The liberal/conservative variable also makes sense – as people self-identify as 

more conservative, they are more likely to vote republican.  All of the other variables 

largely follow the signs and magnitudes from Regression 1, which makes sense (aside 

from the unemployment variable, again), since democrats tend to be associated with more 

government spending and republicans with less spending.  These results corroborate the 

results of Rhodebeck, who found that opinion on government spending has a moderate 

but statistically significant impact on respondent voter preferences (respondents 

preferring more spending tended to vote Democrat), this impact was smaller (about one-

third the size) than the political self-identification coefficient.  This paper shows the 

coefficient of the political self identification to be more than twice the size of the opinion 

on spending coefficient, and both variables are statistically significant. 

 Regression 5 (see Table 1) breaks out the income variable into high and low 

income groups (middle income left out to avoid multicolinearity) to see if there is a 

difference between the preferences of the groups.  Again, using the indicator variables 

does not change the sign of the unemployment variable (still negative) or the other 

variables.  As expected, the low income group has a strong preference for more 

government spending (this coefficient is also significant), while the high income group is 

negatively correlated to higher spending (this coefficient is also significant).  The 

magnitudes of the economic indicator variables and the age, education, and 

liberal/conservative variables remain very similar to the results of Regression 1.  The two 

largest coefficients by magnitude by far are the low income group and the 
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liberal/conservative variable, though exact meaning of the magnitude is difficult to 

interpret owing to the seven point scale nature of the dependent variable (opinion on 

spending). 

Regression 6 (see Table 1) breaks out the education variable into high and low 

education groups (middle education left out to avoid multicolinearity) to see if there is a 

difference between the preferences of the groups.  Using the indicator variables does not 

change the sign of the unemployment variable (still negative) or any of the other 

variables.  As expected, the low education group has a strong preference for more 

government spending (this coefficient is significant), while the high income group is 

negatively correlated to higher spending (this coefficient is also significant). 

 Regression 7 (see Table 1) introduces a new variable interacting the low income 

indicator and unemployment.  The interaction attempts to describe what additional effect 

the unemployment rate has on people with low incomes; if the coefficient was positive 

and significant, this might indicate that higher unemployment rates logically correlate 

with higher preferences for spending among the poor.  In fact, the interaction term is 

negative (but not significant).  Using this interaction also does not change the sign of the 

unemployment variable (still negative) or the liberal/conservative variable (still negative). 

 Regression 8 (see Table 1) introduces a new variable interacting the low 

education indicator and unemployment.  The interaction attempts to describe what 

additional effect the unemployment rate has on people with less education; again, if the 

coefficient was positive and significant, this might indicate that higher unemployment 

rates logically correlate with higher preferences for spending among the less educated.  

The interaction term is positive, but not significant.  Using this interaction also does not 
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change the sign of the unemployment variable (still negative) or the liberal/conservative 

variable (still negative). 

 Regression 9 (see Table 1) is a simple regression of the effect of the 

unemployment rate on opinion on spending, meant to see if the other variables were 

influencing the sign of the coefficient (i.e. making it negative, when logically it should be 

positive).  This simple regression maintains the results of the more inclusive regressions, 

meaning that the coefficient on unemployment is still negative and significant.   

 Regression 10 (see Table 4) is a simple regression of the effect of GDP growth on 

unemployment.  The coefficient is positive (implying that as growth accelerates, 

unemployment rises), but it should be noted that the R^2 for this regression is 0.0066, 

meaning that very little of the variation in unemployment can be explained by GDP 

growth.  Regression 8 also attempted to examine the unemployment variable by 

uncovering some underlying relationship between unemployment and the economic 

indicator GDP growth, but the regression is logical in its sign but suggests a minimal 

relationship.   

 Regression 11 (see Table 4) is a simple regression of the effect of the deficit on 

unemployment.  This coefficient is negative but incredibly small, implying that there is 

very little meaningful correlation between the two variables.  Regression 9 also attempted 

to examine the unemployment variable by uncovering some underlying relationship 

between unemployment and the other economic indicator, deficit, but the regression does 

not suggest much of a relationship at all. 

 Regression 12 (see Table 5) uses the exact same variables as Regression 1, but is 

taken from a data set that only includes observations from the years 1982-1992.  This 
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regression is meant as a test of the robustness of the original results; if the results from 

Regression 10 are similar to those of Regression 1, it is less likely that some errors in the 

data influenced the results.  Breaking up the data set into two different decades could also 

expose whether some fundamental changes occurred regarding opinion on spending 

between these two time periods.  For example, the Reagan era may have engendered a 

change in attitudes that promoted smaller government, and hence less government 

spending.  Regression 12 in fact shows very similar signs, magnitudes, and statistical 

significance for both the economic indicator variables of interest and the other control 

variables.  While this robustness check does strengthen the correctness of the original 

results, it does not help to explain the negative sign of the unemployment variable. 

 Regression 13 (see Table 5) again uses the exact same variables as Regression 1, 

but is taken from a data set that only includes observations from the years 1994-2004.  

This regression is also meant as a test of the robustness of the original results; if the 

results from Regression 13 are similar to those of Regression 1, it is less likely that some 

errors in the data influenced the results.  Regression 13 in fact shows very similar signs, 

magnitudes, and statistical significance for both the economic indicator variables of 

interest and the other control variables, with one exception.  The GDP growth variable is 

positive instead of negative, but its coefficient is again very small and it is in fact 

statistically insignificant, so this sign change doesn’t seem like a major concern.  While 

this robustness check does strengthen the correctness of the original results, it again does 

not help to explain the negative sign of the unemployment variable. 

 Regression 14  (see Table 5) is another robustness check that lags the GDP 

growth, deficit, and unemployment rate variables by two years to see if the impact of a 
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change in economic conditions was perhaps not really felt by the respondent (and thus 

reflected in his or her survey question responses) until a year later.  For example, while 

increased consumer spending might cause GDP growth to increase, it could be some time 

before the effects trickle down to more or higher paying jobs for survey respondents.  The 

regression results show that the economic indicators for GDP growth and deficit are both 

very small in magnitude; most importantly, the unemployment rate coefficient is still 

negative, meaning that the lag does not change the seemingly illogical negative 

correlation between unemployment and opinion on spending.  The other independent 

variables are largely unchanged from the results of Regression 1. 
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Table 1: Effects of Economic Indicators on Public Opinion on Federal Government 
Spending 
 
Variable Regression 

1 
Regression 

5 
Regression 

6 
Regression 

7 
Regression 

8 
Regression 

9 
GDP growth -1.636+ 

(.863) 
-1.616+ 
(.863) 

-1.574+ 
(.863) 

-1.610+ 
(.863) 

-1.572+ 
(.863) 

- 

Deficit -3.13e-
07** 

(1.19e-07) 

-3.17e-
07** 

(1.19e-07) 

-3.17e-
07** 

(1.19e-07) 

-3.21e-
07** 

(1.19e-07) 

-3.20e-
07** 

(1.19e-07) 

- 

Unemployment -.102** 
(.011) 

-.103** 
(.011) 

-.101** 
(.011) 

-.096** 
(.013) 

-.103** 
(.011) 

-.095** 
(.009) 

Age -.008** 
(.001) 

-.009** 
(.001) 

-.008** 
(.001) 

-.009** 
(.001) 

-.008** 
(.001) 

- 

Education -.141** 
(.017) 

-.151** 
(.016) 

- -.151** 
(.016) 

- - 

Low Education - - .154* 
(.077) 

- -.232 
(.381) 

- 

Low Education * 
Unemployment 

- - - - .059 
(.057) 

- 

High 
Education 

- - -.227** 
(.031) 

- -.227** 
(.031) 

- 

Income -.171** 
(.013) 

- -.178** 
(.013) 

- -.178** 
(.013) 

- 

Low Income - .323** 
(.036) 

- .507** 
(.154) 

- - 

Low Income * 
Unemployment 

- - - -.029 
(.023) 

- - 

High Income - -.123** 
(.033) 

- -.123** 
(.033) 

- - 

Lib/Conserv -.355** 
(.010) 

-.356** 
(.010) 

-.354** 
(.013) 

-.356** 
(.033) 

-.354** 
(.010) 

- 

Constant 7.527** 
(.118) 

7.014** 
(.120) 

7.172** 
(.108) 

6.966** 
(.126) 

7.185** 
(.109) 

4.756** 
(.060) 

Observations 11515 11515 11515 11515 11515 16343 
Adjusted R^2 .140 .138 .138 .139 .139 .007 
The table reports effects with standard errors reported in brackets.   
Asteriks denote statistical significance:  + significant at 10%, * significant at 5%,             
** significant at 1%. 
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Table 2: Effect of Public Opinion on Federal Government Spending on Voter Preference 
 
Variable Regression 2 
Opinion on Spending -.077** 

(.006) 
GDP Growth -2.350** 

(.539) 
Deficit -8.04e-08 

(7.10e-08) 
Unemployment .026** 

(.010) 
Age -.003** 

(.001) 
Education -.023* 

(.010) 
Income .044** 

(.008) 
Liberal/conservative .149** 

(.006) 
Constant 1.297** 

(.085) 
Observations 4423 
Adjusted R^2 .230 
The table reports effects with standard errors reported in brackets.   
Asteriks denote statistical significance:  + significant at 10%, * significant at 5%,             
** significant at 1%. 
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Table 3: Effects of Economic Indicators on Binary Public Preference for High Federal 
Government Spending 
 
Variable Regression 3 

Linear Probability Model 
Regression 4 
Probit Model 

GDP Growth -.491+ 
(.265) 

-1.374+ 
(.791) 

Deficit -1.24e-07** 
(3.71e-08) 

-3.57e-07** 
(1.07e-07) 

Unemployment -.027** 
(.003) 

-.081** 
(.010) 

Age -.003** 
(.000) 

-.010** 
(.001) 

Education -.023** 
(.005) 

-.076** 
(.015) 

Income -.048** 
(.004) 

-.135** 
(.012) 

Liberal/conservative -.084** 
(.003) 

-.239** 
(.009) 

Constant 1.259** 
(.036) 

2.223** 
(.109) 

Observations 11515 11515 
Adjusted R^2 .097 .0781 
The table reports effects with standard errors reported in brackets.   
Asteriks denote statistical significance:  + significant at 10%, * significant at 5%,             
** significant at 1%. 
 
 
 
Table 4: Simple Regressions on the Effect of Other Economic Indicators on 
Unemployment Rate  
 
Variable Regression 10 Regression 11 
GDP Growth 5.987** 

(.646) 
- 

Deficit - -4.83e-06** 
(4.72e-08) 

Constant 5.803** 
(.040) 

5.492** 
(.011) 

Observations 21676 21676 
Adjusted R^2 .004 .327 
The table reports effects with standard errors reported in brackets.   
Asteriks denote statistical significance:  + significant at 10%, * significant at 5%,             
** significant at 1%. 

                                                 
1 Note that the R^2 for a probit model is actually a Pseudo R^2. 
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Table 5: Robustness Check of Effects of Economic Indicators on Public Opinion on 
Federal Government Spending  
 
Variable Regression 122 Regression 133 Regression 144 
GDP Growth -2.928** 

(.918) 
6.482 

(11.048) 
3.878** 
(.748) 

Deficit 7.46e-07* 
(3.36e-07) 

-1.35e-06** 
(2.71e-07) 

1.48e-06** 
(2.19e-07) 

Unemployment -.113** 
(.013) 

-.507** 
(.056) 

-.032* 
(.010) 

Age -.009** 
(.001) 

-.006** 
(.002) 

-.008** 
(.001) 

Education -.145** 
(.020) 

-.122** 
(.032) 

-.127** 
(.017) 

Income -.180** 
(.016) 

-.167** 
(.024) 

-.181** 
(.014) 

Liberal/conservative -.329** 
(.012) 

-.408** 
(.019) 

-.345** 
(.010) 

Constant 7.886** 
(.174) 

9.083** 
(.648) 

7.024** 
.124 

Observations 8246 3269 10760 
Adjusted R^2 .132 .180 .138 
The table reports effects with standard errors reported in brackets.   
Asteriks denote statistical significance:  + significant at 10%, * significant at 5%,             
** significant at 1%.

                                                 
2 Regression 12 uses data only from 1982-1992; see ‘Results’ section for full explanation. 
3 Regression 13 uses data only from 1994-2004; see ‘Results’ section for full explanation. 
4 GDP growth, deficit, and unemployment variables for Regression 14 involve data lagged by 2 years; see 
above ‘Results’ section for full explanation. 
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Novel Findings 
 
As noted above, most of the regression results seem to align logically both with previous 

literature on the subject and with logical intuition about the effects of the variables on 

opinion on spending.  Respondents who self-identify as politically conservative prefer 

less government spending in the Henderson and Hayden Foster papers, as they do in this 

paper.  Both this paper and the Henderson paper found that the most important variables 

for determining public opinion on government spending, both by statistical significance 

and by magnitude, was political self-identification (liberal versus conservative).  The 

Hayden Foster paper also found that political self-identification was second only to race 

in the variables that impacted public opinion on welfare spending.  Both this paper and 

the Hayden Foster paper further determined that as people have higher incomes, they tend 

to prefer less spending on government services.  Opinion on spending has a statistically 

significant impact on respondents’ voting preferences (though not as large an impact as 

political self-identification) in both the Rhodebeck paper and in this paper.  The primary 

differences in the results of the earlier literature and the results of this paper are that the 

earlier papers looked at opinions on spending regarding specific government programs 

(namely child care and welfare); and the earlier papers did not use economic indicator 

variables.  Regarding Regression 2, the Rhodebeck paper focused on congressional 

voting preferences, while this paper focused on presidential voting. 

 Two additional results also stand out.  First, the economic indicator variables for 

GDP growth rate and for deficit are statistically significant and logically signed, but are 

practically very small in magnitude.  While this outwardly suggests that these economic 

indicators have little impact on one’s opinion on spending, another possible explanation 
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is that because the data is limited to some twenty years of biennial surveys, there is not 

enough variation in either GDP growth rate or deficit to allow them to have a large 

impact on opinion on spending. 

 Second, the unemployment rate indicator is not logically signed in any of the 

regressions.  Regardless of whether dummy variables were used, interaction terms were 

included, a simple regression not including any other variables was used, or whether the 

data set was broken down into two separate time periods, unemployment was still 

negatively correlated with opinion on spending in the results.  This is difficult to explain, 

as it would seem much more logical if rising unemployment was correlated (positively) 

with a preference for more government spending on services.  The limited variation in the 

variable could factor into why the coefficient is unusual: firstly, there are a limited 

number of years of data being used, and since there is only one unemployment rate to be 

used for all observations in a given year, there is a very limited number of different rates 

in the data set; secondly, the unemployment rate itself does not change much year-to-

year, and as a result the rates only move between a low of 3.97 in 2000 to a high of 9.71 

in 1982.  Still, the negative correlation is perplexing. 

Implications for Public Policy 

The implications for public policy would have been somewhat clearer had the economic 

indicator variables had a larger impact on public opinion on federal government 

spending.  For example, had the size of the deficit been a more significant factor behind 

public opinion on spending, then citizens may have chosen to vote for a politician that 

promised to reduce the deficit.  Further, if politicians knew that voters cared about the 

size of the deficit, then they may have pursued policies aimed at reducing the deficit 
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through cuts in government spending.  Still, although the size of the deficit and rate of 

GDP growth may have a relatively small impact on one’s opinion on federal government 

spending, officials and politicians should note that opinion on spending does matter to 

voters when they are heading to the polls, and therefore officials and politicians should be 

aware of public opinion on spending when formulating the budget if they want to stay in 

office or get elected. 

 Another important policy implication of the findings is that preferences on 

spending differ across demographic and socioeconomic groups.  This heterogeneity of 

preferences implies that policymakers who represent different segments of the population 

should pay particular attention to the composition of their respective constituencies; for 

example, a district with higher educated constituents likely favors lower overall 

government spending, while lower-educated constituents would instead tend to favor 

higher levels of spending. 

Limitations of Study 

While the regressions and conclusions of this paper have been checked for robustness and 

compared logically to earlier studies, several factors limit the completeness and 

thoroughness of the study.  For example, there are no other published studies that use 

economic indicator variables to measure the effect of variables like GDP growth, deficit, 

or unemployment on public opinion on government spending.  The lack of similar papers 

means that it is difficult to directly compare the effects of these variables (and 

unemployment rate in particular) to see if these results have been reproduced elsewhere. 

 The nature of the data set also placed some limitations on the scope of this paper.  

While the American National Election Studies cumulative data file includes results of 
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surveys dating back to 1948, the dependent variable (opinion on federal government 

spending on services) was only included in surveys dating from 1982-2004.  All data 

collected before 1982, therefore, was not included in any of the regressions.  The limited 

number of years also meant that the economic indicator data would also have to be from a 

limited number of years.  Additionally, because it was unclear that the surveys were 

collected at a single, uniform date during the year, this study used annual data for each of 

the economic indicator variables, rather than (for example) quarterly data that might have 

come closer to gauging economic conditions at the specific time that the surveys were 

administered. 

One further limitation of the study, which was noted above, is that the regressions 

did not include a gender or a race variable because the data set did not provide good data 

for these categories.  The gender variable was removed because the observations were 

overwhelmingly female; and a race variable, because the observations were 

overwhelmingly white, and thus not representative of the larger population.  These two 

variables also had numerous missing observations for several years in the survey data.  It 

should be noted, however, that removing these variables from Regression 1 did not 

change the size, magnitude, or significance of any of the other variables.   

One last limitation of the study is that it has not examined individual components 

to the overall opinion on spending picture.  For example, it is possible that even though 

unemployment is not highly correlated with opinion on spending in general, it might be 

correlated with opinion on unemployment assistance spending.  Breaking down the 

overall opinion on spending variable to several variables capturing opinion on spending 

in particular programs could better explain the relationship of economic indicator 
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variables with public opinion on spending. 

Directions for Future Study 

Given the time restrictions in producing this thesis, there are several additional items that 

could have been investigated to improve the robustness of this paper.  One possible 

course of action would be to further research when the ANES surveys were administered 

each year so as to use economic indicator data (like quarterly data) that matches up better 

with each survey.  While it is possible that this information does not exist, it could have 

allowed the economic indicators to more accurately reflect the conditions at the time the 

surveys were taken. 

 Somewhat related to the above paragraph, the robustness check involving lagging 

the GDP growth, deficit, and unemployment rate variables could be further developed by 

trying different lag times; for example six months or one year, to see if the impact of the 

change in economic conditions was perhaps not really felt by the respondent (and thus 

reflected in his or her survey question responses) until some time other than two years 

later, as the results of Regression 14 suggest. 

 Finally, it would be beneficial to further investigate the circularity issue that arises 

in Regression 2.  The circularity issue arises because while opinion on spending is the 

independent variable of interest in Regression 2, it is the dependent variable in 

Regression 1.  Additionally, both regressions included a respondent political self 

identifying variable (liberal/conservative) that is also highly correlated with the 

dependent variable in Regression 2, party of presidential candidate voted for.  Further 

studies could attempt to explain the significance of this circularity issue/possibility of 

reverse causality. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
 The histogram below shows the relative frequency of responses to the Opinion on 

Spending question by survey respondents.  The distribution appears fairly normal, with a 

slight skew in favor of government providing more services/increase spending a lot. 
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