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ABSTRACT 

 

Despite the prevalence of welfare policy in the Democratic and Republican Party’s 

platforms decade after decade, poverty endures. Therefore, while both parties continue to fight over 

policy, we ask instead if the conflict exists because of psychology. In our study, we sought to 

identify what affects individual’s perceptions of overcoming a hardship. In an online Qualtrics 

survey, respondents detailed a problem they faced in the past, ranked their perception of the 

problem and the help they received, and provided information on their political ideology and 

religious attendance. A total of 506 subjects took part in the study. For purposes of analysis, 

respondents were split into two groups: Group 1 consisted of 421 respondents who overcame the 

challenge they discussed and Group 2 consisted of 84 respondents who did not overcome the 

challenge they discussed. Results confirmed: 1) Self-efficacy was positively affected by the 

severity of the problem for those in Group 1 and self-efficacy was positively related to the amount 

of help received for those in Group 2; 2) The amount of help received had a negative effect on 

confidence in future performance for those in Group 1; 3) On average, respondents in Group 1 felt 

that someone else with the same problem would need more help than they themselves did; 4) 

Overcoming a problem had a positive effect on willingness to help others and for those in Group 

1, sense of accomplishment also had a positive effect on willingness to help others; 5) Those who 

identify as more liberal and those who attend church more frequently received more help and 

reported needing more help than those who are conservative and those who do not attend church 

as frequently. The disagreement on social safety nets is not just about writing effective policy, but 

is in fact influenced by the underlying values and psychology of different individuals. 

 

 

Introduction 

  

According to the US Department of Health and Human Services, there are currently 11.4 

million Americans receiving welfare benefits, 41.7 million Americans receiving food stamps, and 

10.2 million Americans receiving unemployment benefits.1 Government spending on welfare alone 

                                                           
1 "Welfare Statistics." Statistic Brain Research Institute. N.p., 13 Apr. 2015. Web.  
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totals $131.9 billion annually, however the poverty rate in the US has held steady between 11 and 

15 percent since 1970.2 The US system of social safety nets is essential to the lives of millions of 

Americans, yet is doing little to reduce poverty. 

Within our system of social safety nets, where does the problem lie? For the Democratic 

and Republican parties, the problem is the current policies and the other party. “We must make 

ending poverty a national priority,” reads the 2012 Democratic National Platform. Calling for an 

increase in the minimum wage and added tax credits for low-income families, the Democratic Party 

“reject[s] the Republican budget plan that would force us to destroy the safety net in order to help 

the wealthiest avoid doing their fair share.”3 The 2012 Republican Platform includes a section titled 

“Creating a Culture of Hope: Raising Families Beyond Poverty” in which the 1996 Republican-led 

welfare reforms are praised: “We took the belief of most Americans—that welfare should be a hand 

up, not a hand out—and made it law.” Continuing this trend, the Republican Platform called for 

further reforms, arguing “For the sake of low-income families as well as the taxpayers, the federal 

government’s entire system of public assistance should be reformed to ensure that it promotes 

work.”4 Despite the prevalence of welfare policy in both party’s platforms decade after decade, 

poverty endures. Therefore, while both parties continue to fight over policy, we ask instead if the 

problem lies in psychology. In our study, we sought to identify what affects individual’s 

perceptions of overcoming a hardship.   

First, we examined what affects self-efficacy. Unsurprisingly, we found that overcoming a 

problem positively impacted self-efficacy. However, for those who overcome their problem, we 

also found that the more severe the problem, the higher their self-efficacy. For those who did not 

overcome their problem, the more help they received, the higher the self-efficacy. Second, we 

examined what influences individuals’ confidence in their future performance. For those who 

overcame their problem, receiving help lowered their confidence that they could solve a future 

problem on their own. Third, we examined how respondents viewed their performance versus how 

they think someone else would fare in a similar problem. We found that of those who overcame 

their problem, respondents on average felt that another person would need more help than they 

would need. Fourth, we looked into what influences individuals’ willingness to help others. We 

found that overcoming a problem was a positive influence, and once overcome, sense of 

accomplishment was also a positive influence on individuals’ willingness to help others. Fifth, we 

examined if and how political ideology and religious attendance affect all of the variables we tested. 

We found that those who identify as more liberal and those who attend church more frequently 

received more help and reported needing more help than those who are conservative and those who 

do not attend church as frequently. Lastly, we discuss the implications of our findings on the social 

safety net debate.  

 

Methodology 

 

The study was conducted using a survey created in Qualtrics (Appendix 1). The survey 

included four parts. Part 1 asked respondents to “Imagine a time when you had a problem. For 

example, a time when your boss handed you a difficult assignment and you didn’t know what to 

do, a time when you were struggling to find a job, or a time you had a disagreement with a friend, 

to name a few possibilities.” Respondents were then asked to write about their problem, asked if 

                                                           
2 DeNavas-Walt, Carmen, and Bernadette Proctor. Income and Poverty in the United States 2013. Rep. no. 

P60-249. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce, 2014. Print. 
3 Moving America Forward 2012 Democratic National Platform. Rep. N.p.: n.p., 2012. Print. 
4 We Believe in America 2012 Republican Platform. Rep. N.p.: n.p., 2012. Print. 
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they overcame this difficulty (yes or no), asked how much help they received (on an 8 point scale), 

and asked how severe their situation was (on an 8 point scale). In Part 2, respondents were asked 

to rank, on a 7 point scale, their views about their problem including receiving help and thoughts 

on how someone else in the situation would have fared. Part 3 asked respondents about their 

political ideology, religious attendance, and extent they feel their political representative fight for 

them. Part 4 collected demographic information. 

 

Sample Composition 

 

The survey was distributed using Amazon Mechanical Turk and yielded 506 responses. 

For purposes of analysis, respondents were split into two groups: Group 1 consisted of 421 

respondents who overcame the challenge they discussed and Group 2 consisted of 84 respondents 

who did not overcome the challenge they discussed. 58.7 percent of respondents were male and 

40.7 percent were female, with 0.4 percent selecting the option “prefer not to say.” Respondents’ 

ages ranged from 18 to 67 with a mean of 32.05 and a standard deviation of 10.522.  

The problems discussed by respondents varied in type and circumstances. For example, 

responses included, “I was given a request for proposal about a topic that I knew nothing about and 

had 3 days to come up with a solution,” “My friend has a drug issue. I've been trying to help him 

but he refuses. He's in and out of the E.R. constantly,” “I got out of college in the middle of the 

recession and jobs had dried up. I went from high ambition to begging for low-level retail jobs. It 

took a lot out of my confidence and hope for the future,” and “I once had a problem figuring out 

how to tell one of my employees that they were not performing well. In general, I was a pretty good 

friend of theirs, but they were not performing well in that particular environment (tutoring). He was 

usually late, didn’t interact well with students, and had difficulty with the material.” 

 

Results and Implications 

 

Part 1: Problems 

 

 Respondents were split into two groups: Group 1 consisting of 421 respondents who 

overcame the challenge they discussed, and Group 2 consisting of 84 respondents who did not 

overcome the challenge they discussed. We found a significant difference between the level of help 

respondents in Group 1 received (mean = 4.22, SD = 2.31) and the level of help respondents in 

Group 2 received (mean = 2.96, SD = 2.00), t(498) = 4.596, P = 0.000, demonstrating that those 

who overcame their problem received more help than those who did not overcome their problem 

(Figure 1, Appendix 2). Further, we found a significant difference (Figure 1) in reported severity 

of problem, with respondents in Group 1 (mean = 5.11, SD = 1.79) reporting lower severity than 

respondents in Group 2 (mean = 5.94, SD = 1.68), t(503) = -3.891, P = 0.000. Respondents who 

did not overcome their problem reported that it was more severe (Figure 1, Appendix 2).   
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Figure 1 

 

 
 

 

Part 2: Perceptions of the problem 

 

In Part 2 of the survey, respondents were asked to rank on a 7 point scale how they felt 

about different aspects of their problem and how they thought others would fare in a similar 

situation.  

 

Sense of Accomplishment 

 

 “Self-efficacy is what an individual believes he or she can accomplish using his or her 

skills under certain circumstances.”5 The basic principle is that “individuals are more likely to 

engage in activities for which they have high self-efficacy and less likely to engage in those they 

do not.”6 For example, an unemployed individual with low self-efficacy about finding a job is less 

likely to search for a job than an unemployed individual with high self-efficacy about employment. 

To gauge their level of self-efficacy, individuals look to performance accomplishments.7 If they 

accomplish something or feel more accomplished about something, they will have a higher-self 

efficacy for that something and are more likely to engage in that activity. Continuing the example 

from above, an unemployed individual who had an easy time finding a job in the past would have 

higher self-efficacy than an individual who spent years looking for a job.  

                                                           
5 Lunenburg, Fred C. "Self-Efficacy in the Workplace." International Journal of Management, Business, 

and Administration 14.1 (2011): n. pag. Web.  
6 Lenz, Elizabeth R., and Lillie M. Shortridge-Baggett. Self Efficacy in Nursing: Research and 

Measurement Perspectives. New York: Springer Pub., 2002. Print. 
7 Bandura, Albert. "Self-efficacy: Toward a Unifying Theory of Behavioral Change." Psychological Review 

84.2 (1977): 191-215. Web.  
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The concept of self-efficacy is a recurring theme within the topic of social safety nets. If 

individuals gain higher self-efficacy about tasks that they currently rely on social safety nets to 

accomplish, they will be more likely to take on those tasks themselves and will no longer rely on 

the social safety net. Therefore, in our study, we wanted to see what factors affected levels of 

respondents’ self-efficacy. To accomplish this, we asked respondents to rank their sense of 

accomplishment about their problem. Unsurprisingly, respondents in Group 1 reported feeling a 

stronger sense of accomplishment about the situation they described (mean = 4.81, SD = 1.72) than 

respondents in Group 2 (mean = 2.00, SD = 1.32), t(497) = 14.00, P = 0.000, signaling that those 

who overcame their problem felt more accomplishment than those who did not (Figure 2, Appendix 

3). This evidence supports the self-efficacy theory – those who accomplish a task have higher self-

efficacy about the task.   

 

Figure 2 

 

 
 

To explore self-efficacy more deeply, we examined the effects of receiving help and effects 

of the severity of the problem on sense of accomplishment. We calculated the effects using a single 

regression analysis for both amount of help received and severity of the problem, within each group. 

Within Group 1, severity significantly predicted feelings of accomplishment, β = 0.202, t(1) = 

4.327, P = 0.000, while the amount of help received had no significant effect on accomplishment 

(Figure 3, Appendix 4). This indicates that those who overcame a more severe problem reported a 

higher sense of accomplishment and the amount of help received played no significant role in 

raising or lowering their sense of accomplishment.  
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Figure 3 

(y = 3.78 + 0.2*x) 

 

 
 

Interestingly, within Group 2, severity of the situation had no significant effect on feelings 

of accomplishment, while the amount of help received did have a significant effect on 

accomplishment, β = 0.194, t(1) = 2.721, P = 0.008 (Figure 4, Appendix 5). This indicates that for 

those who did not overcome their problem, the severity of the problem did not influence their sense 

of accomplishment. However, receiving more help increased their sense of accomplishment.  

 

Figure 4 

(y = 1.43 + 0.19*x) 
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 For those who overcome a problem, the more severe it is, the higher their self-efficacy. 

The amount of help received does not have an effect on self-efficacy. Meaning, helping someone 

overcome a problem will not lower their sense of accomplishment and their confidence. For 

example, taking unemployment benefits temporarily while searching for a job would not reduce an 

individual’s sense of accomplishment when they do find a job. For those who don’t overcome a 

problem, self-efficacy is not affected by the severity of that problem. However, receiving help 

positively affects self-efficacy. Taking unemployment benefits while searching for a job would 

increase self-efficacy even if the individual does not find a job. With higher self-efficacy, the 

individual would be more willing to continue the task of searching for a job.   

 

“I could solve it on my own” 

 

In a 2011 study, Dan Ariely and his team “set out to learn more about how and when we 

deceive ourselves into believing our own lies and whether there are ways to prevent ourselves from 

doing so.”8 Respondents were given an IQ test and split into two groups. Group 1 had no help while 

Group 2 was provided with an answer key at the bottom of their test and told “that the answer key 

was there so that they could score how well they did on the test and also to help them estimate in 

general how good they were at answering these types of questions.”9 Unsurprisingly, those in Group 

2 who were given the answer key scored a few points higher than those in Group 1 who had no 

answer key; there was clear evidence that those in Group 2 cheated. What Ariely and his team 

sought to discover, however, was if this cheating was purposeful, or if it was self-deception. They 

found evidence of the latter.  

When Group 1 was asked how well they thought they would score on a second similar test, 

their average prediction was a 6.29 out of 10 questions while those in Group 2 predicted on average 

that they would score 7.73 out of 10 questions. Yet, when both groups were actually given a second 

test with no answer key, Group 1 had an average score of 4.86 and Group 2 of 5.18. Group 2 on 

average predicted they would score higher, yet performed statistically the same as Group 1 despite 

those in Group 2 knowing that they relied on the answer key in the first test to some extent in 

(Figure 5). “The predictions of how well [Group 2] would perform on the second phase of the test 

showed that participants not only used the answer key in the first phase to exaggerate their score, 

but had very quickly convinced themselves that they had truly earned that score.”10  

  

                                                           
8 Ariely, Dan. The (Honest) Truth about Dishonesty: How We Lie to Everyone—Especially Ourselves. New 

York: Harper Collins, 2012. Print. P. 145. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid, 148. 
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Figure 511 

 

 
 

We also explored self-deception in our study, but did so with a different focus. We asked 

the question: does receiving help with a problem influence how individuals predict they would 

perform when faced with a future similar problem? To answer this question, we first wanted to see 

if respondents received more or less help than they needed. In Group 1, amount of help needed 

significantly predicted amount of help received, β = 0.811, t(1) = 15.583, P = 0.000 (Figure 6, 

Appendix 6). In Group 2, amount of help needed had no significant effect on amount of help 

received (Appendix 7). Those who overcame their problem got about as much help as they needed.  

 

Figure 6 

 

 

                                                           
11 Chance, Z., M. I. Norton, F. Gino, and D. Ariely. "Colloquium Paper: Temporal View of the Costs and 

Benefits of Self-Deception." Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 108. Supplement_3 (2011): 

15655-5659. Web. 
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  Knowing that respondents in Group 1 received the right amount of help, we tested to see if 

the amount of help received had any effect on respondents’ predictions of their future behavior. We 

used a multiple regression analysis that included amount of help received and severity of the 

situation, to control for severity. In Group 1, we found that receiving more help had a significant 

negative effect on respondents’ perception of being able to solve a future similar problem on their 

own, β = -0.215, t(2) = -6.468, P = 0.000, while the severity of the problem had no significant 

effect, indicating that the difficulty of the problem was not influencing predictions of future 

performance (Figure 7, Appendix 8). In Group 2, we found that neither the amount of help received 

nor the severity of the situation had a significant effect on predictions of future behavior (Appendix 

9). 

 

Figure 7 

(y = 6.084 – 0.215*x) 

 

 
 

Although receiving help does not raise or lower self-efficacy for those who overcome a 

problem, receiving help leads individuals to believe that they would again need help if faced with 

a similar problem. In the context of social safety nets, giving someone financial assistance in a time 

of need would lead them to believe they would again need to rely on this financial assistance if they 

were in a similar situation of need in the future. For those who do not overcome a problem, 

receiving help leads to a higher sense of accomplishment and self-efficacy, yet does not change 

how much help they think they would need in a similar situation.  

Contrary to Ariely’s study, respondents in our study were not deceiving themselves. This 

could be due to the fact that the answer key in Ariely’s study was not explicitly meant to help 

respondents on their IQ test, whereas the help respondents in our study received for their problems 

was explicitly meant to help them. Individuals are attributing their success to the help they received, 

not themselves.  
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Reflecting on the Self versus Others 

 

 Research has shown that the way we view our own actions, successes, and failures is 

different from how we view the actions, successes, and failures of others. When we succeed, we 

often attribute the success to ourselves as individuals. If I work hard and succeed, my success is 

due to my hard work. When others succeed, however, we often attribute their success to 

circumstances. If she succeeded, it must be because she had help or she got lucky, not because of 

her hard work. As Thomas Gilovich, Emily Pronin, and Lee Ross wrote in their paper “Objectivity 

in the Eye of the Beholder: Divergent Perceptions of Bias in Self Versus Others”: 
 

In other words, we tend to treat our own introspections as something of a gold 

standard in assessing why we have responded in a particular manner and whether 

our judgments have been tainted by bias. By contrast, we treat the introspections 

of other actors as merely another source of plausible hypotheses—to be accepted 

or rejected as a function of their plausibility in light of what we know about the 

particular actor and about human behavior in general.12 
 

For purposes of our study, we wanted to see if respondents’ self-reflections differed from 

how they would view someone else in the same situation. To measure this, we asked respondents 

two questions 1) “In the situation you described, to what extent did you need help?” and 2) “If 

someone else were in the situation you described, to what extent do you think they would need 

help?”  Within Group 1, respondents indicated that someone else in a similar situation would need 

more help (mean = 5.06, SD = 1.48) than they felt they needed (mean = 4.68, SD = 1.73), t(418) = 

-4.498, P = 0.000 (Figure 8, Appendix 10). Within Group 2, there was no significant difference 

between the means of these rankings (Appendix 11).  

 

Figure 8 

 

 
 

Those who overcame their problem felt that others in a similar situation would need more 

help than they did. For those who did not overcome their problem, they felt that others would need 

approximately the same amount of help as they did. This tells us that individuals who have 

                                                           
12 Pronin, Emily, Thomas Gilovich, and Lee Ross. "Objectivity in the Eye of the Beholder: Divergent 

Perceptions of Bias in Self Versus Others." Psychological Review 111.3 (2004): 781-99. Web. 
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themselves used a social safety net to overcome a problem would likely be supportive of social 

safety nets as they would view others as needing the safety net more than they did.  

 

Willingness to Help Others 

 

 Although we found that those who have use a social safety net to overcome a problem are 

likely to support safety nets, it is safe to say that the majority of legislators making welfare policy 

haven’t experienced a great financial need and haven’t had to rely on a social safety net themselves.  

Therefore, we wanted to see what factors affect an individual’s willingness to help others. 

When asked if they would be willing to help someone in a similar situation to the one they 

described, respondents in Group 1 reported a higher willingness to help (mean = 5.84, SD = 1.29) 

than respondents in Group 2 (mean = 5.43, SD = 1.61), t(503) = 2.582, P = 0.010. Those who 

overcame their problem were more willing to help than those who did not overcome their problem 

(Figure 9, Appendix 12). A politician or voter who overcame a hardship in their life would be more 

likely to support government programs that worked to help those in a situation similar to the one 

they overcame. They need not have relied on a help or a social safety net for their willingness to 

help others to increase.  

 

Figure 9 

 

 
 

 Further, within Group 1, we found that sense of accomplishment has a weak positive 

relationship with willingness to help others, β = 0.171, t(1) = 4.8, P = 0.000 (Figure 10, Appendix 

13). This relationship was not present in Group 2 (Appendix 14). Overcoming a problem and having 

a higher sense of accomplishment increases willingness to help even further. A politician or voter 

who overcame a hardship and felt a higher sense of accomplishment about it would be even more 

likely to support programs that help those in situations similar to the one they overcame. 

Interestingly, political ideology and religious attendance had no significant relationship with 

willingness to help.   
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Figure 10 

(y = 5.02 + 0.171*x) 

 

 
 

Part 3: Political Ideology and Religious Attendance 

 

 “According to experts who study political leanings, liberals and conservatives do not just 

see things differently. They are different – in their personalities and even their unconscious 

reactions to the world around them.”13 For example, “Psychologists have found that conservatives 

are fundamentally more anxious than liberal, which may be why they typically desire stability, 

structure, and clear answers to complicated questions.”14 In terms of values and ideas that shape 

welfare policy, Jonathan Haidt made some interesting discoveries: 
 

In The Righteous Mind, Haidt identifies several areas of morality. Liberals, he says, 

tend to value two of them: caring for people who are vulnerable, and fairness, 

which for liberals tends to mean sharing resources equally. Conservatives care 

about those things too, but for them, fairness means proportionality – that people 

should get what they deserve based on the amount of effort they have put in.15 
 

 Religious attendance also acts as an indicator of different values that individuals may hold. 

When discussing those who are unaffiliated with a church or religion, Pew Research Center claims: 
 

Compared with other adults in the general public, the unaffiliated are less likely to 

say that belonging to a community of people who share their beliefs and values is 

very important to them. And their views of churches and other religious 

organizations are decidedly mixed. A majority agree that religious organizations 

strengthen community bonds and play an important role in helping the poor and 

                                                           
13 Laber-Warren, Emily. "Unconscious Reactions Separate Liberals and Conservatives." Scientific 

American 2 Aug. 2012: n. pag. Web. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
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needy. But most also say that religious organizations are too concerned with money 

and power, too focused on rules and too involved in politics. The unaffiliated also 

are more skeptical than others in the general public of the idea that churches and 

other houses of worship contribute to solving important social problems, and the 

notion that religious organizations protect and strengthen morality in society.16 
 

We wanted to examine how political ideology and religious attendance might change how 

respondents view having a problem, getting help, and helping others with a similar problem.  

Respondents were asked to rank their political ideology on a 5 point scale, with 1 being strong 

conservative, 2 being weak conservative, 3 being independent, 4 being weak liberal, and 5 being 

liberal. Overall, 4.7 percent of respondents indicated they were strong conservative, 11.9 percent 

of respondents indicated they were weak conservative, 29.4 percent of respondents indicated they 

were independent, 30.8 percent of respondents indicated they were weak liberal, and 22.7 percent 

of respondents indicated they were strong liberal (Figure 11). 

 

Figure 11 

 

 
 

Political ideology was significantly and negatively correlated with religious attendance, 

r(503) = -0.335, P = 0.000, indicating that those who attend religious services more frequently 

identify as more conservative (Figure 12, Appendix 15).   

  

                                                           
16 "Religion and the Unaffiliated." Pew Research Centers Religion Public Life Project. N.p., 08 Oct. 2012. 

Web. 08 May 2015. 
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Figure 12 

 

 
 

Next, we tested to see if political ideology and religious attendance affected any other 

variable. Within Group 1, using a multiple regression analysis, both political ideology, β = 0.244, 

t(2) = 2.310, P = 0.021, and religious attendance, β = 0.152, t(2) = 2.044, P = 0.042 had a significant 

positive effect on how much help respondents received (Appendix 16). Within Group 1, those who 

identify as more liberal and those who attend religious services more frequently received more 

help. Those who are both more liberal and attend religious services more frequently received even 

more help with their problem. Within Group 2, however, neither political ideology nor religious 

attendance had any significant effect (Appendix 17).  

According to Pew Research Center, “Liberals and conservatives disagree over where they 

want to live, the kind of people they want to live around and even whom they would welcome into 

their families….People on the right and left also are more likely to say it is important to them to 

live in a place where most people share their political views, though again, that desire is more 

widespread on the right (50%) than on the left (35%).”17 Today, it is likely that someone who 

identifies as liberal is associated with and surrounded by other liberals.  

As stated earlier, those who are more liberal value sharing resources equally rather than 

proportionally, as those who are conservative do. Our results support this claim. Those who are 

more liberal and more likely associated with other liberals received more help than those who 

identified as conservative. Those who identify as more liberal are more likely to give and receive 

help. Based on the Democratic and Republic Party platforms mentioned earlier, liberals are more 

supportive of social safety nets and the fact that liberals are more likely to give and receive help 

explains why.   

The effects of religious attendance could be explained by the qualities of religious 

communities and values that religious communities instill. Religious communities often focus on 

helping the needy and create a group of individuals who are eager to support one another and others. 

Those who attend church more frequently might have gotten more help because of the community 

they are involved in. 

                                                           
17 "Political Polarization in the American Public." Pew Research Center for the People and the Press. N.p., 

11 June 2014. Web. 08 May 2015. 

3.33
3.15

2.2
1.85

1.51

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strong

Conservative

Weak

Conservative

Independent Weak Liberal Strong Liberal

R
el

ig
io

u
s 

A
tt

en
d

a
n

ce

Political Ideology and Religious Attendance



15 

 

Further, within Group 1, using a multiple regression analysis, political ideology, β = 0.215, 

t(2) = 2.729, P = 0.007, and religious attendance, β = 0.172, t(2) = 3.113, P = 0.002, both had a 

significant positive effect on how much help respondents felt they needed when reflecting on their 

problem (Appendix 18). This means that those who attend religious services more frequently and 

those who are more liberal in political ideology ranked that they needed more help. Within Group 

2 there was no significant effect (Appendix 19). Those who are more liberal, reported needing more 

help than those who are conservative. Liberals are more supportive of social safety nets, but this 

finding tells us that liberals are also more willing to accept help and thus more willing to use social 

safety nets when needed than conservatives. 

My grandmother refused to take her social security checks for years claiming that she 

didn’t need the money, even though she had no other source of income. A colleague told me the 

other day that he didn’t take his government pension because he didn’t need the money, as he had 

retired from government but now had a different job. Both my grandmother and my colleague are 

very conservative. Our results indicate that there is a difference in the values of conservatives and 

liberals when it comes to needing help and giving help, two ideas that play a large role in how we 

think about social safety nets and welfare policies.  

 

Conclusions 

 

 Helping those who are struggling has a positive effect on what individuals believe they can 

accomplish and thus, social safety nets have a positive effect on individuals’ self-efficacy. For those 

who overcame their problem, receiving help did not reduce their self-efficacy. For those who did 

not overcome their problem, receiving help actually increased their self-efficacy. Yet, there is a 

fine line between helping someone and increasing their confidence, and giving someone too much 

help and reducing their confidence. We found that the more help someone received, the more they 

predicted they would need help again in the future. Social safety nets should exist, but they should 

not give more than what people actually need.  

 Individuals view their own performance differently from the performance of others. Those 

who overcame their problem predicted that someone else in a similar situation would need more 

help than they did. Those making policy must be aware of this fact, and attempt to overcome any 

biases they may have. Further, overcoming a problem and having a higher sense of accomplishment 

increased willingness to help others. Perhaps the best candidates to write our welfare policy are 

those who have overcome difficult problems themselves.  

 There are fundamental differences in the values of groups of people that change how we 

think about safety nets. Those who identify as liberal and those who attend church more frequently 

reported receiving and needing more help. Debate over the best plan of action will not be successful 

until those making policy can understand and accept that different people hold different values that 

shape their vision and goals for what welfare policy can accomplish. Understanding the psychology 

behind social safety nets can help us write better policy.  
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APPENDIX 

 

Appendix 1 – Survey 

Q1 Please take a moment to imagine a time when you had a problem. For example, a 

time when your boss handed you a difficult assignment and you didn't know what to do, a 

time when you were struggling to find a job, or a time you had a disagreement with a 

friend, to name a few possibilities.  

Q2 Tell us a little bit about this situation: 

Q3 Did you overcome the difficulty? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

Q4 How much help did you receive? (1-8) 

Q5 How severe was your situation? (1-8) 

Q6 I feel a strong sense of accomplishment about the situation I described (1-7) 

Q7 If presented with a similar problem again, I could solve it on my own (1-7) 

Q8 In the situation you described, to what extent did you need help? (1-7) 

Q9 I would be willing to help someone in a similar situation as the one I described (1-7) 

Q10 If someone else were in the situation you described, to what extent do you think they 

would need help? (1-7) 

Q11 How would you describe your political ideology? 

1- Strong Conservative 

2- Weak Conservative 

3- Independent 

4- Weak Liberal 

5- Strong Liberal 

Q12 How often do you attend religious services? 

 Once a week or more (1) 

 A few times a month (2) 

 Once a month (3) 

 A few times a year (4) 

 Once a year or less (5) 

 Never (6) 

Q13 To what extent do you feel that your political representatives fight for you? (1-7) 

Q14 What is your age? (Please enter numbers only) 
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Q15 What is your gender? 

 Male (1) 

 Female (2) 

 Prefer not to say (3) 

Q16 What is your annual household income? 

 $0-$29,999 (1) 

 $30,000-$49,999 (2) 

 $50,000-$69,999 (3) 

 $70,000-$99,999 (4) 

 $100,000-$149,999 (5) 

 $150,000-$299,999 (6) 

 $300,000+ (7) 

Q17 What is your race? 

 American Indian or Alaskan Native (1) 

 Asian or Pacific Islander (2) 

 Black/African American (3) 

 Hispanic/Latino (4) 

 White/Caucasian (5) 

 Other (6) 

Q18 What is your level of education? 

 Less than high school (1) 

 High school (2) 

 Some college, no degree (3) 

 Associate or technical degree (4) 

 Bachelor's degree (5) 

 Graduate degree/professional (6) 

 

Q19 At the top of the ladder are the people in the world who are the best off – they have 

the most money, the highest status, and are the most influential. At the bottom of the ladder 

are the people who are the worst off – they have the least money, the least prestige, and are 

the least influential in the world. The higher up you are on this ladder, the closer you are 

to people at the very top. The lower you are the closer you are to the people at the very 

bottom. Think about where you are on this ladder now. Where would you place yourself 

on this ladder now? (1-10) 
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Appendix 2 – Independent Samples T-Test 

 

 

Appendix 3 – Independent Sample T-Test 
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Appendix 4 – Single Regression: Help (Group 1) 
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Appendix 4 Cont. – Single Regression: Severity (Group 1) 
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Appendix 5 – Single Regression: Help (Group 2) 
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Appendix 5 Cont. – Single Regression: Severity (Group 2) 
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Appendix 6 – Regression (Group 1) 
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Appendix 7 – Regression (Group 2) 

   



25 

 

Appendix 8 – Regression (Group 1) 
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Appendix 9 – Regression (Group 2) 

 

  



27 

 

Appendix 10 – Group 1 (Self Reflect v. Other) 
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Appendix 11 – Group 2 (Self Reflect v. Other) 
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Appendix 12 – Comparing Means (Group 1 v. Group 2) 
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Appendix 13 – Regression (Group 1) 
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Appendix 14 – Correlation (Group 2) 
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Appendix 15 – Correlation (Political Ideology, Religious Attendance, Political Representatives) 
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Appendix 16 – Regression Group 1 (Political Ideology, Religious Attendance, Political 

Representatives) 
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Appendix 17 – Regression (Group 2) 
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Appendix 18 – Regression (Group 1) 
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Appendix 19 – Regression (Group 2) 

  

 


