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Even before the sharp downturn that began in 2007, many Americans were concerned about economic risks. Yet this widespread
public concern has not been matched by attention from political scientists regarding how citizens experience and understand the
economic risks they face or how those experiences and understandings shape their views of public policy. We develop here an argu-
ment about the role of personal economic experiences in the formation of policy attitudes that we validate using a distinctive opinion
survey of our own design, fielded not long after the onset of the Great Recession. The survey tracks citizens’ economic experiences,
expectations, and policy attitudes within multiple domains of risk (employment, medical care, family, and wealth arrangements).
These investigations show that economic insecurity systematically and substantially affects citizens’ attitudes toward government’s
role. Citizens’ economic worries largely track exposure to substantial economic shocks. Citizens’ policy attitudes in turn appear
highly responsive to economic worries, as well as to the experience of economic shocks—with worries and shocks creating greater
support for government policies that buffer the relevant economic risk. Attitudes seem most affected by temporally proximate shocks,
shocks befalling households that have weak private safety nets, and shocks occurring within the domain most relevant to the policy
in question, though attitudes are also (more weakly) correlated with shocks in other domains. The magnitude of these associations
rivals partisanship and ideology and almost always exceeds that for conventional measures of socio-economic status. Given the
long-term increase in economic insecurity and current sluggish recovery, understanding how insecurity shapes citizens’ policy atti-
tudes and political behavior should be a major concern of political science.

T
he ongoing slow recovery from the worst economic
downturn since the Great Depression has cast in
stark relief the economic insecurity of American

workers and their families. The numbing statistics on job
loss, depressed home prices, eroding health insurance, and
other economic dislocations speak not just to the health
of our economy, but also to the ability of our government
to achieve a key policy goal articulated by political leaders
since Franklin Roosevelt: to provide “economic security
and independence” in a modern economy.1

Students of public affairs have long recognized the cru-
cial importance of economic security. From work on such
diverse “isms” as socialism, populism, nativism, and fas-
cism to scholarship on the wellsprings of the welfare state,
popular concerns about economic security have been linked
to a wide range of critical outcomes,2 particularly concern-
ing redistribution and social insurance.3 In the study of
American politics, the economic basis of political behavior
has represented an abiding concern.4 A half-century of
scholarship has documented robust and persisting patterns
of class bias in participation,5 income stratification in par-
tisan identification and liberal-conservative ideology,6 and
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strong links between general assessments of the economy
and vote choice.7

And yet, even in the wake of the Great Recession, we
know strikingly little about how the experience of major
economic dislocations and worries about them affect Amer-
icans’ attitudes toward the economy and politics. This
reflects a deeper blind spot in contemporary behavioral
scholarship: despite much work on the economic roots of
political attitudes, citizens’ dynamic economic experi-
ences have not been a major focus of American politics
research. On the one hand, leading work on citizens’ eco-
nomic perceptions does not place much emphasis on per-
sonal experience as a shaper of policy views, emphasizing
instead “symbolic attitudes” (ideology, partisanship, and
so on).8 On the other hand, relatively few sources of evi-
dence allow us to examine how various sources of eco-
nomic uncertainty and loss translate into politically relevant
attitudes. More than a quarter century ago, three distin-
guished scholars of American politics argued that the “frail
measurement of changing personal economic well-being”
posed a major barrier to a fuller understanding of how
economic experiences affected citizens’ views of politics
and policy.9 Today, the situation is little improved. Detailed
panel studies dominate research in many subfields of eco-
nomics, yet these studies contain few, if any, questions
assessing political or policy attitudes.10 Meanwhile, the
main surveys used in political science, including those
that track citizens over time, offer little information about
household economic dynamics.

Our ignorance in this regard is all the more disturbing
because rising insecurity is one of the most notable fea-
tures of the post-1970 American economy.11 Insecurity
did not suddenly appear during the Great Recession, and
it is certain to remain a powerful influence on our poli-
tics in the coming years. Over the last generation, the
implicit social contract of the mid-twentieth century—
based on longer-term employment, health and retire-
ment security through a combination of public and private
benefits, and broad unionization of the workforce—has
come undone. Many economic risks once borne collec-
tively through public programs or pooled private benefits
(such as traditional, defined-benefit pensions) have shifted
back toward workers and their families. As we will show,
worries about major economic risks—high health costs,
loss of health coverage, inadequate retirement income—
were already strikingly high before the 2007 recession.
And they have remained elevated even with the reces-
sion’s official end.

Moreover, growing insecurity has gone hand-in-hand
with growing inequality and related changes in American
political life, from greater elite polarization to the decreased
clout of labor unions and voluntary membership associa-
tions and the increased role of money in elections and
lawmaking.12 The result has been rising middle-class eco-
nomic strains and intensifying political battles over them.

Yet political science has had relatively little to say about
the roots or effects of these new realities.

We begin to fill this gap by developing an argument
about the role of personal economic experiences in the
formation of policy attitudes that we validate using a dis-
tinctive opinion survey of our own design, the Survey of
Economic Risk Perceptions and Insecurity (SERPI), fielded
not long after the onset of the Great Recession. As part of
research underway when the downturn hit, we had a unique
opportunity to examine Americans’ experiences and atti-
tudes during an 18-month interval from March 2008 to
September 2009. Embedded in the 2008–2009 Panel Sur-
vey of the American National Election Studies (ANES),
the SERPI affords an unparalleled picture—across two
interviews, the first of which contained extensive retro-
spective questions—of risk perceptions, economic experi-
ences and worries, protections against economic loss, and
attitudes toward existing and prospective economic poli-
cies. In combination, these features allow us to examine in
considerable depth how policy attitudes were affected by
the economic events that disrupted so many lives in 2008
and 2009.

What these investigations show is that economic inse-
curity shapes policy attitudes in systematic and significant
ways. Citizens’ economic worries largely track exposure to
substantial economic shocks. Citizens’ policy attitudes in
turn appear highly responsive to economic worries, as well
as to economic shocks—with worries and shocks creating
greater support for government policies that buffer the
relevant economic risk. Attitudes are more closely related
to shocks involving employment and health care (com-
pared with family and wealth), shocks that are more tem-
porally proximate, and shocks befalling households that
have weak private safety nets. These attitudinal effects are
frequently substantial, rivaling and at times exceeding the
magnitude of partisanship and ideology and almost always
exceeding the influence of conventional economic mea-
sures used in survey research. For instance, major disrup-
tions to employment—losing a job, having a family
member lose a job, or losing substantial time from work
due to illness or injury—are roughly equal predictors of
people’s views of the federal government’s responsibility to
secure employment as are partisanship and ideology. Sim-
ilarly, health care shocks like losing health insurance or
experiencing high out-of-pocket costs are powerful pre-
dictors of attitudes toward government spending on health
insurance, even though these attitudes were reported in
the midst of a highly ideological and partisan debate over
national health reform.

In sum, the SERPI provides not only a detailed new
picture of citizens’ dynamic economic experiences; it also
allows for a deeper understanding of the relationship among
economic shocks, worries about economic risks, and atti-
tudes toward government and social policies. Though much
existing research has cautioned against assuming that
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personal economic experiences shape policy attitudes, we
suggest that the proper response is better conceptualiza-
tion and measurement of dynamic economic events and
more careful theorizing about the link between economic
experiences and political behavior. With regard to concep-
tualization, we argue that economic worries (how con-
cerned people are about specific economic risks) provide
an important bridge between experience and attitudes.
We also stress what much scholarship has neglected: that
economic experiences are dynamic and multiple. The com-
bination and repetition of shocks shape attitudes in ways
that singular events may not. This can partially be repre-
sented in measures of households’ private safety nets, or
“buffers,” such as the amount of savings set aside for hard
times—a crucial aspect of households’ economic circum-
stances that is in part a running tally of past economic
events, in part a measure of current circumstances, and in
part a reflection of future expectations.

Above all, we argue that how insecurity shapes citizens’
political behavior should be a much greater concern of
political science than it is now. Given the long-term increase
in economic insecurity and the ongoing sluggish recovery,
the economic ups and downs charted by the SERPI have
become an increasingly central aspect of American polit-
ical life—and need to be incorporated into our under-
standing of American political behavior.

We begin to make this case in the next section by dis-
cussing the motivation and design of the survey. We then
present our main findings regarding Americans’ experi-
ences in 2008–2009 and how they differed across major
lines of cleavage in American society. Finally, we move
from experiences to attitudes, and show that in some
domains of risk, personal economic experiences power-
fully shape both citizens’ economic worries and their views
of public policy.

The Survey of Economic Risk
Perceptions and Insecurity (SERPI)
Our exploration of the impact of economic insecurity on
policy attitudes is predicated on a relatively simple con-
ceptual model, albeit one that incorporates several key
attributes absent from past analyses. Following a substan-
tial body of past research, we define economic insecurity
as the psychologically mediated experience of inadequate
protection against hardship-causing economic risks.13 We
presume that households see themselves as insecure when
perceived risks exceed their expected capacity to adjust to
or otherwise buffer those risks in ways that do not cause
hardship. Households that see themselves as relatively inse-
cure, we further presume, will be more supportive of an
expansive role for redistributive or risk-buffering public
policies.14

Though simple, our conceptual framework departs from
past treatments of the political impact of economic inse-
curity in three respects. First, in contrast to the conven-

tional wisdom that personal economic experience has
limited relationship to policy attitudes, we argue that eco-
nomic shocks have the potential to powerfully influence
support for policies designed to reduce economic insecu-
rity. Major economic dislocations not only can create eco-
nomic hardship that translates into immediate support
for greater government action; they may also teach semi-
nal “lessons” about the prevalence and impact of eco-
nomic instability that can shape expectations about the
need for government help in the future, as well as more
general orientations toward risk-buffering policies.15 The
main manifestation of such lessons in our framework is
individuals’ worries about the future, which are related to,
but not synonymous with, the experience of economic
shocks. Put simply, some households may support risk-
buffering policies because they worry about shocks, even
though they have not directly experienced those shocks.

Second, building on an emerging literature in cognitive
psychology, we posit that risk perceptions and preferences
are domain specific.16 Consequently, support for risk-
buffering policies in any given domain will be most closely
correlated with perceived insecurity within that domain,
with more intense shocks—for example, repeated shocks
within a domain—causing greater policy support. How-
ever, we also posit that shocks in other domains of eco-
nomic risk and households’ past history of shocks can
magnify these domain-specific effects. These spillover and
cumulative effects weaken as shocks become less intrinsi-
cally relevant to attitudes within the primary domain and
as time passes, since shocks only weakly related to the
domain in question or temporally distant have less bear-
ing on expectations about the future.17

Finally, we posit that a separate pathway through which
past and outside-domain shocks affect attitudes is through
their negative effect on households’ capacity to buffer
economic shocks. In other words, the strength of house-
holds’ private safety nets is an independent influence on
policy attitudes, with weaker private buffers associated
with greater support for redistributive or risk-buffering
policies. Households’ buffers are, in turn, shaped by their
past history of economic shocks. Thus even if shocks
may no longer loom large in individuals’ thinking, they
can be a primary reason why individuals are privately
ill-prepared for future shocks and, hence, more support-
ive of public protections.

To explore these more nuanced ways in which eco-
nomic insecurity shapes policy attitudes, we therefore need
to measure the broad spectrum of economic risks, identify
how those risks coincide across different domains of eco-
nomic life, examine households’ ability to buffer those
risks on their own, and explore how the interaction and
cumulative effect of these risks and buffers alter American’s
worries about their economic security as well as their polit-
ical and policy attitudes. The SERPI was designed to pro-
vide this broader scope of evidence.
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The SERPI in Brief
The SERPI was constructed to measure a wide range of
events and perceptions that might leave families feeling
insecure. Fielded twice in 2009 to the same representative
sample—over 2,000 respondents repeatedly interviewed
as part of the 2008–2009 Panel Survey of the ANES—the
survey tracked American’s experience of specific economic
disruptions within four broad domains: employment, med-
ical care, familial arrangements, and wealth. In addition
to specific questions about economic dislocations, the
SERPI gauged the extent and distribution of respondents’
worries about economic risks, as well as the capacity of
households to safeguard themselves against economic risks
or to buffer the financial shocks that they experienced,
including individuals’ assessment of how long it would
take for a typical household to recover from various adverse
events. Finally, the survey asked an extensive set of ques-
tions assessing spending preferences on existing programs
and support for additional policies and programs. Because
the SERPI was incorporated as a part of the ANES Panel
Survey, data collected on economic experiences, percep-
tions, and expectations during these two waves can be
merged with socio-demographic and other personal char-
acteristics and attitudinal measures (such as reported par-
tisanship and ideology) collected from respondents in other
waves of the survey.

The sections to come explain the SERPI in greater detail.
Here, we briefly introduce our key measures: (1) ques-
tions designed to assess the scope of economic insecurity
in four broad domains, (2) questions regarding house-
holds’ capacity to buffer against economic risk, (3) assess-
ments of other aspects of the economy that allow us to
distinguish the impact of insecurity from related but dis-
tinct economic concerns, and (4) our measures of support
for public policies that might protect Americans against
these risks.

The scope of insecurity. The heart of the survey was an
extensive set of questions about people’s encounters with
unstable economic circumstances—or what we call “eco-
nomic shocks”—in both the recent and more distant past
(refer to Table 1). In the March 2009 wave, respondents
were asked about whether they had experienced such shocks
in the prior twelve months; in September 2009, the same
respondents were asked if they had experienced the shocks
in the prior six months. For those completing both waves
of the survey, therefore, we have information about shocks
that occur in two bounded periods—March 2008–March
2009 and March–September 2009—providing a unique
18-month history (March 2008–September 2009) of
Americans’ experiences during the recession.

In addition to asking about the experience of economic
shocks, we also asked respondents about their level of worry
about those same risks, as well as about their economic
security in general. Because “economic security” is not a

term in common usage, it was defined in the opening
question as “your security in being able to keep your job,
maintain your income, have health insurance coverage,
and retire comfortably.” Respondents were then asked about
their extent of worry regarding more specific outcomes in
the four domains. To allow comparison of pre- and post-
recession responses, the SERPI questions regarding worry
(including the definition of economic security) were mod-
eled after a poll sponsored by the Rockefeller Foundation
in February 2007.18

Risk Buffers. As already discussed, the extent to which
economic uncertainty feels threatening depends in large
part on a household’s capacity to buffer economic shocks,
should they occur.19 To assess the capacity and distribu-
tion of these risk buffers, the SERPI included a series of
questions about households’ debt levels and financial
reserves, use of retirement accounts to finance current bills,
and ability to borrow from “family members and close
friends” in a time of need.

Table 1
List of shocks, grouped by domain

Domains and shocks

Employment
• Been unemployed not by personal choice
• Had other working adults in your household

unemployed, not by personal choice
• You or someone in your immediate family lost

more than a month from work due to serious
illness or injury

Health
• Had to pay a lot more for your health insurance

than expected
• Had major out-of-pocket medical expenses as

the result of serious illness or injury to you or
your immediate family

• Lost your health insurance
Family

• Spent a substantial sum helping out your
extended family

• Been divorced or separated from your spouse
• Had your spouse/partner pass away

Wealth
• Had the value of your investments or retirement

funds decline substantially
• Had the value of your house decline

substantially
• Had your retirement benefits at work cut

substantially (including having employer ask you
to cover more of these costs)

Note: Wave 15: “At any time in the past 12 months, have
you: . . .”

Wave 21: “At any time since March 2009, have you: . . .”
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At the core of these measures is the respondents’ own
estimates of how long their household could get by, with-
out hardship, if their current earnings stopped. As Fig-
ure 1 shows, self-reported buffering capacity is both variable
and relatively low. Just over 29 percent of Americans
reported that their household could go six months
or longer without experiencing hardship if their earnings
were to stop. Nearly half of households could go no lon-
ger than two months, however, and one in five could last
no more than two weeks. A common threshold for asset
sufficiency in the literature on earnings risk is the capacity
to go at least three months without hardship if earnings
stop.20 Using this as a standard for adequate reserves, more
than half the American population appears to lack ade-
quate buffers to deal with economic shocks.

Economic assessments. Past analyses of the economic roots
of policy attitudes have focused on citizens’ general percep-
tions of the state of the economy. Our comprehensive mea-
sures of self-assessed household insecurity make it possible
to differentiate expectations for the macro-economy from
anticipations of how the national economy will affect the

economic stability of the respondents’ own households—a
crucial distinction, as we will show. To incorporate general
economic assessments, we draw upon two measures from
October 2008 (wave 10): a short term retrospective ques-
tion (Is the economy better or worse than a year ago?) and
a question about expected prospects for the economy over
the next year. Most (92.4 percent) of Americans felt national
economic conditions had worsened between October 2007
and October 2008. Yet the majority (72 percent) was rela-
tively optimistic about the economy’s immediate future,
anticipating it would remain stable or improve in the next
year.

Attitudes toward government policy. Finally, and cru-
cially, the SERPI included a battery of questions about
social and economic policies linked to the four domains
of employment, health care, family, and wealth. These
questions took three basic forms: (1) questions about the
general role for government, relative to the private sector,
in taking responsibility for addressing various economic
concerns; (2) questions assessing support for existing gov-
ernment programs, in terms of respondents’ willingness to

Figure 1
Ability to buffer

Note: Shown are frequencies of answers to the following item: “If you suddenly stopped getting your paychecks for some reason,
about how long could you and your family get by before being in real financial trouble?” Data are averaged across the March and
September 2009 waves.
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devote more or fewer tax dollars to these purposes; and (3)
questions asking respondents to evaluate new policy ini-
tiatives, each of which was given an explicit price tag in
terms of additional taxes required to finance the initiative
(refer to Table 2).

Thus the SERPI allows us to explore how economic
worries and experiences affect a wide range of social policy
attitudes. In the next section, we look at what those wor-
ries and experience were. Then we turn to the crucial links
between experiences and attitudes.

Economic Perceptions and
Experiences amid the Great
Recession
The SERPI provides a comprehensive portrait of expressed
economic concerns in 2009, with questions regarding a

wide range of different sources of potential worry. These
questions show, not surprisingly, that economic worries
were widespread. Coupled with our evidence on eco-
nomic experiences, they also suggest that the relative prev-
alence and intensity of worries line up fairly closely with
the chance of actually experiencing the relevant disloca-
tions, though with some important exceptions. For a sub-
set of these questions, moreover, we can compare responses
between the SERPI and previous surveys regarding eco-
nomic worries going back to the economic expansion of
the mid-2000s, including the identically-worded ques-
tions on the aforementioned 2007 Rockefeller survey. This
comparison suggests that several major economic worries—
concerning medical expenses, adequacy of resources for
retirement, and, surprisingly, housing affordability—were
already widespread before the downturn. Thus, while the

Table 2
List of policy questions, grouped by domain

Domains of Policy Relevant Attitudes

Employment
• Government in Washington should see to it that everyone has a job and a good standard of livinga

• Federal government should increase spending for unemployment benefitsb

Health
• There should be a government insurance plan that would cover medical and hospital expenses for all

Americansa

• Federal government should increase spending for health insurance for working aged adultsb

• Federal government should increase spending for health insurance for childrenb

• Support new Medicare buy-in if it increased own taxes by $50 annuallyc

Family
• Support a new federal program that would provide short term financial support to people whose incomes

dropped due to divorce or other family dissolution, if this increased own taxes by $50 annuallyc

• Support a new federal program that would provide tax breaks to people who assisted family members not
living with them (either financially or in-kind), if this increased own taxes by $50 annuallyc

• A government program should cover the costs of nursing homes and home health care for all Americansa,d

Wealth
• Government should guarantee an adequate retirement income for all its citizensa

• Federal government should increase spending for Social Security programb

• Support a new federal program that would protect homeowners from financial practices that threatened their
credit or might cause them to lose their homes, if this increased own taxes by $50 annuallyc

General Economic Security
• Government should play a large role in helping people feel economically securea

• Support a new federal program providing short term financial support to people whose incomes dropped
substantially and unexpectedly, if this increased own taxes by $50 annuallyc

Note: apublic vs. private: “Now we’re going to ask about your assessment of and support for various roles for government in
American society. On some issues people have two very different viewpoints. Some people agree entirely with the first position,
others entirely with the second position. And, of course, some other people have opinions somewhere in between” [7 categories].
bgovt spend: “Consider a list of existing federal programs. If you had a say in making up the federal budget this year, should federal
spending be increased or decreased for . . .” [7 categories].
cnew program: “How much would you support or oppose each of the following new ways of having government address social
issues? This would increase your taxes by $50 per year.” [5 categories].
dThis item could also be mapped onto the Health Care or Retirement domain, but it makes little difference for the results.

Below, we combine these items into scales; the reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) are: 0.5025 (Employment), 0.7956
(Health), 0.5441 (Family), 0.5004 (Wealth), 0.5583 (General Economic Security), and 0.8912 (all items together).
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downturn caused unusually intense economic shocks, there
is good reason to believe our main findings would hold in
the period leading up to the Great Recession and, indeed,
given the long-term shift toward increased insecurity, pos-
sibly earlier as well.

The Prevalence of Worries and Shocks
Economic worries were widespread in 2009. Looking across
more than a dozen different sources of potential worry
asked about in the SERPI, Figure 2 shows the share of
Americans who were “very” or “fairly” worried about each
specific economic risk, grouped by domain, as well as the
share who expressed worry about their economic security
in general. In Figure 3, we show the prevalence of worry
within each domain—measured as the proportion very or
fairly worried about at least one domain-specific risk—
alongside the share of Americans experiencing at least one
major economic shock within that domain during the 18
months preceding the fall of 2009.

A glance at Figure 3 suggests that the ranking of worries
roughly reflects the ranking of risks—the risks people worry
most about are, in general, also most common. Compar-
ing worries and experiences within each domain (the share
very or fairly worried about at least one risk and the share

experiencing at least one shock), it is clear that more peo-
ple are worried about an event occurring than actually
experience the relevant shock. This makes sense, since more
people are at risk of an economic disruption than actually
experience it. What is more notable is that, at the aggre-
gate level, the proportion of the public worried about
adverse economic events is both high and generally seems
to reflect the actual incidence of those events.

Still, this alignment does not hold for all shocks. About
as many Americans worry about losing their partner or
spouse as about substantial out-of-pocket medical expenses,
and many more do so than worry about needing to assist
family members in financial need. But divorce or death of
a spouse or partner is, in fact, much less common than
either of these sources of nondiscretionary spending. Sim-
ilarly, worries about losing health coverage are almost as
common as worries about high out-of-pocket medical costs,
even though such losses actually occur only about half as
often as high costs.

These divergences may reflect public misperception. Peo-
ple tend to inflate the chance of unpredictable events that
induce great fear or anxiety, such as terrorism and crime.21

Heightened worry associated with certain risks may also
reflect the expected severity of the resulting losses. An

Figure 2
Scope of worries

Note: Data are averaged across the March and September 2009 waves.
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intuitive measure of expected severity is the estimated length
of time it takes for a household’s financial circumstances
to return to the level enjoyed before the event occurred.
We therefore asked respondents to estimate how long recov-
ery would typically take in the event of key economic
shocks.22 They predicted that disruptions in family (death
of spouse or divorce) would have the longest-lasting con-
sequences, with nearly 8 in 10 (77 percent) saying it would
take more than six months to recover economically.
Unemployment and investment losses, by contrast, were
seen as having more transitory effects, although even in
these cases not more than 29 percent of respondents
expected to recover within six months. Thus, heightened
concerns about family dissolution may reflect perceptions
that it induces particularly severe or lasting consequences
as well as exaggeration of the prevalence of the disruption.

Comparing Worries with Pre-Recession Levels
The Great Recession represented an unusually turbulent
economic period—the worst economic downturn in more
than half a century. During the 18 months preceding Sep-
tember 2009, according to the SERPI, nearly 9 in 10
American households reported experiencing at least one
shock in the four domains covered by our survey, and

more than two-thirds (70 percent) of all Americans expe-
rienced a shock related to domains other than wealth.
These shocks were often quite substantial. During these
18 months, for example, almost a quarter of all house-
holds reported a decline in earnings totaling 25 percent or
more of their previous annual income.

It is therefore natural to ask how historically distinctive
the level of economic worries seen during the Great Reces-
sion was. Figures 4 and 5 present the results of public opin-
ion surveys that were fielded prior to 2008 that assess the
same sorts of worries that we examined in the SERPI: the
Kaiser HealthTracking Poll (Figure 4), and the 2007 Rock-
efeller survey mentioned already (Figure 5).The Kaiser series
makes clear that Americans were quite worried about a wide
range of economic risks before the downturn. Indeed, only
with regard to job loss do we see a dramatic climb in eco-
nomic concerns in 2008 and 2009. Comparing the SERPI
with the identically worded questions in the 2007 Rock-
efeller survey, we see a more substantial jump in worries.
Most of the rise occurs, however, in the share “fairly
worried”—the share “very worried” is more stable—and for
some risks, worries change only modestly. Thus, while the
Great Recession clearly intensified economic concerns, such
concerns were commonplace even before 2008 and 2009.

Figure 3
Scope of worries and shocks, by domains

Note: Data are averaged across the March and September 2009 waves.
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The Uneven Experience of Economic Insecurity
Nevertheless, economic insecurity is not experienced by
all Americans equally. Despite the wide reach of the Great
Recession, economic worries were far greater in 2008–09

among those with more limited education and income,
and racial and ethnic minorities—disparities that have sub-
stantial implications for the political effects of different
forms of economic risk.

Figure 4
Scope of worries, over time (Kaiser)

Source: Kaiser Health Tracking Poll (June 2010)

Figure 5
Scope of worries, over time (Rockefeller)

Sources: Rockefeller (2007) and SERPI (2009)
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Table 3 shows the prevalence of worries and shocks
across a number of salient divides. Two conclusions stand
out: First, insecurity—whether measured in terms of wor-
ries or actual economic shocks—is far greater for racial
minorities, households with limited education, and lower-
income households with wealth shocks the exception. Sec-
ond, worries are more stratified by socioeconomic status
than are shocks themselves. Commentators often suggest
that higher-income Americans are more worried about
their economic security than their material abundance war-
rants.23 This would imply that worries are greater relative
to actual risks among the advantaged than among the
disadvantaged. Yet outside the employment domain, the
experience of shocks differs much less between the advan-
taged and disadvantaged than the level of worry does,
with more educated, higher income, and white Americans
appearing much less worried at any given level of risk.

Disparities in Private Protections
This seemingly counterintuitive finding is likely related
to another crucial disparity: high-income and highly edu-
cated individuals have much greater private protections
against economic shocks, which in turn makes those shocks
a much less salient worry. Figure 6 shows the average
amount of time that individuals in different socio-
demographic groups said they could go without hardship
if their earnings disappeared. The magnitude of the dis-
parities is striking: Risk buffers are far more resilient for
financially and educationally advantaged households. Sim-
ilarly, African-Americans and Latinos have distinctly weaker
buffers than do whites.

Thus, the significance of the uneven exposure to eco-
nomic risks depends in large part on the distribution of
private buffers. It might be expected that those most
subject to economic instability would have the greatest
incentive to prepare, and indeed, these Americans are
clearly worried about their economic security. What the
SERPI shows, however, is that households facing the great-
est risk also have the weakest private buffers. This sug-
gests that these households face considerable constraints
in building up adequate private reserves.24 It also sug-
gests that private buffering capacity may have a crucial
influence on people’s policy positions, since the main
alternative to private buffering is public social insurance.
Although the impact of some economic shocks can be
lessened by purchasing private insurance—for example,
acquiring health insurance to protect against high medi-
cal costs—private insurance against large-scale economic
risks is often unavailable or beyond the means of less
affluent citizens. This is why public programs like
unemployment insurance are of such crucial concern to
citizens. The next section will examine how economic
worries, the experience of shocks, and the strength of
household’s private buffers affect individual attitudes
toward these sorts of public protections.

Economic Insecurity and Attitudes
toward Social Policy
Do economic shocks and worries correspond with indi-
viduals’ attitudes toward government’s role? In this sec-
tion, we show that they do—and powerfully so. Direct
economic experiences are strongly correlated with support

Table 3
The unequal incidence of shocks and worries

Group Employment Health Family Wealth

%
very/fairly
worried %

very/fairly
worried %

very/fairly
worried %

very/fairly
worried

Been
unemployed

not by
personal
choice

Losing/
finding

job

Had major
out-of-pocket

medical
expenses

Major
out-of-pocket

medical
expenses

Spent a
substantial

sum helping
out your
extended

family

Needing to
help out a
family if

they get in
financial
trouble

Had
retirement
benefits at
work cut

substantially

Having your
retirement

benefits cut
substantially

at your
main job

Education:
�HS diploma 29.7 45.8 27.6 51.2 32.1 42.9 18.3 36.1
�BA degree 21.1 33.9 23.8 43.6 28.5 30.1 20.5 32.4
Grad degree 13.7 26.4 23.5 33.9 29.9 27.6 20.0 26.9

Income:
Lowest 40.9 49.2 28.7 55.2 31.7 41.4 16.0 37.3
Middle 20.9 36.0 24.5 45.2 29.2 34.2 20.2 31.4
Highest 9.7 28.7 21.3 34.5 29.9 27.8 23.6 30.7

Race/Ethnicity:
Black 43.4 35.4 29.7 48.6 39.5 41.6 16.8 40.0
Hispanic 24.4 55.2 31.1 50.2 33.8 47.8 23.0 39.7
White 20.2 36.0 23.8 44.7 28.3 33.0 19.7 31.3
Other 25.0 48.9 28.6 48.3 27.8 25.7 20.3 41.2

Note: Shocks refer to time-period March 2008 to September 2009.
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for risk-buffering social policies—at times rivaling
partisanship and ideology as correlates. This is particu-
larly true of recent shocks, but also true of more tempo-
rally distant shocks. Support for domain-specific policies
are most closely associated with past shocks in that domain,
but policy attitudes also appear to be associated with
shocks experienced in other domains. Shocks to family
arrangements and wealth are weaker and less consistent
in their association with attitudes than are shocks in the
domains of employment and medical care—which reflects,
we believe, the weaker relationship between insecurity
and wealth volatility in the first case, and the lack of
understood and recognized policy mechanisms for address-
ing family shocks in the second. Nonetheless, wealth and
family shocks still generally correlate with acceptance of
a broader role for government in these domains.

At least as important, these economic experiences—
and the worries associated with them—do not appear to
be simple proxies for political predispositions or atti-
tudes. Experiences and perceptions of economic insecu-
rity are notably distinct from either partisanship and

ideology or the general evaluations of the economy often
used in attitudinal analyses. All this may seem intuitive,
but as discussed earlier, it actually runs counter to dom-
inant strains in behavioral research on American politics.
The ups and downs of individuals’ economic lives clearly
shape their policy views alongside ideological and parti-
san influences; we just need to look more closely and
with more realistic theoretical expectations than previous
analyses have.

The “DNA” of Insecurity
Americans experience a multiplicity of economic shocks,
even within a single domain. To construct a relatively
simple and coherent portrait of their relationship with
policy attitudes, we start by constructing a stripped-
down taxonomy of their occurrence over time (March
2008-March 2009, March-September 2009) and across
domains (employment, health care, family, and wealth).
The result is a series of tables that cross-tabulate the
number of shocks (0, 1, 2–3) by wave (wave 15—March
2008 and March 2009—on the vertical axis; wave

Figure 6
Ability to buffer (by groups)

Note: Shown are frequencies of answers to the following item: “If you suddenly stopped getting your paychecks for some reason,
about how long could you and your family get by before being in real financial trouble?”

Data are averaged across the March and September 2009 waves.
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21—March 2009-September 2009—on the horizontal
axis). The first set of cells shows the percentage of respon-
dents experiencing this combination of shocks across the
two waves; the second set shows the average level of
worry expressed by these respondents. These basic charts
can be thought of as the “DNA” of household insecurity,
since they are constructed from the sequence of individ-
ual shocks and serve as building blocks for citizens’ wor-
ries and policy attitudes.

The first set of columns in Table 4 shows the pattern
for shocks in each domain: employment, health, family,
and wealth. As is clear from the table, the experience of
shocks is widespread. For every domain except family dis-
ruption, roughly half or more of respondents—45.9 per-
cent in employment, 49 percent in health, and 75.6 percent
in wealth—reported at least one shock in the 18 months
preceding September 2009.25 Of those who experienced
shocks, the most common reported pattern, not surpris-
ingly, is a single shock in one of the two periods. Yet many
households experience multiple shocks in one or both
periods.

This highlights a crucial pattern overlooked by past
analyses: economic shocks are rarely isolated. Rather, they

often reoccur, continue over time, or coincide with other
shocks. The SERPI allows us to calculate the prevalence
of persisting shocks (continuing or repeated across waves)
and clustered shocks (different shocks occurring at the
same time across two or more domains). As it turns out,
persisting shocks are close to the norm among those expe-
riencing an economic disruption. About half of all respon-
dents who experienced a shock between spring 2008 and
spring 2009 also reported that the same shock had
occurred over the next six months.26 Not only do shocks
often persist, but many households also experience clus-
tered shocks across the four domains (employment, health,
family, and wealth). For instance, the vast majority of
Americans who experienced a shock to employment in
this 18-month period also reported a shock in one of the
other domains (health, family, wealth), and often in sev-
eral at once (refer to Figure 7).

The prevalence of persisting and clustered shocks has
important implications. Besides the obvious hardship these
interwoven shocks can cause, their ubiquity means that
realistic models of the effect of economic shocks on pol-
icy attitudes should treat shocks not as a binary measure
but as a continuum, varying in intensity across at least

Table 4
The DNA of insecurity

% affected % very or fairly worried

W21: 0 W21: 1 W21: 2–3 W21: 0 W21: 1 W21: 2–3

Employment domain Losing/finding job

W15: 0 54.1 10.2 2.8 24.9 55.0 49.9
W15: 1 9.0 8.1 4.3 32.0 48.1 63.2
W15: 2–3 3.4 2.5 5.5 51.9 62.2 71.8

Health domain

Having a serious illness in your
immediate family that creates major

out-of-pocket medical expenses

W15: 0 50.3 8.3 3.1 31.7 51.8 51.6
W15: 1 11.6 10.1 3.7 43.2 57.6 81.8
W15: 2–3 3.3 4.6 5.2 61.4 73.1 84.7

Family domain

Needing to help out a member
of your extended family if they

get in financial trouble

W15: 0 65.7 9.0 0.7 25.7 44.4 66.7
W15: 1 10.8 11.1 0.7 44.6 56.7 58.9
W15: 2–3 0.7 0.6 0.7 61.4 78.0 92.5

Wealth domain Having enough money to retire on

W15: 0 24.4 4.3 0.9 48.1 42.9 60.2
W15: 1 11.9 16.3 6.3 42.8 50.7 65.9
W15: 2–3 4.8 10.6 20.5 47.5 51.6 65.7

Note: W15: number of shocks in domain between March 2008 and March 2009.

W21: number of shocks in domain between March 2009 and September 2009.

Percentage worried for W21; in these samples, the average percentage of very or fairly worried respondents is 37.3% (employ-
ment), 45.4% (health), 34.4% (family), and 52.8% (wealth).
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two dimensions: how many or long shocks are (what we
have termed persistence), and how spread they are across
different aspects of economic life (what we have termed
clustering).27 Ignoring persistence and clustering distorts
analyses in at least two ways. On the one hand, lumping
together those who have experienced a single shock with
those who have experienced persisting shocks may lead
analysts to miss the real effects of highly-intense eco-
nomic shocks. On the other hand, failing to take into
account clustering across domains may sometimes lead
analysts to ascribe the effect of one shock (say, loss of
health insurance) to an attitudinal shift that is more closely
linked to another, clustered shock (say, job loss).

The second set of columns in Table 4 drives the first
point home: worries are much greater for those who expe-
rience a larger number of shocks. Thus, for example,
respondents who have lost their job and report being out
of work six months later are markedly more worried (at
that later date) about losing a job (or finding a new one)
than are those who have avoided job loss in the recent
past and than those who report job loss only in the first
survey. The patterns are especially marked in the family

domain, about which 34.4 percent of all respondents are
fairly or very worried. Of those respondents who did
not experience any family-related shock, only 25.7 per-
cent were fairly or very worried. But of those who reported
two or more family-related shocks, more than 92 percent
were fairly or very worried. Although this simple demon-
stration includes no statistical controls, Table 4 suggests
that the most recent shocks (within six months of
the survey) loom largest in people’s thinking about eco-
nomic risks, though more temporally distant shocks (six
to eighteen months before the survey) seem to induce
worries as well. Most important, it suggests that the occur-
rence of shocks is associated with very large deviations
from average levels of worry; dynamic economic experi-
ences appear highly related to people’s worries about eco-
nomic risk.

The Association of Shocks with Worries
Because the frequency of shocks could reflect other fea-
tures of citizens’ lives that correlate with expressed worry,
the DNA evidence is only suggestive. When we include
statistical controls, however, the conclusions remain the

Figure 7
Clustering of shocks

Note: Frequency of co-occurring shocks across multiple domains reported by respondents who had experienced at least one
employment shock in that wave of the survey. Data are pooled from the March and September waves.
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same: those who have experienced direct economic shocks
are significantly more worried than those who have not,
in rough proportion to the intensity of those shocks—
with the effects highly mediated by the resilience of one’s
personal financial buffers. Reported worries are power-
fully shaped by experiences even after taking into account
socio-demographic characteristics, partisanship and polit-
ical ideology, and other influences on personal financial
assessments identified by prior scholarship.

Table 5 presents the results of a multivariate model
predicting worries based on the DNA patterns just intro-
duced. We look at three shocks within each domain
(employment, health, family, and wealth) and, as before,
distinguish between one and two-to-three shocks in each
wave.28 In keeping with our discussion of intensity in the
last section, we also include a variable capturing the num-
ber of shocks outside the domain under examination (for
example, in the analysis of the employment domain, shocks
associated with medical spending).

Most of these controls are straightforward, but two
require explication. We include two controls developed
by economists and psychologists to capture how willing
individuals are to take risks: a measure of risk aversion
related to earnings and employment (“Risk averse (job)”)29

and a general attitudinal measure of risk-seeking (“Risk
averse (general)”).30 These controls capture people’s broad
outlook toward risk—which might otherwise confound
our findings—and they perform as expected, though the
general attitudinal measure seems more clearly associated
with worries than the narrower measure related to jobs
and income.

Table 5 shows that in every domain the number of
shocks is strongly correlated with the degree of worry in
Wave 21, both about general economic security and about
a wide range of specific economic risks, from unemploy-
ment to the loss of health insurance. And the substantive
effects of shocks are large. Since table 5 displays coeffi-
cients from ordered logit estimations, we report pre-
dicted probabilities of being very worried for a hypothetical
respondent without any shock in that domain to one
with at least two shocks in both waves. For these simu-
lations, the predicted probability of being very worried
almost doubles in the wealth domain (0.204 to 0.371),
more than doubles in the employment domain (from
0.166 to 0.384), almost triples in the health domain
(from 0.153 to 0.448), and almost quadruples in the
family domain (0.096 to 0.379). But even experience
with single shocks (one in each wave) is associated with
fairly large simulated changes in the predicted probabil-
ity of being very worried, with the predicted probabili-
ties falling roughly in the middle of the ranges reported
above (employment: 0.255, health: 0.243, family: 0.206,
wealth: 0.304).

One striking finding is the importance of personal finan-
cial buffers (“how long you and your family [could] get by

before being in real financial trouble” if family earnings
were interrupted).31 People with weaker financial buffers
are significantly and substantially more worried about their
economic security, even controlling for income and edu-
cation. Of course, buffers are highly correlated with socio-
economic status, but the correlation is far from perfect.
For studies of insecurity, measures of household buffering
capacity are in many ways a much more appropriate—
and again, easy to measure—assessment of the degree to
which economic shocks will pose immediate risks to a
household’s standard of living.

In contrast, the performance of education and income
is modest and inconsistent once buffers are taken into
account. Neither income nor education is consistently pos-
itively associated with lower levels of worries—and, indeed,
with regard to retirement wealth, the richer and more
educated are actually more worried (although the coeffi-
cients are not always significant).

To be clear, this does not mean that higher-income
Americans are as worried about their economic security
as are lower-income Americans. Generally speaking, those
with greater incomes or education are much less worried.
What it does mean, however, is that a good deal of the
conventionally measured relationship between income
and policy attitudes appears to be mediated through the
greater vulnerability of the less affluent to major eco-
nomic risks and the greater weakness of those families’
personal financial buffers. This helps explain the results
for other controls as well. African-Americans, for exam-
ple, appear to be less worried about their economic secu-
rity than other Americans controlling for shocks and
personal buffers. But because they are so much more
subject to economic instability than other Americans and
have such weak buffers—weaker than Hispanics, on
average—their worries about economic security are gen-
erally quite intense.

Meanwhile, partisanship and ideology appear to have a
limited role in explaining individuals’ worries about eco-
nomic security. Once direct economic shocks and risk buff-
ers are taken into account, Republicans and conservatives
appear only modestly less worried than Democrats and
liberals; the coefficients, moreover, are rarely significant.
Whatever else citizens’ worries about their economic secu-
rity express, they are not simply a proxy for preexisting
ideological or partisan preferences. Instead, they appear to
closely reflect the intensity and character of unstable eco-
nomic circumstances.

The Association of Worries with Policy Attitudes
If worries are strongly related to economic experiences,
the obvious next question is how closely these assess-
ments are associated with support for risk-buffering
social policies. To gauge attitudes toward social policy,
the SERPI incorporated multiple batteries of questions
about social policy within each domain, as well as two
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Table 5
The DNA of insecurity (multivariate)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Employment
domain:

Worry losing/
finding job

Health domain:
Worry having a

serious illness in
your immediate

family that creates
major out-of-pocket
medical expenses

Family domain:
Worry needing to

help out a member
of your extended
family if they get

in financial trouble

Wealth domain:
Worry having

enough money
to retire on

Domain specific shocks:
0 shocks in w21 Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
1 shock in w21 0.652** 0.453** 0.630** 0.303*

(0.135) (0.114) (0.118) (0.120)
2–3 shocks in w21 0.713** 0.860** 1.133** 0.638**

(0.189) (0.161) (0.331) (0.142)
0 shocks in w15 Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
1 shock in w15 −0.034 0.178 0.379** 0.413**

(0.136) (0.111) (0.115) (0.132)
2–3 shocks in w15 0.594** 0.867** 0.784* 0.487**

(0.193) (0.157) (0.335) (0.152)
Shocks in other domains: (0.189) (0.161) (0.331) (0.142)

# of other shocks (0–3+), w21 0.381** 0.300** 0.207** 0.400**
(0.054) (0.050) (0.045) (0.050)

# of other shocks (0–3+), w15 0.156** 0.162** 0.224** 0.215**
(0.058) (0.052) (0.048) (0.049)

Income quintile 1 (lowest) Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Income quintile 2 −0.043 −0.338* −0.185 0.039

(0.172) (0.146) (0.143) (0.151)
Income quintile 3 −0.001 −0.469** −0.155 −0.070

(0.166) (0.141) (0.139) (0.147)
Income quintile 4 −0.424* −0.549** 0.130 0.147

(0.184) (0.161) (0.155) (0.163)
Income quintile 5 (highest) −0.164 −0.534** −0.120 0.332*

(0.185) (0.160) (0.158) (0.165)
Education: �HS diploma Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Education: �BA degree −0.263* −0.052 −0.367** 0.013

(0.114) (0.099) (0.100) (0.103)
Education: Grad degree −0.313 0.062 −0.362* 0.059

(0.196) (0.163) (0.163) (0.168)
Party-ID: Democrat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Party-ID: Independent −0.132 0.165 −0.035 0.226

(0.171) (0.154) (0.156) (0.156)
Party-ID: Republican −0.240# −0.038 −0.240* −0.129

(0.138) (0.121) (0.120) (0.125)
Ideology: Liberal Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Ideology: Moderate 0.238 0.262# 0.161 0.092

(0.159) (0.141) (0.141) (0.146)
Ideology: Conservative −0.295* −0.184 0.081 −0.253#

(0.146) (0.128) (0.128) (0.133)
Age −0.024** −0.002 0.015** −0.012**

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Female 0.047 0.299** 0.048 0.337**

(0.105) (0.091) (0.090) (0.094)
Black −0.878** −0.564** −0.299# −0.751**

(0.167) (0.154) (0.154) (0.157)
Hispanic 0.329# −0.316# 0.242 −0.000

(0.187) (0.178) (0.176) (0.176)

(continued )
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policy questions related to economic security in general
(refer back to Table 2). For ease of exposition, we aggre-
gate these measures within domains to construct a sim-
ple index of support for more active government measures
in the four domains and with regard to general economic
security.32 Similar findings hold, however, when we use
the individual responses to the survey questions, rather
than these aggregate measures.

Let us start by exploring the role of worries as a trans-
mission belt connecting experiences and attitudes: How
closely are economic worries associated with attitudes

toward social policy? Although some past research explores
how economic circumstances affect support for certain
risk-related social policies (unemployment benefits, health
insurance subsidies, and so on), none has explored how
perceptions of economic insecurity in multiple domains
relate to support for the wide range of ways in which
government might help buffer economic risk. Do reported
levels of worry capture a crucial set of considerations that
factor into citizens’ policy preferences?

The answer is yes—and clearly so. In Table 6 we present
the results of a simple model predicting support for social

Table 5 (Continued)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Employment
domain:

Worry losing/
finding job

Health domain:
Worry having a

serious illness in
your immediate

family that creates
major out-of-pocket
medical expenses

Family domain:
Worry needing to

help out a member
of your extended
family if they get

in financial trouble

Wealth domain:
Worry having

enough money
to retire on

# of kids 0.027 −0.088* 0.067# 0.052
(0.041) (0.038) (0.038) (0.039)

Married −0.071 0.212# −0.109 0.056
(0.126) (0.110) (0.111) (0.113)

In labor force 0.567** 0.148 −0.063 0.918**
(0.149) (0.110) (0.109) (0.112)

How long till in financial trouble? −0.204** −0.213** −0.249** −0.512**
(0.036) (0.032) (0.032) (0.035)

Risk averse (job) −0.036 −0.048# −0.023 −0.018
(0.032) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029)

Risk averse (general) 0.218** 0.308** 0.247** 0.214**
(0.071) (0.060) (0.060) (0.062)

Economy is better (10/08) Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Economy is same (10/08) 0.058 −0.976* 0.126 −0.529

(0.526) (0.473) (0.507) (0.525)
Economy is worse (10/08) −0.053 −1.215** −0.005 −0.454

(0.478) (0.434) (0.477) (0.492)
Economy will be better (10/08) Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Economy will be same (10/08) 0.114 0.347** 0.181# 0.289**

(0.122) (0.106) (0.105) (0.108)
Economy will be worse (10/08) 0.208 0.656** 0.390** 0.428**

(0.133) (0.118) (0.117) (0.121)
N. of cases 1466 1909 1913 1905
Pseudo R2 0.121 0.084 0.064 0.152
Wald Chi2 485.9 416.7 313.6 778.1
Log likelihood −1771.0 −2286.1 −2292.1 −2173.4
DF 30 30 30 30

Note: #p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

Coefficients above standard errors in parentheses.

Ordered logit estimations.

Evaluations of the economy are from wave 10 (October 2008).

Number of shocks in other domains are top-coded at 3 (theoretical range is 0 to 9).

Categories for dependent variable are: 1 = not at all; 2 = slightly; 3 = fairly; 4 = very worried.
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Table 6
Explaining social policy attitudes with worries (multivariate)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Employment Health Family Wealth General All

Worries (1 = not at all; 2 = slightly; 0.184** 0.112** 0.061** 0.154** 0.087** 0.122**
3 = fairly; 4 = very) (0.022) (0.020) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.021)

Income quintile 1 (lowest) Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Income quintile 2 −0.007 −0.004 −0.012 0.029 0.007 0.014

(0.077) (0.062) (0.067) (0.067) (0.064) (0.061)
Income quintile 3 −0.117 0.007 −0.096 −0.039 −0.121# −0.053

(0.074) (0.061) (0.066) (0.066) (0.063) (0.060)
Income quintile 4 −0.157# 0.016 −0.207** −0.141# −0.116 −0.121#

(0.083) (0.070) (0.075) (0.075) (0.072) (0.068)
Income quintile 5 (highest) −0.287** −0.103 −0.260** −0.323** −0.240** −0.255**

(0.082) (0.070) (0.075) (0.076) (0.073) (0.068)

Education: �HS diploma Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Education: �BA degree −0.056 −0.020 −0.058 −0.031 −0.055 −0.032

(0.052) (0.044) (0.047) (0.047) (0.045) (0.043)
Education: Grad degree 0.039 0.093 −0.046 −0.044 0.101 0.047

(0.091) (0.073) (0.079) (0.079) (0.076) (0.071)

Party-ID: Democrat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Party-ID: Independent −0.399** −0.345** −0.386** −0.253** −0.398** −0.443**

(0.078) (0.067) (0.073) (0.073) (0.070) (0.066)
Party-ID: Republican −0.480** −0.686** −0.499** −0.385** −0.598** −0.682**

(0.065) (0.053) (0.058) (0.058) (0.055) (0.052)

Ideology: Liberal Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Ideology: Moderate −0.011 −0.234** −0.205** −0.032 −0.125# −0.187**

(0.073) (0.062) (0.067) (0.067) (0.064) (0.061)
Ideology: Conservative −0.271** −0.563** −0.410** −0.289** −0.375** −0.500**

(0.067) (0.056) (0.061) (0.061) (0.059) (0.055)

Age 0.003# 0.000 0.002 0.005** −0.004* 0.002
(0.002) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001)

Female 0.107* 0.101* 0.191** 0.131** 0.059 0.153**
(0.048) (0.040) (0.043) (0.043) (0.042) (0.039)

Black 0.426** 0.140* 0.194** 0.271** 0.064 0.247**
(0.076) (0.065) (0.070) (0.070) (0.068) (0.064)

Hispanic 0.152# −0.015 −0.042 0.168* 0.122 0.102
(0.088) (0.079) (0.083) (0.084) (0.080) (0.076)

# of kids −0.023 −0.018 −0.020 −0.004 −0.018 −0.013
(0.018) (0.016) (0.018) (0.018) (0.017) (0.016)

Married 0.117* 0.046 −0.009 0.084 0.019 0.045
(0.057) (0.048) (0.051) (0.051) (0.049) (0.046)

In labor force 0.054 0.070 0.186** 0.004 0.109* 0.124**
(0.065) (0.048) (0.052) (0.053) (0.050) (0.047)

How long till in financial trouble? −0.046** −0.031* −0.036* −0.017 −0.049** −0.039**
(0.016) (0.014) (0.015) (0.016) (0.015) (0.014)

Risk averse (job) 0.036* 0.034** 0.042** 0.062** 0.008 0.042**
(0.015) (0.012) (0.013) (0.014) (0.013) (0.012)

Risk averse (general) 0.027 0.019 −0.027 0.014 0.043# 0.034
(0.032) (0.026) (0.028) (0.028) (0.026) (0.025)

Economy is better (10/08) Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Economy is same (10/08) −0.179 −0.051 −0.138 0.117 −0.693** −0.241

(0.235) (0.214) (0.231) (0.231) (0.223) (0.210)
Economy is worse (10/08) −0.165 −0.012 −0.000 0.178 −0.533* −0.171

(0.215) (0.199) (0.216) (0.216) (0.208) (0.196)
Economy will be better (10/08) Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Economy will be same (10/08) 0.066 0.088# 0.082 0.163** 0.082# 0.145**

(0.055) (0.047) (0.050) (0.050) (0.048) (0.046)
Economy will be worse (10/08) 0.244** 0.137** 0.142* 0.151** 0.154** 0.188**

(0.061) (0.052) (0.055) (0.056) (0.053) (0.050)

Constant −0.236 0.111 0.229 −0.898** 0.879** −0.013
(0.292) (0.261) (0.278) (0.284) (0.271) (0.255)

N. of cases 1466 1908 1912 1904 1919 1919
adj R2 0.272 0.327 0.222 0.205 0.254 0.355

Note: #p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01. Coefficients above standard errors in parentheses.

OLS estimations.

The dependent variables are scales of policy attitudes with zero mean and standard deviations of one. Higher values indicate greater support for government intervention.
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policies designed to protect citizens against risk in our
core areas: employment (column 1), health care (column
2), family (column 3), and wealth (column 4), as well as
for an active general role for government as a guarantor of
economic security (column 5). We also aggregate all the
policy attitudes into a single measure of support for gov-
ernment risk buffering (column 6). Our crucial indepen-
dent variable is a respondents’ level of worry about
economic security, which is simply the average of the non-
missing values of all economic worries just discussed. The
controls are the same as before.

The results in table 6 are striking. Respondents’ level of
worry is associated with their level of support for govern-
ment action across all the domains. Although worries
appear only weakly, albeit significantly, related to support
in the family domain—a recurrent pattern that we will
discuss later—the level of worry is strongly correlated with
support in the three others, with regard to general atti-
tudes toward an active government role providing secu-
rity, and with average support for risk-buffering across all
the policy questions. Indeed, in most of the domains,
worries rival or exceed partisanship and ideology in the
magnitude of their effects. Given that worries are not con-
sistently and strongly related to partisanship or ideology,
this is a suggestive demonstration of their substantial inde-
pendent effect on policy attitudes, above and beyond the
ideological and partisan measures on which political sci-
entists have so focused.

Table 6 displays coefficients from ordinary-least-squares
estimations, and therefore allows for direct assessment of
substantive effects. The strongest findings are for employ-
ment policy attitudes, where the difference between some-
one who is very worried (average worries � 4) and someone
who is not worried at all (average worries � 1) is 0.552
(�(4 �1) * 0.184). This effect is about twice as big as the
difference between highest and lowest income (which is
�0.287); it is also larger than the difference between
Republicans and Democrats (�0.48) as well as conserva-
tives and liberals (�0.271). But with the exception of atti-
tudes toward family policies, worries are strong substantive
predictors in the other policy domains as well, oftentimes
surpassing or rivaling the explanatory power of partisan-
ship or ideology.

The Association of Shocks with Policy Attitudes
Worries are a subjective component of citizens’ economic
experiences. We know from the results so far that they
are not merely a reworked expression of ideology or
partisanship—that respondents do not “pick” their wor-
ries simply to validate their party- or ideology-based posi-
tions. But it is still the case that our last model essentially
compares one set of attitudes with another, and that both
could, in theory, be a reflection of some other character-
istic of respondents’ worldview or circumstances for which
we do not control.

The most obvious is citizens’ general view of govern-
ment, which could influence both perceptions of risks
and attitudes toward policy. It should be noted, however,
that if worries and policy attitudes both reflect general
views of government, that would likely weaken, rather
than strengthen, the link between greater worry and greater
support for government action. After all, citizens who don’t
trust government to deal with threatening economic risks
should be less inclined to see government as a source of
protection and thus more worried about the risk itself—
which cuts against the grain of our strong finding of the
opposite relationship.

Still, for some analytic purposes it makes sense to elim-
inate the attitudinal middleman, so to speak, and look at
the direct relationship between experienced economic
shocks and attitudes toward social policies, controlling for
partisanship and ideology as well as key demographic fac-
tors. If nothing else, this allows us to hone in on the most
obvious omitted variable in our prior model: jarring finan-
cial events in respondents’ lives that could influence both
levels of worry about economic risk and levels of support
for policies to buffer those risks.

Before we take this step, however, we want to empha-
size that for many analyses, worries may be at least as good
a measure as experienced risks. As documented above,
Americans are often worried about economic risks that
their households have not personally experienced—and
these secondhand worries may be no less powerful in acti-
vating support for risk-buffering public policies. More-
over, individuals’ expressed levels of worry incorporate a
whole series of basic judgments about how the world
works—an understanding drawn from personal experi-
ence, their larger social networks, their media exposure,
and so on. Greater study of how worries are formed and,
in turn, shape policy attitudes could ultimately provide a
richer understanding of citizens’ economic psychology than
could examinations of the correlation between experi-
enced economic losses and attitudes. In favor of this strat-
egy, worry measures are already common in surveys, though
regrettably almost never alongside political and policy
questions.

Nonetheless, the direct correlation between experi-
enced shocks and policy support is a valuable linkage in
its own right, especially given the general demotion of
experience-oriented explanations of policy attitudes in
American politics research.33 Do people who experience a
major economic shock have different views of relevant
economic policies than those who do not? How strong are
these effects when compared with the effects of partisan-
ship, ideology, and basic demographic and socioeconomic
characteristics? How do they compare with the effects of
the general economic evaluations so ubiquitous in con-
temporary opinion research on the economy?

To answer these questions, we turn once again to shocks
and attitudes within our four domains (employment,
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health, family, and wealth). In each, we are interested in
the relationship between support for social policies that
address risks in that domain and the number of direct
shocks experienced by the respondents. As before, we aggre-
gate all the questions asked about support for existing or
prospective government policies in each domain into a
single domain-specific index of support. Because the var-
ious questions in each domain might tap into different
dimensions of economic security, however, we also report
results using a single question for each domain. These
questions concern general government responsibility
(except in the family domain, where no such question was
asked and we use instead a question about support for a
new policy to help those caring for a family member not
living with them, such as an elder parent). For our pur-
pose, government responsibility questions are preferable
to other items because they are concretely linked to exist-
ing policies (unlike questions about hypothetical future
policies) but not dependent on existing spending levels
(unlike questions about support for additional spending
for existing policies).

Table 7 shows the results by domain for the general
index of support and the one specific question in each
domain. In all domains but wealth, the number of shocks
is significantly correlated with support for risk-buffering
policies. In these domains, the substantive effect of shocks
(comparing zero with six shocks) surpasses that of educa-
tion and income in all cases, and that of party identifica-
tion and ideology in the employment and family domains.
For example, the predicted probability of answering that
“some people feel the government in Washington should
see to it that every person has a job and a good standard of
living” is more than twice as high for someone that expe-
rienced six shocks (compared to someone with no shocks),
and it is roughly twice as high for Democrats compared to
Republicans.

With respect to health policy attitudes, however, parti-
sanship and ideology clearly outperform our shock vari-
able. Since our survey was in the field during the highly
partisan health care debate, this may not be too surpris-
ing. What may be surprising is that shocks still have a
large effect on health policy attitudes, even in the midst of
a highly partisan policy debate. Moreover, our measure of
the strength of individuals’ risk buffers proves to be a con-
sistent, statistically and substantively significant (nega-
tive) correlate of support for government action.

The estimated relationship between general economic
evaluations and support for social policies generally con-
firms conventional expectations, though the relationships
are not particularly strong. Past scholarship suggests that
individuals who believe the economy is worse than it used
to be or is going to be worse in the future will be more
supportive of risk-buffering.34 However, retrospective eco-
nomic perceptions are never significantly related to policy
attitudes in our models, and the relationship is negative

when significant (if the economy is perceived to be poorer,
support for social policies is lower). Forward-looking
perceptions—will the economy be better in six months?—
are almost always significant and, as past scholarship sug-
gests, positively related to support for more active social
policies. All these evaluative questions, it should be noted,
were asked before the 2008 election, so as not to confuse
reactions to President Obama’s election with economic
assessments. Still, a serious shortcoming of general evalu-
ations of the economy is that they are biased by partisan
affiliation, a problem that appears much less severe with
the measures of security we have proposed.35

Implications and Future Directions
The recent sharp downturn has cast in stark relief the
problem of economic insecurity. Yet students of American
politics have had surprisingly little to say about how peo-
ple experience and understand economic risks. This is
unfortunate, not just because insecurity is such a salient
public concern—and was so even before the Great Reces-
sion. It is also unfortunate because insecurity is so central
to longstanding historical and theoretical debates within
the discipline. From voting to revolting, from support for
the welfare state to antagonism toward ethnic and racial
minorities, economic instabilities have long been thought
to shape the most fundamental aspects of political life.
For the most part, however, insecurity has been a shadow
factor in political analysis—presumed but not probed, theo-
rized but not measured. And it has been largely absent in
the behavioral tradition so strong in the American politics
subfield.

We have sought to lay some basic foundations for a
stronger behavioral research program examining insecurity
and its role in American politics, building on work in polit-
ical psychology, behavioral economics, and survey research.
Too often the discussion of the economic roots of policy
attitudes has declared—based on, at best, limited measures
of dynamic economic experiences—that economic factors
are largely irrelevant and that, when relevant, general socio-
tropic evaluations, rather than egocentric concerns, always
dominate.36 While work carrying this message provides an
important corrective to crude self-interest accounts, it has
had the unfortunate effect of deterring better conceptuali-
zation and measurement of changes in economic standing.
As we have tried to show, there are substantial opportuni-
ties for political science and allied disciplines to understand
the mass effects of the ongoing transformation of the Amer-
ican political economy by developing stronger conceptions
of how economic security affects policy attitudes and polit-
ical reasoning.

Citizens value their economic security, especially at times
of upheaval.37 And they construct expectations based on
their own experiences and the experiences of those around
them. These views mix the sociotropic and personal, the
self-interested and other-regarding, in ways that defy simple

| |
�

�

�

March 2013 | Vol. 11/No. 1 41



Table 7
Explaining social policy attitudes with shocks (multivariate)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Employment Health Family Wealth

[Dependent variables and estimators differ. See note]

# of specific shocks in domain (0–6) 0.108** 0.149** 0.039* 0.077* 0.079** 0.147** −0.008 −0.037
[w15+w21] (0.018) (0.039) (0.017) (0.038) (0.027) (0.056) (0.014) (0.029)
# of shocks in other domains (0–17) 0.031** 0.083** 0.029** 0.057** 0.015* 0.043** 0.042** 0.063**
[w15+w21] (0.008) (0.017) (0.009) (0.019) (0.007) (0.015) (0.010) (0.020)

Income quintile 1 (lowest) Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Income quintile 2 0.061 −0.005 −0.027 −0.209 −0.025 −0.007 0.036 −0.088

(0.064) (0.137) (0.062) (0.139) (0.067) (0.138) (0.068) (0.134)
Income quintile 3 −0.071 −0.435** −0.031 −0.286* −0.117# −0.503** −0.032 −0.136

(0.063) (0.132) (0.061) (0.133) (0.065) (0.132) (0.067) (0.130)
Income quintile 4 −0.129# −0.605** −0.067 −0.350* −0.216** −0.674** −0.100 −0.472**

(0.071) (0.151) (0.070) (0.151) (0.074) (0.150) (0.077) (0.153)
Income quintile 5 (highest) −0.222** −0.660** −0.160* −0.610** −0.285** −0.804** −0.275** −0.685**

(0.072) (0.151) (0.071) (0.152) (0.075) (0.150) (0.077) (0.152)

Education: �HS diploma Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Education: �BA degree −0.036 0.029 −0.004 0.177# −0.066 0.063 −0.029 −0.063

(0.045) (0.096) (0.044) (0.095) (0.047) (0.096) (0.048) (0.094)
Education: Grad degree 0.026 0.252 0.120 0.644** −0.037 0.095 −0.048 0.067

(0.075) (0.157) (0.073) (0.159) (0.078) (0.156) (0.079) (0.155)

Party-ID: Democrat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Party-ID: Independent −0.370** −0.750** −0.354** −0.650** −0.387** −0.565** −0.215** −0.275#

(0.069) (0.147) (0.068) (0.146) (0.072) (0.148) (0.073) (0.144)
Party-ID: Republican −0.503** −1.032** −0.671** −1.425** −0.500** −0.733** −0.387** −0.387**

(0.055) (0.119) (0.054) (0.118) (0.057) (0.116) (0.058) (0.114)

Ideology: Liberal Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Ideology: Moderate 0.021 0.222 −0.248** −0.385** −0.206** −0.260# −0.044 −0.112

(0.064) (0.135) (0.062) (0.135) (0.067) (0.137) (0.068) (0.131)
Ideology: Conservative −0.309** −0.487** −0.586** −1.199** −0.408** −0.767** −0.308** −0.538**

(0.058) (0.123) (0.057) (0.124) (0.061) (0.123) (0.062) (0.120)

Age 0.000 −0.014** −0.000 −0.007* 0.001 0.004 0.005** 0.004
(0.002) (0.003) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002) (0.003)

Female 0.121** 0.326** 0.139** 0.145# 0.191** 0.415** 0.143** 0.183*
(0.041) (0.088) (0.040) (0.087) (0.043) (0.087) (0.044) (0.086)

Black 0.301** 0.281# 0.101 0.216 0.160* 0.001 0.202** 0.075
(0.066) (0.144) (0.065) (0.141) (0.070) (0.144) (0.071) (0.139)

Hispanic 0.165* 0.254 −0.010 0.012 −0.050 −0.267 0.173* 0.043
(0.079) (0.167) (0.078) (0.168) (0.083) (0.164) (0.085) (0.162)

# of kids −0.026 −0.075* −0.025 −0.091* −0.027 −0.100** −0.005 0.039
(0.017) (0.036) (0.017) (0.036) (0.018) (0.036) (0.018) (0.036)

Married 0.074 0.156 0.083# 0.254* 0.005 0.257* 0.109* 0.093
(0.049) (0.103) (0.048) (0.105) (0.052) (0.105) (0.052) (0.103)

In labor force 0.103* 0.216* 0.066 0.197# 0.182** 0.293** 0.066 0.088
(0.049) (0.106) (0.048) (0.105) (0.051) (0.106) (0.052) (0.103)

How long till in financial trouble? −0.053** −0.114** −0.037** −0.090** −0.037* −0.066* −0.043** −0.019
(0.014) (0.030) (0.014) (0.030) (0.015) (0.030) (0.015) (0.030)

Risk averse (job) 0.024# 0.044 0.034** 0.020 0.041** 0.061* 0.062** 0.076**
(0.013) (0.028) (0.013) (0.027) (0.013) (0.028) (0.014) (0.027)

Risk averse (general) 0.048# −0.024 0.034 −0.020 −0.017 −0.068 0.025 −0.004
(0.026) (0.057) (0.026) (0.057) (0.027) (0.056) (0.028) (0.055)

Economy is better (10/08) Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Economy is same (10/08) −0.213 −0.555 −0.066 0.426 −0.119 0.044 0.036 −0.328

(0.219) (0.521) (0.215) (0.495) (0.230) (0.541) (0.234) (0.452)
Economy is worse (10/08) −0.264 −0.619 −0.088 0.409 0.007 0.234 0.112 −0.226

(0.205) (0.494) (0.201) (0.466) (0.215) (0.512) (0.219) (0.419)
Economy will be better (10/08) Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat Ref cat
Economy will be same (10/08) 0.108* 0.095 0.108* 0.049 0.074 0.155 0.184** 0.378**

(0.048) (0.101) (0.047) (0.101) (0.050) (0.099) (0.051) (0.100)

(continued )

| |
�

�

�

Articles | The Insecure American

42 Perspectives on Politics



categorization. But they clearly shape how people think
about their economic lives and about government’s role in
making those lives more secure. Citizens’ dynamic eco-
nomic experiences matter for their public policy positions
in ways that are both substantively significant and theo-
retically explicable.

To be sure, scholars seeking to capture the dynamic
economic situation of citizens and how it affects political
behavior will have many thorny problems to tackle. In
this article, for example, we have relied primarily on cor-
relations among responses, which given the richness of the
SERPI is highly revealing. Research on economic security
should consider experimental investigations as well, along
with the use of longer-term panel data that make it pos-
sible to carefully parse the time-sequencing of economic
shocks and attitudinal changes. With regard to the for-
mer, a particularly promising approach would be to study
the downstream effects on worries and policy attitudes of
experiments designed to test alternative social policy
approaches that differently expose citizens to economic
risk (for example, the expansion of Medicaid in Oregon,
where—because of limited resources—applicants within a
given income range were randomly chosen to receive cov-
erage). With regard to the latter, there is a felt need for the
incorporation of standard political and policy questions

into panel income surveys and the inclusion of more fine-
grained economic measures in panel surveys of public opin-
ion. Such analyses will require greater collaboration between
those doing different kinds of research—between pro-
gram monitoring and behavioral political science, for exam-
ple, or between public opinion research and panel economic
studies.

Nor is it clear how long the attitudinal effects of shocks
we find will persist. In our analyses, economic shocks in
the first wave (March 2008 to March 2009) were still
clearly associated with attitudes in September 2009. But
in additional analyses not reported here, we found weak
to non-existent effects for shocks prior to March 2008.
Our measure of pre-2008 shocks, however, is a question
asking respondents if they had ever experienced the rele-
vant shock in the years prior to March 2008, thus mixing
both relatively recent shocks (say, in 2007) and ones quite
temporally distant. Ultimately, political researchers require
ongoing panel surveys—ideally, ones like the Panel Study
of Income Dynamics that continue for many years—that
trace both economic experiences and political attitudes
over long spans of time.

The SERPI assessed Americans’ experiences and per-
ceptions of economic insecurity in the depths of the reces-
sion, raising the concern that the magnitude of the

Table 7 (Continued)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Employment Health Family Wealth

[Dependent variables and estimators differ. See note]

Economy will be worse (10/08) 0.242** 0.466** 0.147** 0.314** 0.132* 0.165 0.175** 0.350**
(0.053) (0.112) (0.052) (0.112) (0.055) (0.110) (0.056) (0.111)

Constant 0.126 Cut 0.285 Cut 0.297 Cut −0.513# Cut
(0.263) Points (0.257) Points (0.275) Points (0.280) Points

N. of cases 1920 1907 1920 1901 1920 1900 1920 1900
adj R2 0.274 0.322 0.225 0.189
Pseudo R2 0.056 0.077 0.028 0.001
Wald Chi2 382.0 540.9 195.5 7.4
Log likelihood −2394 −3208 −2356 −3249 −2484 −3362 −2515 −3452
DF 26 26 26 26 26 26 26 26

Note: #p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

Coefficients above standard errors in parentheses.

Odd-numbered models are OLS estimations. Even-numbered models are ordered logit estimations.

The dependent variables are (higher values indicate greater support for government intervention):

(1) Scale on (un)employment policy attitudes (mean = 0, SD = 1; OLS)

(2) Gov resp: Guaranteed Good Employment (1 to 7; ordered logit)

(3) Scale on health policy attitudes (mean = 0, SD = 1; OLS)

(4) Gov resp: Health Insurance (1 to 7; ordered logit)

(5) Scale on family policy attitudes (mean = 0, SD = 1; OLS)

(6) Gov resp: Long Term Care (1 to 7; ordered logit)

(7) Scale on wealth/retirement/housing policy attitudes (mean = 0, SD = 1; OLS)

(8) Gov resp: Guaranteed Retirement Income (1 to 7; ordered logit)
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relationships identified in our models are unique to these
particularly difficult economic circumstance. Yet, as Fig-
ures 4 and 5 based on previous polling showed, 2009 was
not as unusual as one might expect. Many economic wor-
ries were already quite common before the downturn began.
The Great Recession exposed a broader cross-section of
Americans to economic risks, but those risks were very
much a part of American economic life even before it
hit—and they are certainly still a part of it today. Still, the
Great Recession was an unusually intense period of eco-
nomic distress, and individuals may not respond to eco-
nomic shocks in exactly the same way in more stable
economic times. Here again, continued panel surveys that
persist across the business cycle are essential.

If our central contribution is to show that economic
instability matters for individuals’ policy attitudes, we also
have tried to untangle how it matters, and what this means
for future investigations. As a starting point, we can con-
fidently say that people’s worries about their economic
security are not simply reworked partisanship or ideology.
This is theoretically interesting, since we know other eval-
uations of the economy are heavily partisan-tinged. It is
also methodologically useful, since worries are already com-
mon in surveys (though not in those with measures of
political attitudes and behavior) and have an established
place in the psychological literature.38 Since it seems that
worries are heavily shaped by personal economic experi-
ences, adding worry questions to opinion surveys would
be an important step toward introducing economic inse-
curity into survey-based research.

Another important step is to broaden the range of eco-
nomic risks examined. Though job loss looms large in
people’s economic thinking—and even larger in what
research there is on the political consequences of eco-
nomic instability—insecurity is a reflection of multiple,
intersecting risks. These extend beyond employment risks
to include major economic losses driven by family, wealth,
and health changes. We have shown a relatively smooth
stepwise relationship between risk intensity and policy atti-
tudes: greater intensity, more support for government risk
protections. We have also shown substantial spillover effects
across domains, especially between employment and
health—the two domains where shocks and worries seem
to have the strongest relationship to policy attitudes. Most
theories ignore and most surveys miss how the persistence
and clustering of economic risks shapes attitudes toward
risk-buffering policies.

They tend to miss as well the characteristic of house-
holds most relevant to how they respond to unstable eco-
nomic circumstances—namely, their capacity to deal with
economic risks on their own. This buffering capacity is
associated with attitudes even when income, education,
and other demographic characteristics are controlled for.
In economics and sociology, the role of wealth has been a
prominent concern. But political science has generally

looked at “flow” measures of household resources, such as
income, rather than “stock” measures, such as wealth. It is
wealth and other private buffers, however, that allow fam-
ilies to deal with threatening economic risks without pub-
lic protections, and so it is not surprising that our measure
of buffers is more strongly associated with policy attitudes
than standard measures of household income.

Until now, we have refrained from discussing the impli-
cations of our findings for public opinion as a whole, and
for good reason. At the individual level, the experience of
intense economic shocks is associated with greater sup-
port for risk-buffering policies. At the collective level, how-
ever, these experiential drivers blend with other influences
on public opinion. Aggregate support for government
action may be enhanced, for example, if economic insta-
bility weakens trust in markets or other private institu-
tions. On the other hand, support may be counterbalanced
by greater sensitivity to taxation during straitened eco-
nomic times, or doubts about the efficacy of policies
intended to soften downturns. There remains the ques-
tion, moreover, whether changes in opinion translate into
changes in political mobilization of the sort that most
directly shapes electoral outcomes and policy making.39

Nor have we considered how intensely citizens hold
their preferences, or how active they are in pursuing them.
Each is likely to depend on the concentration of risks—
that is, how conjoined they are across multiple domains of
risk, and how closely correlated they are with other fun-
damental socioeconomic divides, such as race, education,
and income. If risks are highly concentrated, the result is
opinion polarization, as we show in other work, looking
both across nations and areas of US social policy.40 In
particular, when less-affluent citizens face much greater
insecurity than more-affluent citizens, opposition to the
welfare state among the relatively secure is stronger. The
continuing concentration of insecurity even during the
worst downturn since the Great Depression is surely one
factor in the political crucible that forged the Tea Party.
Disproportionately middle-aged or older and male with
greater income and education than average (and, often,
secure retirement and health benefits), Tea Party members
frequently express the view that assistance for economic
distress or new health coverage goes to “someone else.“41

Although the ramifications of rising insecurity for Amer-
ican politics are uncertain, no one can doubt it deserves to
be a salient concern of public officials. In this light, it is nota-
ble how little we know not just about the opinion effects of
economic shocks, but their basic incidence and character.
No official public statistic measures the individual-level
dynamics of household economic well-being. Even the
unemployment rate—the closest measure—speaks only
indirectly to these dynamics. With a broader team of
researchers, we have developed an index that captures the
share of Americans experiencing large economic losses, the
Economic Security Index.42 But a huge amount of room
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remains for new and better measures, both of household
economic dynamics and of how Americans think about and
respond to them.

A huge amount of room also remains for new and bet-
ter policies that reflect the reality that risks are generally
clustered across domains. In the United States, health and
pension benefits are tied closely to work, and family sup-
ports that allow two-earner and single-earner couples to
balance work and care-giving are generally private and
incomplete. Both left and right—for different reasons and
with different emphases—are likely to be drawn into
addressing the growth of new and newly-intense eco-
nomic risks created by the post-1970s transformation of
work and family.

Practitioners of American politics know that the search
for security is a powerful motive, whether harnessed for
good or ill. Scholars of American politics have been much
slower to recognize this reality. This neglect, once regret-
table, is now untenable. If the Great Recession signaled
anything, it is the stark reality of economic insecurity in
many Americans’ lives. The last generation has seen sweep-
ing changes in our economy, our society, and our global
context—from the breakdown of the framework of pri-
vate workplace benefits that has defined America’s distinc-
tive social policy model to the increased globalization of
trade and finance to the rise of two-earner and single-
parent families caught between the pull of the labor mar-
ket and the demands of care-giving. We live in an age of
increased individual exposure to economic risk. As candi-
dates square off over how to respond to this new world,
political scientists need to step in to understand it.We
have explored its implications for policy attitudes, but a
wide horizon of research agendas opens up once we cast
clear eyes on the insecure American.
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