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Method:

The attached report is an analysis of existing public opinion data regarding issues
related to poverty and upward mobility including views of the poor, perceived
causes of poverty, support for policies, and satisfaction with life and work. The
public opinion statistics mentioned in this report were gathered from publicly
available sources and complete citations are included. This is not intended to be
a policy brief of the realities of poverty, nor is it a comprehensive listing of every
public opinion question relevant to the topic at hand. Rather it is meant as a
strategic overview of the underpinnings of public perception on this issue to
inform strategic communications efforts.
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Introduction

September 27, 2001

Since this report was completed prior to the terrorist attack on September 11th, it is reasonable to question whether or not the
analysis continues to be valid. Of course the attack will have implications for the issue and how the project moves forward.
However, the main objective of the attached analysis was to outline how people think and feel about this issue, i.e., the
assumptions they hold and the values they bring to the conversation. These perspectives are based on enduring cognitive
models or belief systems that are largely unaffected by current events. For example,people value work and believe that with
enough hard work anyone can grow up to be President or Bill Gates. This is an enduring belief that provides a lens through
which people see poverty or the issues facing low-wage workers. Recent events are not likely to change these enduring
perspectives.

What has changed is the level of priority the public is likely to give the issue in the short-term. The public agenda is very
reactive to current events. Prior to the terrorist attack,education and the economy topped the nation’s concerns. It is not
surprising that fighting terrorism is now top-of-mind (64% top priority), followed by the economy (20%),education (7%),and
health care (6%) (NBC/Wall Street Journal,September 15-16,2001). Nearly 80% support increasing funding for defense and
intelligence,even if that means less funding for social programs (Fox News,September 19–20,2001). This does not mean issues
facing low-wage workers are any less important to the public. In fact, in the coming months we may see more ability to
highlight these issues as people think about ways to address the effects of recession.

Recession is no longer a future possibility according to the public; it is here. Shaky consumer confidence and inconsistent
ratings of the economy have turned downward in the past two weeks. A majority (55%) thinks the attack makes a recession
more likely (Fox News,September 19–20,2001). However,most (58%) believe the attack will cause a brief recession while 26%
point to a long recession (Newsweek,September 20–21). Economic conditions could provide a context for bringing the issues
of low-wage workers to the forefront of the national conversation.

I do not mean to imply that public opinion concerning low-wage workers is unaffected by our national tragedy or only affect-
ed in shallow ways. The country is experiencing severe personal trauma. Three-quarters (71%) have felt depressed, 49% have
had difficulty concentrating, and 33% have had difficulty sleeping. An astounding percentage (20%) say they or a friend or
family member know someone among the dead, missing, or injured (Pew Research Center, September 13–17). Economically,
17% say their company has already been hurt by the attack, and 29% feel their company will be hurt in the future (Gallup).

However, it is unclear what the effect will be for the long-term. Through this adversity may come strength, a tearing down of
divisions, and a commitment to help others. More than three-quarters (79%) say the terrorist attacks will do more to change
the country for the better by making it stronger and more unified. Spirited action and generosity is widespread: 79% have dis-
played an American flag; 64% have donated money, food or other supplies to the relief efforts; 60% have lit a candle and 50%
have attended a special religious or ecumenical service (Newsweek, September 20–21).

The element of this project that may be most dramatically affected by the terrorist attack is our hypotheses for future commu-
nications to move the issue forward. We may be entering a new era of community engagement and patriotism, which may
position economic competitiveness, strengthening America, or responsibility to others as stronger frames in the current con-
text than they would have been previously. Fortunately, this exploration is the primary task for the next round of research.

Meg Bostrom
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At some level every American believes
in “The American Dream.” A man from
Hope who would be President…a col-
lege boy building computers in a
garage becomes the world’s leading
businessman…American society is
filled with rags to riches stories.These
stories color our view of success and
failure, and provide a lens through
which we see the rich and the poor.

Fundamentally we believe that anyone
can grow up to be Bill Gates with
enough initiative and hard work,
because we see opportunity as unlimit-
ed in the U.S. Hard work is the litmus
test for how we feel about the poor and
those on welfare. The working poor are
generally respected—they are working
hard and we as a society want to do
everything we can to help them suc-
ceed. However, for many the first
images of the poor that come to mind
are welfare recipients, who are viewed
as rejecting the American values of
independence and hard work.

Understanding the underpinnings of
opinion concerning the welfare reform
debate is instructive in developing
communications efforts on behalf of
the working poor. The welfare reform
debate was framed as being about wel-
fare to work, a very effective framing for
the reformers. “Welfare to work”defines
the problem as not working, which peo-
ple find inexcusable for healthy adults.
Reform was about valuing work, not
cutting welfare rolls, punishing the
poor, or saving tax dollars. This suggest-
ed that there was, and is, an opportuni-
ty to shift the conversation toward
training people for the jobs that will
help them climb out of poverty perma-
nently. People believe the poor work
hard, and many of the jobs they have
will not support a family. To address
this problem, the public strongly favors
a variety of measures to support work
such as increasing the minimum wage,
subsidies for childcare or health care,
etc. Work and individual responsibility

need to be front and center in the con-
versation to gain public approval for
these policies.

Some of the hostility toward welfare
recipients may be due to public identi-
fication with the working poor, and
resentment for those who are per-
ceived as getting a free ride. The public
worries more about finances than most
other concerns and a majority is dissat-
isfied with their current income level.
Few are saving enough for retirement,
and few are satisfied with their retire-
ment plans. Half have a family mem-
ber or close friend who is poor and a
third have received public assistance at
some point in their lives. There is an
opportunity to use this identification
with the poor and belief in the
American Dream to develop an
upward mobility message. The desire
to advance in life and achieve income
security is shared across income levels
and may be a way to mobilize support
across classes.

Next to hard work, the public most
believes in the ability of a good educa-
tion to help one succeed in life.
Americans are currently very critical of
the public education system, but they
have great faith in the ability of educa-
tion—from pre-school through voca-
tional training and college—to help
people achieve in life. Education
needs to be a part of any national dia-
logue concerning poverty or upward
mobility. In fact, there may be an
opportunity to develop a message
around lifelong learning and advance-
ment and connect education to a com-
petitive workforce. Public opinion find-
ings demonstrate that job satisfaction
correlates not only with salary, but also
with ability to learn and grow, so job
training and education are needs that
cross the workforce and are over-
whelmingly supported.

One of the biggest barriers to policy
change is people’s skepticism of gov-
ernment’s ability to address poverty. In
large part this is due to the public’s
assumption that the government is inef-
ficient and welfare is ineffective. At the
same time, some of the most strongly
supported solutions are ones that
require government action. This 
indicates that messages grounded in
specific solutions will be much more
persuasive than a vague call for govern-
ment to take more responsibility.

To be successful, communications
need to be cognizant of the relevant
American values outlined in this
report:

• Each individual is responsible for
his or her own success or failure.

• With hard work comes reward.

• Anyone can achieve the
American Dream.

• The goal is equal opportunity, not
equal outcome.

This is not meant to suggest that com-
munications need to necessarily repeat
these values. Rather, subsequent
research efforts need to determine how
proposed communications interact
with these core values and other rele-
vant values, to determine which com-
munications approaches will lead to
policy support.
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The National Context

Mood of the Nation

The mood of the nation in 2001 is
markedly different from the prior
year.  The bright optimism of the
past few years has been replaced
by uncertainty.  While most
Americans continue to feel
positively toward the state of
affairs in the nation, positive
indicators have been dropping
steadily for much of the year, and
dissatisfaction has increased.
Some of these indicators are now
beginning to return to a positive
direction, but response remains
unstable.

In May of this year, more Americans
were dissatisfied (50%) than satisfied
(46%), with “the way things are going in
the United States,” the first time this
measure had turned negative since
mid-1997. By June, majority response
shifted toward the positive where it
remains. However, the public is still
basically divided on this measure, with
51% saying they are satisfied and 46%
dissatisfied.1

As of mid-July, 70% of the public
believed “things in the country these
days are going”“very”or “fairly well," a
slight increase from the 65% response
to this question over the past few
months. However, this also represents a
decline from a high of 80% in February
2000, and from consistent ratings in the
upper 70s throughout most of last year.2

The Harris “Feel Good Index,”which is
an average of the proportion of
Americans who respond that they “feel
good”about 16 measures which range
from family relationships and quality of
life, to the morals of the country and
the economy, has dropped one point
each year from its inception in 1998,
and now stands at 72.3

Worries about the economy are
driving the uncertain national
mood.  While most continue to
believe economic conditions are
good, fewer feel positively than a
few months ago.  However, there
are signs that the public is
beginning to feel more optimistic
about future economic
conditions.

A closer examination of each of the
measures comprising the Harris Feel
Good Index demonstrates that worry

about the nation’s economy is driving
the decline in general optimism.
Comparing current responses to the
responses people gave in 1998 demon-
strates that most measures have
remained consistent, including people’s
sense of financial security. There have
been slight declines in people’s ratings
of their job and their children’s future,
but the most dramatic decline has
been in ratings of the nation’s econo-
my, falling from 64% “feel good”to 47%.
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Harris Feel Good Index4 (% “Feel Good”)

2001 1998

Your relations with your family . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 96 . . . . . . . . . . . 97

The quality of your life overall . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 94 . . . . . . . . . . . 95

Your home . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 93 . . . . . . . . . . . 93

Your standard of living . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 90 . . . . . . . . . . . 90

Your health . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 89 . . . . . . . . . . . 89

Your social life. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 85 . . . . . . . . . . . 87

The city, town, or county in which you live . . . . . . . . . . . . 82 . . . . . . . . . . . 82

The quality of the air, water & environment 
where you live and work . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69 . . . . . . . . . . . 68

The morals and values of people in your community . . . 67 . . . . . . . . . . . 70

Your financial security for the future . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67 . . . . . . . . . . . 67

Your job, if you have one . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 64 . . . . . . . . . . . 67

Your children’s future . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62 . . . . . . . . . . . 65

Your marriage, if you are married . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61 . . . . . . . . . . . 60

The state of the nation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 54 . . . . . . . . . . . 59

The nation’s economy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47 . . . . . . . . . . . 64

The morals and values of Americans in general . . . . . . . 40 . . . . . . . . . . . 42



In April of this year, 67% rated econom-
ic conditions in the country as “very”
(10%) or “somewhat good”(57%). This
represents a dramatic downturn since
February when 80% rated economic
conditions as good, and from the con-
sistent 80% or higher ratings this meas-
ure has achieved since the end of
1997.5 Only 41% believe economic con-
ditions are “excellent”or “good," down
from 67% in January of this year.6

However, the public is becoming more
optimistic. The proportion believing
the economy is getting worse has been
60% or higher for most of the year, but
has now dropped to 53%.7

Additionally, consumer confidence has
been declining over the past year. In
July 2000, the Consumer Confidence
Index stood at 143. By July 2001, it had
dropped to 116.5. The same patterns
were repeated in the Present Situation
Index (July 2000 = 186.8; July 2001 =
152) and the Expectations Index (July
2000 = 113.7; July 2001 = 92.9).

As noted in the Harris Feel Good Index
outlined above, people have rated their
job satisfaction and their financial
security fairly consistently over the past
few years. Furthermore, unlike the
recession in the early 1990s when peo-
ple worried about jobs (79% felt that
jobs were difficult to find in January

1992), today only 44% believe jobs are
difficult to find, while 42% believe there
are plenty of available jobs.9

However, there are indications that
Americans have become less confident
of their financial situation. As of June
2001, 44% of Americans rated their own
personal financial situation as being in
“excellent”or “good shape.” This is
down substantially from one year earli-
er when 52% rated their financial 
situation positively. However, they are 
optimistic about the future, with 63%
saying they expect their financial 
situation to improve over the course of
the next year, up from 57% in January
2001.10
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Priorities for the Bush Administration11

Top/High Top
Priority % Priority %

Improving education . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 94 . . . . . . . 50

Keeping America prosperous . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 91 . . . . . . . 43

Ensuring the long-term strength of 
the Social Security system . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 89 . . . . . . . 46

Helping senior citizens pay for 
prescription drugs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 88 . . . . . . . 42

Keeping the federal budget balanced . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 88 . . . . . . . 40

Ensuring the long-term strength of 
the Medicare system. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 88 . . . . . . . 40

Improving the healthcare system . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 87 . . . . . . . 43

Providing military security for the country . . . . . . . . . . . . . 85 . . . . . . . 39

Improving conditions for minorities and the poor . . . . . . . 80 . . . . . . . 30

Reducing the use of illegal drugs in America . . . . . . . . . . . 78 . . . . . . . 36

Improving the quality of the environment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 78 . . . . . . . 30

Improving race relations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 75 . . . . . . . 28

Cutting federal income taxes. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65 . . . . . . . 26

Improving the way political campaigns are financed . . . . 60 . . . . . . . 25
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Nervousness about the economy is not grounded in concerns about jobs,
but there are some indications that personal finances have suffered  



Priorities for the Country

Education, prosperity, and taking
care of senior citizens are at the
top of the public’s goals for the
Bush Administration.  Addressing
poverty is a lower priority,
however it is one of the areas
with which the public most
frequently cites dissatisfaction.
Few believe President Bush will
work for the poor.

Education has been a top concern for
the public for several years. With the
long economic expansion and drop-
ping crime rates, education moved to
the top of the public’s agenda, where it
remains.

There is near unanimous agreement
(94%) that improving education is a
high priority, with 50% saying it is a top
priority for the Bush Administration.
After education, the public sees “keep-
ing America prosperous”as a priority
with 91% saying it is a high priority and
43% the top priority. Seniors issues and
health issues round out the rest of the
top tier of concerns: ensuring the
strength of Social Security (89% high
priority, 46% top priority), helping sen-
iors pay for prescription drugs (88%,
42%), ensuring the strength of Medicare
(88%, 40%), and improving the health
care system (87%, 43%). A balanced
federal budget is also near the top of
people’s priorities (88%, 40%). In com-
parison,“improving conditions for
minorities and the poor” is, at best, a
second tier issue, with 80% saying it is a
high priority, but only 30% saying it is a
top priority.

Additionally,Americans state it is
extremely important for the president
and Congress to deal with education
(93% important, 61% “extremely impor-
tant”). Most also think it is important to
raise the minimum wage (63%), but
fewer think that issue is “extremely
important”(31%).12 People want to

help the poor and address poverty, but
it is not the highest of priorities. Three
quarters (73%) favor “providing more
generous government assistance to the
poor,”but only 28% strongly favor that
action.13

While addressing poverty has not been
a top public priority for government
action,Americans are dissatisfied with
the nation’s efforts to deal with poverty.
Public dissatisfaction with poverty runs
higher than many issues that have

received more press attention such as
education or the economy. There are
several reasons why public dissatisfac-
tion may not have turned into political
priority. For example, it may be that
people do not yet have a defined poli-
cy answer to this problem, or cynicism
over welfare may cause people to
doubt government’s abilities in this
area.
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People want to help the poor and address poverty,
but it is not the highest of priorities

% Dissatisfied with Aspect14

The amount Americans pay in federal taxes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 71

The availability of affordable health care . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 68

The nation’s efforts to deal with poverty and homelessness . . . . . . 66

The quality of public education in the nation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57

The nation’s laws or policies on guns . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57

The Social Security and Medicare systems . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57

The acceptance of homosexuality in the nation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57

The nation’s campaign finance laws . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 56

The level of immigration into the country today. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55

The nation’s policies to reduce or control crime . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 52

The nation’s energy policies. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49

The quality of medical care in the nation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49

The state of race relations. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48

The nation’s policies regarding the abortion issue . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47

The quality of the environment in the nation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40

The position of blacks and other racial minorities in the nation . . 40

The role America plays in world affairs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34

The nation’s military strength and preparedness . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 32

The position of women in the nation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31

The state of the nation’s economy. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27



Believe President Bush Will Work
“For” Group15 (In Percent)

The military . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 92

Large corporations . . . . . . . . . . . . 86

White men . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 85

Wealthy people . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 85

Religious conservatives. . . . . . . . . 74

Hispanic . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67

Other racial and 
ethnic minorities . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65

The middle class . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65

Blacks/African-Americans . . . . . . 64

Women’s rights groups . . . . . . . . . 56

Poor people . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 52

Environmental groups. . . . . . . . . . 50

Labor unions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45

Furthermore, the American public does
not believe the current administration
will prioritize the poor. At the time of
George Bush’s inauguration, the public
felt he would work for the military
(92%), corporations (86%), white men
(85%) and wealthy people (85%). Only
a slim majority felt he would work for
the poor (52%), narrowly edging out
environmental groups (50%) and labor
unions (45%) in priority.

A plurality (43%) believes that the Bush
Administration is most helping the
“haves” in society, while only 4% think it
is most helping the “have-nots”and 40%
think the Bush Administration is treat-
ing them both the same.16

Satisfaction with Aspects of Life

Satisfaction With Aspect17

Percent “Very Satisfied”

Family life . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69

Current housing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 63

Community as a place to live in . 58

Safety from 
physical harm/violence . . . . . . . . 55

Personal health . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 54

Job/work . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50

Opportunities to 
succeed in life . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48

Education . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45

Financial situation . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26

Satisfaction with family and
community runs high, but
Americans are less satisfied with
their finances, their work, and
their opportunity to succeed in
life.  A majority worries about
finances and is not earning
enough to live the kind of life
they would like.  Retirement is a
particular worry, with very few
saving enough for retirement, and
a fifth not saving anything at all.
There may be an opportunity for
a national dialogue around a
cluster of concerns relating to
ability to advance in work and
achieve financial security.

Most Americans are satisfied with their
family life, housing, and community.
What they are dissatisfied with are the
areas that have to do with work and
upward mobility. They are least satis-
fied with their financial situation (26%)
and are also dissatisfied with work life,
chances for success, and education.

People worry about finances: that they
“Will not have enough money to live
comfortably”(69% worry, 30% worry “a
lot”);18 and that they “Will not have
enough health insurance to pay for
large medical bills”(60% worry, 29%
worry “a lot”).19 These financial worries
are more prevalent fears than illness or
other crises such as:

• That your spouse or someone
very close to you will not live
long (59% worry, 22% worry “a
lot”)

• What will happen to you if you
become old and sick (57%, 18%)

• That your health will get much
worse (60%, 18%)

• That you or someone in your
household will lose your/their job
(46%, 17%)

• That you will be a victim of a
crime (61%, 13%)

• That you will not live long (41%,
10%)

• That you will go to hell (28%,
10%)20

Most are not earning enough to lead
the kind of life they want (60%), but
those who are not earning enough now
feel they will be able to earn enough in
the future to lead the life they want
(63%).21 Not only are they not leading
the life they want now, they are not sav-
ing substantially for the future either. A
majority (58%) is saving, but only 10%
are “saving a lot.” Twenty-nine percent
are just managing to make ends meet,
while the remainder are either drawing
on savings (5%) or going into debt
(6%). Only 15% feel that they are sav-
ing enough for retirement, while 48%
are saving, but feel they need to save
more. Nineteen percent are not saving
at all and among the self-identified
“have-nots,”41% are not saving at all for
retirement.22
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Satisfaction with Work

Americans are more satisfied
with other aspects of their lives,
but even so, a substantial
number are very satisfied with
their work.  Furthermore, a
greater proportion is satisfied
today than ten years ago.  Stress
level, recognition, and salary
correlate with an employee’s sat-
isfaction, while relations with co-
workers and supervisors, job
security and opportunity for
advancement correlate with
worker dissatisfaction.  Lower
income employees are far less
satisfied with their work than
those with higher incomes.

Ratings of Current Job23

% Completely Satisfied

Your relations with co-workers . . 67 

Physical safety conditions 
of your workplace . . . . . . . . . . . . 63 

Flexibility of your hours . . . . . . . . 56 

Amount of vacation 
time you receive . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50 

Your job security . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48 

Your boss or 
immediate supervisor . . . . . . . . . 47 

Amount of work 
required of you . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 46 

Opportunity you have 
to learn and grow . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43 

Recognition you receive at 
work for your accomplishments . 38 

Family and medical leave 
benefits your employer provides 38 

Health insurance benefits your 
employer offers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33 

Your chances for promotion . . . . 32 

Retirement plan 
your employer offers . . . . . . . . . . 31 

Amount of money you earn . . . . 23 

Amount of on-the-job 
stress you have . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21 

Nearly all workers (86%) say they are
satisfied with their jobs, and 39% report
that they are completely satisfied. This
is a marked improvement from ten
years earlier, in 1989, when 89% were
satisfied, but only 28% were completely
satisfied.24

Workers are most satisfied with their
relationships with coworkers (67%
completely satisfied), and with the
physical safety of their work environ-
ment (63%). Most are also satisfied
with the flexibility of their hours (56%)
and their vacation time (50%).

Workers are dissatisfied with their stress
level (21%), the amount of money they
earn (23%) and their retirement plan
(31%). Interestingly, opportunity to

learn and grow is rated highly by sever-
al (43%) while fewer give good ratings
to chances for promotion (32%).

According to Gallup’s analysis of job
satisfaction, there are three factors that
drive employee satisfaction: stress,
recognition, and salary. Workers who
are satisfied with these areas tend to be
satisfied with the job overall. The items
most associated with dissatisfaction are
relations with co-workers and one’s
boss, job security and opportunities to
learn and grow. Workers who are dissat-
isfied with these areas are generally dis-
satisfied with the job in general.

Those at the lowest income levels are
the least satisfied with their job.
Workers in households earning $75,000
per year or more are more likely to be
“completely satisfied”with their job
(47%) than those making
$30,000–74,999 (42%), or those earning
less than $30,000 (24%). 25

American Values

An individual’s responses to questions
in a survey are driven by an underlying
perspective of how the world works. By
looking across a variety of questions it
is possible to determine some of the
underlying belief systems dictating a
person’s reactions to problems such as
poverty. In this section, a series of
American values or belief systems rele-
vant to poverty are outlined, to illumi-
nate why the public will be more
receptive to certain solutions and cer-
tain messages over others.

AAmmeerriiccaannss  aarree  cchhaarriittaabbllee  aanndd  ggeenneerroouuss
ttoowwaarrdd  tthhoossee  tthheeyy  vviieeww  aass  ttrruullyy  nneeeeddyy.
Fundamentally, nearly all Americans
agree (86% agree, 34% completely) that
“People should do much more than
they do now to help others who are in
need, even if it costs them their own
time and money.”26 Furthermore, 75%
agree,“This is a rich country which
could afford to do more to help the
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poor than we do now.”27 American gen-
erosity results in a desire to protect
those least able to care for themselves.
Fully 81% agree with the statement “You
would be willing to pay a little more in
taxes to take care of children, the elder-
ly, and persons with disabilities who are
unable to support themselves."28

Far fewer are willing to extend this
level of generosity to those who seem
less in need. Only 46% agree “You
would be willing to pay a little more in
taxes to help adults who are employ-
able, but who are unable to support
themselves."29 Though described as
being unable to support themselves,
the word “employable” indicates to sur-
vey respondents that this is a group of
people who should not need assis-
tance from others.

TThhee  ggooaall  iiss  eeqquuaall  ooppppoorrttuunniittyy,,  nnoott
eeqquuaall  oouuttccoommee.. There is near unani-
mous agreement (90% agree, 52% com-
pletely) that “Our society should do
what is necessary to make sure that
everyone has an equal opportunity to
succeed.”30 While 63% feel “The money
and wealth in this country should be
more evenly distributed among more
people,” they don’t fault the basic eco-
nomic system for inequality.31 Two-
thirds (68%) see the economic system
in the U.S. as “Basically fair, since all
Americans have an equal opportunity
to succeed,”while less than three in ten
(29%) view the system as “Basically
unfair, since all Americans do not have
an equal opportunity to succeed.”32

So what people most want from gov-
ernment is a level playing field.
However, most also want a safety net to
catch the vulnerable. Nearly two-thirds
(62%) agree with the statement “The
government should guarantee every cit-
izen enough to eat and a place to
sleep”(29% completely agree).33 A simi-
lar percentage (61%) agrees,“It is the
responsibility of the government to
take care of people who can’t take care

of themselves”(23% completely
agree).34 However, people do not sup-
port an expansion of services at all
costs. Only 44% agree (14% complete-
ly) with the statement “The government
should help more needy people even if
it means going deeper in debt."35

EEaacchh  iinnddiivviidduuaall  iiss  rreessppoonnssiibbllee  ffoorr  hhiiss
oorr  hheerr  oowwnn  ssuucccceessss  oorr  ffaaiilluurree. Seventy-
eight percent agree (78%, 47% strong-
ly),“People should take responsibility
for their own lives and economic well-
being and not expect other people to
help." They reject a systemic cause for
poverty, agreeing that “Most people who
don’t get ahead should not blame the
system, they have only themselves to
blame”(71% agree, 36% strongly).36

Most people credit or blame their own
abilities for their fortune or lack of for-
tune. Of those who feel their financial
situation is excellent or good (50% of
the public), nearly all (86%) credit their
good fortune to their own efforts and
abilities. Even among those who rate
their financial situation as only fair or
poor (49% of the public), 43% credit it
to something they failed to do, 22% bad
luck, 20% due to something others had
done to them.37 The public believes
they have to rely on themselves if they
fall on bad times (65%) rather than rely
on the government to help (29%).
Those who are better off are more like-
ly to point to self-reliance (67%), but
even a majority of those in poverty
agree (59%).38

WWiitthh  hhaarrdd  wwoorrkk  ccoommeess  rreewwaarrdd.
Americans believe in hard work and
responsibility, rejecting the complaint
that “Hard work offers little guarantee
of success”(60% disagree, 38% strong-
ly).39 Two-thirds (65%) reject the notion
that “Success in life is pretty much
determined by forces outside our con-
trol”(28% completely disagree).40

The public does not begrudge the suc-
cess of those who worked to achieve it.
Nearly all Americans agree (89% agree,
52% completely),“I admire people who
get rich by working hard.”41 Instead,
those who don’t work hard and are
dependent on others frustrate the pub-
lic. Two-thirds agree (62% agree, 25%
completely),“Many people today think
they can get ahead without working
hard and making sacrifices.”42 Three
quarters agree (79% agree, 35% com-
pletely) with the statement “Poor peo-
ple have become too dependent on
government assistance programs.”43

AAnnyyoonnee  ccaann  aacchhiieevvee  tthhee  AAmmeerriiccaann
DDrreeaamm.. The idea of “the American
Dream,” i.e., that anyone can achieve
financial and social success with
enough hard work, is a part of our
national identity. Three-quarters (76%)
are satisfied with the “Opportunity for a
person in this nation to get ahead by
working hard”(36% very satisfied).44

Eighty-one percent agree that there is
“Plenty of opportunity and anyone who
works hard can go as far as they
want.”45

Additionally, a plurality (43%) side with
the statement “There is more opportuni-
ty to get ahead than there used to be,"
while another 36% say “The amount of
opportunity is about the same."  Only
20% think,“There is less opportunity
than there used to be.”46

A majority (51%) of voters believe it is
still possible for most Americans to live
the American Dream, while 34% think it
not possible for most Americans today.
There are strong racial and partisan
divides on this question, with 54% of
white Americans believing it is still pos-
sible to live the American Dream, but
only 27% of black voters agreeing.
Fully 71% of Republican voters believe
it is still possible for most Americans to
live the Dream, but only 37% of
Democrats agree. Independents are
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mixed with 48% believing the Dream is
alive while 34% disagree.47

Significant percentages of Americans
believe they will become rich. Forty-
one percent believe it is very (12%) or
somewhat likely (29%) that they will
become rich; while 57% think it is not
too likely (31%) or not at all likely
(26%). Interestingly, a majority (55%) of
those under 30 thinks it is likely they
will be rich, while only 36% of those
over 50 think they will.48 Most, however,
do not see their job as their path to for-
tune; 71% of those who are employed
believe there is no chance they will get
rich in their current job.49 Finally, 38%
say it is harder to get rich in America
than it used to be, while 26% think it is
easier, and 31% see no difference.50

Poverty and the Poor
Scope of the Problem

Poverty is seen as a significant
problem to be addressed, but
Americans are not sure it is
possible to eliminate poverty.
Americans are increasingly likely
to see society as divided into the
“haves” and “have-nots,” and a
majority characterize themselves
as “haves.”  They believe the gap
between the rich and the poor
will grow, but also believe more
people are getting rich.

A majority (55%) thinks poverty is a
“big problem”in American society
today.51 Those in poverty (defined as
less than 100% of the federal poverty
level) are more likely to see poverty as
a big problem (67%), but even a majori-
ty (52%) of those with higher incomes
(defined as those with an income
above 200% of the poverty level) see it
as a big problem.52

But Americans are divided in how
much they believe poverty can be
addressed. If government spending
were no object, 47% believe poverty

could be eliminated while 49% think
that objective could not be accom-
plished. Democrats are more opti-
mistic that poverty can be eliminated
(56%), while few Republicans agree
(34%). The poor believe poverty could
be eliminated if the government put
enough resources into it (65%), while a
majority of those with higher incomes
think that is a task that cannot be
accomplished (54%).53 Very few (18%)
currently believe too much is being
spent on assistance to the poor, but the
remainder are divided between believ-
ing the country spends too little (38%)
and that the amount is about right
(36%).54

Forty-four percent (44%) see American
society divided into the “haves”and
“have-nots”while 53% reject this char-
acterization. The proportion believing
the country is divided into those two
groups is the highest it has been, and
substantially higher than it was in 1988
(26%). Most Americans would charac-
terize their own situation as among the
“haves”(52%), while 32% identify them-
selves as “have-nots."  But the propor-
tion self identifying as “haves” is far
lower than in 1999 when 67% saw
themselves as “haves”or in 1988 when
59% placed themselves as “haves."55

Not only are people more likely to see
American society divided into “haves”
and “have-nots,” they also believe the
gap between the rich and the poor will
grow (69%).56 Three-quarters (74%)
believe that “The percentage of
Americans who are rich is increasing
from year to year;”9 points higher than
the 65% who felt this way in 1990. Two-
thirds (69%) agree,“Today it’s really true
that the rich just get richer while the
poor get poorer”which represents a
decline from the 1980s. Sixty-two per-
cent think poverty is increasing, while
32% believe poverty is decreasing.
Since Gallup started asking this ques-

tion 15 years ago, this is the greatest
shift they have noted toward believing
that poverty is decreasing.57

The Picture of the Poor

The public is conflicted in their
views of the poor, and the
conflict revolves around work.
The public holds the working
poor in high regard, because
their hard work is a reflection of
the American work ethic.  Those
who receive public assistance,
however, are held in much lower
esteem since the public sees
them as not valuing work and
getting paid for doing nothing.
Democrats and Republicans
disagree on how much a person
is to blame for his or her own
misfortune, with Democrats
much more willing to point to cir-
cumstances and seeing the poor
as wanting to work, but being in
true need.  Republicans blame
individuals’ lack of effort and see
welfare recipients as not wanting
to work and taking advantage of
others. 

Most see poverty for a family of four
being somewhere between $20–25,000
a year. There is near unanimous agree-
ment (88%) that a family of four earn-
ing $15,000 is poor. Two-thirds (64%)
still see $20,000 as being poor, while
only 42% see $25,000 as constituting
poverty.58
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% Rating Individuals and Groups
as Sharing “Your Moral and
Ethical Values”59

Share Most /
Most Some
Values Values

Older Americans. . . . . . 55 . . . . . . 92

Whites . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27 . . . . . . 88

Blacks or 
African Americans . . . . 21 . . . . . . 83

PPoooorr  ppeeooppllee. . . . . . . . . . 27 . . . . . . 82

Baby Boomers. . . . . . . . 25 . . . . . . 74

The Democratic Party . 21 . . . . . . 68

Young people 
under the age of 30 . . . 16 . . . . . . 68

The Republican Party. . 20 . . . . . . 67

Immigrants. . . . . . . . . . . 17 . . . . . . 66

Hillary Clinton. . . . . . . . 26 . . . . . . 65

Al Gore. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21 . . . . . . 65

Rich people. . . . . . . . . . 11 . . . . . . 61

Members of politically 
conservative religious 
groups like the 
Christian Coalition . . . . 25 . . . . . . 60

Bill Clinton . . . . . . . . . . 19 . . . . . . 59

PPeeooppllee  oonn  wweellffaarree . . . . 7 . . . . . . . 56

Newt Gingrich . . . . . . . . 12 . . . . . . 50

Homosexuals . . . . . . . . 6 . . . . . . . 35

Americans tend to see the poor as
being of good character. In fact, the
public is more likely to say they share
the same values as poor people (27%
say poor people generally share most
of their values), rather than rich people
(11%). This is different from how they
feel about people on welfare, with
whom few believe they share values
(7%).60

Furthermore, 67% believe the poor
have the same moral values as other
Americans, while 21% think they have
lower moral values and 8% think they
have higher moral values. This opinion

is shared by those who are better off
(68%) as well as by those who are near
poverty (57%, with 19% saying they
have higher moral values).61

People are slightly less likely to believe
welfare recipients have the same moral
values as other Americans, but 63%
believe welfare recipients have about
the same moral values, with 29% saying
their values are lower. Those near
poverty are the harshest critics of wel-
fare recipients, with 34% saying they
have lower moral values and 56% say-
ing they have the same values.62

Attitudes toward work are at the core
of people’s perceptions of the poor.
Most have a picture of the poor as
working—61% think the poor “are peo-
ple who work but can’t earn enough
money”while only 34% think they do
not work.63 Perceptions of government
benefits color views of the poor and of
welfare recipients specifically. When
considering benefits, slightly more of
the public believes that “Poor people
today have it easy because they can
get government benefits without doing
anything in return”(46%), while nearly
as many (43%) believe “Poor people
have hard lives because government
benefits don’t go far enough.”
Democrats and Republicans disagree
on this point. Democrats believe the
poor have hard lives (55%) while
Republicans think they have it easy
(60%).64 The poor believe “Poor people
have hard lives because government
benefits don’t go far enough”(59%),
while those with higher incomes are
more likely to believe “Poor people
today have it easy because they can
get government benefits without doing
anything in return”(50%).65 (Note that
both choices in the question assume
government benefits in relation to poor
people; another indication that views
of the poor and views of those who
receive government assistance are fre-
quently intertwined).

The public is divided between believ-
ing that welfare recipients really need
welfare (47%) or they could get along
without it if they tried (44%). Those
nearest the poverty level believe wel-
fare recipients are in genuine need
(60%), while those with more than
200% above the poverty line are divid-
ed between believing they are in gen-
uine need (45%) and they could get
along without it if they tried (46%).66

Understanding that most Americans
believe each individual is responsible
for his or her own success or failure,
and with hard work comes reward,
helps explain why views of the poor
are not wholly sympathetic. A plurality
(45%) believe the “poor are mainly to
blame for their poverty”while 36%
believe people are “poor through no
fault of their own."  Conservatives and
liberals approach this distinction very
differently. Self-identified conservatives
are more likely to believe that the poor
are to blame for their situation (56% to
blame, 29% no fault) while liberals
think the poor are not at fault (37% to
blame, 49% no fault). This suggests a
reason for why conservatives and liber-
als see different solutions to poverty.67

Additionally, 48% believe people are
not doing enough to help themselves
out of poverty, while 45% think they are
poor due to circumstances beyond
their control. Again, there are strong
distinctions by party identification. A
majority of Democrats (57%) point to
circumstances as the problem; while
nearly two-thirds (63%) of Republicans
say people are not doing enough to
help themselves.68

Americans are convinced there are
jobs available for welfare recipients
who really want to work (78%), but
they are divided in whether or not wel-
fare recipients really do want to work
(47% yes) or not (44% no). A majority
of Democrats view welfare recipients
as wanting to work (55%), while just as
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many Republicans think they do not
want to (55%).69 There is widespread
agreement that people could find work
if they wanted to badly enough.
Whether people are thinking about the
unemployed or welfare recipients, they
believe:

• “Most people who are unem-
ployed could find paid work with-
out much difficulty if they really
worked at it”(77% agree)70

• “Most people who are on welfare
and do not work, would find paid
work if they were not on welfare”
(75% agree)71

Importantly, even those who believe
jobs are available think the jobs welfare
recipients can get do not pay enough
to support a family (59%).72

There are strong racial divides in per-
ceptions of the poor, the scope of
poverty and the causes of poverty.
Blacks are more likely than whites to
see poverty as a big problem (72%
compared to 52%); to say circum-
stances cause poverty (57% compared
to 44%); to say that poor people have
hard lives (59% compared to 39%); to
say that the government could elimi-
nate poverty if it wanted (67% com-
pared to 40%); and to say that most
welfare recipients want to work (54%
compared to 45%). Whites are more
likely than blacks to hold the opposite
opinion on all these measures.73

Reflections of the Poor

Many Americans have personal
experience with poverty.  Roughly
one-quarter see themselves as
lower income or poor, but half
worry about becoming poor, and
half have a close friend or family
member who is poor.  One-third
say they or an immediate family
member have received welfare or
public assistance at some point.

Twelve percent see themselves as rich
or upper income, 61% middle income,
21% lower income, and 6% identify as
poor. Since 1990, the percentage identi-
fying as rich or upper income has
grown by 5 percentage points, while
the proportion seeing themselves as
lower income or poor has declined by
6 percentage points.74

Though a quarter see themselves as
lower income or poor, many more iden-
tify with the poor, either through worry-
ing about becoming poor, or through
personal relationships with the poor. A
majority (53%) worries about becom-
ing poor, with 18% saying they “worry a
great deal.” This worry is pronounced
among those at less than 100% of the
poverty level, with 68% saying they
worry, 35% worry “a great deal.”75

More than one-third (36%) of respon-
dents note that someone in their family
is poor and 48% have a close friend
who is poor.76 One-third has at some
time received welfare or public assis-
tance benefits: 64% of those in poverty
have received welfare, 47% of those at
100–200% of the federal poverty level,
and even 33% of those at more than
200% of the federal poverty level have
received assistance at some point.77 Of
the 64% in poverty who have received
public assistance, over half (59%) were
receiving assistance at the time of the
study.78 Those receiving assistance are
optimistic that it is a short-term situa-
tion. Only 37% of those currently
receiving assistance expect to still be
receiving assistance in one year.79 Few
of those receiving assistance say they
are receiving a lot of pressure from the
government to find a job (14%).80

Those earning less than 100% of
the federal poverty level think of
themselves as poor, and rate
their financial situation
negatively.  They tend to blame
themselves for their financial
troubles, but also cite a higher

incidence of health problems
than those with higher incomes.
Majorities of the poor, and
significant percentages of the
near poor have had trouble
paying bills in the past year.

A majority of the poor (57%) is satisfied
with the way the economy is going, but
that compares with 74% of those who
are more well off.81 The poor rate their
own financial situation as only fair
(44%) or poor (40%). Those in poverty
tend think of themselves as poor
(65%), while only 33% of those at
100–200% of the federal poverty level
think of themselves as poor.82 A plurali-
ty of the poor self identify as “lower
class”(40%) followed by “working
class”(32%), while those at 100–200%
of the poverty level think of themselves
as working class (51%) or middle class
(30%).83
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Ratings of Current Situation
% Only Fair or Poor84

% of Federal Poverty Level

<100% 100–200% 200%+
Your 
health 
care 
coverage . . . . . . 45 . . . . . 44 . . . . . 23

The safety 
of your 
neighborhood. . 44 . . . . . 25 . . . . . 13

The housing 
you currently 
live in . . . . . . . . . 37 . . . . . 28 . . . . . 13

Those in poverty are mixed in their rea-
sons for their financial troubles, with
34% saying it is due to something they
failed to do, 29% bad luck, and 21% due
to things others have done to them.85

However, the poor cite a higher inci-
dence of health problems than those
who are better off. Overall, 20% rate
their health as “only fair”or “poor.”
Those at the lowest income levels, how-
ever, are more likely to report poor
health (47%) than those at 100–200% of
the poverty level (33%) or those at
more than 200% of the poverty level
(14%). They also rate their neighbor-
hood safety and their housing worse.

As outlined in the following table,
majorities of those earning less than
100% of the poverty level had problems
paying their utility bills, buying food,
and getting the medical care they
needed over the past year. Significant
percentages of those at 100–200% of
the federal poverty level also struggled
to pay bills.

The poor think it is increasingly
difficult to climb out of poverty
and think the government is
partially to blame.  Like the general
public, they have a lot of faith in
the ability of education and job
training to improve their situation.

The poor believe it is harder than it
was ten years ago for poor people to
get out of poverty by working hard
(62%) and they blame the federal gov-
ernment for making it harder (46%
blame the government for making it
harder).87 If they could change one
thing about the current welfare system,
welfare recipients say it would be help-
ing more people go to school (11%) or
get job training (6%), followed by help
with day care (6%).88 The low level of
educational attainment among the
poor explains their desire for educa-
tional assistance; three-quarters (74%)
have no more than a high school
degree, and 41% do not have a high
school degree.89

Causes of Poverty

As noted earlier in this analysis,
the public points to hard work as
the main ingredient for riches
and success, and lack of hard
work as the major cause of
poverty.  They also recognize
there may be circumstances
outside one’s control that can
cause poverty, but tend to look
first to the individual.  Next to
hard work, education is a core
determinant of future success or
failure.

There are three key ingredients for suc-
cess according to the public: hard
work (92% rate “4 or 5”on a 5 point
scale), education (92%), and parents
(87%). Other helpful factors include
willingness to take risks (69%), connec-
tions (68%) and natural ability (60%).
Fewer think physical appearance
(50%), luck (43%) or inheritance (41%)
matter.The public does not think dis-
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Had Serious Problem in Past Year % Yes for Self or Family86

% of Federal Poverty Level
<100% 100–200% 200%+

Falling behind in your gas,electric,
or phone bills . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 53. . . . . . . . . . . . 41. . . . . . . . . . . . 29

Being unable to get medical care 
because of the cost . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51. . . . . . . . . . . . 40. . . . . . . . . . . . 27

Having too little money to buy 
enough food . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 52. . . . . . . . . . . . 35. . . . . . . . . . . . 17

Falling behind in your rent 
or mortgage payments . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42. . . . . . . . . . . . 31. . . . . . . . . . . . 26

Being unable to pay for adequate 
transportation to get to work or school. . . . . 40. . . . . . . . . . . . 22. . . . . . . . . . . . 14

Having trouble paying a 
credit card balance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 38. . . . . . . . . . . . 39. . . . . . . . . . . . 40

Having a problem with alcohol or 
drug abuse . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22. . . . . . . . . . . . 17. . . . . . . . . . . . 21

Being a victim of a crime . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22. . . . . . . . . . . . 16. . . . . . . . . . . . 16

Being unable to find child care 
or being forced to take your child 
out of childcare because you can’t pay . . . . 21. . . . . . . . . . . . 21. . . . . . . . . . . . 13

Getting divorced or separated,
in part because of financial problems . . . . . 18. . . . . . . . . . . . 14. . . . . . . . . . . . 13



honesty is necessary (24%) and few
think race (30%) or gender (33%) matter.

A majority thinks people are rich due
to strong efforts (53%) rather than to
circumstances they do not control
(32%). In comparison, they are less
likely to think a poor person’s situation
is due to lack of effort (43%) and more
likely to point to circumstances
(41%).91 Majorities of the poor point to
circumstances (57%), while those at
higher incomes are more likely to point
to the individual (50%) over circum-
stances (44%).92

Reasons for Success or Not%
Rate “4 or 5” on a 5 Point Scale90

Hard work and initiative . . . . . . . . . 92%

Getting the right 
education or training. . . . . . . . . . . . 92%

Parents and family . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 87%

Willingness to take risks . . . . . . . . . 69%

Connections, knowing 
the right people . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 68%

Ability or talent one is born with . . 60%

Physical appearance, good looks . . 50%

Good luck, in the right 
place at the right time . . . . . . . . . . . 43%

Money inherited from family . . . . . 41%

Gender. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33%

Member of particular race/
ethnic group . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30%

Dishonesty and willingness 
to take whatever one can get . . . . . 24%

Majorities point to several causes for
poverty, some of which are individual
in nature, some systemic, and others
due to chance. At the top of the list of
causes of poverty is drug abuse, with
70% saying it is a major cause of pover-
ty. Other failings of individuals that are
perceived to be major causes of pover-
ty include a decline in moral values

(57%), single parent families (54%) and
lack of motivation (52%). At the same
time, majorities see several circum-
stances that could force a person into
poverty including medical bills (58%),
low wage jobs (54%) and poor quality
public schools (47%).93

% Major Cause of Poverty94

Drug abuse . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 70

Medical bills . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 58

Decline in moral values . . . . . . . . . 57

Too many jobs being 
part time or low wage . . . . . . . . . . 54

Too many single-parent 
families . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 54

Poor people lacking motivation . . 52

Poor quality of public schools . . . . 47

The welfare system . . . . . . . . . . . . . 46

A shortage of jobs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34

Too many immigrants . . . . . . . . . . . 30

Americans across income strata rate
several causes of poverty at the same
level; poor people’s lack of motivation,
a decline in moral values, the welfare
system, and poor quality public
schools. But there are several causes
the poor are more likely to see as
major causes of poverty than those not
near poverty: drug abuse, medical bills,
low wage jobs, single parent families, a
shortage of jobs, and too many immi-
grants.95

Responsibility and Solutions
Responsibility for Poverty

As noted, much of the responsi-
bility for addressing poverty
rests on the shoulders of the
poor since many believe poverty
results from lack of individual
effort.  However, people also

point to government’s responsi-
bility to address this problem.
They are skeptical of
government’s ability to affect
poverty, in large part because
they believe government is
incapable of doing anything well.
Most believe current government
programs for the poor are
ineffective, and few point to
government as the actor they
would most like to address this
problem.  However, when given
specific solutions, some of the
most strongly supported are
solutions that require a
government role.  

Forced to choose between two alterna-
tives, 65% think “The government in
Washington, DC should make every
possible effort to improve the social
and economic position of the poor”
while only 29% think “ The government
should not make any special effort to
help the poor, because they should
help themselves."  However, when
choosing among various actors,
Americans make it clear that the poor
need to take responsibility. One-third
(32%) believe government should have
the greatest responsibility for helping
the poor, while 28% believe the poor
themselves bear the greatest responsi-
bility. Other actors are pointed to less
frequently: churches (14%), families of
the poor (12%), and other private chari-
ties (6%).96

People hold conflicting views about
government’s role in eliminating pover-
ty. They are divided between believing
“The government in Washington should
do everything possible to improve the
standard of living of all Americans”
(51% side with this statement) and
believing “This is not the government’s
responsibility, each person should take
care of themselves”(46%).97 On the one
hand, 70% agree “The federal govern-
ment has a responsibility to try to do
away with poverty in this country."  At

Achieving the American Dream: A Meta-Analysis of Public Opinion, a Ford Foundation Project:“Making Work Pay for Families Today”
- 18 -

Responsibility and Solutions



the same time, they reject the socialis-
tic implication of income shifting in the
statement “It is the responsibility of gov-
ernment to reduce the differences in
income between people with high
incomes and people with low
incomes”(67% disagree, 40% strongly).98

Part of the skepticism of a role for the
government is the public’s perception
of government waste. Nearly two-thirds
agree (64% agree, 27% completely),
“When something is run by the govern-
ment, it is usually inefficient and waste-
ful."99 On average, people believe that
46 cents out of tax every dollar is wast-
ed. While a very high figure, this is
lower than in 1998 (56 cents) or 1995
(51 cents).100 A majority (61%) thinks
government programs to improve the
condition of poor people are not hav-
ing any impact (48%) or are making
things worse (13%). Only one-third
(34%) views government programs as
making things better, however those
who are poor are more likely to see the
benefit of government programs
(43%).101

The public also looks to non-govern-
ment actors to address this problem.
When given a large variety of choices,
only 28% say federal and state govern-
ment agencies can do the best job of
providing services to people in need. A

plurality (37%) chooses religious organ-
izations, followed by non-religious,
community-based organizations
(27%).102

While the overall inclination is toward
non-government actors, there are cer-
tain services for which the public looks
to government to provide. As the table
above outlines, people tend to prefer
federal or state government for provid-
ing job training, health care or literacy
training. Programs for young people,
such as pregnancy counseling, mentor-
ing programs, and childcare, are the
realm of non-governmental organiza-
tions, as are charitable activities such as
feeding the homeless.

Solutions

To address poverty, the public wants to
help people get good jobs, and assist
them in their jobs so they can be suc-
cessful. There is overwhelming support
for more education and training,
increasing the minimum wage, subsi-
dizing day care and giving tax credits
to low income workers. The public is
much less enthusiastic about cash
assistance and “guaranteeing” income.

“In what ways should govern-
ment help the poor?"104

Volunteered Response, In
Percent

EEdduuccaattiioonn  TTrraaiinniinngg  

Better Education . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 38 

More job and skills training . . . . . . 29 

IInnccoommee  TTrraannssffeerr

Financial aid, give money . . . . . . . . 12 

Tax breaks, lower taxes . . . . . . . . . . . 5 

Raise minimum wage . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 

MMoorree  OOppppoorrttuunniittyy

More jobs and job opportunities . . 16 

Better jobs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 

More opportunities . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 

OOtthheerr  

More housing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11 

Better health care coverage . . . . . . 10 

Better child care . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7 

More social programs and services . 6 
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Best Provider of Indicated Service (In Percent, Ranked by % Government Role)103

Religious Organization Non-religious Community Group Federal/State Government

Job training . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61 . . . . . . . 

Health care . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 56 . . . . . . . 

Literacy training. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49 . . . . . . . 

Counseling and educating prisoners . . . . . 40 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35 . . . . . . . 

Treatment for drug and 
alcohol addiction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 36 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31 . . . . . . . 

Child care. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 32 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29 . . . . . . . 

Feeding the homeless. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28 . . . . . . . 

Mentoring programs for young people. . . . 40 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15 . . . . . . . 

Counseling teens about pregnancy . . . . . . 39 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12 . . . . . . . 



When asked what the government
should do to help the poor, the public
most frequently suggests education and
job training (67%). They are less likely
to cite tax breaks or raising the mini-
mum wage (19% mention some kind of
income transfer), though they support
these efforts at high levels. One-fifth
(22%) wants the government to focus
on providing more opportunity.

The most popular policies, such as
increasing the minimum wage and sub-
sidized day care, are supported equally
across income levels. The policies with
less support are driven down through
the weak support of those with more
income. The poor are much more sup-
portive than those not close to poverty
of food stamps (78% of the poor com-
pared to 57% of those more than 200%
of poverty), cash assistance (75% of the
poor, 51% of those 200%+), and guaran-
teeing a minimum income (71% of the
poor, 54% of 200%+).

The public overwhelmingly supports
policies for working people. A majority
strongly supports “helping low income
Americans develop the skills they need
to compete in the global economy”
(90% support, 56% strongly support).106

Just as many are willing to help “Pay for
education and job training for people
leaving welfare”(90% support, 53%
strongly).107 Tax credits are popular, par-
ticularly when provided directly to the
poor:“Tax credits to people who work
but do not earn enough to keep their
families out of poverty”(86% support,
55% strongly)108. People also support a
business credit through offering “Tax
cuts to businesses that hire people leav-
ing welfare”(77% support, 34% strong-
ly).109

Government Actions to Directly
Help the Poor% Support105

Increasing the minimum wage . . . . 85

Expanding subsidized day care . . . 85

Spending more for medical care 
for poor people . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83

Increasing tax credits for 
low-income workers . . . . . . . . . . . . . 80

Spending more for housing 
for poor people . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 75

Making food stamps more 
available to poor people . . . . . . . . . 61

Guaranteeing everyone 
a minimum income . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57

Increasing cash assistance
for families . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 54

Education receives near unanimous
support as an action to address poverty
for the long-term. The public wants to
improve public schools and expand
job-training programs. They also want
schools to teach about morals and the
work ethic, and want to expand public
employment programs. There is more
modest support for increasing police in
low-income areas and little support for
toughening divorce law.

Government Actions to Reduce
Poverty% Support110

Improving public 
schools in low-income areas . . . . . . 94

Expanding job-training programs . . 94

Requiring public schools 
to teach about moral values 
and the work ethic . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83

Expanding public 
employment programs . . . . . . . . . . . 82

Putting more police
in low-income areas . . . . . . . . . . . . 72

Making it harder to get divorced. . . 38

Areas for Policy Consideration

The rest of this section highlights
several specific policy areas for
addressing poverty:  work, the
minimum wage, welfare reform,
education, health care, childcare,
and teen pregnancy.  The intent
of these sections is to outline key
trends in public opinion in each
area as related to poverty or
upward mobility.  It is not
intended to be a comprehensive
assessment of each topic.  

Work:  Work is at the center of
how people think about poverty
and upward mobility.  The public
wants to assist and reward those
who are working hard, but worry
that too many are relying on
others to take care of them.  They
believe there are jobs for anyone
who wants one, but also realize
many jobs will not lift a family
out of poverty.  The public’s
emphasis on work indicates that
policies rewarding work, or
assisting work, such as
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increasing the minimum wage,
childcare subsidies, etc., will be
popular if correctly framed.

As of early 2001, the public did not
view a shortage of jobs as a cause of
poverty. Two-thirds (69%) think there
are jobs available for anyone who is
willing to work.111 When it comes to
welfare recipients, the public is even
more forceful. Three quarters (78%)
note there are jobs available for most
welfare recipients who really want to
work.112

At the same time, the public recognizes
the available jobs may not be good
ones. Of those who believe jobs are
available for welfare recipients, a major-
ity (59%) also believes most of the jobs
welfare recipients can get will not sup-
port a family.113 Low wages and poor
jobs are problems the public is sympa-
thetic toward. Everyone agrees that “As
a country, we should make sure that
people who work full-time should be
able to earn enough to keep their fami-
lies out of poverty”(94% agree, 80%
strongly).114

The answer to this problem, according
to the public, is to give working people
the help they need to lift themselves
out of poverty: 94% agree “People who
have been on public assistance but
would like to work should be given
help to make it possible for them to
find jobs.”115 This perspective results in
very high levels of support for policies
such as expanding job-training pro-
grams (94%) and expanding public
employment programs (82%).116

People are willing to continue assis-
tance to guarantee job stability. Two-
thirds (69%) agree “The government
should continue to help low-income
people even after they find jobs by
offering things like additional training
or help with childcare, so they can suc-
ceed in their jobs.” Only 27% choose
the alternative,“Once a low income

person finds a job, the government
should no longer be helping them at
all. At that point, success is up to the
individual, not the government.”117 This
perspective even extends to welfare
recipients. Three-quarters (77%) agree,
“When parents on welfare find jobs,
government should provide help if
their jobs do not pay enough to finan-
cially support their children.”118

Messages about “workforce issues”
allow the conversation to shift responsi-
bility beyond the individual to include
societal institutions. When the public
thinks about whom or what shares
responsibility for the competitiveness
of the American workforce, they point
first to the public education system
(92% bears responsibility, 60% bears a
lot of responsibility). While individual
job seekers are still seen as responsible
(88%, 58%), the public includes state
government (83%, 39%) and federal
government (79%, 38%), as well as
employers (83%, 36%) in the mix of
responsible parties.119

Minimum wage:  The public
wants to support workers and
direct assistance to those who
work.  Therefore, increasing the
minimum wage is a popular
policy.  It directly benefits
workers, and addresses the
needs of the poor.

Most are aware of the current mini-
mum wage, and those who are incor-
rect guess too high rather than too low.
A majority (51%) understands the mini-
mum wage is currently about $5 an
hour. Few (4%) think it is less than that,
while 28% think it is $6 an hour, and
11% think it is $7 or more.120

The $10–11,000 annually that a full-time
worker can earn with the minimum
wage is ridiculously low compared to
what the average person thinks a fami-
ly needs to live. When asked what
annual income a family of four needs
to make ends meet, 69% report their
earnings need to be at least
$35,000/year.121

Polls consistently report very high lev-
els of public support for increasing the
minimum wage. Most recently, the Pew
Research Center reported 87% favor
(49% strongly) “An increase in the mini-
mum wage, from $5.15 an hour to $6.45
an hour.”122 If anything, support is higher
now than in recent years. In October
1999, 83% supported increasing the
minimum wage, and in 1998 76% sup-
ported increasing it.123

There are two caveats concerning pub-
lic support for increasing the minimum
wage. First, it has broad support, but
not deep, passionate support.
Increasing the minimum wage is seen
as “extremely important” for the
President and Congress to deal with by
only 31% of the public. This compares
with the top response of education at
61%.124 Secondly, it is seen as the appro-
priate domain for state, not federal, leg-
islation. When given the choice, nearly
two-thirds (62%) see this as a responsi-
bility for state legislatures, while only
27% believe Congress should set the
minimum wage.125
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Welfare Reform:  The most recent
welfare reform debate provides
lessons for communicating on
poverty and issues concerning
the working poor.  Reforming
welfare was a widely popular
action because it reinforced the
American work ethic.  People
were not concerned with the
costs of welfare; they wanted to
reinforce the value of work.  Even
though they recognized that
families and children might face
hardship, in the long run the
public felt children would be
better served by learning the
value of work.  They support
transitional help, but want to see
welfare recipients at work.

Welfare reform was a popular action,
with 80% favoring efforts to reform.126

Reform garnered this strong level of
support, even though 46% thought
penalties and time limits would harm
children.127 What bothered people
about welfare was the idea that “Too
many people take advantage of the
welfare system and don’t try to get
ahead on their own”(45% worry a great
deal). Those at the lowest income lev-
els worry more about taking advantage
(50% of those who earn less than
$30,000 worry a great deal) than those
at the highest income levels (26% of
those who earn more than $75,000
worry a great deal).128

Half (50%) of the public is aware wel-
fare has been substantially changed
over the last five years, while 18% say
“no”and 32% aren’t sure.129 Of those
who are aware of the changes, 61%
believe the reforms are working well.
The remainder tend to believe reform
is not working well because it denied
too many people the help they need
(64%) over not having cut enough peo-
ple from the welfare rolls (31%). While
awareness of the law is similar among
those in poverty and those who are
more well-off, those who are well-off are
more likely to believe the reforms are
working well (61%), though even a
majority of those in poverty also
believe the reforms are working well
(53%).130

Welfare reform was about the
American work ethic, not cutting the
cost of welfare. People most often
point to “requiring people to go to
work”as the major reason welfare
reform is working well (87%). Of four
choices, 64% choose requiring work as
the most important reason it is working
well over cutting the welfare rolls, wel-
fare helping more people, or fewer stig-
mas attached to welfare. Notably, those
who know of the changes in the wel-
fare law, even though a majority thinks
the law is working well, also believe
those who have left the welfare rolls
remain poor (73%).132 They do not
believe welfare reform addressed
poverty. But they also credit the reduc-

tion in welfare rolls to changes in wel-
fare laws that forced more people to
work (62% of those who know there
have been changes in welfare), rather
than to the strong economy (23%).
Those in poverty place even more cred-
it on welfare changes (73%) rather than
the economy (16%).133

Among the lowest priorities for welfare
reform was saving tax dollars (an aver-
age of 8.6 on a 10 point scale). The
public was far more interested in elimi-
nating abuse (9.5), helping people stay
off welfare (9.3), helping people get
jobs (9.2), lowering poverty (9.1) and
reducing the number of people on wel-
fare (9.1). They did not want welfare
reform to be a punitive action; rather
some of their top priorities were “mak-
ing sure poor children get the help
they need”(9.4), reducing teen preg-
nancy (9.2) and strengthening families
and family values (9).134

The welfare reform debate focused on
getting people off welfare and into any
kind of job. This approach was, and is,
effective because it triggers people’s
work ethic: 63% agree “People who are
making the transition from public assis-
tance to work should take whatever
jobs they can get, even if these jobs
don’t provide health insurance or allow
them to fully support their families.”135

However, opponents to welfare reform
missed an opportunity to recast the
issue as being about getting people
permanently off welfare and out of
poverty through advancing job skills.
Three-quarters (77%) agree “The gov-
ernment should help people develop
skills and get jobs where they have
opportunities for advancement, so that
they can be successful in the work-
force and not need government assis-
tance in the future.” Only 19% agree
with the alternative choice,“The govern-
ment should move people off welfare
and into jobs as quickly as possible,
even if the jobs offer little opportunity
for advancement, because the most
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Reasons Welfare Reform Is Working Well% Major Reason131

(Among the 31% Who Know of Change in Welfare Laws and Say
It Is Working Well)

Requires people to go to work . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 87

Has substantially cut the welfare rolls . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 64

Welfare departments are now doing more to help poor people . . . . 52

There is now less stigma attached to receiving welfare . . . . . . . . . . . . 28

Welfare reform was about the American work ethic,
not cutting the cost of welfare



important thing is getting people off
welfare.”136

Education:  The public places
great faith in the ability of
education to solve many of the
ills that face the country.
Education is one of the most
important institutions in
American society.  People see
education as the primary
solution for poverty for the short-
term (in improving job skills) and
the long-term (in educating the
next generation).  The public
thinks of all levels of education,
from pre-school through college
and vocational training, as having
a role in addressing poverty.  

People place the future of the country
in schools. When asked how big a role
various institutions will play in making
life better in the future, schools and
universities are near the top (79%
major role) after science and technolo-

gy (89%) and medical advances (85%).
Schools are perceived as having a
more major role than government, busi-
ness, the military, the media, or reli-
gion.137 This is a competitiveness issue.
Compared to schools in other
advanced industrialized countries,
Americans think our public schools
rank as average (37%), or worse (38%),
while only 19% believe we perform bet-
ter than average.138

Nearly half the public (47%) sees poor
quality public schools as a major cause
of poverty.139 The scope of public edu-
cation in addressing poverty includes
pre-school and grade school educa-
tion, in part because the public thinks a
child’s core personality is determined
in elementary school. A majority
believes that grade school has more
influence than high school on the kind
of person a child will be when grown
(57% point to grade school, 27% high
school).140

But the public does not want to limit
educational solutions for poverty to
elementary and high school. There is
near unanimous agreement (93%) that
“People who are making the transition
from welfare to work should be
allowed the time and training to pre-
pare for jobs that make it possible for
them to stay off of welfare permanent-
ly.”141

Public faith in education is due to
the public’s view of the
importance of education, not
their faith in the quality of the
existing system, of which they
are very critical.

As the table outlines, the public deems
the nation’s schools in worse shape
than schools in their own community.
They are critical of parents, and are
concerned about drugs, violence and
overcrowded classrooms.The nation’s
schools fare particularly poorly on dis-
cipline (ranked third for community
schools, second for national schools)
and violence (ranked fifth for commu-
nity schools, fourth for national
schools).

The public is energized to fix their own
schools, but also motivated to fix inner
city schools. There is near unanimous
support for improving public schools in
low-income areas (94% support)143 and
for requiring public schools to teach
about moral values and the work ethic
(83% support).144 Addressing decaying
school buildings has become a high
priority among adults. “Fixing run-
down schools” is a popular priority for
funds (80% strongly favor), even over
reducing class size (69%), more com-
puters (61%), teacher pay (60%), and
increased security (53%). A majority of
both parents (59%) and non-parents
(53%) are willing to pay as much as
$500 per year in increased taxes to pay
for these changes. Others are willing to
increase taxes by lower amounts: $100
(9% favor giving $100 but not $200),
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Percent Saying Each is a “Major Problem” in Public Schools in
Their Community and in the Nation as a Whole142

Community’s Nation’s 
Schools Schools

Lack of parental involvement . . . . . . . . . . . . 55 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 78

Student use of alcohol or illegal drugs . . . . . 51 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69

Students who are undisciplined 
and disruptive . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 73

Overcrowded classrooms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61

Violence and lack of school safety . . . . . . . . 35 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 64

Inequality in funding among 
school districts . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51

Lack of adequate 
academic standards . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 32 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50

Poor school administration . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42

Poor quality teachers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34

Lack of computers and technology . . . . . . . 24 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30

Public school facilities that 
are unsafe or unhealthy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 37

Discrimination against children 
because of race or gender . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33



and $200 (20% favor paying $200, but
not $500).145

Employers and college professors
do not see a high school diploma
as evidence a student has
learned the basics, and few rate
recent job applicants as having
good basic skills.  In fact, 64% of
them believe graduates from
public schools lack the skills
needed to succeed in the work
world.146

Most parents and teachers see a high
school diploma as evidence of having
learned the basics, while professors
and employers disagree.

Value of a High School Diploma147

A high school diploma is no guarantee
that a student learned the basics

Parents . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31%

Teachers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23%

College Professors . . . . . . . . 73%

Employers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59%

A high school diploma means a stu-
dent has at least learned the basics

Parents . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 63%

Teachers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 76%

College Professors . . . . . . . . 27%

Employers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39%

Note:“Teachers”are k–12.

Additionally, few professors or employ-
ers rate their recent students or job
applicants as having good basic skills.

Rate Skills of Recent Job
Applicants/Students148

(% Excellent/Good)

College Employers
Professors

Rate basic 
math skills ...........16% . . . . . . . . 31%

Rate ability 
to write clearly ....16% . . . . . . . . 20%

Rate grammar 
and spelling ........22% . . . . . . . . 18%

The public wants schools to
adapt to a changing job market.
Changing technology and com-
munication are influences that
young people need to master to
succeed in today’s world.

Two-thirds (69%) see a “great deal of
change” in what today’s young people
need to learn before they graduate
from high school, with computers top-
ping the list (36%).149 The basics, includ-
ing good work habits, are unanimously
perceived as important skills. The abili-
ty to communicate well and use tech-
nology have been added to the “basic”
skills needed to succeed.

%Very Important Skills for
Young People to Get Ahead150

Having good basic 
reading, writing,
and math skills . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 99%

Having good work habits,
such as being responsible,
on time, and disciplined . . . . . . 98%

Having good 
communications skills . . . . . . . 89%

Knowing how to use 
computers and 
up-to-date technology . . . . . . . . 80%

Knowing how to speak 
a foreign language. . . . . . . . . . . 28%

Most see changes in technology and
communications as having more of an
influence on the future job force than
trends toward job insecurity or global-
ization.

% Great Deal of Influence on the
Future of Young People151

The growing importance of
computers and up-to-date 
technology . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77%

More sources of information 
and more ways to 
communicate information . . . . . . 60%

Less job security and 
more downsizing. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50%

The growth of the 
global economy. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49%

Diversity in the workforce . . . . . . 39%

The declining number of 
manufacturing jobs . . . . . . . . . . . . 38%

One caveat concerning the power of
education: American belief in a per-
son’s ability to be successful through
adversity and hard work is so central to
our view of the world that a majority
(55%) believes “Success in the work-
place depends mainly on what you
learn and your ability to adapt to your
job after you leave school, so you can
still succeed with a high-school diplo-
ma or two-year college degree”over “It’s
almost impossible to get ahead these
days without a four-year or postgradu-
ate degree, so you have to go to college
in order to gain the credentials and
knowledge necessary to get ahead”
(42%).152 Educational messages for
adults should focus on providing need-
ed job skills, and messages for children
should focus on giving the best possi-
ble opportunity for a bright future.
Education for the sake of education or
as a cure-all will overstate the value the
public sees in education’s ability to
address poverty.
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Health care:  The public at large
feels insecure about their own
health care, and recognizes that
health care may be a particularly
difficult problem for the poor.
They see medical costs as a
cause of poverty and want
government to provide help for
those without health coverage. 

The cost of health care is a worry that
many Americans share. It is one of the
top worries cited by the public, with
60% saying they worry they “Will not
have enough health insurance to pay
for large medical bills”(29% worry “a
lot”).153 Few are satisfied with the health
insurance benefits they currently
receive from their employer (33% com-
pletely satisfied).154 They are dissatisfied
with the availability of affordable
health care in this country (68% dissat-
isfied, second highest issue tested),155

and want the president and Congress
to make improving the healthcare sys-
tem a priority (87%, 43% top priority).156

The public recognizes that health care
is a problem for the poor. Sixty one
percent (61%) see poor people as
being worse off than other Americans
when it comes to health care.
Furthermore, a majority (58%) consid-
ers medical bills as a major cause of
poverty, and the poor are particularly
likely to feel this way (71% among
those at less than 100% of poverty
line).157

Americans support increased attention
to and funding for health care for the
poor. Eighty one percent agree,“When
parents on welfare find jobs, govern-
ment should provide help if their jobs
do not provide affordable health insur-
ance.”158 Furthermore, 83% support
spending more for medical care for
poor people.159

Child Care:  Americans are
conflicted about women in the
workforce.  They support
women’s ability to work, and
recognize dual incomes are
needed for most families, but
they worry that children will
suffer.  When it comes to poor
women, however, the public’s
work ethic overrides their
concern for motherly nurturing.
They want the poor to work, even
those who are mothers of young
children.

Fully 83% believe that women’s enter-
ing the workforce has been a change
for the better,160 and 71% disagree (48%
completely) with the statement
“Women should return to their tradi-
tional roles in society.”161

At the same time, the public is uncom-
fortable with day care, and would
rather find a way for mothers to stay
with their young children. Only a slim
majority (51%) of both men and
women believe “It’s fine for a mother
with young children to take a job if she
feels she can handle both responsibili-
ties,”over “A mother who is able to
financially, should stay at home with
young children”(43% of women, 41% of
men agree).162 “At-home”is the preferred
state. Eighty percent (80%) agree, and
a majority (52%) strongly agrees,“It
may be necessary for mothers to be
working because the family needs
money, but it would be better if she
could stay home and take care of the
house and children.”163 Changes in gen-
der relationships in recent years have

made it harder:“For parents to raise
children”(80%);“For families to earn
enough money to live comfortably”
(65%);“For marriages to be successful”
(71%);“For women to lead satisfying
lives”(47%, with women 6 points more
likely than men to say harder); and “For
men to lead satisfying lives”(48% with
men 9 points more likely than women
to say harder).164

But the public reacts differently when it
concerns poor women. When thinking
about public assistance programs for
the poor, 69% agree with the statement
“Single mothers who are capable of
working should work even if they have
young children or other family mem-
bers to care for.”165

Even parents of very young children
believe the benefit of learning the
value of work overrides the undesirabil-
ity of childcare.166 Among parents of
young children, 86% agree, 53% strongly,
that “It’s important for kids whose fami-
lies are on welfare to see their parent
working or going to school, even if it
means the kids must be in child care.”
Even when those same young parents
believe it is important for a parent to
stay home during the child’s youngest
years, they still think it is better for par-
ents on welfare to use child care so
they can go to work or school (73%),
while only 21% believe it is better for
them to stay home.167

In addition to wanting children to learn
the value of work from their parents,
the public sees quality child care as a
way to help climb out of poverty.
Eighty-three percent (83%) agree, 54%
strongly, that “The nation’s poorest chil-
dren need low-cost, high quality day
care centers to have a fair chance of
succeeding in school and climbing out
of poverty.”168

This conflict between what is best for
all children and what is best for poor
children helps to explain why parents
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of young children can support giving
parents a much bigger tax break to par-
ents who stay at home to care for their
children (64% say it would be very
helpful),169 and also support increasing
funding for the Head Start program for
low-income families (60% very help-
ful). It also helps explain why fully
86% support childcare assistance for all
low-income families so they can
work.170

Government is not normally seen as a
desirable participant in childcare.
When asked who “should be primarily
responsible for ensuring that families
have access to child care,”60% believe
it should be up to families, followed by
employers (23%) and then government
(15%).171 However, they support govern-
ment giving working families some
help with this responsibility. A majority
would favor increasing “Federal spend-
ing to provide childcare assistance to
working parents”(53% favor), or “Giving
tax credits to families that earn less
than $60,000 to help pay for childcare
costs”(71%).172

Reducing Teen Pregnancy:  While
single mothers may constitute
the bulk of adults in poverty,
concerns about teen pregnancy
are on the decline.  Poverty is
seen as contributing to teen
pregnancy, but the most
frequently cited cause is lack of
moral values. 

Two-thirds (68%) of adults view teen
pregnancy as a major problem facing
the country.173 While high, this response
is down significantly from the mid-
1980s when it stood at 84%.174 Teens ver-
ify that teen pregnancy is a reality.
Three-quarters (76%) of teenagers
know someone their age who has got-
ten pregnant.175

Like so many issues facing teens, the
public places blame on a general
decline in morality (65% say it con-
tributes “a lot”), and point to the media
for promoting casual sex.176

Contributes “A Lot” to
Unplanned Pregnancy and
Sexually Transmitted Disease

A decline in moral values . . . . . . 65%

Too much casual sex 
in the movies and on TV . . . . . . . 55%

Poverty and poor education . . . . 46%

A lack of openness about 
sex and sexual issues. . . . . . . . . . 35%

Inadequate sex education 
in the schools . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 32%

Mobilizing for Change

The public is willing to devote
more of the government budget
to addressing the needs of the
poor, however, the public also
assumes there is significant
government waste that could be
cut in other areas to provide the
funding.  Large percentages have
engaged in charitable activities
on behalf of the poor while very
few have taken political action for
this issue. 

In the most recent budget battle,
Americans demonstrated that they are
more interested in safeguarding pro-
grams that support people, over tax
cuts. People choose preserving
Medicare and Social Security (47%)
over cutting income taxes (21%) or
paying down the debt (14%). There are
strong partisan differences in response,
with Republicans choosing a tax cut
over Social Security (40% to 30%) and
Democrats overwhelmingly choosing
Social Security (65% Social Security, 7%
tax cut).177

In considering a series of policies to
address poverty, such as increasing the
minimum wage, expanding childcare
subsidies, and improving access to
health care, a majority (56%) felt so
strongly about these solutions that they
stated they would be willing to pay
more in taxes to have them happen,
with 44% willing to pay $200 more in
taxes.178 At the same time, however, 86%
agree,“If spent more wisely, there
should be enough money in the exist-
ing federal budget to take care of the
poor.”179

The public sees state and local govern-
ment as best suited to set the minimum
standards for the care of poor people:
state government (31%), local govern-
ment (26%), federal government (15%),
churches and charities (11%), the poor
themselves (6%). However, they want
federal government to ultimately be
responsible for paying for the care of
the poor: federal government (31%),
state government (28%), local govern-
ment (15%), churches and charities
(8%), and the poor themselves (8%).180

Two-thirds have acted charitably for the
poor, either donating money to organi-
zations to help the poor (68%) or help-
ing an individual or family directly
(67%). Forty-two percent say they have
volunteered for an organization that
helps the poor. People are less likely to
have taken political action, such as
contacting a public official (10%).
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Done Activity in Past 
12 Months181 % Yes

Donated money to 
an organization that 
helps the poor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 68

Directly tried to 
help a poor individual 
or family . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67

Contributed your time 
to an organization that 
helps the poor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42

Contacted a public official 
about problems faced 
by poor people . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

Mobilizing the poor politically could
start with voter registration. Overall,
78% say they are registered to vote at
their current address, but only 67% of
those in poverty and 68% of those at
100–200% of the federal poverty level
are registered to vote.182

Next Steps

The next phase of research will explore
several themes and hypotheses suggest-
ed by the analysis of existing public
opinion data. In a series of focus
groups,we will investigate questions
that are relevant to developing the com-
munications strategy for this issue, such
as:

• To which broad issues should we
attach low-wage workers?  Which
broader issue areas resonate, set
up societal action on behalf of
this issue, and lead to support for
the appropriate policy solutions?
Should issues facing low-wage
workers be framed as: education,
economic competitiveness,
upward mobility, poverty, making
work pay, etc.?  What does each
issue achieve for low-wage work-
ers, and what are the pitfalls?

• Similarly, what “themes”are power-
ful for communications?  How
does each of the following

themes influence policy support
among the public: development
(human, worker, economic), secu-
rity, new economy, opportunity,
etc. How does each theme inter-
sect with the central values out-
lined in this report?

• How does the context of “poverty”
affect policy support for the work-
ing poor?  Does associating the
working poor with poverty help
or hurt?  People are more likely
than they used to be to believe
that society is divided into haves
and have-nots. Does that charac-
terization help or hurt?  Should
communications make more peo-
ple aware of the gap between the
rich and the poor, or is this fruit-
less?

• Is sympathy for the poor a prereq-
uisite to public support for poli-
cies?  Does public support for
policies increase if people see
the poor as working hard, or as
more likely to have health prob-
lems, etc?  Or, does this knowl-
edge just reinforce the bootstrap
mentality that they need to try
harder?  Is it better to frame these
issues as being about a strong
society rather than helping the
poor?  Is it better to frame these
issues as ones that affect all work-
ers at all income levels rather
than just low-wage workers?

• Who, beyond the poor, should be
held as responsible?  Which solu-
tions lead to different responsibil-
ity?  Who does the public most
trust to make a real difference
(federal, state, local government,
business, schools, NGOs, etc.)?  

• In addition to investigating
answers to the key strategic ques-
tions outlined above, there are
several specific language ele-
ments that need exploration, such
as:

• How should we refer to the
group: low-wage workers,
working poor, etc.

• What are the language
nuances in individual issues
that affect support, i.e.,
should minimum wage be
discussed as an hourly or
annual figure?

• Which messengers will be
compelling spokespeople?

These are just some of the many ques-
tions that will be explored with the
public, first in focus groups, and then
refined in a survey.
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by IRC, 1021 adults nationally,
April 12–16, 2000.

101 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

102 Pew Research Center for the
People and the Press, conducted
by Princeton Survey Research
Associates, 2041 adults nationally,
March 5–18, 2001.

103 Pew Research Center for the
People and the Press, conducted
by Princeton Survey Research
Associates, 2041 adults nationally,
March 5–18, 2001.

104 Conducted by the Gallup
Organization, 5001 adults nation-
wide,April 23–May 31, 1998.

105 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.
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106 Sponsored by Jobs for the
Future, conducted by Lake Snell
Perry and Associates, 1001 adults
nationally,April 27–30, 2000.

107 Sponsored by Jobs for the
Future, conducted by Lake Snell
Perry and Associates, 1001 adults
nationally,April 27–30, 2000.

108 Sponsored by Jobs for the
Future, conducted by Lake Snell
Perry and Associates, 1001 adults
nationally,April 27–30, 2000.

109 Sponsored by Jobs for the
Future, conducted by Lake Snell
Perry and Associates, 1001 adults
nationally,April 27–30, 2000.

110 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

111 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

112 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

113 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

114 Sponsored by Jobs for the
Future, conducted by Lake Snell
Perry and Associates, 1001 adults
nationally,April 27–30, 2000.

115 “Devolution Survey on
Healthcare and Welfare Reform
Issues”sponsored by the Kellog
Foundation, conducted by
Bonney and Company, 2221
adults, November 4–27, 1998.

116 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults nationally, January
4–February 27, 2001.

117 Sponsored by Jobs for the
Future, conducted by Lake Snell
Perry and Associates, 1001 adults
nationally,April 27–30, 2000.

118 “Devolution Survey on
Healthcare and Welfare Reform
Issues”sponsored by the Kellog
Foundation, conducted by
Bonney and Company, 2221
adults, November 4–27, 1998.

119 Sponsored by Jobs for the
Future, conducted by Lake Snell
Perry and Associates, 1001 adults
nationally,April 27–30, 2000.

120 “News Interest Index”Pew
Research Center for the People
and the Press, 1200 adults nation-
ally, June 13–17, 2001.

121 Sponsored by Jobs for the
Future, conducted by Lake Snell
Perry and Associates, 1001 adults
nationally,April 27–30, 2000.

122 “News Interest Index,”conducted
by Pew Research Center for the
People and the Press, 1200 adults
nationally, June 13–17, 2001.

123 ABC News.com Poll. Sept. 29–Oct.
3, 1999. N=1020 adults nationwide.

124 Gallup Poll, 1004 adults national-
ly, June 8–10, 2001.

125 Yankelovich Partners Omnibus,
sponsored by The Employment
Policies Institute, 1004 adults
nationally, February 1–4, 2001.

126 “Devolution Survey on
Healthcare and Welfare Reform
Issues”sponsored by the Kellog
Foundation, conducted by
Bonney and Company, 2221
adults, November 4–27, 1998.

127 “Devolution Survey on
Healthcare and Welfare Reform
Issues”sponsored by the Kellog
Foundation, conducted by
Bonney and Company, 2221
adults, November 4–27, 1998.

128 Sponsored by the Washington
Post, conducted by ICR, 1010
adults nationally, October 27–31,
1999.

129 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

130 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

131 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

132 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

133 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

134 “Devolution Survey on
Healthcare and Welfare Reform
Issues”sponsored by the Kellog
Foundation, conducted by
Bonney and Company, 2221
adults, November 4–27, 1998.

135 “Devolution Survey on
Healthcare and Welfare Reform
Issues”sponsored by the Kellog
Foundation, conducted by
Bonney and Company, 2221
adults, November 4–27, 1998.

136 Sponsored by Jobs for the
Future, conducted by Lake Snell
Perry and Associates, 1001 adults
nationally,April 27–30, 2000.

137 1999 Millennium Survey, spon-
sored by the Pew Research
Center, conducted by Princeton
Survey Research Associates, 1546
adults nationally,April 6–May 6,
1999.
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138 Shell Oil Company Shell Poll
conducted by Peter D. Hart
Research Associates. July 17–20,
1998. N=1123 adults nationally.

139 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

140 Sponsored by Time/CNN, con-
ducted by Yankelovich Partners,
1031 adults nationally, June 9–10,
1999.

141 “Devolution Survey on
Healthcare and Welfare Reform
Issues”sponsored by the Kellog
Foundation, conducted by
Bonney and Company, 2221
adults, November 4–27, 1998.

142 NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School
Education Survey, conducted by
ICR, 1422 adults nationally, June
25–July 19, 1999.

143 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

144 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

145 NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School
Education Survey, conducted by
ICR, 1422 adults nationally, June
25–July 19, 1999.

146 Conducted by Public Agenda,
708 parents of children in public
school, 700 public school teach-
ers, 252 employers of recently
graduated students, 257 college
professors who teach freshmen
and sophomores,
October–November, 1998.

147 Conducted by Public Agenda,
708 parents of children in public
school, 700 public school teach-
ers, 252 employers of recently
graduated students, 257 college
professors who teach freshmen

and sophomores,
October–November, 1998.

148 Conducted by Public Agenda,
708 parents of children in public
school, 700 public school teach-
ers, 252 employers of recently
graduated students, 257 college
professors who teach freshmen
and sophomores,
October–November, 1998.

149 “Education Technology Survey”
sponsored by the Milken Family
Foundation, conducted by Hart
Research Associates, 1012 regis-
tered voters nationally, May 29–31,
1997.

150 “Education Technology Survey”
sponsored by the Milken Family
Foundation, conducted by Hart
Research Associates, 1012 regis-
tered voters nationally, May 29–31,
1997.

151 “Education Technology Survey”
sponsored by the Milken Family
Foundation, conducted by Hart
Research Associates, 1012 regis-
tered voters nationally, May 29–31,
1997.

152 The Shell Poll, conducted by
Peter Hart Research, 1123 adults
nationally, July 17–20, 1998.

153 The Harris Poll. 1,011 adults
nationally, Oct. 27–Nov. 2, 1999.

154 Conducted by the Gallup
Organization, 641 adults nation-
wide who are employed full or
part-time,August 24–26, 1999.

155 Conducted by the Gallup
Organization, 1003 adults nation-
ally, January 10–14, 2001.

156 Gallup Polls-Gallup News
Service, Jan. 24, 01

157 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

158 “Devolution Survey on
Healthcare and Welfare Reform
Issues”sponsored by the Kellog
Foundation, conducted by
Bonney and Company, 2221
adults, November 4–27, 1998.

159 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

160 1999 Millennium Survey, spon-
sored by the Pew Research
Center, conducted by Princeton
Survey Research Associates, 1546
adults nationally,April 6–May 6,
1999.

161 Sponsored by the Pew Research
Center, conducted by Princeton
Survey Research Associates, 1411
adults, October 7–11, 1999.

162 The Shell Survey, conducted by
Peter Hart Research, 1040 women
and 413 men, January 7–13, 2000.

163 Washington Post poll. 1,477 regis-
tered voters on September 7–17,
2000.

164 Survey of Americans on Gender
in the Workplace, sponsored by
the Washington Post, Kaiser
Family Foundation, Harvard
University Survey Project, con-
ducted by Chilton Research
Services, 804 adults nationally,
November 17–23, 1997.

165 “Devolution Survey on
Healthcare and Welfare Reform
Issues”sponsored by the Kellog
Foundation, conducted by
Bonney and Company, 2221
adults, November 4–27, 1998.

166 Conducted by Public Agenda,
815 parents with children age 5
and younger, June 1–15, 2000.
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167 Conducted by Public Agenda,
754 parents with children age 5
and younger, who believe it is
important for a parent to stay
home during a child’s youngest
years, June 1–15, 2000.

168 Conducted by Public Agenda,
815 parents with children age 5
and younger, June 1–15, 2000.

169 Conducted by Public Agenda,
815 parents with children age 5
and younger, June 1–15, 2000.

170 “Devolution Survey on
Healthcare and Welfare Reform
Issues”sponsored by the WK
Kellog Foundation, conducted by
Bonney and Company, 2221
adults, November 4–27, 1998.

171 Harris Poll, by Louis Harris and
Associates, 1000 adults nationally,
January 1998.

172 “News Interest Index Poll,” funded
by the Pew Research Center, con-
ducted by Princeton Survey
Research Associates, 1218 adults
nationally, January 1998.

173 Sponsored by the Kaiser Family
Foundation, conducted by
Princeton Survey Research
Associates, 3884 adults nationally,
July 7–September 19, 1999.

174 Conducted by the Roper
Organization, 1993 adults nation-
ally, personal interviews, February
8–22, 1986.

175 Conducted by CBS News, 1047
10th graders, September 2–10,
1997.

176 “Americans on Sex and Sexual
Health Survey”sponsored by the
Kaiser Family Foundation and
ABC Television, conducted by
Princeton Survey Research
Associates, 1204 adults nationally,
April 24–May 10, 1998.

177 CBS News Poll, 660 adults nation-
wide,April 4–5, 2001.

178 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

179 “Devolution Survey on
Healthcare and Welfare Reform
Issues”sponsored by the Kellog
Foundation, conducted by
Bonney and Company, 2221
adults, November 4–27, 1998.

180 “Devolution Survey on
Healthcare and Welfare Reform
Issues”sponsored by the Kellog
Foundation, conducted by
Bonney and Company, 2221
adults, November 4–27, 1998.

181 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.

182 “Poverty in America,”
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School Poll,
1952 adults, January 4–February
27, 2001.
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