
Chapter One

INTRODUCTION: THE RECIPROCAL

PARTICIPATION-POLICY RELATIONSHIP

SOME GROUPS participate more than others—the affluent more than the
poor; the educated more than the uneducated; whites more than blacks
and Latinos; the elderly more than the young. Does it matter? Do high-
participation groups get more of what they want from the government?
Do participatory inputs shape policy outputs? Critics allege that the
American system of government inadequately represents the interests of
the underprivileged, to their detriment.1 Indeed, one motivation driving
researchers to measure participatory differences across groups is an as-
sumption that they lead to unequal policy outcomes. Do they?
Andwhy are some groupsmore politically active than others?We know

part of the story—some individuals possess more politically relevant re-
sources, like income and education, than others, some are more interested
in public affairs, and some are more likely to be recruited to participate.
And these factors arise from early socialization at home and in school and
from affiliations with voluntary associations, workplaces, and religious
institutions.2 But what about the role of public policy? Might government
policy also be a source of political resources, a sense of stake in the system,
even a mobilizing factor?
This book focuses on the reciprocal relationship between political par-

ticipation and public policy. I show that mass participation influences pol-
icy outcomes—the politically active are more likely to achieve their policy
goals, often at the expense of the politically quiescent. And the ability of
the politically active to do so is in part a legacy of existing public policy—
policy influences the amount and nature of groups’ political activity, often
exacerbating rather than ameliorating existing participatory inequalities.
Public policies can confer resources, motivate interest in government af-
fairs by tying well-being to government action, define groups for mobiliza-
tion, and even shape the content and meaning of democratic citizenship.
These effects are positive for some groups, like senior citizens, raising
their participation levels. For other groups, government policy can have
negative effects. Because of the difficult and demeaning experience of ob-
taining welfare, for example, its recipients participate at rates even lower
than their modest socioeconomic situations would predict.3 These effects
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2 CHAPTER ONE

feed back into the political system, producing spirals in which groups’
participatory and policy advantages (or disadvantages) accrue. Citizens’
relationships with government, and their experiences at the hand of gov-
ernment policy, help determine their participation levels and, in turn, sub-
sequent policy outcomes.
With its influences on participation, public policy affects the basic

mechanisms of democratic government. An important function of govern-
ment is the allocation of societal goods. In a democracy, the people are
supposed to voice their preferences through their political participation.
Indeed, democratic theory is predicated on the equal ability of citizens to
take part in this way.4 But policy design—who gets benefits, how generous
they are, and how they are administered—affects groups’ participatory
capacities and interests. The distributional consequences are profound.
Policy begets participation begets policy in a cycle that results not in equal
protection of interests, but in outcomes biased toward the politically ac-
tive. Thus the very quality of democratic government is shaped by the
kinds of policies it pursues.
Senior citizens in the United States and their activity in relation to Social

Security form the empirical basis for this study. Social Security and Medi-
care transfer 40 percent of the federal budget to seniors, with significant
effects on their political behavior. They are the Über-citizens of the Ameri-
can polity, voting andmaking campaign contributions at rates higher than
those of any other age group. They also actively defend their programs,
warning lawmakers through their participation not to tamper with Social
Security and Medicare. The result is continued program growth, even as
programs for the poor are cut.
Seniors were not always so politically active. In the 1950s, when Social

Security benefits were modest and covered only a fraction of seniors, the
elderly participated at lower rates than younger people. The growth of
the program in part fueled the increase in senior participation over time.
Social Security provided the once-marginalized senior population with
politically relevant resources like income and free time. The program in-
creased seniors’ engagement with politics by connecting their fortunes
tangibly and immediately to government action. It fashioned for an other-
wise disparate group of people a new political identity as program recipi-
ents, which provided a basis for mobilization by political parties, interest
groups, and policy entrepreneurs. And Social Security incorporated se-
niors into the highest level of democratic citizenship, their relationship
with the state marked by full social and political rights and privileges,
including the right to fend off proposals for program change that they
find objectionable. Indeed, Social Security (and Medicare) have provided
two stimuli: the growth of the programs, which has enhanced seniors’
participatory capacity over time, and threats to the programs, which have
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PARTIC I PATION-POL ICY RELAT IONSHIP 3

inspired participatory surges that lawmakers heed and that protect the
programs from retrenchment efforts. The combination of these stimuli
produces a loop in which senior welfare state programs expand: the pro-
grams enhance seniors’ participatory capacity so that when their pro-
grams are threatened they are able to defend them; thus protected, the
programs continue to augment seniors’ participatory capacity (figure 1.1).
In short, Social Security helped create a constituency to be reckoned with,
a group willing, able, and primed to participate at high rates, capable of
defeating objectionable policy change.
Welfare recipients are not so fortunate. In contrast to Social Security,

welfare has negative effects on its clients. Welfare recipients do have an
interest in public affairs arising from their dependence on government
action, but this level of interest is lower than that of Social Security recipi-
ents and cannot by itself enhance participation levels—adequate political
resources and mobilization are needed too, and here welfare recipients
are severely disadvantaged. Indeed, the design of welfare, which requires
recipients to meet with caseworkers who ask probing personal questions
and who appear to have great discretion over benefits, undermines recipi-
ents’ feelings of efficacy toward the welfare system and the government
in general, reducing their rates of political participation.5 The lack of posi-
tive policy feedbacks helps make welfare an easier fiscal target and con-
tributes to greater retrenchment in that policy area.

THE INFLUENCE OF PARTICIPATION ON POLICY

The participation literature has made impressive empirical and theoretical
gains in explaining who is politically active, but has largely neglected the
crucial question of differential policy outcomes. As the dean of participa-
tion scholars, Sidney Verba, notes, there has beenmuch emphasis on equal
capacity and equal voice across demographic groups, but understanding
the real result of participation requires consideration of equal outcomes.
The literature assesses what individuals do rather than what effect their
activity has, which is a far more difficult and complex task.6

Anecdotally we can think of high-participation groups prevailing in the
policy arena and low-participation groups suffering: during the 1990s the
wealthy saw capital gains tax rates reduced while welfare lost its entitle-
ment status. But linking participatory inputs to policy outcomes is diffi-
cult, and has rarely been done systematically.
There have been some attempts to connect participation and policy.

Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward argue that low turnout rates
among the poor result in public policy that favors higher-status voters.7

Kim Quaile Hill and Jan Leighley find a correlation between turnout
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among the poor and levels of welfare spending among the fifty states.8

But these studies use voter turnout, a “blunt” instrument of participation
for which issue content must be assumed.9 That the poor participate less
is compatible with the notion that the highly participatory prevail in the
policy arena, but does not itself make the link. No single study has yet
connected the dots and shown conclusively that differential participation
rates across groups influence policy outcomes.

PROGRAM DESIGN AND THE INFLUENCE OF
POLICY ON PARTICIPATION

Thanks to advances in polling technology over the past half century, we
know a great deal about who participates in terms of education, income,
race, ethnicity, and gender. And increasingly sophisticated models tell us
why some individuals and groups participate more than others. One fac-
tor past work leaves out is the effect of government policy.
In their seminal 1972 work, Participation in America, Sidney Verba

and Norman Nie showed that participation of all forms, from voting to
protesting, is more common among individuals of higher socioeconomic
status (SES), which they measured with an index combining education,
income, and occupation. In Who Votes? (1980) Raymond Wolfinger and
Steven Rosenstone took the SES model one step further, disaggregating
SES into its three components. They found that education has the most
profound effect on voting.
In the most recent major work on political participation, Voice and

Equality (1995), Verba, Kay Lehman Schlozman, and Henry Brady de-
velop a Civic VoluntarismModel to explain themechanisms by which SES
influences participation. Political activity is fueled by three “participatory
factors”: resources, like income and politically relevant skills; engagement
with politics, including political interest and knowledge; and mobiliza-
tion. These factors arise from personal characteristics, preadult experi-
ences at home and school, and affiliations with the workplace, religious
institutions, and voluntary organizations.
Although these developments in the participation literature have con-

siderably enhanced our understanding of participatory differences, they
have largely ignored policy influences on would-be participators—how
government policies might influence these participatory factors. The pol-
icy feedbacks literature in American and comparative politics suggests
that policy effects are central. The work of historical institutionalist schol-
ars such as Theda Skocpol, Paul Pierson, Sven Steinmo, and Peter Hall
shows, at the macro level, how existing policy structures constrain subse-
quent policymaking. Current policies foreclose some possibilities, preor-
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6 CHAPTER ONE

dain others.10 For example, Skocpol argues that the extensive system of
pensions for Civil War veterans delayed the broader implementation of
old-age pensions for decades, because of their association with corrupt
patronage politics.
Like Skocpol’s work, most research in this area examines policy influ-

ences on states and elites. But Pierson suggests that policy influences on
mass publics, while understudied, are among the most important.11 He
further asserts that they take two forms, material and cognitive. Indeed,
the development of Social Security fulfills Pierson’s predictions about the
influences policies might have on client groups. By conferring politically
relevant resources, Social Security has had tremendous material effects,
fundamentally enhancing seniors’ participatory capacity above what they
could have achieved in the absence of the program. The program’s cogni-
tive effects may be even more significant. Cognitive feedback effects pro-
vide otherwise scarce and costly information to individuals. According to
Pierson, these cues “may influence individuals’ perceptions about what
their interests are, whether their representatives are protecting those inter-
ests, who their allies might be, and what political strategies are promis-
ing.”12 Social Security’s cognitive effects have fostered senior interest in
public affairs and enhanced their feelings of political efficacy as they
achieved the notice of elected officials.
The political learning literature suggests an additional mechanism by

which the cognitive effects operate—that the manner in which govern-
ment policies treat clients instills lessons about groups’ privileges and
rights as citizens. Policy design sendsmessages to clients about their worth
as citizens, which in turn affects their orientations toward government
and their political participation. Policy experiences convey to target popu-
lations self-images and outgroup images (who is “deserving” and who is
not). Program recipients learn what actions are appropriate for their
group. “Advantaged” groups like Social Security recipients consistently
hear messages that they are “good, intelligent people” who have legiti-
mate claims with the government.13 Social Security fosters seniors’ partici-
pation not only by enhancing their participatory capacity and giving them
a compelling reason to pay attention to public affairs but also by affirming
their rights as citizens to defend their benefits.
The profound effect of policy design on democratic citizenship is per-

haps most evident with low-income seniors. Decades of participation re-
search have shown that high-income individuals are more politically ac-
tive. The income-participation gradient is particularly steep in the United
States, which lacks lower-class mobilizing agents like leftist parties or
strong unions. As we will see in chapter 3, however, low-income seniors
are more likely than high-income seniors to participate with regard to
Social Security. They are, for example, more likely to write a letter to a
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government official about the program, so that the usually positive rela-
tionship between income and participation is reversed. The difference in
this policy area is that low-income seniors are more dependent on the
program: Social Security makes up a larger share of their income, and so
they are rationally more active. Furthermore, as a universal, non-means-
tested program, Social Security includes low-income seniors in its “advan-
taged” recipient group. Unlike other low-income groups, poor seniors
absorb from their policy experiences the same positive citizenship lessons
their more affluent counterparts learn, including the message that de-
fending their self-interests through political activity is legitimate.
Thus Social Security has implications for self-interest as a political moti-

vation. The program ties seniors as citizens to state functions in an immedi-
ate way. Their engagement with public affairs is enhanced because their
self-interest is so significantly and obviously implicated. Self-interest is sel-
dom a guide to behavior, since people often do not recognize their interests
or may choose to act in an altruistic manner.14 But seniors’ interest in Social
Security is so immediate, quantifiable, and tangible that it influences their
activities. The political gerontologist Neal Cutler predicted twenty-five
years ago that the life changes associated with aging and retirement—re-
duced income, dependence on Social Security, and need for medical care—
would produce a new set of self-interests that are important and immediate
enough to shape behavior.15 Social Security’s design empowers both high-
and low-income seniors to defend these new interests.
And Social Security fundamentally alters the nature of citizenship for

seniors, shaping the manner and extent to which they are included asmem-
bers of the political community.16 According to T. H. Marshall, citizenship
has three components: civil, social, and political.17 As American citizens,
seniors enjoy the civil rights of liberty, property, freedom of speech, and
equality before the law. As senior citizens receiving Social Security, they
enjoy, more than most other groups, the social rights of security and wel-
fare that are crucial aspects of twentieth-century notions of citizenship.18

And in part because of their full enjoyment of social rights, seniors have
realized political rights—access to democratic decision making via partici-
pation—to a greater degree than many other groups, and more completely
than they would have in Social Security’s absence.

THE SENIOR CITIZEN CASE STUDY

According to the comparative politics literature, social movements and
interest groups shape welfare state outcomes.19 Welfare state programs
supposedly spawn large, active constituencies that exert political pressure
to maintain or expand their programs, even in an era of retrenchment.
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8 CHAPTER ONE

Nowhere does this seem as likely as with Social Security and Medicare,
the two largest social welfare programs in the United States.
This theoretical claim is plausible enough that political commentators

and pundits have seized upon it. Journalistic accounts of “greedy
geezers,” “golf-cart grannies,” and “the pampered elderly” abound.20

Media coverage of election outcomes often refers to a powerful senior
voting bloc.21 Such accounts correctly note that senior citizens vote at high
rates, but writers often make unsubstantiated claims about seniors’ policy
preferences and cohesiveness.
Political scientists have left these assumptions largely unexamined, and

even make such assumptions themselves. American government text-
books, for example, often cite seniors as a powerful voting bloc or as an
example of an effective interest group, with little evidence: “The political
risks associated with Social Security cutbacks are too great for most politi-
cians to bear. As a group, older Americans exercise enormous political
power” asserts one prominent textbook, a plausible but undocumented
statement.22 Even scholarly treatments make assumptions about seniors’
political power.23 Basic questions about senior participation have been left
unanswered: the level of senior participation beyond voting; changes in
senior participation over time; the meaning of that participation; and the
effect of senior participation on the policymaking process.24

Demographic and fiscal trends suggest the normative importance of a
study of senior participation and its effects. Seniors25 are a large and grow-
ing portion of the U.S. population. The senior segment has grown from
8.1 percent of the U.S. population in 1950 to 12.7 percent in 1999, and
is projected to reach 20 percent in 2030.26 There are now more than 34
million Americans aged 65 and over, nearly three times as many as there
were in 1950. Seniors form an even larger proportion of the electorate.
In 1996, when seniors were 12.7 percent of the total population, they
made up 17.2 percent of the voting-age population and 24 percent of all
voters in the presidential election.27 As the senior population has grown,
so have welfare state programs conferred on the basis of age. Social Secu-
rity and Medicare together totaled $555 billion in 1997, almost 35 per-
cent of federal budget outlays and 40 percent of outlays excluding interest
on the national debt.28 This is twice the size of the defense budget and
twenty-seven times federal and state spending on welfare.
Fortunately, given its theoretical and normative importance, the senior

citizen case study offers analytical tractability as well. To link participa-
tion and policy in a given issue area it is necessary to know the participa-
tion rate of the “issue public,” that is, the participation rate among people
interested in the issue.29 This is calculated by dividing the number of issue
public members who participate by the total number of issue public mem-
bers. These data usually come from surveys of the mass public. The diffi-
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culty in many issue areas is that we do not know the denominator, the
size of the issue public. Without the appropriate identifying questions in
surveys, the researcher cannot determine who is interested in the environ-
ment or gun rights or abortion. Longitudinal research is even more diffi-
cult, since chances are slim that identifying questions were repeated con-
sistently over time.
Issue publics must also be large enough for statistical analysis. There

are so many issues in the public realm that even with the appropriate
identifying questions, few would yield publics large enough for analysis
in a typical survey of 1,500 or 2,000 respondents.
In addition, we often know from surveys whether respondents par-

ticipated but not the content of their participation. We might know that
a survey respondent wrote a letter to an elected official but we do not
know the issue mentioned or the position the respondent took. It is dif-
ficult in these circumstances to determine the meaning of respondents’
participation.
The senior citizen case study avoids these problems. Well over 90 per-

cent of senior citizens receive Social Security and Medicare, and senior
citizens are identifiable in virtually all relevant surveys, including longitu-
dinal datasets. Constituting such a large proportion of the voting-age pop-
ulation, the elderly provide plenty of cases for statistical analysis in typical
national survey samples.30

Further facilitating analysis is the fact that the vast majority of seniors
are on the same side of the Social Security issue. Opinion data show that
senior citizens are virtually unanimous on Social Security: they don’t want
their programs cut. When asked in the 2000 National Election Study
(NES) whether they wanted federal spending on Social Security increased,
decreased, or kept the same, only 2 percent said decreased; when asked
about Social Security benefit levels in the 1992 NES, just 2 percent said
benefits were too high. Seniors want either to preserve the status quo or
to increase spending on their programs. That seniors are on one side of
the issue greatly aids interpretation of two key data sources. The 1990
Citizen Participation Study includes program-specific participation ques-
tions, asking respondents whether they have voted, made a campaign con-
tribution, or written a letter about Social Security. Seniors’ near unanimity
on this issue means we can be assured of the pro–Social Security direction
of that participation. A new dataset assembled for this study—the Roper
Social and Political Trends Archive—consists of surveys administered ten
times per year over a twenty-year period and includes questions on partic-
ipatory activities such as writing letters to Congress. These data can reveal
participatory reactions to specific policy events, and so the timing of the
letters makes evident the issue content. This overcomes the problem that
plagued earlier attempts to link participation and policy—having to as-
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sume the issue content of the vote. And near unanimity in support of
Social Security means we can interpret a surge in senior letter writing in
response to proposed cuts as a defensive move.
From this study a complex picture of senior participation and policy

emerges. One aspect is that, as with many stereotypes, there is a grain of
truth in the “greedy geezer” image. To an extent, seniors defend their own
programs at the expense of policies benefiting others. Economists have
shown, for example, that the proportion of elderly residents in a location
is associated with a significant reduction in per child education spending.31

By contrast, there was a positive association between elderly population
share and school spending in the early 1900s, before Social Security’s
enactment.32 Government policy seems to have shifted seniors’ self-inter-
ests away from supporting the education of younger people upon whom
theywere once directly dependent, toward defending the government ben-
efits upon which their livelihoods now depend.
But if this crowding-out effect is not desirable from the standpoint of

democratic governance, other age-related policy effects are. Social Secu-
rity has democratized senior participation, reducing participatory in-
equality within the senior constituency. Hence seniors’ welfare state pro-
grams have exacerbated political inequality between age groups, but have
moderated it within the senior population. Social Security has both delete-
rious and laudable effects on American democracy. The reality of “senior
power” is therefore more ambiguous—and the development of the senior
constituency considerably more complicated—than previous accounts
suggest.

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

Chapter 2 describes two historical trends: the rise of senior participation
since the 1950s and the development of Social Security and Medicare
during the same period. Over time seniors eclipsed nonseniors in the par-
ticipatory arena, and now are disproportionately active. At the same time,
Social Security and Medicare coverage expanded and benefits grew, with
profound effects on seniors’ empirical and attitudinal well-being. This
chapter hints at the causal connections between these two phenomena,
which are explored systematically in chapter 3.
Chapter 3 shows the individual-level mechanisms behind senior partici-

pation in cross-sectional data. Like younger people, seniors with higher
levels of participatory resources, political engagement, and mobilization
opportunities are more likely to participate in politics. We also see that
Social Security has some unusual participatory effects. Although general
engagement with politics increases with income among seniors (as among
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nonseniors), interest in Social Security is greater among lower-income se-
niors, who are more dependent on the program. This boosts the participa-
tion of low-income seniors above what we would expect for persons of
such low socioeconomic status and helps explain the high level of senior
participation overall. This effect is reinforced by the pattern of mobiliza-
tion by political parties, which are more likely to mobilize low- than high-
income seniors.
Chapter 4 elaborates on the participation-policy cycle depicted in fig-

ure 1.1, showing how the factors identified as important in senior partici-
pation grew over time and, in particular, examining the role of senior
welfare state programs in enhancing those factors. Among the trends
the chapter explores are: the rise in senior resources, the rise in senior
dependence on Social Security as coverage and benefits levels increased,
the politicization of senior programs and senior interest groups, and
changes in party strategies.
Chapters 2 through 4 show how senior participation increased over

time and how Social Security contributed to that increase—in short, how
policy influences participation. Establishing the other half of the recipro-
cal relationship—the influence of participation on policy—is the subject
of chapters 5 and 6. Making the link between participation and policy
requires three steps: showing that the group in question participates at
high rates; determining that the high participation sends a distinctive mes-
sage to the government; and demonstrating that lawmakers hear and react
to that distinctive message. That a group participates at disproportion-
ately high rates is of no consequence if the participation does not send a
unique message to the government. That unique message is in turn mean-
ingless if lawmakers fail to take it into account in their policymaking.
The earlier part of the book shows that seniors participate at high rates;

chapter 5 demonstrates the distinctive message behind that participation.
Seniors are not just interested in Social Security, but also react to Social
Security policy events. Using the new Roper data, I show that seniors
respond to threats to their programs with surges in letter writing to Con-
gress, their contacting rates rising by asmuch as 50 percent. Senior partici-
pation is high and sends a message to lawmakers: do not tamper with
Social Security and Medicare. Social Security has been called the “third
rail of American politics”—touch it and you die—not because seniors are
interested in politics generally, or even because they are vigilant about
Social Security, but because they act when their programs are threatened.
Politicians see these surges in senior participation in reaction to policy
events and come to interpret high participation by seniors in general as
focused on their welfare state programs, an indication that to propose
program changes or cuts is to invite electoral retribution.
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Chapter 6 shows howmembers of Congress react to senior participation.
Senators and representatives who hear more from their senior constituents
are more protective of senior programs. In some dramatic cases, lawmakers
even switch their votes on age-related policy in the face of protests by their
senior constituents. Participation shapes policy outcomes.
Chapter 7 looks briefly at the participation of others who receive gov-

ernment benefits—veterans and welfare clients—to begin to explore the
conditions under which government programs contribute to upward or
downward participation-policy spirals. Like Social Security, veterans’
benefits confer resources that enhance participation, foster interest in pub-
lic affairs, endow recipients with a political relevance that invites mobili-
zation by interest groups and parties, and enhance recipient feelings of
government responsiveness. These program recipients participate at
higher levels than they would in the absence of the programs. Welfare
recipients, by contrast, participate at even lower levels than their already
modest participatory capacities would predict, largely because of the dis-
engaging aspects of program design that relegate them to a lower tier of
democratic citizenship.33

Chapter 8 summarizes the study’s findings about the reciprocal rela-
tionship between policy and participation. I consider the political implica-
tions of proposed changes in Social Security’s design, such as the introduc-
tion of individual accounts (Social Security “privatization”), and discuss
the degree to which Social Security is likely to retain its “third rail” reputa-
tion in the future. Privatization threatens to demobilize the poor elderly
in particular, by breaking the tie between their well-being and government
action. Their resource levels may also be reduced if administrative costs
or the vagaries of the market produce lower returns than Social Security’s
current defined benefit structure. Whether through diminished engage-
ment or reduced benefits, privatization could exacerbate political inequal-
ity among seniors, erasing Social Security’s democratizing effect. Indeed,
proposals to change the program’s structure could expose differential
class interests among the elderly, heretofore hidden by Social Security’s
universal, if somewhat redistributive, design. Cleavages could open in this
population that until now has successfully maintained cohesion around
its welfare state programs. In short, privatization could break the back of
the senior lobby.

DATA SOURCES

This study uses mass survey data to evaluate the participation and atti-
tudes of seniors and nonseniors. These data come from a variety of cross-
sectional and time-series sources.
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The National Election Study time series is crucial for determining the
participation rates of seniors and other age groups since the early 1950s
(chapters 2 and 4). Although the NES participation time series does not
begin before the implementation of Social Security in 1940 (which would
be ideal), it does extend back to 1952, when only 16 percent of seniors
received benefits and when the real value of the average benefit was just
over one-third of today’s benefit. I also use some of the recent NES cross-
sectional surveys to performmultivariate analyses of the influences behind
senior participation (chapter 3).
The American Citizen Participation Study is the most comprehensive

survey of participatory activity currently available.34 It contains detailed
questions about political engagement and mobilization unavailable in
other datasets, and also includes Social Security–specific participation
items that are crucial to this study. The survey was conducted in two
stages. First, 15,053 Americans were interviewed by phone about their
political and voluntary activities and demographic characteristics. A
longer, in-person follow-up interview was conducted with 2,517 of the
original respondents. I chiefly use data from the follow-up interview,
along with select variables from the initial screener interview (chapter 3).
The heart of the book’s argument is based on a time series–cross sec-

tional dataset assembled for this project: the Roper Social and Political
Trends Archive, a series of approximately 200 national cross-sectional
surveys conducted ten times per year from September 1973 throughOcto-
ber 1994. The Roper surveys contain a battery of twelve participation
questions as well as basic demographic information. Each of the 200-plus
surveys has approximately 2,000 respondents, so that the concatenated
dataset contains over 400,000 cases.35 One limitation of the NES data is
that the participation battery consists mostly of electoral items, and the
survey itself is administered biennially in tandem with the election cycle.
The Roper surveys contain nonelectoral participation items like letter
writing to Congress, and because the surveys were conducted approxi-
mately monthly, the concatenated dataset can be used to assess participa-
tory reaction to specific policy events (chapter 5). Occasionally the Roper
Organization also asked questions about interest in Social Security and
other matters relevant to the study of age-related policy, and I use several
of the individual surveys for cross-sectional analysis as well (chapter 3).
Finally, in chapter 6 I combine the Roper surveys with congressional

roll-call data to assess lawmaker responsiveness to senior constituents.
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