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Traceability and Mass Policy Feedback Effects
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voting behavior of beneficiaries. Nearly every empirical study, however, analyzes a policy or

f _’ Yieory suggests that policy benefits delivered directly by government are most likely to affect the

program that meets this criterion. To address this limitation, [ compare the electoral impacts of two
New Deal-era employment programs—the Works Progress Administration (WPA) and the Public Works
Administration (PWA)—which differed primarily in their traceability to government. Though both
programs provided employment, the WPA directly hired and paid employees. In contrast, the PWA
subsidized private sector employment. Across two datasets, I find that the WPA increased support for the
enacting Democratic Party. As expected, however, the PWA had no discernible causal effect on voting
patterns. These results offer the strongest evidence to date that whether policy beneficiaries can easily see
government as responsible for their benefits shapes the development of mass policy feedback effects.

any decades ago, E.E. Schattschneider (1935)
M observed that “a new policy creates a new

politics” (288). One way that policy can affect
politics is by creating new constituencies in the mass
public that mobilize to protect their policy benefits. In
this way, policies are not just outputs of the electoral
process but inputs as well. And indeed, across a variety
of issue domains, scholars have demonstrated that new
policies routinely shape the participatory, attitudinal,
and voting patterns of those affected by them
(Campbell 2012).

Yet scholars have also recognized that not all policies
and programs are likely to generate such mass
“feedback” effects. Arnold (1990), for example, argued
that policies must be both visible and traceable to
influence the voting behavior of those benefitting. That
is, the policy effects or benefits must be easily discern-
ible, and viewed by recipients as the consequence of
action by specific elected officials.! Otherwise, feed-
back effects will be muted or nonexistent. Research
focused on the traceability dimension has identified
several ways that policies may obscure their connection
to government. Most commonly, policies mask the role
of government by conferring benefits quietly through
the tax code or by delegating the delivery of benefits to
non-state actors (Kettl 1988; Mettler 2011; Morgan and
Campbell 2011).

Empirical research, however, has largely neglected
to test whether traceability actually conditions the
impact of policy on voting behavior. Instead, existing
work has simply analyzed the effects of highly traceable
policies and programs (Healy and Malhotra 2009;
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! Throughout the article, when referring to “benefits,” I mean the
effects or consequences of a policy, good or bad—e.g., a new job or
being drafted to war.

Kogan 2021; Shepherd 2022). That is, scholars have
focused their attention on policies for which theory
anticipates the emergence of mass feedback effects—
policies where government provides direct assistance to
citizens. In part, this shortcoming likely reflects the fact
that “it is often difficult enough to measure the most
concrete consequences of policies, let alone things as
intangible as traceability” (Pierson 1993, 622). But of
course, demonstrating effects for traceable policies
does not mean that they produce larger feedback
effects than do less traceable policies. What is more, a
recent analysis suggests that even polices where the
role of government is hidden from view can still impact
the voting decisions of those affected (Rendleman and
Yoder 2023).

I assess the role of traceability in mass feedback
effects by comparing two New Deal-era employment
programs: the Works Progress Administration (WPA)
and the Public Works Administration (PWA). Com-
bined, these two programs spent $12 billion
between 1933 and 1939 and put more than 10 million
people to work. In many ways, the programs were
similar. Both programs provided a very visible benefit
(employment), and were championed by Roosevelt
and the Democrats in Congress while overwhelmingly
opposed by Republican elites. Likewise, both created
jobs by investing in infrastructure projects from new
roads, schools, hospitals, and courthouses to the Hoo-
ver Dam and LaGuardia Airport. They differed, how-
ever, in how they put people to work and, thus, in how
easy it would be for beneficiaries to see government as
responsible for their new job. Specifically, while the
WPA created direct, public employment where
employees were hired and paid directly by government,
the PWA subsidized private sector employment. In
other words, unlike WPA workers, PWA workers were
not hired and paid by government but rather by private
businesses with government dollars. Given these
designs, theory predicts that the WPA should have
increased support for the Democratic Party. Con-
versely, it suggests that there should be no effects of
the PWA on voting behavior.
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I test these predictions using county-level informa-
tion on WPA and PWA spending and voting behavior
in presidential elections. I draw on two datasets of
program spending: (1) a nationwide dataset reporting
the total amount of money spent by program in each
county (Fishback, Kantor, and Wallis 2003) and (2) an
original, archival dataset of school construction pro-
jects completed by each program in California. Each
has advantages. While the nationwide data allow for
the most comprehensive and generalizable analysis of
feedback effects, the California project data, as I will
argue below, permit a comparison of the two programs
when at least partially “controlling for” the type of
project and worker employed. Put another way, the
California data help to minimize non-traceability dif-
ferences between the two programs.

Using a generalized difference-in-differences design,
I find that counties receiving more WPA money
became more Democratic than counties receiving less
WPA money. Using the nationwide data, I find that
moving from the 10th to 90th percentile in WPA
spending increased Democratic vote share by about
1.46 percentage points. However, as anticipated,
counties that received more PWA money became no
more or less Democratic than counties that received
less PWA money. In fact, I show that any positive
effects of the PWA on support for the Democratic
Party would have likely occurred even in the absence
of the PWA. Both findings replicate when using the
data on school construction spending in California. I
also report several robustness checks and additional
analyses, including a replication of the main findings in
gubernatorial elections. Of most significance, though,
are a set of analyses on the economic effects of the
WPA and PWA. I find no positive economic effects of
the WPA, suggesting that the observed positive effect
of the WPA on Democratic support is unlikely to be a
reflection of voters simply observing positive economic
growth in the aftermath of WPA spending and reward-
ing the Democratic Party for it.

This article offers some of the first clear empirical
support for the long-standing theoretical claim that
traceable policy designs generate stronger mass feed-
back effects than do less traceable policy designs. The
findings have vast implications for democratic account-
ability and governance. I discuss these implications, as
well as directions for future research, in the conclusion.

WHEN DO POLICIES AFFECT MASS
POLITICAL BEHAVIOR?

Pierson’s (1993) seminal work identifies two mecha-
nisms through which public policies can affect mass
political behavior: resource effects and interpretive
effects. First, policies can provide tangible material
benefits that enhance one’s available resources (e.g.,
more time and money; see Brady, Verba, and Schloz-
man 1995) and facilitate and incentivize political action
(resource effects). Policies can also shape recipients’
orientations toward government and in turn their polit-
ical choices by providing them with information about

government, the beliefs and priorities of elected offi-
cials, and their place and standing in society
(interpretive effects).

Researchers have found evidence in favor of both
channels across a variety of different policies and
behavioral outcomes, including turnout, vote choice,
and policy preferences. Campbell (2002) finds that
Social Security benefits increase participation, particu-
larly among low-income seniors for whom the money is
most consequential. Likewise, the food stamp program
increased support for the enacting Democratic Party,
primarily through the mobilization of new voters in
high poverty areas (Kogan 2021). Mettler (2002) finds
similar resource effects for the G.I. Bill among the
poorest veterans but also evidence of an interpretive
effect whereby veterans engage in politics as a way of
“giving back” for the life-changing opportunity given to
them through the policy. Support for Social Security
also appears to be a function of interpretive learning, as
confidence in the program among beneficiaries
increases when it provides them with timely, personally
relevant information about the benefits they can expect
(Cook, Jacobs, and Kim 2010).

Still, positive mass feedback effects of this sort do not
always emerge. For one, the size of the benefits may not
be large enough to increase one’s capacity to partici-
pate and may also too small to be worth fighting for
(Howard 2007; Patashnik and Zelizer 2013). Policies
may, therefore, have no political impacts at all.
Whether a policy generates mass feedback effects,
and in what direction, can also depend on the policy’s
design and administration and on how these features
color recipients’ interactions with and view of govern-
ment—a type of interpretive effect. Along these lines,
while universal programs like Social Security and the
G.I. Bill show positive participatory effects, means-
tested programs (e.g., TANF) actually decrease the
political engagement of program participants (Mettler
and Stonecash 2008). Scholars often attribute these
differences to the messages embedded within these
two program designs: universal programs are generally
associated with deservingness and bestow positive civic
status upon beneficiaries, while means-tested programs
are often paternalistically and arbitrarily governed by
government caseworkers, convey stigma, and reinforce
recipients’ feelings of economic disadvantage (Bruch,
Ferree, and Soss 2010; Soss 1999; 2000).

At an even more basic level, policy beneficiaries
must also recognize that they are in fact policy benefi-
ciaries and that government is the one providing those
benefits. Scholars argue that this too may depend on
how the policy is designed and the way benefits are
administered (Arnold 1990; Mettler 2011). Arnold
(1990) offers a detailed framework that identifies two
conditions that must be met for policies to affect
whether policy beneficiaries reward incumbent politi-
cians with their vote based on new policies: policies
must be visible and traceable. Visible policies are those
for which beneficiaries are able to easily observe the
impact of a policy in their day-to-life life, like “10
percent inflation, losing one’s job, paying a new tax,
or having one’s student loans terminated” (Arnold
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1990, 48). In contrast, paying a few cents less for bread
as a consequence of some policy change would likely go
unnoticed by even the most frequent consumers.

Traceability includes two components, both neces-
sary for beneficiaries to reward politicians in the ballot
box for the benefits they are receiving. Specifically,
they must (1) see government as the reason they are
receiving those benefits and perhaps most obviously
(2) be able to attribute that government action to
specific government actors, be it a particular elected
official or political party. Quite clearly, in the same way
that citizens may struggle to vote retrospectively on the
basis of the state of the economy in times of divided
or coalition government (Powell and Whitten 1993;
Samuels 2004), policy beneficiaries will be unable to
vote with their policy benefits in mind if both Demo-
cratic and Republican leaders back the policy. Thus,
beneficiaries must be able to credit one elected official
or one political party for their benefits.

But even before connecting a policy back to a par-
ticular actor or party, beneficiaries must first recognize
that government is the reason they have received ben-
efits or experienced some policy effect. What matters
here is not whether government is actually responsible
for conferring those benefits but whether recipients
perceive government to be responsible. Variation in
these perceptions depends on the length of the “causal
chain” linking policy benefits to government. The
greater the length of the causal chain, the more difficult
it becomes for recipients to see government as the
reason for their benefits. One way that policies may
differ in the length of their causal chain is through the
way that benefits are delivered. SNAP benefits
(i.e., food stamps), for example, are funded and deliv-
ered by government: every month, government adds
funds to a government-issued benefits card, which
recipients can then use at grocery stores. This direct
delivery mechanism ensures that government is seen as
the sole source of these benefits.

Many other programs, however, delegate the provi-
sion of benefits to non-state actors, including private
businesses (Morgan and Campbell 2011) and nonprofit
organizations (Hamel and Harman 2023; Salamon
1995). That is, though government may fund most all
of the benefits, they do not deliver those benefits
themselves. For example, benefits for two of Medi-
care’s most widely used components—Parts C and D
—are administered entirely by private-sector insurers.
Similarly, student loans provided by private banks
under the Federal Family Education Loan program
are subsidized and guaranteed by government. Social
services provided by charitable organizations like The
Salvation Army are also partially government-funded.
In each case, the role of government is hidden from
view. Mettler (2011) classifies these types of policies, as
well as those for which benefits are delivered through
the tax code (e.g., the Earned Income Tax Credit, or
EITC), as part of the “submerged state.” Consistent
with arguments about traceability, she finds that bene-
ficiaries of submerged programs are much less likely to
believe that they receive government benefits relative
to those who take part in easily traceable programs.

Others have confirmed that the distinctive delivery
mechanisms employed by these two types of programs
is a primary reason why (SoRelle and Shanks 2024).

Taken together, Arnold (1990) outlines clear expec-
tations as to which kinds of policies should impact the
vote choices of those affected by the policy. The prob-
lem, however, is that there is very little empirical
research testing these expectations. Most analyses of
feedback effects in voting behavior analyze only highly
traceable policies or programs that provide direct gov-
ernment assistance, such as SNAP (Kogan 2021), Med-
icaid (Shepherd 2022), FEMA disaster relief (Healy
and Malhotra 2009), and TAA job loss compensation
(Margalit 2011).2

When researchers have considered the effects of
traceability, they have reported evidence incompatible
with theory. Indeed, Rendleman and Yoder (2023) find
that governors enacting a state EITC see boosts in
approval and vote share in the next election, with the
effects concentrated among those eligible for the ben-
efit and in states offering a financially generous benefit.
These results are striking because for most EITC recip-
ients, the fact that its benefits come from government
remains “obscured and unappreciated” (Shanks-Booth
and Mettler 2019, 302). That feedback effects on voting
behavior can emerge even for a submerged policy like
the EITC could suggest that theories emphasizing the
importance of traceability for mass policy feedback
effects are overstated. I investigate this possibility fur-
ther by systematically comparing and contrasting the
voting effects of two large New Deal-era employment
programs that differed primarily in their traceability to
government.

TRACEABILITY OF THE WPA AND PWA

The Great Depression and the subsequent New Deal
agenda saw the birth of the modern American welfare
state. New Deal policies dramatically and permanently
expanded the size and scope of the federal government;
some of the programs and agencies born during this
period remain cornerstones of US public policy and
institutions (e.g., the Social Security Administration
and the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation). The
two largest and most significant economic relief and
recovery programs were the WPA and PWA. Their
purpose was to reduce unemployment and conse-
quently stimulate economic activity by investing in
public works. The former began in May 1935 and the
latter in June 1933.

2 The focus on traceable policies extends to studies of political
participation and attitudes, too. These include papers on universal
basic income (Loeffler 2023), TANF (Soss 1999), Medicare (Lerman
and McCabe 2017), Medicaid (Clinton and Sances 2018; Michener
2018), FEMA and USDA assistance (Anzia, Jares, and Malhotra
2022; Chen 2011), as well as Social Security (Campbell 2002) and the
G.I Bill (Mettler 2002). One exception is Mettler (2011), who studies
a set of traceable and non-traceable policies and finds that more
traceable policies are more likely to motivate political participation
than less traceable ones.
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In the end, the two programs spent $12 billion, about
$8 billion of which was spent by the WPA.? Over a
9-year period, the WPA paved 650,000 miles of roads
and built 125,000 public buildings, 75,000 bridges, and
8,000 parks (Federal Works Agency 1947). The PWA,
meanwhile, was responsible for 70% of all school
buildings and 35% of hospitals and healthcare facilities
built between 1933 and 1939 (Public Works Adminis-
tration 1939). Together, the two programs generated
almost 25 billion man-hours of work. The WPA had a
particularly large impact on employment. In total, it
employed more than 8 million workers; nearly 25% of
US families relied on WPA wages at some point in time
(Federal Works Agency 1947). The PWA created a
significant number of jobs, too: in the first 2 years of the
program alone, it is estimated that the PWA put two
million people to work (Ickes 1935, 199).

Both programs provided a highly visible benefit:
employment. Without these programs, many would
have gone without work. The two differed, though, in
their traceability to government—how easy it would
have been for those employed through the programs to
see the program (and by extension, the government
generally) as the reason that they are employed. To be
sure, both programs were equally traceable in one
manner: both were proposed and championed by the
Roosevelt administration as part of its New Deal pro-
gram, and consequently, both were also primarily
backed by the Democrats in Congress and opposed
by the Republicans.* Clearly, policy beneficiaries of
either program should view the Democrats as respon-
sible for their benefits. I argue, however, that benefi-
ciaries of the PWA would not attribute their benefits to
the PWA or government to begin with, while those
receiving WPA benefits would. The primary distinction
in this regard involves how the two programs created
jobs: directly via government or through the private
sector.

The WPA provided direct, public employment on
(primarily) public works projects.” Local governments
proposed projects to the WPA, which were then
approved on the basis of whether there was sufficient
labor supply to support the project and whether the
project would provide useful benefits to the community
upon completion. Project workers were selected
through a government screening process. Persons inter-
ests in WPA work would apply at a local relief agency
and register with the US Employment Service, a
revamped federal labor designed to connect job

3 $12 billion is about 13% of nominal GDP in 1939. By comparison,
President Obama’s 2009 economic stimulus package represented
about 5% of 2009 nominal GDP.

4 The WPA was created by an executive order in 1935 but drew initial
funding from an appropriation bill supported by 96% of congressional
Democrats and just 36% of Republicans. Partisan support for the initial
PWA appropriation in 1933 was similar (https:/www.govtrack.us/con
gress/votes/74-1/h34;  https://www.govtrack.us/congress/votes/74-1/s40;
https://www.govtrack.us/congress/votes/73-1/h44; https://www.govtrack.
us/congress/votes/73-1/s91).

5 The WPA also pursued white-collar, service-related projects. These
accounted for about 25% of total expenditures.

seekers with employers. Applicants were interviewed
by agency staff to assess their need and employability
(e.g., physical ability to perform labor-intensive work).
Those certified would be notified by the WPA once
selected for work.® Once hired, they became federal
employees paid directly by the government each week.
Supplementary Figure A2 shows an anonymized WPA
paycheck as marked by the US Treasury, as well a
WPA worker receiving this same type of check. From
application to hiring to receiving their wages, WPA
workers interacted exclusively and directly with gov-
ernment, making it easy for them to attribute their job
to government.

The PWA, on the other hand, subsidized private-
sector employment on public works projects. Supple-
mentary Figure A3 illustrates the PWA’s design. As
with the WPA, local governments proposed projects
that were then accepted or rejected by the federal
government based upon the potential benefits to the
proposing community. Once a project was accepted,
though, the PWA did not hire workers to execute the
project. Instead, they contracted with a private sector
construction firm, which then hired workers on the
private market to carry out the project. As a result,
PWA workers were not government employees but
employees of the contractor. Consequently, they
received their paycheck not from the government but
from the contractor. The government served only as a
bank, subsidizing employment and wages but otherwise
having no direct role in hiring, overseeing, or paying
PWA workers.

The PWA’s reach notably extended far beyond the
project work site. In fact, just 35% of PWA funds were
spent on wages for those working at the project site
(Monthly Labor Review 1938). The remaining funds
were spent on material purchases, which paid the wages
of workers in factories, plants, and mills that manufac-
tured the materials needed on-site. Indeed, every
2 hours of work on a PWA construction site corre-
sponded to about 5 hours of work elsewhere (Public
Works Administration 1939, 28). These workers were
not PWA employees, either, but instead employees of a
private-sector factory or plant. The PWA itself recog-
nized that most of these workers would have no idea
that they owed their continued employment and wages
to the PWA:

If PWA dollars could have been marked with a distinctive
symbol, their progress and speed from the mint to the
Treasury, from the Treasury to the local owners of public
works, from the sponsors to the contractors, from the
contractors to the workers and to the material manufac-
turers, and so on down the line, might have been easy to
observe. Such, however, was not the case. Workers in
factories making materials had no way of knowing that
their wages were paid in PWA dollars. Brakemen and
handlers on railroad lines shipping materials had no way of
knowing that their wages were paid in PWA dollars.
(Public Works Administration 1939, 18)

6 See Supplementary Figure Al for an example of WPA Form
402, which served as the WPA'’s official notification of work.
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In Arnold’s (1990) parlance, the causal chain linking
benefits to government was short for every WPA ben-
eficiary and very long for most PWA beneficiaries. For
the most common PWA beneficiary (an off-site
worker), seeing government as the cause for their job
would require a complex cognitive exercise tracing the
origins of their wages through two private sector firms
and back to government. In subsidizing private-sector
job creation, the PWA disguised the role of govern-
ment—much like student loans backed by government
but supplied by private banks. By comparison, because
the WPA hired and paid workers directly, beneficiaries
could easily attribute their job to government. While
Kantor, Fishback, and Wallis (2013) assess the com-
bined electoral effects of these two programs (plus
more than 10 other New Deal programs), theory sug-
gests that the WPA should have had much larger mass
feedback effects than the PWA. My analysis tests this
expectation.

Comparing the WPA and PWA is imperfect because
there are other features of the two programs that differ.
Having said that, I argue that these differences are
minimal or can otherwise be effectively “controlled”
for. The main non-traceability difference is in the kinds
of workers hired by the two programs (i.e., they had
different target populations; see Schneider and Ingram
1993). As alluded to, the WPA hired nearly exclusively
from the relief rolls—that is, those without work.” The
PWA, though, did not require private firms to hire off
the relief rolls, or even to hire a certain proportion of its
workers off relief. Nevertheless, PW A contractors were
directed to prioritize relief workers (see Public Works
Administration 1939, 86).% Even still, while the degree
of reliance on relief remains a difference between the
programs, it is less clear how this may impact potential
feedback effects: given the magnitude of the Depres-
sion, those working on PWA projects may not have all
come off relief, but they may well have ended up on
relief if not for the PWA.

The kinds of workers employed by each program is
partially a result of the kinds of projects taken on by the
two programs. PWA projects tended to be larger on
average (e.g., the Hoover Dam) and called for the
operation of heavy machinery. In contrast, though the
WPA completed many major construction projects
(e.g., LaGuardia Airport and Griffith Observatory),
most WPA projects were “make-work,” with those
employed paving roads or cleaning local parks. PWA
workers, therefore, tended to be skilled: about 62% of
wages on PWA projects were paid to skilled laborers
(Byer 1935). On the other hand, averaging across
project types, 77% of WPA workers were unskilled
(Federal Works Agency 1947, 38). I address this differ-
ence in my empirical analysis by analyzing a subset of

7 On average, about 95% of WPA workers were hired from the relief
rolls (Federal Works Agency 1947, 7).

8 To the best of my knowledge, data on how many PWA workers
were on relief are not available. Anecdotal evidence supports the
claim, though. For instance, in one small Florida town, 350 of the
600 people on relief were hired to work on a PWA project (Ickes
1935, 201).

projects for which the WPA employed more skilled
labor: school construction projects. Doing so helps hold
relatively constant the type of worker employed and
the kind of project completed across the two programs.

DATA

The ideal way to test my hypotheses would be with an
individual-level administrative dataset containing
information on the voting behavior of WPA/PWA
beneficiaries, and non-beneficiaries, in the 1930s
(Anzia, Jares, and Malhotra 2022). Though the
National Archives keep records on program workers,
these records do not include any political information;
even if they did, they would lack information about
those who were never employed by these programs. As
an alternative, feedback studies often make use of self-
reports of program participation or state interaction
regularly found in political survey data (e.g., Mettler
and Stonecash 2008; Weaver and Lerman 2010). While
Gallup asked many questions about support for New
Deal programs in the 1930s (Caughey, Dougal, and
Schickler 2020), they did not ask about WPA and
PWA program participation.

Given these limitations, I instead examine changes in
county-level presidential election results before and
after the WPA and PWA were putin place as a function
of the degree of WPA and PWA program activity in the
county. This approach is possible because the WPA
and PWA were administered unequally across the
country. That is, some states and counties saw more
program benefits flow to its residents than did others. In
this way, my strategy draws on two others found in
previous mass feedback studies: (1) comparing similar
programs that differ along the dimension of interest but
that are otherwise similar (Soss 1999) and
(2) leveraging differences in program design or pres-
ence across geographies (Bruch, Ferree, and Soss 2010;
Ternullo 2022).

To measure WPA and PWA activities at the county
level, I use two datasets of program expenditures. The
first captures the total amount of money the WPA and
PWA spent in every US county totaled from 1933 to
1939 (Fishback, Kantor, and Wallis 2003). Supplemen-
tary Figure A4 provides an example of the data for
Cook County, Illinois. Importantly, for each county,
the data provide only the total amount of money spent
by the program in the county without any indication of
how that money was spent. For each county, I calculate
per capita WPA and PWA spending in 1944 dollars,
respectively.” Figure 1 places each county into a spend-
ing quintile. As is clear, there is substantial geographic
variation in how WPA and PWA spending was distrib-
uted. Moreover, it is not the case that receiving more
WPA money also meant receiving more PWA money,
or vice versa, as spending per capita for the two pro-
grams are correlated at just 0.04. The median county

° 1 use county population from the 1930 decennial Census to create
per capita measures.
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FIGURE 1. Geographic Distribution of WPA and PWA Spending
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Note: Panels (a) and (b) plot per capita WPA and PWA spending by county, respectively. Counties are placed into quintiles, with counties in
the lightest shade of yellow receiving the least amount of money (Q1) and counties in the darkest blue receiving the most money (Q5).

received about $34 per person in WPA spending and
about $10 per person in PWA spending. The interquar-
tile range values for both programs ($38 per person for
the WPA and $17 for the PWA) exceed the median,
indicating again the variation in how program benefits
were allocated nationally. My analysis exploits this
variation.'?

A key assumption made in using these data is that
counties that received the most WPA and PWA funds
are also counties for which there were the most policy
beneficiaries. Another is that the measure is compara-
ble across the two programs. One concern is that at
least some of the plants and factories supplying mate-
rials to PWA sites may not have been located in the
same county or even the same state.!! Consequently,
the votes of these off-site PW A beneficiaries would not
be accounted for in the same county that their benefits
are accounted for in the spending data. Null effects may
not be because they do not see their wages as courtesy
of the PWA but because the aggregate-level data do
not pick up on their behavior. I address this potential
problem by analyzing the effects of wages paid to on-
site workers—that is, those who were more likely to
also live in the county of the project site. As cited above,
nationally, about 35% of PWA dollars were spent on
on-site labor. Applying this percentage to each county’s
total PWA spending figure, I estimate how much of the
total money spent in the county would have gone
toward on-site labor and assess the effects of those
monies separately.

19 Spending is also right-skewed, with the average county receiving
more than the median. For this reason, I log-transform all per capita
spending measures in my analyses.

" Harold Ickes, the Secretary of Interior and head of the PWA,
mentions this in his memoir about the PWA: “The great bridges being
thrown across San Francisco Bay provide work not alone for private
individuals in California; they have caused orders to be placed in steel
mills in Colorado and Pennsylvania; they have required lumber from
the forests of Oregon and Washington” (Ickes 1935, 197).

I supplement the nationwide data with an original
dataset of WPA and PWA school construction spend-
ing in California between 1933 and 1938. Analyzing the
effects of one type of project pursued by both programs
allows for a cleaner comparison of the two because it
holds more constant the scope and output of the work. I
chose school construction spending specifically because
the WPA and PWA also employed more comparable
labor on such projects. While the WPA employed far
fewer skilled workers than the PWA on average, public
building construction projects, of which school con-
struction is one subset, represent an important excep-
tion. On these projects, just 53% of workers were
unskilled (Federal Works Agency 1947, 38), a decrease
of 24 percentage points relative to the WPA average.
Comparing the effects of PWA and WPA school con-
struction spending can, therefore, minimize (though
not eliminate) differences in who the two programs
employed, one of the key remaining non-traceability
differences between the two programs identified in the
previous section.

Records for every WPA and PWA project are avail-
able at The National Archives; for the WPA, these
records were recently digitized and made public.'?
PWA projects are reported in state-by-state spread-
sheets, while WPA projects are reported in an index
organized by state and county where each card corre-
sponds to one project. For both programs, the data
report the total amount of money spent on each project
as well as the location of the project. Supplementary
Figure A5 shows part of one California PWA report,
while Supplementary Figure A6 displays a WPA pro-
ject index card. The WPA data for California include
9,791 total index cards, each corresponding to a single
project.

I enlisted a team of research assistants to hand-code
each WPA and PWA project as involving school con-
struction, or not, and then calculated the total per

12 https://catalog.archives.gov/id/1676887.
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FIGURE 2. Trajectory of Democratic Voting by WPA and PWA Spending
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Note: Panels (a) and (b) plot average Democratic vote share by within-state WPA and PWA spending quintiles, respectively, in each
election. The dashed gray line indicates the first post-spending election cycle.

capita amount of money spent by each program on
school construction in each county. While the WPA
spent more nationally (and in most counties) than the
PWA, the PWA spent considerably more money on
school construction, at least in California ($50 vs. $24
million). Moreover, school construction was a major
focus of the PWA, as about 49% of all California PWA
projects involved school construction compared to just
15% of all WPA projects.

I merged each of these spending measures with
county-level presidential elections voting returns from
1916 to 1944, meaning that my dataset includes five pre-
spending elections and three post-spending elections.
For each county-election year, I calculate the Demo-
cratic candidate’s share of the two-party vote.

EMPIRICAL STRATEGY

Before describing my research design, I plot the trajec-
tory of Democratic voting from 1916 to 1944 by WPA
and PWA spending using the nationwide data. Figure 2
places each county into a within-state spending quintile
by program and gives the average Democratic county
vote share by spending quintile and election. For both
programs, we see few differences in voting by spending
levels prior to 1936. “High” and “low” spending
counties are clearly on a relatively similar path in the
pre-spending period. After 1932, though, counties
appear to diverge by spending levels. By 1944, support
for the Democratic Party is highest in counties that
received the most WPA and PWA spending. This pro-
vides some initial descriptive evidence of feedback
effects, albeit with feedback effects for the PWA, as
well.

To estimate the effects of the WPA and PWA more
systematically, I use a generalized difference-in-

differences design. My preferred specification is the
following linear model:

% Democrat.y = p1In(Spending + 1), + O

1)
+ g + Xest + €csrs
where % Democrat,, is the Democratic share of the
two-party vote in county c¢ and state s at time &
In(Spending +1),, is either logged WPA or PWA
spending per capita in county ¢ and state s. For all ¢
prior to 1936, In(Spending + 1), is equal to 0.1 0., are
county fixed effects, and oy are state-year fixed
effects.'* County fixed effects control for time-invariant
features of each county that may affect voting, while
state-year fixed effects account for election-specific,
state-level factors. Combined, these fixed effects spec-
ify a model comparing the within-county change in
Democratic support in counties with large WPA or
PWA allocations to the within-county change in

131 also estimate three alternative specifications. First, given recent
methodological concerns over difference-in-differences estimation
relying on a continuous treatment like mine (Callaway, Goodman-
Bacon, and Sant’Anna 2024), I estimate models with a binary vari-
able indicating whether the county received more than the national
per capita average in spending (Supplementary Table A3). The
results are generally consistent, though weaker. I also estimate
models using the spending quintiles from Figure 2 interacted with
post-spending indicators. These results are in Supplementary
Table A4, and while there are no clear nonlinearities in effects, these
results do show that most of the effects as reported in the main text
can only be observed at the upper end of the spending distribution.
Third, using the California data expanded to include projects beyond
school construction projects, Supplementary Table A5 estimates the
effect of the number of WPA and PWA projects in each county.

!4 In all specifications, I cluster the standard errors by county.
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Democratic support in same-state counties with smaller
allocations.

For f, to be causal, we must assume parallel trends.
Parallel trends means that the outcomes of the treated
and comparison groups would have evolved similarly in
the absence of treatment. This assumption is typically
assessed by examining pretreatment trends in the out-
come by treatment status. In my case, the assumption
would be clearly violated if counties that received
larger WPA or PWA allocations were already trending
in the direction of the Democratic Party faster than
counties received smaller WPA or PWA allocations.
Figure 2 suggests that this is not the case: counties were
“moving together” in terms of their voting patterns
prior to spending regardless of how much WPA or
PWA money they later received.

But evidence of parallel trends before treatment does
not guarantee parallel trends over the entire study
period. It must be the case that “big” and “small”
WPA and PWA spending counties would also have
continued along the same trend in their voting behavior
if the two programs never came to be. Violations of this
assumption could result from the presence of covariates
with time-varying effects on voting: county character-
istics that positively predict WPA or PWA spending
and increasingly predict support for the Democratic
Party over the study period. It is undisputed that voting
coalitions changed dramatically between the 1920s and
1930s: the poor, immigrants, urban dwellers, and Afri-
can Americans all shifted away from the Republican
Party and toward the Democratic Party (Gamm 1989).
Supplementary Figure A7 depicts some of these
dynamics—for example, urban counties and counties
with high employment as of 1930 “flipped” partisan
loyalties just as WPA and PWA spending kicked
in. Further, these same demographic characteristics
are also positively correlated with WPA and PWA
spending (Supplementary Table Al). As a result, any
positive effect I observe of these programs on Demo-
cratic voting may not by directly attributable to the
programs themselves—that is, urban counties, for
instance, may have become more Democratic by virtue
of being urban rather than because they were the
primary beneficiaries of either program.

To directly account for this confounding, I estimate
models with a series of demographic fixed effects,
denoted by X, in Equation 1. I include fixed effects
for each of the county Black, urban, unemployed, and
foreign-born populations as measured in the 1930 Cen-
sus (i.e., prior to spending). For each of the four vari-
ables, I place each county into a within-state quintile
and then interact each quintile with state and year. I am,
therefore, including a separate fixed effect for each
demographic quintile, state, and election year combi-
nation, which has the benefit of allowing the effects of
these demographics on voting patterns to not only vary
by election cycle but also by state. The inclusion of
these demographic fixed effects means that the coun-
terfactual comparison group for high spending counties
is not just low spending counties within the same state,
but low spending, same-state counties with similar pre-
spending demographic features.

I estimate two sets of models, each using a different
sample of elections. The first includes all election years
in my data, 1916 to 1944. It estimates the effect of WPA
and PWA spending as the within-county change in
average support for the Democratic Party
between 1916-32 (pre-spending) and 1936-44 (post-
spending). The second approach uses just 1932-44
and estimates the effect of spending on Democratic
voting relative only to support for Roosevelt in 1932.
This sample holds the Democratic candidate constant
and allows me to see whether New Deal programs
increased Roosevelt’s county-level support above and
beyond his local support in his landslide 1932 victory.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents the effects of the WPA and PWA on
Democratic voting.!> Columns 1-6 show the results
using elections from 1916 to 1944, while columns 7-12
show the effects of the two programs relative to Roo-
sevelt’s vote share in 1932. The even numbered col-
umns include the set of demographic fixed effects. In
models without adjusting for demographics, I find pos-
itive and significant effects of both the WPA and PWA
on Democratic voting in both election year samples.
The effect of the WPA, however, far outpaces that of
the PWA in substantive magnitude and in the 191644
models; the effects of two are also statistically distin-
guishable from one another (95% CI = [0.68, 1.59]).
Moreover, as anticipated, when restricting PWA
expenditures to those monies put toward on-site wages
and for which we can be relatively more certain the
beneficiaries live and vote in the county of the project,
the effect of the PWA on Democratic support increases
in magnitude. Still, it remains substantively smaller
than the effect the WPA.

After incorporating the demographic fixed effects,
the effect of the WPA attenuates in magnitude but
remains positive and statistically significant. The
WPA, therefore, appears to have increased support
for the Democratic Party above and beyond what
changes in demographic voting patterns predict on
their own. The coefficient in column 2 suggests that
each 1% increase in logged per capita WPA spending
boosted Democratic vote share by 0.007 percentage
points. More substantively, the estimates suggest that
moving from the 10th percentile to the 90th percentile
of county WPA spending—$10.34 to $89.47—would
increase Democratic vote share by about 1.46 percent-
age points. Because the average Democratic vote share
between 1916 and 1944 is 56.93 %, this effect represents
about a 2.6% increase in Democratic vote share. The
effects are marginally smaller when considering the
change in FDR’s vote share from before and after
WPA spending began (column 8), with the same

15 Supplementary Table A2 tests whether effects were larger or
smaller in counties in Southern states relative to counties in non-
Southern states. Overall, I find no discernible differences between
the South and non-South in the effects of either program.
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Effect of WPA and PWA Spending on Democratic Voting

TABLE 1.

DV: Democratic Vote Share (0-100)
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Note: Standard errors are clustered by county. ***p<0.001.

change in WPA spending increasing Democratic voting
by 1.37 percentage points. On the other hand, when
accounting for demographic confounders, the positive
feedback effects of the PWA disappear completely.
From column 3 to column 4 of Table 1, the coefficient
reduces in size by about 90%, and the effect is also no
longer statistically significant (p = 0.65).

Why do the effects of the PWA, but not the WPA,
fade when accounting for demographics? Supplemen-
tary Tables A6-A9 re-estimate the models in Table 1
without demographic fixed effects and instead include
an interaction between spending and the continuous
measure of each of the demographic variables included
in the fixed effects vector. Consider county urbanicity.
Supplementary Table A6 shows that WPA spending
increased Democratic voting regardless of how urban
the county is. Differences in effects are a matter of
degree, with more urban counties seeing larger shifts
toward the Democratic Party than less urban counties.
Consequently, though the WPA effects attenuate when
accounting for urbanicity, the effects do not disappear
completely.

In contrast, the PWA only had effects on Democratic
voting in urban counties. Put differently, Democratic
voting in nonurban areas slightly decreases as a function
of greater PWA spending. The average PWA effect
once accounting for county urbanicity then is a combi-
nation of positive and negative effects in different types
of counties. As a result, the average effect of the PWA
trends toward zero. Any positive feedback effects of
the PWA are not causal; they can be well explained by
the demographic features of the county and the rela-
tionship between those features and voting behavior
over time. I find similar dynamics for the other vari-
ables, too, including and especially unemployment
(Supplementary Table A7).

The results presented thus far show the average
differences in Democratic voting between the pre-
and post-spending periods. Figure 3 re-estimates col-
umns 2 and 4 of Table 1 but displays the effects of both
programs by election year, with effects for each cycle
interpreted as the change in support relative to 1916.
This “event study” specification has two purposes.
First, it offers another way of confirming that the
parallel trends assumption is satisfied. And indeed, as
in Figure 2, there are no significant effects of either
program in the pre-spending period. Second, it tests
when effects emerge in the post-spending period and
whether any observed effects persist through multiple
election cycles. In the post-spending period, I observe
significant, similarly sized effects for the WPA in both
1940 and 1944, but no effects in 1936. The lack of effects
in 1936 may be because the WPA only began in
mid-1935, and so much of the spending included in
my measure had yet to occur.

Table 2 reports the effects of the WPA and PWA on
voting using the supplementary dataset covering school
construction spending in California. Broadly speaking,
the results are consistent with the nationwide analyses.
First, across election year samples, the WPA effects
dwarf those of the PWA in substantive magnitude. For
analyses of 1932-44, the effects of the WPA on
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FIGURE 3. Event Study Estimates of WPA and PWA Spending on Democratic Voting
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presented in Supplementary Table A3.

Note: Panels (a) and (b) plot event study estimates with 95% confidence intervals of the effects of the WPA and PWA on Democratic voting.
Effects can be interpreted relative to 1916. Models include demographic fixed effects. Coefficients and model diagnostics are also

TABLE 2. Effect of WPA and PWA School Construction Spending on Democratic Voting (CA)

DV: Democratic Vote Share (0-100)

1916-44 1932-44
M @) ©) (4) (5) (6)
In(WPA) 1.323 1.849*
(0.884) (0.700)
In(PWA) 0.037 0.518
(0.734) (0.773)
In(PWA On-Site) 0.236 0.853
(1.064) (1.127)
County FE v v v v/ v v
State-year FE v v v v v v
Demographic FE v v v v v v
Observations 464 464 464 232 232 232
R? 0.968 0.967 0.967 0.946 0.943 0.943

Note: Standard errors are clustered by county. *p<0.05.

Democratic support are even statistically significant,
while the WPA effect using election years 1916-44 is
close to reaching significance at p = 0.14. To be sure,
because this analysis rests on just 58 counties in one
state, statistical power is limited; the difference
between the WPA and PWA effects crosses zero no
matter which election sample is used. Still, that the
coefficients point in a similar direction is encouraging.
Even when holding more fixed the type of project and
type of worker employed by the two programs, mass

10

feedback effects appear to have emerged out of the
WPA, while PWA feedback effects appear vastly more
limited.

I also conducted several robustness checks and addi-
tional analyses. First, I estimate a placebo test where I
regress Democratic voting on WPA monies allocated
for projects that were never completed. These are all
projects that local sponsors proposed, but that the
WPA—for whatever reason—rejected. Information
on each rejected project, and how much money was
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proposed to be spent, is included in the WPA project
index at the Archives. Therefore, the analysis is
restricted to California. Supplementary Figure AS
shows an example of a rejected project. Because no
one benefitted from these projects, they should have no
effect on voting patterns. As expected, I find no effects
of such spending (Supplementary Table A10), lending
additional credibility to the results using data on pro-
jects actually completed.

Second, I explore one possible mechanism behind
these WPA effects: mobilization. As discussed, policy
benefits may increase the ability of beneficiaries to
participate in politics. The WPA may, therefore, have
had positive effects on Democratic voting because the
program mobilized Democratic-leaning citizens who
otherwise would not vote. An alternative mechanism
is persuasion, whereby WPA benefits changed the
political preferences among existing voters receiving
jobs through the program. Supplementary Table A1l
regresses the log of overall votes cast on WPA spend-
ing. Though suggestive, I find no increase (or decrease)
in votes cast a function of spending. Persuasion appears
to be the likely driver of the reported WPA feedback
effects.

Finally, I assess the effects of the WPA and PWA in
gubernatorial elections, which provides some pur-
chase on whether the effects I report are FDR-specific
or whether the program affected partisan loyalties
broadly.'® Supplementary Table A12 gives the results.
As with presidential elections, the WPA (but not the
PWA) increased Democratic voting; the WPA, there-
fore, boosted Democrats generally, not just Roose-
velt. Moreover, I show that the effects of the WPA on
Democratic voting are largest in states where Repub-
licans held the governorship. That is, the WPA
increased support for Democratic challengers more
so than it did for Democratic incumbents. Taken
together, these results confirm the broad effects of
the WPA up-and-down the ballot, and the expectation
that these jobs were traced back to Democrats and
only Democrats. Supplementary Table A13, however,
does show an important condition on these results: the
effects of the WPA in gubernatorial elections appear
much smaller in Southern states, implying that the
down-ballot effects did not extend to those state-level
Democrats typically most hostile to the federal New
Deal agenda.

ALTERNATIVE MECHANISMS

It Is the Economy, Stupid

I have argued that the disparate effects of the WPA
and PWA on voting behavior are because of variation

16 Local governments were more involved in both WPA and PWA
projects than state governments. Beneficiaries may have also
rewarded these actors. Unfortunately, local election data (e.g.,
Mayor or City Council) from this time period are not consistently
available.

in easy it was for policy beneficiaries to see govern-
ment as the grounds for their employment. But, non-
beneficiaries may also be politically responsive to
policies (e.g., Soss and Schram 2007). My use of
aggregate-level data, therefore, makes it plausible that
the effects I report capture the behavior of the broader
public. Below I propose and assess two possible alter-
native mechanisms along these lines. One is that the
WPA improved the local economy generally, while
perhaps the PWA did not. In this case, the observed
positive effect of the WPA on Democratic support
may just be a reflection of voters observing positive
economic growth in the aftermath of WPA spending
and rewarding the Democratic Party for it. In other
words, citizens may have behaved as they always do by
rewarding the incumbent party for good economic
times (de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw 2020;
Healy and Lenz 2017).

Research in economics casts some initial doubt on this
explanation. Most notably, counties with more WPA
workers actually had higher unemployment in both 1937
and 1940 (Fleck 1999), in part due to declines in private
sector employment opportunities (Neumann, Fishback,
and Kantor 2010). Moreover, Bernanke (1986) shows
that the WPA had no impact whatsoever on average
earnings, at least in manufacturing. In light of these
findings, it seems unlikely that overall improvements
in the labor market in “high” WPA spending counties
can explain the WPA'’s effect on Democratic support.

Below I offer further analysis of how the WPA and
PWA affected local economies using additional eco-
nomic outcomes and a difference-in-differences style
analysis. Doing so requires measures of the county
economy taken with regularity before and after the
two programs began. Common measures used in con-
temporary studies of economic voting (e.g., income and
GDP) are not available at the county level during this
time period. I instead measure the county economy
with information on the value of bank deposits as
reported annually by the Federal Deposit Insurance
Corporation from 1925 to 1936. Bank deposits are an
appropriate measure because deposit contraction and
bank failures during the Depression co-varied with
local, state, and national economic fundamentals
(Calomiris and Mason 1997; 2003). Supplementary
Figure A9 confirms that bank deposits appear to be a
reasonable economic indicator, as median per capita
bank deposits dip around the start of the Depression
and steadily improve afterward as one would expect.

I estimate the effects of WPA and PWA spending on
bank deposits with the following specification:

[n(Bank Deposits),,, = p,In(Spending) ., + Ocst

2

+ ag + €csts ( )
where In(BankDeposits) ., is the log-transformed per
capita bank deposits in county ¢ and state s at time ¢,
In(Spending), is either logged WPA or PWA spending
per capita in county c¢ and state s, 6,5 are county fixed
effects, and o, are state-year fixed effects. I again
assume parallel tends: that, in the absence of spending,
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TABLE 3. Effect of WPA and PWA Spending on Bank Deposits
DV: In(Bank Deposits)
(1) @) @) (4) (5) (6)
In(WPA) -0.017 —0.009
(0.025) (0.022)
In(PWA) 0.053*** —-0.008
(0.013) (0.012)
In(PWA On-Site) 0.061*** —-0.016
(0.016) (0.014)
County FE v v v 4 v v
State-year FE v/ v v v 4 v
County trends X v X 4 X v
Observations 36,468 36,468 36,468 36,468 36,468 36,468
R? 0.869 0.935 0.869 0.935 0.869 0.935
Note: Standard errors are clustered by county. ***p<0.001.

counties receiving large and small WPA and PWA
allocations would have otherwise been on a similar
trajectory with respect to bank deposits. This is a strong
assumption in this context because counties might get
more funding (and perhaps especially, more WPA
funding) precisely because they experience or antici-
pate greater economic decline. If so, then any economic
boost after WPA spending cannot be interpreted caus-
ally. While not a silver bullet for dealing with such
concerns, scholars recommend accounting for differen-
tial trends by including county-specific linear time
trends in the specification (Hassell and Holbein
2024). These are symbolized by ¢ in Equation 2.

Table 3 shows the results. Even-numbered columns
include the county time tends, while the odd-numbered
columns do not. The results suggest that, no matter the
specification, the WPA did not increase or decrease
county bank deposits. In addition, whatever positive
effects the PWA appears to have had in fact represent a
continuation of pre-existing trends in bank deposits
between counties that received large versus small
PWA allocations. Put more simply, bank deposits were
already growing in counties that received more from
the PWA before the PWA spent any money at all.
Figure 4 shows event study estimates, which again
confirm both the lack of pre-trends (especially for the

FIGURE 4. Event Study Estimates of WPA and PWA Spending on Bank Deposits
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Note: Panels (a) and (b) plot event study estimates with 95% confidence intervals of the effects of WPA and PWA spending, respectively, on
bank deposits. Estimates are generated from a model including county and state-year fixed effects and linear county trends. Coefficients
and model diagnostics are also presented in Supplementary Table A4.
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WPA) and the lack of causal economic effects for both
programs.'’

Drawing conclusions about economic effects on the
basis of bank deposits alone may seem premature. I,
therefore, also report difference-in-differences esti-
mates of the effects of WPA and PWA spending on
retail sales and farm values (see Supplementary
Figure A10 for descriptive statistics on these variables),
both of which have been used in other historical
research as indicators of the county economy
(Fishback, Horace, and Kantor 2005; Rogowski et al.
2022). Supplementary Table A14 reports these results.
Again, I find no positive effects of the WPA on either
economic measure. Instead, the WPA appears to have
had a negative effect on both of these outcomes, even
when accounting for county trends in the specification.
These results, though, must be interpreted with
immense caution because, for both outcomes, data
availability precludes me from testing for parallel
trends violations. For instance, county retail sales data
are available from the Census of Business only for the
years 1929, 1933, 1935, and 1939. In estimating the
effects of retail sales on the WPA, then, there are just
two pre-treatment periods, one of which must be used
as the baseline year in an event study-type analysis.
Still, setting aside these data challenges, there does not
appear to be any clear or overwhelming evidence that
the WPA boosted local economies. My evidence, com-
bined with existing studies focused on unemployment
and earnings suggest that, more than likely, the effects
of the WPA on voting behavior are not a response to
spending-induced economic growth.

Ideology

Another possible mechanism is ideology. Caughey,
Dougal, and Schickler (2020) show that public support
for the New Deal agenda (mass liberalism, as they call
it) positively predicted Democratic voting in presiden-
tial elections during this time period. If mass liberalism
is highest in counties that received more WPA money,
then increased support for Democrats as a function of
the WPA may just reflect ideological liberalness in the
public at large. Testing this claim directly requires
county-level public opinion data, which, to the best of
my knowledge, does not exist. However, it seems
unlikely that WPA-driven ideological liberalism drives
my results. For one, the public routinely cited the WPA
as its least favorite New Deal program, derisively
claiming that WPA stood for “We Poke Along” or
“We Piddle Around.”'® Additionally, public support
for cuts in New Deal relief programs was highest in
places that had the highest levels of unemployment
(Newman and Jacobs 2010)—exactly those places that,
on average, received the most WPA spending. If

7 In contrast, Supplementary Figure A11 shows the event study plot
for the effects of PWA when using estimates from a model without
the inclusion of county time trends (column 3 of Table 3). Here, there
are clear pre-trends.

18 https://www.history.com/topics/great-depression/works-progress-
administration; https://www.ushistory.org/us/49b.asp.

anything, then, the places that received the most
WPA resources were likely those that would score
lowest on mass liberalism.

CONCLUSION

Though prominent theoretical work sees traceability as a
necessary condition for the formation of mass feedback
effects on voting behavior, there is little empirical evi-
dence that this is the case, largely because nearly every
empirical analysis examines a highly traceable policy. But
as Campbell (2012, 347) argues, “examining instances in
which feedback effects did not emerge ... is needed to be
able to say something conclusive about the conditions
under which they do occur.” Put another way, establish-
ing that traceable programs can generate feedback
effects is insufficient to conclude that whether feedback
effects emerge depends on the traceability of the pro-
gram design. This article addresses this weakness in the
existing literature with an analysis of two New Deal-era
employment programs, one of which created jobs
directly through government (WPA), while the other
funded private-sector job creation (PWA). Consistent
with theory, I find that the WPA increased support for
the Democratic Party, while the PWA did not.

At their core, mass policy feedback studies are about
the prospects for democratic accountability. A central
tenet of democratic theory is that citizens reward and
punish elected officials for their behavior and perfor-
mance in office (e.g., Ferejohn 1986). My results suggest
citizens’ ability to hold politicians accountable is limited,
but not entirely so. On the one hand, policy recipients are
not blind—they do often see government providing them
with policy benefits, and respond as such politically. On
the other hand, recipients are not all-seeing, either, and
can struggle to accurately attribute policies and policy
effects to government (Achen and Bartels 2016; Sances
2017). While the efforts of government were surely more
obscured with the PWA, PWA workers and those work-
ing in factories supporting PWA projects did owe gov-
ernment for their wages. The problem was that the
program’s design exaggerated the market’s role in pro-
viding those wages. Citizens’ capacity to see and evaluate
government action is, therefore, limited, and highly
dependent on policy design.

Atthe elite level, these results suggest that politicians
have electoral incentives to design policies that effec-
tively and efficiently deliver benefits straight to citizens.
Elected officials agree: they regularly take clear
responsibility for effects of policies they are responsible
for.'” Beyond electoral effects, direct policy designs
may also improve waning citizen trust in political elites
and their ability to help citizens (Dawkins 2021). Yet
they may also open the door to using policy for electio-
neering. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Republicans often
charged that the WPA was nothing more than a cam-
paign organization dressed as a recovery program (e.g.,

19 For example, Americans received their $1,200 COVID-19 stimulus
check along with a letter signed by President Trump.
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Clement 1971, 248). More generally, while direct pol-
icies may be most politically useful for office-seekers,
they may not always the most effective way of improv-
ing the societal conditions they are intended to address.
Electoral incentives, therefore, could be a threat to
good public policy.

My analysis is not without limitations. For starters, I
use aggregate-level data to test an individual-level
theory about the political behavior of policy beneficia-
ries, a choice which stems from a lack of available
individual-level data but which can result in ecological
fallacies. My approach cannot directly identify the vote
choice effect of receiving a WPA job versus not receiv-
ing a WPA job. Rather, I rely on the assumption that
counties receiving more WPA spending had more
WPA workers than counties receiving less spending
and that any effect of spending is capturing the behav-
ior of program workers. While I have explored and
largely ruled out other mechanisms that could plausibly
explain the aggregate results, the results must still be
interpreted with this caveat in mind.

There may also be generalizability concerns. The
historical nature of the evidence presented means that
the findings may not hold true for programs created
during more polarized times where persuasion is more
difficult. On the other hand, Anzia, Jares, and Malhotra
(2022) find feedback effects on political attitudes for
direct farm assistance programs initiated during the
Trump administration, especially among self-described
liberals predisposed to oppose Republican-initiated
programs. Mass feedback effects may, therefore, still
be possible in an era of partisan sorting and hostility,
but more research is certainly needed.

To be sure, this article is not the be-all and end-all on
traceability and mass policy feedback effects. Two
paths forward seem especially fruitful. First, from a
research design standpoint, scholars should look for
opportunities to leverage within-program changes in
traceability, an approach likely stronger than the com-
parative program design one that I use in this article.
The Child Tax Credit (CTC) may be particularly well
suited for this type of analysis. While traditionally a part
of the “submerged state,” the CTC’s delivery mecha-
nism temporarily changed during 2021 when families
began to receive direct monthly checks.

Second, scholars might pay more attention to
Arnold’s (1990) second facet of traceability—whether
recipients can credit particular government actors for a
policy or not. Theory suggests that there should be no
feedback effects on vote choice when policy responsi-
bility is shared across parties, yet Medicaid expansion
appears to have increased support for Democrats even
in states where Republicans were wholly responsible for
it (Shepherd 2022). This finding raises questions about
how exactly citizens decide who is responsible for their
policy benefits. An experimental study that randomizes
elements of responsibility (e.g., initial enactment and
implementation) across different levels of government
and partisan actors could offer some insights on this
question and help clarify existing theoretical accounts.

The empirical mass policy feedbacks literature has
made tremendous strides over the past several decades
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in establishing a robust connection between the crea-
tion of new policies and the politics that ensue. Scholars
should continue to stress-test existing theories—be it
those emphasizing the role of traceability, the size of
policy benefits, whether or not benefits are conferred
upon individuals that share a common identity, and so
forth—as new policies and programs surface. If theory
is correct, many of these empirical studies will return
null results. Pursuing and publishing these null findings,
however, is crucial to deepening and refining our
understanding of when and why policy makes mass
politics and of democratic governance more generally.
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