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INTRODUCTION

Prior to 2022, efforts to enact significant federal policy aimed at explicitly addressing climate change 
had largely proved futile. In 2009, Democrats attempted and failed to pass the American Clean Energy 
and Security (ACES) Act, a cap-and-trade bill, despite holding significant majorities in both chambers 
of Congress and control of the White House. In 2014 and 2015, facing Republican opposition, the 
Obama administration promulgated rules in the clean power plan (CPP) which required electric util-
ities to reduce their carbon emissions which ultimately failed. With far thinner majorities in Congress 
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and a smaller margin of victory at the executive level, Democrats managed to pass a massive $369bn 
(at least) in climate investments in the 2022 Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) amounting to the most 
significant climate US federal climate policy in history. There are numerous potential reasons why the 
IRA succeeded where other efforts failed, but a significant part of the story lies in the competing policy 
designs—specifically in the tools in use and the targets at which these tools are directed. Where the 
ACES Act and CPP contained regulations directed at specific targets (utilities), the IRA has few. While 
ACES offered subsidies to individuals and certain industries, these were constrained to the electricity 
sector and partially dependent upon redistributing revenues from one group (again, utilities) to another 
(such as low-income Americans and local utilities). Instead, the IRA predominantly leverages tools that 
subsidize a range of industries, governments, and groups of people for a range of policy goals across 
carbon dioxide mitigation as well as adaptation.

Tool choices are critical to the efficacy of policy design and the legitimacy of public policy inter-
ventions. Policy tools are crafted based on behavioral assumptions of the populations they target and, 
in so doing, are political value proclamations regarding target groups. Mismatches between tools and 
target populations can produce policies that fail to achieve their objectives and mischaracterize target 
populations. The literature on policy design, specifically the social construction framework (Schneider 
& Ingram, 1993, 1997; Schneider & Sidney, 2009), has shown over the past 30 years that the feedback 
effects of policy designs target population values are influential over target populations' sense of polit-
ical power and efficacy. There are two mechanisms of policy feedback within the social construction 
framework (SCF): (1) feedback from the target population in terms of political participation and power; 
and (2) feedback from the mass public who rewards or punishes policymakers for applying appropriate 
tools to target populations. Though the research on the feedback effects of policy designs on target pop-
ulations is strong (Boothe & Harrison, 2009; Mettler, 2002; Mondou & Montpetit, 2010; Soss, 1999), 
there is less research that matches policy design theory with responses from mass publics. The policy 
design literature places elites as the reinforcement mechanism for social constructions, but Bell's (2020, 
2021) work shows public opinion to be an important as a legitimizing tool for policy choices by elites. 
The SCF expects that misapplication of policy design elements to undeserving target populations results 
in less public receptivity to policy tools. Empirical work testing this claim is relatively limited. In this 
article we ask: Do target population choices influence preferences for policy tools?

We are motivated by Schneider and Sidney's (2009) call for new theoretical and empirical approaches 
to the SCF. Theoretically, our article advances the study of feedback within the framework. The SCF 
feedback mechanism argues that the messages that policies send to target populations regarding their 
deservingness and power are also received by the mass public. Policymakers are rewarded by the public 
for policy designs that are congruent with target population constructions (Boushey, 2016). Our article 
expands the framework's existing policy feedback logic by assessing the receptivity of different types 
of tools as a function of their application to different target populations. We develop hypotheses for 
the independent and combined influences of Schneider and Ingram's target population dimensions—
deservingness and power—on public receptivity to tool choice in policy designs. We hypothesize that 
the public is generally supportive of policy designs that correspond to notions of deservingness; but, 
for power, we test competing hypotheses. First, feedback based on congruence suggests that notions of 
power reflected in social constructions should reverberate throughout the public, too. Second, however, 
the public views powerful groups, particularly those that are seen as not deserving, with suspicion and 
favor a distribution of benefits and burdens distinct from expectations from SCF. Knowing when the 
public favors regulating the powerful is important for understanding some limitations of policy feed-
back and also elucidates the disconnect between public opinion and public policy.

Empirically, our research examines target populations in climate change policy design. We con-
ducted a nationwide survey (N = 3358) that assessed attitudes toward seven policy tools using Schneider 
and Ingram's (1990, 1997) policy tool typology that provide benefits or burdens: authority (require-bur-
den, exempt-benefit), capacity (provide funding-benefit), learning (research-benefit), hortatory (posi-
tive information-benefit, negative information-burden), and incentive (punish-burden). Our instrument 
applies each of these tools to six climate policy interventions: emissions reduction, electric vehicle 
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adoption, renewable energy installation, water use reduction, facility location, and extreme heat prepa-
ration. Within this survey, we implemented an experiment that varies the populations targeted by the 
policy tools representing SCF's four constructions: advantaged, contending, dependent, and deviant. 
We find the SCF conception of deservingness is a reliable predictor of attitudes toward tool-target asso-
ciations, but power is less so. We find that respondents prefer to regulate and punish powerful groups 
more than weak groups—even those groups that are constructed as deserving.

Our work contributes to the furtherance of policy process theory and strategies to create policies to 
address climate change. For policy process theory, we provide a methodology to understand part of the 
dynamics of mass feedback as envisioned by the social construction framework—variation in receptiv-
ity to policy design tools as a function of power and deservingness of target populations. Additionally, 
we show the ways in which target population construction does not manifest in public sentiment toward 
policy design, offering opportunities to consider the mechanisms of the social construction framework 
in the future. Finally, our work leads to three implications for climate policymakers who should: (1) not 
shy away from regulations, (2) be unafraid of creating strong enforcement of those regulations, and (3) 
largely avoid creating exemptions to these rules.

SOCI A L CONSTRUCTIONS OF TA RGET POPUL ATIONS A ND 
POLICY FEEDBACK

Schneider and Ingram's (1993, 1997) SCF contends that policy designs both create and reflect assump-
tions regarding the power and deservingness of target populations. The distribution of benefits and bur-
dens to target populations betrays governmental attitudes toward those groups as deserving of design 
features. The framework articulates a feed forward mechanism (also found at the macro level in policy 
feedback theory—see Campbell, 2012; Mettler, 2002; Pierson, 1993) that the aggregation of design ele-
ments toward groups manifests in a real sense of power which contributes to groups' participation in 
the political process. Over time, these social constructions influence the capacity of target populations 
to organize and advocate for policy design features on their own behalf.

Widely known to the policy literature are the four categories of target populations that sit within the 
two-by-two framework of deservingness and power: advantaged, contenders, dependents, and deviants. 
As seen in Figure 1, advantaged groups have (or are given) great amounts of political power and are 
viewed as deserving; contenders, too, have (or are given) great amounts of power but are viewed as un-
deserving; dependents have less (or are not given) power, but are viewed as deserving; and deviants have 
less (or are not given) power and are viewed as not deserving. Subsequent iterations of the framework 
found in empirical work (e.g. Lawrence et al., 2010, 2013) and chapters in two (but not the most recent) 
editions of the influential Theories of the Policy Process. Schneider et al. (2014) have appropriately noted 
that the dependent-power typology represents a kind of continuum rather than a strict categorization 
and that target populations can move over time as a result of shifts in policymaking and other political 
circumstances.

Reinforcement of target population construction occurs at the elite level of policymaking where the 
political power of groups is more directly manifest in government actions and it is at the elite level where 
social construction framework scholarship is primarily aimed. Empirical work in this space has focused 
on all populations but has a particular focus on tools directed at deviant (Donovan, 1997, 2001; Owens 
& Smith, 2012; Whitford & Yates, 2009) and dependent (Drew, 2013; Hynes & Hayes, 2011; Whitford 
& Yates, 2009) populations. Studies examining the power dynamics of policy design and target pop-
ulations are primarily focused on the participatory effects of degenerative policymaking on specific 
target populations (e.g. Liang, 2016, 2018; Schneider & Ingram, 2019). In considering the impacts that 
social constructions have on policy designs toward populations, benefits and burden prescriptions can 
be thought of in terms of visibility, the capacity of target to bear, the extent to which populations must 
prove they are worthy, and control. The SCF predicts that advantaged groups will be overly prescribed 
benefits and receive few burdens. Further, when advantaged populations are prescribed burdens, the 

 15410072, 2024, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/psj.12520 by M

ike H
ow

lett - Sim
on Fraser U

niversity , W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [28/05/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



214 |   KOSKI and MANSON

tools in use will largely allow for flexibility, a light touch, and even voluntary actions rather than true 
burdens relative to capacity to bear them. Contender populations are able to extract benefits from gov-
ernment, but officials are not likely to extend this publicly. To the extent that contender populations are 
prescribed burdens, these will typically be well within the capacity of the population to conform and 
the burdens themselves will be oversold to the public. Policymakers will make visible benefit provision 
to dependent populations for the sake of the broader population, but these benefits will ultimately be 
undersubscribed and the target population itself will have little control over the distribution of these 
benefits. Burdens to dependent populations, according to SCF, will be oversubscribed and framed as 
in their interest. Finally, policymakers will visibly overly subscribe burdens to deviant populations, 
whether they have the capacity to bear them or not. To the extent that benefits are provided, policymak-
ers will disavow responsibility.

POW ER , DESERV INGNESS,  A ND POLICY R ECEP TI V IT Y

Policy feedback within the SCF occurs in two general forms: target population political participation 
from elite characterization of target populations through policy design (elite-target) and mass public 
reward or punishment of elites for policy designs directed at target populations (public-elite). The SCF 
literature has widely analyzed elite-target feedback (Liang, 2018; Soss, 1999; Yates & Whitford, 2009). 
SCF studies have shown that policy designs imbue target populations with political power through a 
sense of value and real material resources which then influence their participation patterns.Public-elite 
feedback in which policymakers, notably elected policymakers, are benefited by prescribing particular 
policy designs to target populations has seen far less scholarly attention. This feedback has two stages: 
public receptivity to policy designs and policymakers' policy decisions based upon this receptivity. In 
their work studying criminal justice and welfare policy, Kreitzer et al. (2022) examine the latter and find 
that conceptions of deservingness drive policy design choices at the state level. Our efforts focus on the 
former: receptivity to policy designs directed at specific target populations based upon the congruence 

F I G U R E  1  Social construction framework target population types and predicted distribution of benefits and burdens. 
Source: Author reconstruction of fig. 2 from Schneider and Ingram (1993).
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of that policy design with broadly held constructions of target populations. According to the SCF, key 
sources of publicly held attitudes regarding the appropriateness of policies directed at target populations 
are previous government policies. However, it is also true that public and elite attitudes about policy 
design differ which can be viewed as a feature or a bug of representative democracy.

There is very little empirical work that tests (other than Kreitzer et al., 2022) receptivity and congru-
ence in SCF feedback. The exceptions, though, are notable and inform our inquiry. Boushey's (2016) 
extensive longitudinal study of state policymaking finds that policy designs that are “congruent” with 
social constructions of target populations are more likely to diffuse and be adopted by state legislatures. 
More specific to public perceptions, recent work by Bell (2020, 2021) suggests that public receptivity to 
policy designs depends in part on public perception of the appropriateness of target populations' receipt 
of benefits and burdens. Bell's (2021) work on social construction of target populations and education 
policy argues that political elites “strategically choose policy tools and target populations (p. 271)” be-
cause they must provide “justifications of public policies to constituents in order to be elected (p. 271).” 
Thus, reinforcement of target population social construction comes in the form of systems of elite 
choice—most obviously, democratic elections. These empirical studies coupled with the logic from the 
SCF pertaining to elite reward motivate our overarching hypothesis regarding public attitudes toward 
policy design as a function of social constructions:

H1. Congruence. Public attitudes toward policy tools are reflective of the congruence of 
target population construction and the distribution of benefits and burdens.

Target population construction is an exogenous and endogenous process. The primary logic of social 
construction theory suggests that populations are constructed from public policies and that this con-
struction is reinforced by public policies. In H1, we follow SCF logic to argue that political receptivity 
to tool choice reflects the congruence of a combination of deservingness and power. Untested in the lit-
erature is the extent to which these constitutive elements bring to bear different weights on tool choice. 
Presumably, deservingness and power have individual effects on public perceptions of the appropriate-
ness of tools. Variance in these individual effects is attributable to a conscious opinion of groups as spe-
cifically deserving or powerful as well as the unconscious feedback effects of policy designs that create 
target populations. But we can also envision citizen attitudes toward the matching of tools and targets 
as an explicit test of the predictive power of policy feedback in the social construction framework.

Deservingness has a clearer relationship to policy design-target population congruence. Deservingness 
in the mind of the public is more about whether a population should receive benefits or burdens rather 
than whether they actually do. Populations seen as deserving are likely to generate support for benefits 
and opposition to burdens distributed to those populations. Insofar as deserving populations receive 
burdens or do not receive benefits, undeserving populations should receive more burdens and fewer 
benefits. As we assume that public perceptions of deservingness of target populations should be con-
gruent with expectations from the SCF, we hypothesize the following:

H2. Deservingness. The public support tools that burden target populations that are 
perceived as undeserving and tools that benefit target populations perceived as deserving.

Attitudes toward policy designs should also follow a public-elite congruence on the power dimen-
sion. However, given the range of benefits distributed to the powerful irrespective of deservingness, 
the power dimension is less predictive of public-elite congruence in support for policy design. We can 
think of public attitudes toward the powerful as endogenously driven by a status quo bias and exoge-
nously driven by capacity to be regulated. The endogenous explanation is a more direct test of the SCF 
suggesting that citizens' expectations of policy tool choice ought to reinforce the extant distribution of 
policy burdens and benefits. In this scenario, the powerful, even if disliked, are still perceived to deserve 
more benefits and fewer burdens than the weak. The public in a democratic society may view power 
with suspicion, but certain powerful groups are perceived as deserving of that power. The exogenous 
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216 |   KOSKI and MANSON

explanation emerges from a desire of the public in a democratic society to exert control over entities 
that have misplaced power. In addition, powerful groups can afford to pay for burdens and do not really 
need benefits. The preceding logic informs the following competing hypotheses:

H3. Endogenous Feedback. The public support tools that benefit the powerful and 
burden the weak.

H4. Exogenous Feedback. The public support tools that burden target populations 
perceived as powerful and benefit target populations perceived as weak.

Deservingness and power form target population construction, but the logic we offer in H3 and H4 
assumes that power is more difficult for citizens to use as a lens through which to identify the appro-
priateness of matching tools to targets. Such a disconnect suggests that the mechanism of public choice 
complicates the congruence hypothesis assumed within the SCF. Plainly, this means that groups seen as 
deserving likely are receiving less than the public believe should be the case and groups seen as powerful 
are likely receiving too much. This logic informs our final research hypothesis:

H5. Deservingness over Power. Public tool receptivity is more a function of deserv-
ingness than power.

Public perceptions of who benefits from policy design and actual government policy differ from 
reality. In Schneider and Ingram's early work, this very notion is part of the logic that builds to the SCF, 
but empirical tests of the relationship between public policies and the constitutive components of power 
and deservingness are rare. Presumably, each dimension drives citizen receptivity to policy designs in-
sofar as the tools of policy are congruent with each dimension. In the next section, we offer a means of 
operationalizing tools in policy designs to test our hypotheses.

USING POLICY TOOLS TO OPER ATIONA LIZE 
THE R EL ATIONSHIP BET W EEN DESIGN A ND 
TA RGET POPUL ATIONS

Our hypotheses, summarized in Table 1, represent relationships between target population char-
acteristics and policy design elements–notably tools that burden and tools that benefit. We con-
tend that mass preferences for policy designs depend upon the congruence of tool choice with 
target populations (see hypothesis H1). Previous investigations (e.g. Bell, 2021) of target popula-
tion congruence with policy tools have chosen to test opinions toward (typically) a single specific 

T A B L E  1  Hypothesized interactions of policy tools and target.

Hypothesis

H1: Congruence Public attitudes toward policy tools are reflective of the congruence of 
target population construction and the distribution of benefits and 
burdens

H2: Deservingness The public support tools that burden target populations that are 
perceived as undeserving and tools that benefit target populations 
perceived as deserving

H3: Endogenous feedback The public support tools that benefit the powerful and burden the weak

H4: Exogenous feedback The public support tools that burden target populations perceived as 
powerful and benefit target populations perceived as weak

H5: Deservingness versus Power Public tool receptivity is more a function of deservingness than power
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benefit or specific burden directed at the four archetypal target populations: advantaged, de-
pendent, contender, and deviant. Instead of a single policy, we generate a series of expectations 
regarding citizen support for the five policy tools Schneider and Ingram (1990, 1997) typologize 
based on the extent to which those tools distribute benefits and burdens in conformance with 
public sentiments toward the deservingness (hypothesis H2) and power (hypotheses H3 and H4) 
of target populations.

First, authority tools respond to the scope of power that individuals feel within a democratic system. 
Authority tools grant permission, prohibit, or require certain kinds of actions to address a behavior 
assumption that individuals are not engaging in a preferred behavior because there are rules prohibit-
ing that action or that the rules allowing said action are unclear. Second, incentive tools are deployed 
when governments assume target populations are motivated by some “tangible payoff” (Schneider & 
Ingram, 1990, p. 515). Features of policy design that contain some kind of explicit payoff for action, 
such as reduced regulatory burden, reduced taxes, subsidies, and grants; but also include negative finan-
cial burdens, such as fees, for noncompliance and other forms of coercive punishment, such as force. 
Third, capacity tools are used when governments assume the barrier to behavioral change is a function 
of a lack of information or resources on the parts of target populations. Capacity tools can include 
financial assistance, such as subsidies and grants, or education, such as information about potential 
harms associated with actions. Fourth, hortatory tools assume that targets' behaviors are a function 
of values that constrain or influence decisions. Hortatory tools represent symbolic actions often using 
terms such as justice, fairness, equality, and other normative statements to exhort action. Fifth, learning 
tools intend to inform future policy design related to problems that have been identified but without 
obvious conclusions about behaviors contributing to those problems. Learning tools are designed to 
encourage investigation for future decision-making and provide mechanisms to feed information back 
to governing bodies.

Our expectations for target-tool matching are summarized in Tables 2 and 3. Our primary hy-
pothesis (H1) contends that congruence between tools and target population constructions will 
drive attitudes toward tool choice. Deservingness (H2) and power (H3 and H4) combine to pro-
duce constructions, but also operate independently in influencing attitudes toward tool choice. As 
we state in the previous section, we offer two competing hypotheses—endogenous feedback (H3, 
found in Table 3) and exogenous feedback (H4, found in Table 4)—regarding the connection be-
tween perceptions of power and the distribution of benefits and burdens to target populations. 
The combination of our feedback hypothesis with our final hypothesis—(H5) that deservingness 
drives receptivity more than power—conforms to the broader expectations of social construction 
theory. Deservingness determines the distribution of benefits and burdens, while power determines 
the extent. However, H4 contends that citizen attitudes toward policy may be distinct from policy 
outcomes (indeed, this is very often the case) and, as such, citizens' preferences for controlling the 
powerful may upend relationships within and between undeserving and deserving populations. We 
describe the data and methods we use to test our hypothesis next.

T A B L E  2  Expected support for tool types by target populations in the endogenous feedback (H3) scenario.

Treatment Research Require Exempt Capacity
Hortatory 
Positive

Hortatory 
Negative Punish

Advantaged ++ −− ++ ++ ++ −− −−

Dependent + − + + + − −

Contender −− + − − − + +

Deviant −− ++ −− −− −− ++ ++

Note: Symbols + and − indicate positive or negative directionality, double symbols (++ or −−) indicate magnitude of directionality.
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R ESEA RCH DESIGN

To test our hypotheses, we conducted a survey experiment of attitudes toward climate policy tools as a 
function of a) tool type and b) targets of those tools. In the sections that follow, we describe why climate 
policy serves as an exemplary case to examine social construction feedback mechanisms, our survey 
sample, our survey design, and our analytical methods.

Case: Climate policy design

Climate policy is a good case for survey research given the high level of salience that climate change 
occupies in political discourse and the range of policy solutions to climate change about which respond-
ents are aware. National and local debates about climate change have created an awareness of specific 
challenges associated with climate change, notably efforts to reduce emissions and to respond to a 
warming planet. A particular challenge rests in the inherent distributive justice component of climate 
change. Simply put, not all target populations will be affected equally by climate change and not all 
target populations have the capacity to adapt to it. Further, some target populations have benefited and 
continue to benefit from processes that emit or contribute to the emission of greenhouse gasses, while 
others are saddled with the externalities of a changing climate.

We believe the question of climate policy design with a specific focus on target populations is 
an excellent fit for our analysis of attitudes toward tool use. Issues related to climate change affect 
virtually all target populations. In addition, nearly all target populations have the potential to bear 
the costs of climate change solutions. Governments already treat target populations in the climate 
space differently in ways that we might expect: oil companies are subject to regulations, but also get 
tax breaks; agricultural interests are largely given subsidies; programs intended to green the electric 
grid are often targeted as those who are already financially stable, such as rooftop solar systems for 

T A B L E  3  Expected support for tool types by target populations in the exogenous feedback (H4) scenario.

Treatment Research Require Exempt Capacity
Hortatory 
positive

Hortatory 
negative Punish

Advantaged ++ −− ++ ++ ++ −− −−

Dependent − − − − − + +

Contender + − + + + − −

Deviant −− ++ −− −− −− ++ ++

Note: Symbols + and − indicate positive or negative directionality, double symbols (++ or −−) indicate magnitude of directionality.

T A B L E  4  Descriptive statistics.

Variable Unit Mean Std Dev Min Max

Capacity 5-point Likert scale 3.07 1.18 1 5

Exempt 5-point Likert scale 3.28 1.02 1 5

Hortatory—Negative 5-point Likert scale 3.10 1.16 1 5

Hortatory—Positive 5-point Likert scale 3.21 1.16 1 5

Punish 5-point Likert scale 2.98 1.20 1 5

Require 5-point Likert scale 2.93 1.11 1 5

Research 5-point Likert scale 2.71 1.13 1 5

Importance of climate change 5-point Likert scale 3.12 1.36 1 5

Ideology 5-point Likert scale 3.09 1.20 1 5

Gender Binary 1.51 0.50 1 2
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existing homeowners; everyday people, especially the poor, bear a disproportionate burden of ris-
ing energy costs; poor communities in locations affected by natural disasters enhanced by climate 
change are often ignored by government programs; and so on. Because climate change is such an 
encompassing issue, the number of tools and target populations are vast leading to myriad possible 
combinations in policy designs.

Sample

A sample of 3358 adults in the United States was collected through a non-probabilistic web panel method 
administered by YouGov. YouGov maintains a representative web panel designed to be representative of 
adults in the United States. Respondents are invited to participate in the survey via an email link with 
incentives offered for participation. Data were collected online over an approximately two-week period, 
December 15, 2021 through January 3, 2022. Following survey data collection, YouGov develops post-
stratification weights based on distance of survey data profile from US Census profiles for the population 
being studied. All results in these analyses rely on these weights with exceptions where noted. While survey 
research has faced increasing challenges in recruitment and survey completion rates, the use of web panels 
with post-stratification has been found to be an appropriate way to balance challenges of increasing refusal 
rates and maintaining short and rapid data collection efforts. This sample was weighted according to gender, 
age, race, and education based on the American Community Survey, conducted by the U.S. Bureau of the 
Census, as well as 2020 Presidential vote, and registration status. Participants in the panel are awarded points 
for completing surveys which can be redeemed once a minimum balance is earned. The value of the points 
awarded for this survey was approximately $1.50. YouGov in particular has been recognized as developing 
both panels and weights that perform closest to traditional probability-based sampling approaches based on 
a comparative analysis by the Pew Research Center (2016).

Survey design

The survey includes three main areas of questions. First, we ask about general attitudes on climate 
change and climate change policy to assess respondents' overall perspective on climate change before 
testing different policy options. We ask: “How important is the issue of climate change to you per-
sonally?” Using a Likert scale, respondents could select, “Extremely important”, “Very important”, 
“Somewhat important”, “Not too important”, and “Not at all important”.

Next, we asked respondents to rate the level of power and deservingness across 26 groups or popu-
lations. Included in these 26 are the four target populations used in this study. To assess the perceived 
level of power and deservingness, respondents read a short introductory passage on power and deserv-
ingness and then rate groups using a sliding “thermometer” that displayed values from 0 to 100. We 
developed these passages based on previous efforts to empirically test power and deservingness scales 
in public opinion surveys (Kreitzer & Smith, 2018). The full text of these questions is provided in the 
Supplemental Materials.

Finally, we asked respondents to share their agreement or disagreement with six of policy issues 
across seven policy tools. This resulted in each respondent rating 42 different policy tool and issue com-
binations. The policy issues included:

1. Increasing Renewable Electricity Use
2. Reducing Emissions
3. Planning for Areas that are Highly Vulnerable to Climate Change
4. Taking Steps to Protect from Extreme Heat Events
5. Reducing Water Consumption
6. Increasing Electric Vehicle Usage
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220 |   KOSKI and MANSON

For each of these issues, items were developed to explore the following seven policy tools:

1. Government Supported Research
2. Government Requirements
3. Governmental Exemptions
4. Government Funding to Increase Capacity
5. Government Ad Campaigns to Highlight Positive Activities of Target Population (Hortatory 

Positive)
6. Government Ad Campaigns to Highlight Negative Activities of Target Population (Hortatory 

Negative)
7. Government Fines (Punish)

Note that the terms in bold above are used in the discussion of tools later. Each of these questions 
were tailored to each target population in the experiment. For example, the Research policy tool ques-
tion for increasing renewable energy use for Small Farms was worded as follows:

The government should research the most effective ways to expand renewable electricity installa-
tions, such as solar panels on buildings, for small farmers.

The underlined portions of the question were changed for each policy tool, policy issue, and target 
population.These 42 combinations were adapted using the five target populations to change who would 
benefit or be responsible for the policy. For each of the 42 items, respondents were asked to rate their 
agreement or disagreement on a five-point Likert scale of: “Strongly agree (5)”, “Agree (4)”, “Neither 
agree nor disagree (3)”, “Disagree (2)”, and “Strongly disagree (1)”. Note, the scale included numerical 
values presented to the respondents to indicate the relative level of agreement or disagreement. For a 
complete listing of the questions and the treatments, see the Supplemental Materials.

The instrument was administered with five different treatments assigned randomly to the survey 
respondents. The treatments varied the framing of climate change policy choices in terms of the nature 
of what populations or groups would benefit from the policy, or be forced to comply with the policy. 
We asked the five different groups of respondents to give their opinions of the tool-climate strategy 
match based on a specific target population (approximately 670 respondents each). We choose represen-
tative target populations based upon previous studies that measure groups by deservingness and power 
(Kreitzer & Smith, 2018; Schneider & Sidney, 2009): Military (advantaged), Small Farmers (dependent), 
Large Technology Firms (contenders), and Undocumented Immigrants (deviants). Prior to survey ad-
ministration, we conducted a pilot survey to test our instrument design and target population framing. 
In November 2021, we conducted a pilot study (n = 600) with a focus on assessing respondents' general 
impressions of power and deservingness. The pilot study also included a test of applying four target 
population treatments plus “Everyone” as a control. Due to findings from this pilot, we adjusted the 
target populations used in this larger national survey. In addition to the four populations, we created 
one group which we call “Everyone” to assess the universalist appeal of the tool-strategy combination.A 
final data processing step for these tools was to combine the policy issue responses into a single index 
for each policy tool. All the policy issues (e.g. emission reduction, increased EV use) were averaged for 
a grand mean of issues by tool. This provides us an index for the tools for analysis in the sections that 
follow. Prior to developing these indices, we examined whether the underlying items were appropriate 
to combine. We first calculated the Cronbach's alpha for each proposed index to assess index validity. 
Values for Cronbach's alpha ranged between 0.91 and 0.97 for each index, demonstrating high internal 
constancy. However, a high Cronbach's alpha is not necessarily evidence that there is a strong single 
dimension across the items. The second test we applied was to use principal component analysis (PCA) 
for each index by treatment. Here we found all items for each index load onto a single factor, and eigen-
values are below 1 for all factors after the first factor.

In addition to these substantive policy and attitudinal questions, we also utilized gender and ide-
ology as covariates from the YouGov panel data. Gender has been found to explain variation in both 
rates of self-assessed knowledge and concern around climate change, with women reporting both more 
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knowledge and concern (McCright, 2010). Climate change perspectives are also heavily influenced by 
ideology, with climate change increasingly a component of polarized views from broader political de-
bates in the United States (Dunlap & McCright, 2008; McCright et al., 2015). In particular, because 
policy tools hinge in some part on attitudes about the proper role of government in society and the 
economy, ideology is a critical variable to control for in order to understand the relative effects of treat-
ments on perceptions with regard to the policy tools.

Analytical methods

To test the relationships between tools and the treatments, we first explore differences in means 
across the policy tool indices and by treatment. Next, we formalize testing using a generalized linear 
model (GLM) with robust standard errors. We conduct data analysis in the R statistical language 
using the Survey package for complex survey design (Lumley, 2010; R Core Team, 2020). We con-
struct seven models, one for each policy tool as the dependent variable. We handle treatments as 
factored level variables, providing comparisons of treatment for target population to the universal-
istic “Everyone” category. We use the GLM approach due in part to the use of weighted survey data 
in the R statistical environment. However, the GLM model we develop uses a Gaussian distribu-
tion and thus behaves similar to an ordinary least squares model. As we discuss later, we calculate 
goodness-of-fit by comparing deviance measures with a null model for each specification providing 
a pseudo-R2.

Comparisons here are primarily between treatments within tools. The indices constructed for each 
tool allow for comparisons across tools, both in terms of difference of means and between coeffi-
cients for treatments across tools. Note that for interpreting results, in all cases, positive values indicate 
increasing agreement or support with the statement. In some cases, this agreement might be with a 
punishing or requiring tools—thus agreement may reverse in direction when compared to increasing 
capacity (providing funding) or exhorting through hortatory tools that are positive.For the importance 
of climate issues, we construct a dummy variable where responses of “very” or “extremely” important 
are coded as one and the remaining responses are coded as zero. We also code gender as a dummy 
variable with women respondents coded as one and men zero. Finally, we code “Very Conservative” or 
“Conservative” ideologies as one and all other values as zero.

FINDINGS

Power and deservingness scores by population

We first explore the distribution of power and deservingness scores for target populations. Based on 
previous research and our pilot survey, we sought to find four realistic groups or populations that fall 
into each of the four quadrants of typology developed by Schneider and Ingram (1993). Figure 2 plots 
each unweighted response from the thermometer question on power and deservingness. This figure 
shows the general concentration of values we would mostly expect for each target population. Small 
Farmers and the Military cluster quite well as predicted by theory. Large Technology Companies also 
cluster well with some respondents seeing them as more deserving than anticipated. Undocumented 
Immigrants as a category presents some challenges. First, unlike the other categories, we suspect that 
there are a number of images or models of Undocumented Immigrants that make thinking of them as 
a singular community difficult. Figure 2 in the lower right-hand corner shows an interesting dispersion 
of points. Some respondents see Undocumented Immigrants as having more power or being more de-
serving than we anticipated. Points plotted along the lower bounds and to the right of the plot show this 
pattern. However overall, the greatest concentration of values for Undocumented Immigrants is in the 
lower power and deservingness corner, as anticipated.
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222 |   KOSKI and MANSON

Using the weighted survey data, we also calculate the mean score for these groups across all re-
spondents and plot them in Figure 3. Also included in this plot are the mean scores for the population 
groups: “Myself” and “My Town or City.”1 Here we find the population means falling into the catego-
ries as predicted. Despite the broader distribution of the Undocumented Immigrant scores, the mean is 
still within the "Deviant" quadrant as anticipated.2

Tool receptivity by population treatment

Before examining the results from the survey, we developed hypothesized levels of support or op-
position for each policy tool by treatment. We anticipated that those in the Advantaged or Dependent 
quadrants would garner more public support for tools that benefit these types of groups. While those 
in the Contender and Deviant groups would face opposition when resources or policies treated them 
favorably, but these groups would be more likely to be seen as needing punishment or requirements 
under climate policy tools (refer back to Tables 2 and 3).

We display summary statistics of the weighted survey data across the tools in Table 4. This table 
presents the units used for each variable as well as the mean, standard deviation, and minimum and 
maximum values. The lower portion of the table includes our independent variable summaries used in 
the analysis presented below.

We then calculate means from the tools indices by treatment, shown in Table 5. Means reported in 
the table also include tests for significance. We use a generalized linear model for each tool to test for 
significance, allowing for tests of significance between control and treatments (Lumley, 2010, p. 98). 
The mean score relative to the control treatment often matches expectations.

For example, research programs are favored for Small Farms (dependents) and the Military (ad-
vantaged), while Large Technology Companies (contenders) and Undocumented Immigrant (deviants) 

F I G U R E  2  Individual power and deservingness scores for large technology companies, military, small farmers, and 
undocumented immigrants.
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are less supported.3 However, we begin to see exceptions to general expectations regarding tool-target 
matching in this first look at the data. For example, the Undocumented Immigrant community framing 
generates opposition to most tools, even the use of tools that might punish this community or create re-
quirements for their behavior. We see a different trend in the index of issues that the government might 
require groups to comply with. As expected, respondents do not want to place new requirements on 
Small Farms, but they are somewhat willing to require the Military and Large Technology Companies 
to take steps to address climate change.

Interestingly, Undocumented Immigrants are not seen as a group for which we should create new 
requirements. This could be interpreted as a general sense that Undocumented Immigrants as a commu-
nity may not have much to do with climate policy, or it could be interpreted as a general animus toward 
this group. This pattern repeats somewhat more weakly when we look at the final column on tools 
that punish groups for not taking steps to address climate change. Because Table 6 only reports means 
between tools and treatments, it does not control for other predictors that may be influencing levels of 
agreement or disagreement. To address this, we constructed a series of models to understand levels of 
support for the seven tools.

Modeling support for climate policy tools

The final set of  analyses consists of  seven models developed for each policy tool as the dependent 
variable and with a series of  covariates discussed in the previous section found in Table 6. We have 
ordered the presentation of  the treatments based on the logic of  power and deservingness: depend-
ents (Small Farmers), advantaged (the Military), contenders (Large Technology Companies), and deviants 
(Undocumented Immigrants). The first two are high on the deservingness scale and tend to share results 
and significance in the models. The baseline treatment in Table 6 is the “everybody” treatment. Thus, 
coefficients should be evaluated in relationship to Everybody as a hypothesized mid-point.

F I G U R E  3  Aggregated power and deservingness scores for large technology companies, military, small farmers, 
undocumented immigrants, respondents (myself ), and respondents' community (my town or city).
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For research tools, the treatments for less deserving groups created significant and strong negative 
effects when asked about providing research for these groups. In examining the requirement tool, treat-
ments varied as anticipated. However, the deviant treatment created a similar and unexpected finding 
as found in the means table. Here deviants are treated more favorably than dependents by comparison, 
with respondents disagreeing with statements that would require Undocumented Immigrants to take 
steps to address climate change.

The exemption and capacity tools follow the pattern we anticipated, with the more deserving groups 
seeing more agreement with tools that would supply these groups either an exemption from regulation 
or the provision of resources to take steps to address climate change. The hortatory tools show relatively 
weaker effects and are not significant for dependents and advantaged. Deviants again show a different 
direction than we anticipated for the negative hortatory tools. Respondents were more likely to disagree 
with proposals to expose or advertise climate change actions that are generally seen as negative by this 
group. Finally, punishment extends this pattern with the more deserving treatments being weak and not 
significant, but agreement being positive for contenders and deviants.Respondents who view climate 
change as an important issue strongly favor all policy interventions, except for exemptions which are 
negatively favored. Gender is broadly not associated with attitudes toward policy tools, though women 
are slightly more likely to support capacity and positive hortatory tools. As we stated previously, the 
literature investigating gender and climate policy is mixed. Ideology has a strong negative impact on 
tool choices across the board, with exception to exemptions. The magnitude of effect is fairly consistent 
indicating that conservatives are less likely to favor climate intervention of any kind.

Fundamental beliefs about target populations may condition attitudes toward tool-target popula-
tions. We know from Table 6 that conservatives, on balance, are less likely to favor most tools irrespec-
tive of their positions regarding the importance of climate change. In Table 7, we present results from 
interactions between target populations and ideology. Certain target populations and tools have hetero-
geneous effects based on ideology. Here we suspect that underlying attitudes to the specific populations 
such as Undocumented Immigrants, or specific tools such as government funding for target groups, are 
influencing outcomes alongside the social constructions of deservedness and power. Including these 
interactions helps to explain insignificant findings in Table 6 for certain policy tools.

However, the main effects regarding attitudes toward target populations and tool choice largely hold 
(no differences for requirements, exemptions, or capacity) with a few exceptions in research, hortatory 
tools (positive and negative), and punishment. Attitudes toward research tools that target advantaged 
populations move from not significant to negative as do attitudes that match the advantaged with hor-
tatory positive tools. By and large, the general patterns from Table 6 remain: dependent populations 
largely favored and unburdened; advantaged populations largely favored, but with some burdens; con-
tender populations largely unfavored and burdened; and the deviant population largely unfavored, but 
with few burdens. We discuss these results in the context of our hypotheses next.

DISCUSSION

The results of this study somewhat conform to expectations embedded within the social construction 
framework regarding the acceptability of policy tools along axes of deservingness and power articulated 
in hypothesis H1. However, the extent to which power and deservingness individually account for per-
ceptions of policy tool congruence among respondents varies in notable ways. From our results, three 
findings emerge. First, we see deservingness as a strong driver of attitudes toward tools that benefit and 
burden target populations (supports H2). Second, however, power at times complicates the relationship 
between tool choice and target populations hypothesis as respondents favor some burdens for advan-
taged populations while not favoring some burdens for deviants (supports H4). Third, stepping back, 
we find that our congruence hypothesis (H1) is challenged by the results, with deservingness a better 
predictor of policy design preference than SCF categories. We expand on these points in the discussion 
that follows.
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First, deservingness—as predicted in H2—emerges as an important driver for differentiation in 
attitudes toward tools that benefit our target populations: learning (research), authority (exempt), capac-
ity (funding), and positive hortatory tools (call out positive actions). The clearest relationship between 
deservingness and support for beneficial tools is found in capacity tools. Respondents generally favor 
capacity-building tools for positively constructed groups and are less favorable toward negatively con-
structed groups; however, respondents show little distinction between weak and powerful groups. Even 
in cases where advantaged groups are less favored to receive benefits than the control group (research, 
exempt, hortatory positive), the magnitude of this effect is much less than for negatively constructed 
groups indicating that deservingness is still important within the context of power.

Second, however, deservingness is only part of the story as power complicates attitudes toward 
tool-target matches, particularly in the case of burdens. For policies that require actions, the power of 
target populations emerges as the determinant of support rather than notions of deservingness. This is 
the strongest support for hypothesis H4 which argues that people will favor policies that burden the 
powerful rather than reinforce existing power structures. There is some minor difference in the mag-
nitude of support for requirements for contenders versus advantaged populations and the same can be 
said for dependents versus deviants. That said, there is clear support for regulating the powerful and not 
regulating the less powerful. In our model, advantaged and deviant populations are flipped from what 
we might expect given the literature and this is particularly interesting given that the vast majority of 
the social construction literature has investigated the proclivity for policies to burden deviants (Pierce 
et al., 2014). Strong opposition from respondents to hortatory negative tools directed at deviants adds 
to this contrary finding.

Power occasionally acts as a kind of graduating effect for the distribution of burdens as well as 
benefits. In addition to viewing target-tool relationships through the lens of a positive or negative 
relationship, we think about these findings as a measure of extent. Targeting advantaged groups de-
creases support for exemptions, but the magnitude of effect is less than for contenders and deviants, 
respectively. Further, the magnitude of the negative effect on benefits–research and positive hortatory 
tools–directed at less-deserving populations increases as a function of power in ways that we would 
expect (deviants greater than contenders, offering some limited support for H3).

Third, while much of our analysis focuses on the independent effects of the elements of power and 
deservingness in the social construction framework, we also assess the relative alignment of the ideal-
ized target population types and distributions of benefits and burdens. While there is some support for 
hypothesis H1 (congruence) in our results, there exist key patterns of distinction from what we might 
expect from the SCF. Let us begin by examining the orthogonal categories of dependents and contend-
ers for which the clearest empirical patterns—and support for H1—emerge from our data.

The SCF predicts that dependents ought to receive fewer benefits and more burdens, while contend-
ers ought to receive less visible benefits and highly visible, but symbolic burdens. For dependents in our 
study, the opposite is true. Dependents (small farms in our study) are generally not seen as deserving of 
greater burdens in the form of punishments or negative symbolic tools. Dependents are viewed as es-
pecially undeserving of rules regarding climate change given that respondents are less likely to support 
increased requirements for dependent populations and are more likely to support exemptions. This is 
even more important given that exemptions provoke negative reactions for the three other target popu-
lation types in our analysis. Respondents are particularly clear-eyed in their attitudes toward contenders 
(Large Tech Firms). Every policy tool that could be considered a benefit provokes a strong negative re-
action from our respondents and every policy tool that could be considered a burden provokes a positive 
reaction. As with our findings regarding the dependent category, contenders broadly do not fit with the 
combinatorial power-deservingness expectations in SCF.

The remaining groups in our data are mixed with respect to expectations of the distribution of 
benefits and burdens as articulated by the SCF. As predicted by the SCF, our advantaged group–the 
Military–finds support for beneficial policy tools similar to our control group—everyone—and greater 
support for capacity-building tools. However, in contrast with SCF expectations, tools that exempt 
advantaged groups, which we term a benefit, are not supported. The same goes, though to a lesser 
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extent, for research and positive hortatory tools particularly surprising, given expectations that advan-
taged groups should have few burdens, tools that require positive support among respondents. Deviant 
groups follow expectations in finding reduced support among respondents for tools perceived as ben-
efits, but curiously find that burdens in the form of requirements and negative hortatory tools are not 
supported by respondents.

There are many potential explanations for why congruence in target populations is not a stronger 
predictor of support for policy design, but it is clear that, as predicted by H4 (exogenous feedback), 
the power dimension of social constructions performs differently in public-elite feedback within the 
SCF. Thus, deservingness and power of target populations are both strong predictors of citizen at-
titudes toward policy designs, though not equally so as we argue in hypothesis H5. Deservingness 
consistently predicts tool-target combinations for dependents and contenders (weak and strong groups, 
respectively), while also doing fairly well in predicting benefits and burdens applied to deviants. We 
are somewhat surprised by the willingness of respondents to support policies that burden advantaged 
groups or not support some policies that are beneficial, but even in this case, advantaged populations 
are still in a better position than negatively constructed groups in terms of the magnitude of effect of 
the treatment group on attitudes. Power is less helpful; however, in discriminating among positively 
constructed groups given that dependents (weak, positive) are in a consistently more benefitted and less 
burdened position than the advantaged (strong, positive).

CONCLUSION

This work investigates the role that power and deservingness have in shaping attitudes about pol-
icy design choices. We build on previous examinations of the role that target population congruence 
(Boushey, 2016) plays in support for policy tool choices (Bell, 2020, 2021). We implement a nationally 
representative survey experiment (inspired by Kreitzer & Smith's, 2018 methodology) focusing on seven 
policy tools designed to address six climate change issues across five target populations (advantaged, 
contenders, dependents, deviants, and a universal control). We find that, in general, policies that are 
congruent with the framework's conception of deservingness serve as a better predictor of support for 
policy interventions than the SCFs conception of power. We show that power is a significant motivator 
of attitudes toward policy tools, but one that increases support for regulating the powerful. Our work 
offers an opportunity to understand features of the social construction framework that are currently 
undertheorized, specifically a portion of the public-elite feedback mechanism described in earlier SCF 
work.

Schneider and Ingram concluded in their influential 1993 American Political Science Review article that

“[t]he inclusion of social constructions of target populations resolves some of the differ-
ences among theories that relate characteristics of policies to patterns of policymaking, 
including those of Lowi and Wilson (p. 346),” whose scholarship had influenced the pre-
vious two decades of scholarly thinking about the relationship between policy change and 
political conflict. While our work (three decades following Schneider and Ingram) does 
not presume to alter the field of public policy to this great an extent, we offer scholars an 
opportunity to further refine the study of the SCF to think of policy feedback in two ways. 
The first feedback mechanism is already well-known–that of policies shaping target popu-
lations' own perceptions of deservingness and providing material resources contributing to 
their actual power. Study after study shows this feedback to influence within group feelings 
of political efficacy and real participation.

The second, largely unstudied (though see Bell, 2020, 2021; Donovan, 2001; Kreitzer et al., 2022), feed-
back mechanism within the social construction framework is a public-based loop whereby public of-
ficials are “sensitive” (Schneider & Ingram, 1993, p. 336) to the constructions of target populations for 
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the purposes of policy design because of electoral rewards or punishments. Embedded within this feed-
back loop is an untested assumption that target population images—which are a function of previous 
policy designs directed at target populations—endure in the broader public. We suggest, if this is true, 
that these images should influence receptivity to policy designs. In our work, this does not always occur. 
When constructions do not match predicted receptivity to policy design, it is in a particular direction: 
stronger favorability for greater burdens on the powerful. We find there can be a significant mismatch 
between what the public wants and what target populations get particularly powerful populations. Our 
work finds respondents prefer advantaged populations to be required to do more relative to other less 
powerful populations. Further, our work finds that contender populations are particular targets for 
harsher tools—from requirements, to punishments, to negative messaging.

Our finding affirms the foundational element of the SCF that dominant groups remain dominant 
because of resources and power to motivate policymakers. Clearly, these resources and power are aimed 
directly at the process of creating and enforcing public policy which largely occurs outside elections 
where public opinion matters most. We hope our findings coupled with other work in this area (par-
ticularly Kreitzer et al.'s, 2022 examination of the role of deservingness in state policy choices) will be 
expanded upon in the future to further identify the dynamism within and across elite-target population 
and public-elite feedback in the SCF.

Our focus in this article has been on the expansion and development of the SCF; however, we can 
offer some policy implications associated with climate change policy design. First, our work shows 
that government research into policy solutions regarding climate change is generally positively favored 
among all target populations, with the slight exception of our deviant population (see Table 6). This 
finding alone should be encouraging for climate advocates who are in favor of both universalistic and 
targeted climate efforts.

Second, there is strong support for regulatory policy tools, particularly regulatory tools that target 
powerful groups regardless of notions of deservingness. Powerful groups tend to be large emitters of 
carbon dioxide and are better able to adapt to a changing planet. Our results suggest the public is in 
favor of requirements for the groups that have the largest impact as well as those better able to pay 
for behavioral change. Such a finding, coupled with a general disapproval of exemptions for power-
ful groups and a proclivity for punishing contenders, should embolden policymakers to adopt a stick 
approach to climate policy rather than the current carrot-dominated portfolio in the United States (at 
least federal level). Our respondents support a climate policy portfolio that researches solutions, offers 
assistance to help the deserving, regulates the strong, and punishes the powerful.

Of course, our work is limited in a number of ways. First, our one survey is a snapshot in time. 
Second, our experimental design enables us to explore multiple dimensions of policy design, but it is 
extremely complex. Third, the issue of climate change is quite salient, but also polarizing—the most im-
portant indicator of policy tool support is simply whether the respondent believes in climate change or 
not. Further, climate change may not engender the same kind of strong connection between target pop-
ulations and policy design as might policy areas such as welfare or criminal justice. Fourth, our choices 
of target populations are somewhat contentious among individual respondents. We make aggregate 
assumptions regarding target population formation for the purposes of the survey experiment, but these 
might not correspond directly with individual-level perceptions. Fifth, there are heterogenous treatment 
effects associated with ideology and treatments, and more work needs to be done to understand ideolog-
ical processing of policy tools relative to target populations (though see Bell & Lui, 2023). Sixth, more 
exemplars of Schneider and Ingram's typology would certainly lead to more robust findings and future 
work might consider a broader range of target populations. Finally, it is possible that a different target 
population selection method that depends less on respondent perceptions of power and deservingness 
(rather, some method that assesses some notion of “real” resources and power) might yield different 
results for attitudes toward tools.

These issues notwithstanding, our article offers methodological and theoretical advances in the 
study of policy design and the social construction framework. The SCF has not seen the same pres-
ence in policy process scholarship as other well-known process theories (e.g. Punctuated Equilibrium 
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Theory, Advocacy Coalition Framework, Multiple Streams, Institutional Analysis and Development 
Framework, Policy Feedback, and so on)—perhaps this was the justification for its exclusion from more 
recent editions of the Theories of the Policy Process. However, the SCF not only remains foundational to 
the link between policy and power but also provides an excellent framework through which to examine 
current issues related to justice and equity. With this work, we hope to reinvigorate the SCF providing 
for new theoretical debate and empirical applications.

ORCID
Chris Koski  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6475-4229 

EN DNOT ES
 1 Respondents were asked to rate “Yourself ” or “Your Town or City.” For readability we adjust these terms for this paper.

 2 In general, we understand that our aggregating thousands of  individuals responses with significant variation creates a kind of  
artificial certainty regarding target population construction. We use these responses as a tool to validate our choices of  treatment 
groups.

 3 “Neither agree nor disagree” and is a midpoint in this scale.
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