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The welfare reality check: how policy-specific
information influences public responsiveness
Anna Bendz and Maria Oskarson

Department of Political Science, University of Gothenburg, Gothenburg, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Democratic responsiveness implies that politicians are expected to be
responsive to public demands and needs but also that the public is expected
to respond to actual policies and reforms by adjusting their demands. What
is often over-looked is that policy-specific knowledge is imperative for public
policy responsiveness to send correct signals. By using survey experiments,
we tested the effects of policy-specific information on policy preferences for
privatization of welfare services in Sweden. In line with the thermostatic
model, we expected information on the increase of privatization to show
negative correlations with demand for more privatization. The experiments
showed that policy preferences changed in most policy areas when policy-
specific facts were provided. The negative effects of information about
privatization were most pronounced among centre-left respondents,
increasing the left-right polarization. The results suggest that policy-specific
knowledge can serve as a useful mechanism in order to meet the identified
theoretical need to strengthen the causal relationship in theories of public
responsiveness. The study adds important knowledge to how we understand
public responsiveness, and highlight the need of “reality checks” when
analysing policy demands.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 18 February 2020; Accepted 10 November 2020

Introduction

Democratic responsiveness implies that politicians are expected to be
responsive to public demands and needs but also that the public is
expected to respond to actual policies and reforms by adjusting their
demands and evaluations (Bingham Powell 2004; Stimson, Mackuen, and
Erikson 1995). In order for the public to respond properly to policy, they
need at least some knowledge concerning the policy in question. Other-
wise, the response, in terms of preferences for more or less policy, will
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not be based on peoples’ true policy preferences and decision-makers will
consequently receive in-correct signals from the public, which may disrupt
the democratic process as such. In this article, we seek to expand on this
research area by testing the effect of policy-specific knowledge on public
responsiveness.

In spite of the centrality of public responsiveness, previous research on
public responsiveness to policies are quite heterogeneous, both when it
comes to which policy domains are investigated and what kind of effects
are found (Larsen 2018). However, a substantial body of literature demon-
strates that the public respond to policy by adjusting their preferences ther-
mostatically, especially in salient policy domains (e.g. Wlezien 1995; Soroka
and Wlezien 2010; Ellis and Faricy 2011; Jennings 2009; Bendz 2015; Anders-
son, Bendz, and Stensöta 2018). Still, there is need for further research on the
conditions under which policy feedback effects on public opinions occur, and
the links through which people become aware of policy and policy change
(Larsen 2018; Neuner, Soroka, and Wlezien 2019). A first condition is that
policy must be visible in order for people to notice and respond to policy
(Soss and Schram 2007; Levendusky 2011; Andersson, Bendz, and Stensöta
2018). Further, theories that include the dynamic interplay of policy and
public opinion often make the assumption that citizens are knowledgeable
enough to be able to assess policy. At the same time, empirical findings
suggest that the ignorance of political matters is widespread (e.g. Delli
Carpini and Keeter 1996; Oscarsson and Rapeli 2018). Even though some
earlier findings indicate that sophisticated or highly educated citizens react
to policies since they are more likely to possess adequate information, the
effect of actual policy knowledge and information on public responsiveness
is seldom investigated empirically (e.g. Campbell 2012; Larsen 2018; Mettler
and Soss 2004). We aim to contribute to fill this gap by testing if and how
public responsiveness is conditioned by information on policy facts, and
ask: What happens to policy preferences when people get a “reality-check”?
Do people adjust their response to policy change when policy is made expli-
citly visible through information concerning how policy programs work? If
this is the case, it suggests that theories on public responsiveness need to
include assumptions on how responsiveness interacts with knowledge of
policy.

We present a unique experimental approach of if, and in that case how and
under what conditions, policy-specific information affects policy preferences.
This is done by providing respondents with information concerning actual
policy. In relation to studies using other cues to information about policy,
foremost media coverage (e.g. Williams and Schoonvelde 2018), our study
contributes by making it possible to establish the link between perceptions
of policy and policy preferences (see Neuner, Soroka, and Wlezien 2019).
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The focus for the experiments is privatization of welfare services in
Sweden, which is a highly salient and ideologically divided policy area
between left and right.1 First, we argue that this is a critical case for infor-
mation effects since the left-right cleavage is known to be very strong,
meaning that attitudes are often firmly aligned along this dimension.
Second, we expect that the ideological division will lead people to respond
differently to policy depending on their political orientation (Branham
2018; Bendz 2015).

The article continues with a discussion of the central theories regarding
public responsiveness and policy-specific information effects for opinion for-
mation. We present the Swedish case where privatization of welfare services
has developed over the last decades, and where privatization of welfare ser-
vices is persistently high on the political agenda. The experimental design is
presented in detail. The results reveal information effects, and that they are
partly in accordance with the thermostatic theory of responsiveness, and
that the effects are contingent on ideological predispositions. Our conclusion
is that policy-specific information leads to an adjustment of policy prefer-
ences, and that information seems to increase the polarization in privatization
opinions between left-and right-oriented.2

Framework

Public responsiveness

Even though most previous research on responsiveness has focused on how
political representatives respond to public demands (Esaiasson and Wlezien
2017 for an overview), an increasing interest is directed also to if and how
the public respond to policies. The reason for this interest is poignantly
expressed by Stuart Soroka and Christopher Wlezien in their book “Degrees
of Democracy”: “Without public responsiveness to policy, there is little
basis for policy responsiveness to public opinion” (Soroka and Wlezien
2010, 41). Several studies over the years have shown that institutionalized
policies influence target groups in terms of political engagement and mobil-
ization as well as in political trust and empowerment (see for example, Camp-
bell 2003; Jæger 2009; Kumlin and Rothstein 2005; Kumlin and Stadelmann-
Steffen 2014a; Mettler 2005; Soss 1999; Ünvera, Bircan, and Nicaise 2020).

1Concerning attitudes to further privatization of welfare services (index including all four welfare service
areas, Cronbach’s alpha .091), 70% of the left-oriented are very or moderately negative to further pri-
vatization, while 10% are very or moderately positive. For right-oriented, it is the other way around:
72% are very or moderately positive to allowing more privatization, while 10% are negative.

2The authors want to thank research assistant Richard Svensson, dep of political science, University of
Gothenburg, for excellent help. We also want to thank the anonymous reviewers for valuable com-
ments that greatly contributed to improve the article.
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There is less agreement whether policies also influence attitudes and
policy preferences. Even though studies have found some support for the
“thermostatic model” (e.g. Wlezien 1995, see further below) where individuals
are found to adapt their opinions in relation to policy change, there is accord-
ing to research overviews on policy feedback by Campbell (2012) as well as
Larsen (2018) inconclusive evidence that changes in policies result in
changes in opinion. Busemeyer et al. (2019) suggest that some of the dis-
agreements and contradictions of previous research is due to conceptual
ambiguity, where research, for example, focus on different time perspectives.

The focus of the present study is specific public responsiveness in a
short-term perspective, where we use assumptions derived from thermo-
static theory. According to this theory, a responsive public will behave
like a thermostat and adjust preference for more or less policy in relation
to the policy undertaken in various domains. If the public’s preferred
level of policy is below the current level, and the decision-makers
respond by increasing the level of policy, the public is predicted to
respond by expressing an aggregated decrease in preference for more
policy. That the direction of feedback is negative is seen as crucial: It
means that the public is effective in sending signals to the decision-
makers about when the level of policy is close to what the public prefers.
If the policy makers then respond accordingly, policy representation is sat-
isfactory (Wlezien 1995; Soroka and Wlezien 2004, 2010). Further, policy that
is perceived as salient by the public is in this research demonstrated empiri-
cally to be more likely to generate attention and response. For democracy,
policy representation is therefore concluded to be better when the domain
or policy is considered salient by the public, since they pay more attention
and thus signal clear preferences back to policy makers (Soroka and Wlezien
2010).

Thermostatic theory has mainly been tested on responses to government
spending (budget decisions). Soroka and Wlezien measure the public’s net
preference for the level of spending on areas such as defense and welfare
and show that over time, the public responds thermostatically: When spend-
ing increases, the public responds with a decrease in relative preference for
more spending (Soroka and Wlezien 2004, 2010; Wlezien and Soroka 2012,
2019; see also Ellis and Faricy 2011). There are however numerous policies
that are not clearly related to budget, yet still very important to citizens
and the quality of political representation (Barabas 2011; Thomas 2010).
Some studies have thus tested the theory on other kinds of policy, e.g.
environmental policy (Johnson, Brace, and Arceneaux 2005) and immigration
policy (Andersson, Bendz, and Stensöta 2018; Jennings 2009). In the welfare
policy area, Bendz (2015) show that public responses to increased privatiza-
tion of primary health care are in line with the expectations of the thermo-
static model, however only in some ideological groups (Bendz 2015). The
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empirical evidence shows that thermostatic theory works as expected in
general, also across countries (Jennings 2009; Wlezien and Soroka 2012)
and across policy domains (Wlezien 1995); the public also seems to react ther-
mostatically on sub-national government levels (Johnson, Brace, and Arce-
neaux 2005).

Political knowledge and preference formation

A general understanding of how political preferences and opinions are
formed argues that we use various cognitive short cuts such as general
ideological leaning or party cues rather than information gathering and
processing in formation and adaption of policy-specific opinions (Leeper
and Slothuus 2014; Page and Shapiro 1992; Zaller 1992). By following
ideological and party cues, the individual can form an opinion without
necessarily have that much factual knowledge of the policy issue in
question. However, this does not deny the importance of political
knowledge for adaption or changes in political preferences. According
to Zaller’s central understanding of opinion formation, politically more
aware individuals are more likely to pick up (“receive”) elite messages.
They are also, due to their exposure to multiple and often conflicting
messages, less likely to accept messages that are inconsistent with their
prior attitudes (i.e. they are more selective). Less aware individuals
receive fewer messages, but are more likely to accept them (even if
they are conflicting) (Zaller 1992). Thus, Zaller argues, there is a positive
correlation between political awareness and the consistency and stability
of political opinions.

In line with Zaller’s model, several studies have shown that general pol-
itical knowledge and attentiveness have a certain effect on public respon-
siveness (see e g Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996). Soroka and Wlezien find
that people with higher education seem to be more attentive and thus
also more responsive to policy change than people less educated
(Soroka and Wlezien 2010). In spite of this, in relation to policy-specific
public responsiveness, general political knowledge and attentiveness
might be insufficient. Public responsiveness focuses on change and adap-
tions of opinions rather than the formation of the opinions in the first
place. In order for policy-specific public responsiveness to occur, citizens
need to be aware of specific facts concerning particular political issues
in order to form and convey preferences (Barabas and Jerit 2009; Gilens
2001; Kuklinski et al. 2000; Stolle and Gidengil 2010). If not, it is probably
less likely that they will adjust their position once the representatives have
responded and changed the policy. The result might be that it is not the
“true preferences” (Soroka and Wlezien 2010; Wlezien and Soroka 2012) of
the public that are fed back to the representatives, which in the long run
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might lead to disappointments and frustrations over lacking policy respon-
siveness. Martin Gilens conclude his study of effects of policy-specific
information on political preferences by stating that: “Despite the central
importance of the public’s policy preferences to democratic theory, we
remain surprisingly ignorant of the forces that shape them” (Gilens
2001, 392).

Policy-specific knowledge

Even though most studies in the field of political knowledge focus on general
knowledge, some studies explicitly address policy-specific knowledge, where
it is argued that general political knowledge is not sufficient when forming
policy preferences (Gilens 2001; Barabas and Jerit 2009; Stolle and Gidengil
2010; Kuklinski et al. 2000). As Barabas and Jerit (2009) conclude, many
civic activities necessitate information about particular programs, policies
and problems and policy-specific knowledge is then more powerful than
more general knowledge in shaping political judgements. Empirically,
Gilens (2001) have demonstrated that when respondents received infor-
mation of a particular policy fact, policy preferences changed in several
cases, most significantly among respondents with high levels of general pol-
itical knowledge. In a somewhat related study, Staffan Kumlin found signifi-
cant effects on evaluations of policy-specific information of outcomes in
the welfare sector (Kumlin and Stadelmann-Steffen 2014b, 292). Though
focused on policy feedback effects on performance evaluation rather than
adjustments or changes in opinions, his study supports the notion that
policy-specific information can be of importance, at least as additional to
general political knowledge and ideological or partisan cues. This leads us
over to the question on how citizens receive policy-specific information.

Channels for policy-specific information

Policy-specific information could be achieved through various channels.
Often news media are believed to be central in providing policy-specific infor-
mation. News coverage increases salience, and thereby increases the prob-
ability for public response to policy outputs (Neuner, Soroka, and Wlezien
2019; de Vreese and Boomgaarden 2006; McCombs and Shaw 1972; Soroka
2003). Barabas and Jerit (2009) demonstrate that media coverage has positive
effects on policy-specific knowledge by using a number of “natural exper-
iments” where they isolate effects of policy-specific news in actual media
on increased knowledge on these policies (Barabas and Jerit 2009). In a
recent study, Williams and Schoonvelde (2018) verified with a longitudinal
study that news coverage of specific policy output strengthen public respon-
siveness and form a link between policy outcomes and public preferences
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(Williams and Schoonvelde 2018). In another important study, Neuner,
Soroka, and Wlezien (2019), conclude that media coverage on defense spend-
ing in the USA facilitates thermostatic public responsiveness. The effects of
media coverage on thermostatic responsiveness were found also in the
case of Sweden, where Andersson, Bendz, and Stensöta (2018) find that
media coverage serves as a link between asylum policy and preferences con-
cerning receiving refugees in to the country.

Another way of gaining policy-specific knowledge is through personal
experiences with the policy in question. This is in line with Soss and
Schram’s notion of policy proximity as a mechanism between the individual
and a certain policy (2007). Lerman and McCabe found that personal experi-
ence with a policy (proximity) act as an information channel partly indepen-
dent of general political knowledge as well as of partisanship (2017).
However, they found the effect to be most pronounced among low infor-
mation voters and voters with low partisanship. In his research overview,
Larsen, on the other hand, concludes that “there is no evidence that policy
feedback effects are stronger when studied as proximate experiences”
(Larsen 2018, 17). Finally, a possible channel for policy-specific information
is election campaigns. In a study of information effects in the Canadian
general election of 1997, Richard Nadeau with colleagues found information
effects of the campaign, but mainly among voters with medium or high pre-
vious knowledge (2008).

Aim and hypotheses

The focus for our study is to investigate the effects of policy-specific infor-
mation on public responsiveness in terms of opinion change. The aim is to
investigate if, and in that case under what conditions, policy-specific infor-
mation has effects additional to effects of ideological cues. Our main focus is
on thermostatic responses in line with Wlezien and Soroka’s previous work,
and the policy area in question is privatization of welfare services in Sweden.
Following this work, our study measures change in relative preferences.

The issue of privatization of welfare services has been at the core of the
political debate in Sweden for many years. Since the 1990s, the previously
dominantly public financed – public provided welfare services have
through several political reforms allowed for an increase in private providers,
even though all welfare services are still publicly financed. Today, there are
numerous private providers in the areas of schooling, health care and
elderly care, also in form of large and sometimes international for-profit com-
panies. This development has led the issue of privatization of welfare services
in Sweden to be very debated, visible and salient in public debate. Not the
least is this the case since in the encompassing Swedish welfare state, most
citizens have a quite close contact with several welfare services during
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their life span. Due to the high visibility and proximity of welfare services in
Sweden, we see this as the most likely case for public responsiveness. At the
same time, the strong ideological polarization when it comes to opinions on
privatization means that added policy-specific information may have limited
effects when people state their preferences, as preferences is likely to be
firmly grounded in ideological values and thus not so easily affected by
additional information.

We expect Swedes in general to have a “preferred level” regarding priva-
tization, and more concrete information on the actual degree and develop-
ment of privatization to lead to adjustments of opinions. Our first
hypothesis is on the main effect and states that policy specific information
has effect on opinion (H1).

The main assumption of the thermostatic theory is that the public
responds like a thermostat in that when policy increases (decreases), prefer-
ences for more policy will decrease (increase). That is, the public responds
mainly to changes in policy. The development of privatization differs
between welfare policy areas, where for some, it has increased and for
some, there has been no change during the 2000s. We use this real-life vari-
ation in our experiments, and for two of the included areas, the privately pro-
vided services have increased, while for two, the share of privately provided
services has been constant. In relation to thermostatic theory, this means that
we expect that the respondents will in general adjust their preferences in a
negative direction when given information on an increase in privatization, but
not when given information describing a constant level of privatization over
time (H2).

Previous research on opinion formation states the central importance of
information short cuts such as ideology or party- and elite cues. Privatization
of welfare services has been in the centre of the Swedish welfare debate for
the last decades, and the subject is strongly polarized ideologically between
left and right. We expect the variable on ideological orientation to incorpor-
ate the absolute preferences, that is whether private elements in the welfare
sector are desirable or not. In order to capture the effect of information on
the relative preferences, we first hypothesize that the effect of policy specific
information is additional to the effect of ideology and awareness (political
interest) (H3).

Furthermore, we also expect the response to be conditional on ideological
leaning of the respondents. This is based on the thermostatic model of “pre-
ferred level”, where the left in this case is negative to privatization whilst the
right cherishes it. As privatization of welfare in Sweden have increased quite
dramatically during the last decades, the right-oriented, who in general are
more positive to privatization, have seen their preferences be met. Even
though we do not have a measure of the absolute preferences, it is quite
safe to assume that at least some of the right-oriented are satisfied with
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the current level even though it is possible that those that are most in favour
of privatization have not seen their preferred level just yet. Even so, it is
reasonable to expect that the right-oriented respond to information concern-
ing privatization with less evident changes in preferences compared to left-
oriented, a group who has instead seen a political development less in
accordance with their preferences and that is therefore likely to want it
stopped or even reversed. Because of this known difference in absolute pre-
ferences and considering the increase over time when it comes to privatiza-
tion, we expect left-oriented to respond with negative feedback, in
accordance with the thermostatic theory, since the level of privatization
exceeds their preferred level. We expect right-oriented to respond with
unchanged preferences, since they are likely to have reached their preferred
level of privatization. Accordingly, we hypothesize that among left-leaning
respondents the information lead to decreased support for further privatization
(H4a), and that right- leaning respondents will not adjust their preferences in
relation to the information (H4b). In addition, we expect that people
defining themselves very much to the left will be less susceptible to infor-
mation and consequently not adjust their attitudes, since it is reasonable
to believe that their opinions are quite firm and that they might not be
able to be that much more negative to privatization.

Following this line of reasoning, an increase in privatization should
increase polarization between ideological groups. The assumption relates
to the discussion concerning whether subgroups of the population
respond in parallel to policy change (Page and Shapiro 1992) or if subgroups
differ in their responses to a particular policy change (see Enns and Wlezien
2011). A study of Branham (2018) show that there are differences along par-
tisan groups on high salience issues with relatively large disagreement
among parties in the US case, thereby highlighting the importance of bring-
ing in factors expressing political preferences into analyses on public respon-
siveness (see also Bendz 2015; Soroka and Wlezien 2010).

Method

We argue that an experimental approach is the most suitable method to
identify the causal effects of information on different kinds of behaviour
and attitudes (see e.g. Levendusky 2011). By using survey experiments, we
are able to investigate the effect of added information by constructing a
“tight connection” between information and policy attitudes where the
facts are very recent to the respondents when they are asked to state their
preferences. In relation to, for example, studies using media as an information
source, we can thus more safely assume that respondents take part of the
information and also that they actually have the information in mind when
expressing their preferences. A possible caveat is that we have no way of
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knowing if people are already aware of the presented facts. Given the results
of research, concerning political knowledge discussed above, it is even so
reasonable to assume that people in general are not aware of the details of
policies even though they may possess a more general knowledge.

The experimental study includes four welfare areas: Primary school, retire-
ment homes for elder, hospital care and homes for disabled, where private
actors are allowed to run the services on equal terms as public actors, in
accordance with laws and regulations. The actual degree of privatization
differs, where the primary school sector and retirement homes are where
we find the largest share of private providers. The welfare domains were
chosen with the ambition to vary development over time (during the
2000s), where the share of independent primary schools and private retire-
ment homes have increased during the 2000s, and the share of disabled
living in privately run homes as well as the share of private hospital care
has been mainly stable during the period.

For the experiments, we used the Citizen Panel, run by the Laboratory of
Opinion Research (LORE) at the University of Gothenburg. The Citizen panel is
an online survey of more than 60,000 active respondents around Sweden that
volunteer to be part of the panel and regularly get invited to take surveys on a
wide range of topics. No payment is made to the panel participants. The
majority of participants are self-recruited and the panel is therefore not stat-
istically representative. The self-recruited respondents are mainly used for
randomized experimental studies or panel data collections, with focus on
change over time within individuals or within specific groups.

For our experiments, we used a sub-sample from the non-probability
sample participating in The Citizen Panel 25 carried out between 20 April
2017 and 15 May 2017. The subsample consists of 5000 respondents, ran-
domized into 5 groups (control group, and four groups displayed information
concerning different aspects of welfare), where we for this study used the
control group and the group receiving information concerning privatization.

Design of experiments

We provided respondents in the experiment group with accurate, factual
policy-specific information concerning the level of privatization within
primary school, hospital care, retirement homes for the elder and homes
for the disabled. Our aim with this design is in other words to isolate the
effect of information on preferences for an increase or a decrease of policy
measured as attitudes to further privatization of the welfare services.

The respondents were randomized into groups where the experiment
group (n = 1074) got all four treatments, in randomized order. The treatments
consisted of information of the share of users in privately provided services
for each area (schools, hospitals, retirement homes and homes for the
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disabled).3 Directly following the information, the respondents were asked
about their preferences for further increase or decrease of the possibility to
choose private service providers within each of the specified public service
areas (nine- point scale, ranging from sharp increase to sharp decrease,
with “unchanged” as a middle option and no labels for other options). This
question, capturing changes in relative preferences for private alternatives,
is the dependent variable in the analyses. The control group (n=940) got
the same question but no treatment.

We present two types of analyses, a comparison of means (independent
sample t-test) in order to check the basic effects of the experiments, and
OLS regressions. The first model is bivariate, with information (experiment
variable) as the independent variable. In the second model, we add control
variables; left-right orientation and political interest, which we consider as
a proxy for awareness. In model 3, an interaction term is added, with left-
right orientation and information, in order to draw conclusions on how
responses to the information vary depending on ideological leaning.

The variable used for measuring left-right orientation, is an 11-point scale
where respondents place themselves from the very left to the very right, with
the alternative “neither left nor right” in the middle of the scale. For the ana-
lyses, the two values at the endpoints were collapsed, as the number of
respondents here are quite small, resulting in a 9-point scale. For the
regressions, dummy variables are used. The variable used for measuring
awareness is a question concerning political interest, a 4-point scale
ranging from very interested, rather interested, rather uninterested, very
uninterested. For regressions, dummy variables are used.

Results

The first step of the analysis is to check if the policy-specific information had
any effect on the attitudes to increasing the possibilities to choose private
service providers within each welfare area. The results are presented in
Table 1.

The value 5 represents the option of keeping things as they are. For homes
for the disabled as well as for retirement homes, the mean value for the
control group indicates that respondents in general want to increase
freedom of choice. For primary schools, the mean value signifies that the
control group want to decrease the possibilities to choose slightly while for
hospitals, the mean indicates that respondents want to keep things as they
are.

When exposed to the policy-specific information, respondents adjust their
attitudes in a negative direction, i.e. wanting to decrease the possibilities to

3The detailed formulation of the treatments is presented in online appendix 1.
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choose private service providers, when it comes to primary schools, retire-
ment homes and homes for the disabled. As for hospital care, the difference
between groups is not significant, indicating that the information does not
make a difference for attitudes. In conclusion, even though the effects are
quite small, the information leads to adjustments of attitudes for three
welfare services, which mean that H1 finds support for three out of four
welfare services.

The hypothesis 2, departing from an expectation that respondents will
adjust their preferences in a negative direction when given information on
an increase of privatization, finds partial support in that preferences
changed in a negative direction for primary schools and retirement homes.
However, the expectation that information about an unchanged level of
private alternatives should result in no adjustment of preferences is only
valid for hospital care while the result for homes for disabled display the
same negative effect as for the areas where information described a change.

In the next step of the analysis, we use regressions to further analyse the
effect of information (Model 1), add control variables to establish the additive
effect of information (Model 2) and test interaction effects (Model 3) (Table 2).

Model 1 confirms the effects found in Table 1, where policy-specific infor-
mation has a negative effect on preferences concerning possibilities to
choose private welfare providers for primary schools, retirement homes
and homes for the disabled. Model 2 tests H3, the assumption that the
effect of policy specific information is additional to the effect of ideology and
awareness (political interest). First, we note that the effect of information is
still present when we add ideological orientation and political interest to
the model. Despite the expected strong effect of ideological orientation on
privatization attitudes, we still see an independent effect of policy-specific
information. The conclusion about an additive, relative effect of information
is strengthened by the fact that R2 increases slightly when the information
variable is added to a model including ideological orientation and political
interest (model not shown here).

In Table 3, the analysis continues by adding variables expressing the inter-
action between left-right orientation and information to Model 2.

Table 1. Effect of information on preferences for further freedom of choice for welfare
services.

Control N Experiment N Difference

Primary schools 4,30 925 4.08 1061 0.22**
Hospitals 5,01 930 4.98 1059 0.03
Retirement homes 5,57 926 5.16 1058 0.41***
Homes for disabled 5,57 928 4.93 1059 0.64***

Notes: Mean, independent sample T-test. The dependent variable is a question where respondents are
asked to state their opinion concerning the further increase or decrease of the possibility to choose
private welfare service providers. ***p < .01, **p < .05, *p < .1
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The expectations tested here was that among left-leaning respondents the
information should lead to decreased support for further privatization (H4a)
and that right-leaning respondents will not adjust their preferences in
relation to the information (H4b). First, it should be noted that the general
effect of information on attitudes disappears when we add the interaction
term, with the exception of homes for the disabled. This means that effects
of information are rather found in particular subgroups than among the
respondents in general. Our findings reveal that the policy-specific infor-
mation triggers a response among left-oriented, as they want to decrease
the possibilities to choose private service providers, compared to the refer-
ence group (neither left nor right). At the same time, respondents leaning
to the right do not respond to the information. In line with the hypothesis
4b, we understand this as a satisfaction with the actual privatizations that
have taken place in the Swedish welfare sector. To note here is also that
respondents in the group most far to the left do not react with adjusting pre-
ferences when exposed to information, possibly because they are already
very much in favour of decreasing the possibilities to choose private alterna-
tives – in other words, it is reasonable to interpret this as a floor effect. Neither
group 4, the left-oriented identifying themselves as close to the middle

Table 3. Effects of information, left-right orientation and political awareness on
attitudes to increase/decrease of possibilities to choose private providers for primary
school, hospital, retirement homes, homes for disabled.

Primary schools Hospitals Retirement homes Homes for disabled

Constant 4.049 *** 5.011 *** 5.633 *** 5.522 ***
Information 0.125 0.085 −0.301 −0.568 *
Left (1) −1.953 *** −2.424 *** −2.580 *** −2.065 ***
2 −0.935 *** −1.255 *** −1.210 *** −0.839 ***
3 −0.360 −0.857 *** −0.740 *** −0.352
4 0.196 −0.435 −0.601 * −0.408
6 1.506 *** 1.017 *** 1.093 *** 0.906 ***
7 1.763 *** 1.453 *** 1.180 *** 0.836 ***
8 2.031 *** 1.656 *** 1.557 *** 1.004 ***
Right (9) 2.601 *** 1.988 *** 2.112 *** 1.769 ***
Moderately interested −0.205 * −0.077 −0.110 0.059
Moderately uninterested −0.367 * 0.166 0.094 0.080
Uninterested 0.509 0.522 −0.098 0.528
Information*Left-Right (1) −0.088 −0.068 −0.074 0.012
Information*Left-Right (2) −0.793 * −0.896 ** −0.909 ** −0.906 **
Information*Left-Right (3) −0.803 * −0.520 −0.794 * −0.768 *
Information*Left-Right (4) −0.547 −0.204 −0.177 0.018
Information*Left-Right (6) −0.722 −0.201 −0.245 −0.373
Information*Left-Right (7) −0.403 0.091 0.392 0.417
Information*Left-Right (8) −0.054 0.415 0.596 0.538
Information*Left-Right (9) −0.003 0.380 0.238 0.534
Adj. R2 0.308 0.386 0.376 0.287
n 1933 1936 1931 1935

Notes: Interaction effects between left-right orientation and information. OLS regression. Unstandar-
dized b-values and R2. Left-right orientation is a dummy variable, with value 5 (neither left nor
right) as reference category. Political interest is a dummy variable, with the value 1 (very interested)
as reference category. ***p < .01. **p < .05. *p < .1.
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(neither left nor right) change their preferences significantly in comparison
with the reference group 5 when receiving information. Accepting p < .1,
the results are consistent across welfare areas, where the groups slightly to
the left (2 and 3) respond to the information, with the exception of hospital
care, where only group 2 reacts. In conclusion, our hypotheses 4a and 4b both
receive support and the information seems to polarize attitudes between left-
and right-oriented respondents even further.

The results from Table 3 are illustrated more clearly in the Figures 1(a–d),
where predictive margins are displayed.

The predictive margins illustrated in Figure 1 clearly illustrates that the
information effects are found mainly among the moderate left-oriented.
Privatization attitudes among respondents with the most polarized left-
right orientation are not affected by the factual information on privatiza-
tion, and among respondents in the centre of moderate right effects are
clearly limited.

Discussion

Our general conclusion is that peoples’ policy preferences change when they
are provided with factual information, even in a case where the left-right clea-
vage is pronounced, such as the case of privatization of welfare services in
Sweden. As a consequence, the signals to decision-makers change. In our

Figure 1a–d. Interaction effects between left-right orientation and information. Predic-
tive margins (reference category left-right = 5, results from table 3). A: Primary schools B:
Hospitals C: Retirement homes D: Homes for disabled.
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study, the general effects indicate that information concerning privatization
of welfare services leads to respondents adjusting preferences in a negative
direction, meaning that they want to decrease choice of private providers.
This is the case both for primary schools and retirement homes, where the
share of private service providers has increased during the 2000s. These
results support the main assumption of the thermostatic theory: When
policy in terms of privatization increases, the public responds by turning
down the thermostat and asks for a decrease which indicates that the pre-
ferred level of privatization has been reached. However, people also
respond with a decrease in relative preferences in the case of homes for
the disabled, where the information described stability, not change. This is
also where we find the largest mean effect of the information (see Table 1).
Tentatively, relating to the theoretical discussion about proximity and sal-
iency (Soss and Schram 2007; see also Bendz 2015, 2017), we suggest that
this result may be attributed to the likely lower awareness of homes for the
disabled, where few people have personal experiences and where there is
also less media attention compared to school, hospital care and retirement
homes: The facts about privatization may simply have beenmore of a surprise
for the respondents than the information on the other areas.

A second result is that information seems to polarize opinions in this case.
Privatization of welfare services is a question that is characterized by strong
left-right cleavages. Left-oriented in general prefer less privatization than
right-oriented, they have in other words different preferred levels of policy.
When receiving information about an increase of private alternatives, left-
oriented responded by expressing a preference to decrease the possibility
to choose private providers, while the right-oriented did not react. Inter-
preted in relation to the thermostatic theory, this means that privatization
has exceeded the preferred level of the left-oriented and they, therefore,
wanted to turn the thermostat down, while the preferred level for right-
oriented has by and large been reached through the recent decades of
policy decisions allowing private actors to provide welfare services. As also
concluded in Bendz (2015), privatization of welfare services seems to be a
case where the assumption of parallel publics is not valid. In forming theor-
etical assumptions concerning public responsiveness, possible variation
between how sub-groups respond should therefore be considered, according
to the character of the policy domain (see also Branham 2018).

In conclusion, we suggest that policy-specific knowledge can serve as a
useful mechanism in order to meet the identified theoretical need to
strengthen the causal relationship in theories of public responsiveness. Our
study implicates that if people in general are uninformed about the basic
facts about a policy, they may send “wrong” signals to decision-makers,
which on an aggregated level may direct policy in a direction that is
unwanted by the majority. To be noted in this particular study is that the
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differences in mean values between control group and experiment group are
mostly quite small, which means that the information does not necessarily
generate an effect that would change the signal to decision-makers in a
momentous way. Still, in those areas where the differences are significant,
we can see that preferences are adjusted in a certain direction and this indi-
cates that policy-specific information is important to consider in studies on
public responsiveness even though the effects can be assumed to vary
depending on policy domain and perhaps also institutional and political
context. We regard the case of welfare policy in Sweden as a rather hard
test for information effects, considering that the policy is salient and also prox-
imate to most people in Sweden. It is possible that the effect of policy-specific
information is more evident, and display other response patterns, in policy
areas which are less salient and proximate for the public (an assumption
that is strengthened by the result concerning homes for the disabled, men-
tioned above). In recognizing this, we suggest that it would be of value for
future research to test the effect of policy-specific information on policy prefer-
ences in a broad range of policy areas as well as in other contexts.

Using experiments is a rather unconventional method when investigating
the interplay between policy and opinion. Instead of using measures of
policy change and public opinion over time, sometimes with media or proxi-
mity as a mechanism, we made sure that people included in the study actually
had information about the policy change. This meant that we could do more
than just assume that people were aware of policy change when they formed
their opinions, and thus we could establish a stronger connection between
policy and opinion. In relation to thermostatic theory, we suggest that this
kind of study can be useful to complement the longitudinal studies of the
fluctuations in policy and opinion that is usually done in this research tradition.
Even so, there are some caveats with our design. As mentioned above, we had
no way of knowing for sure how much the respondents knew about the pol-
icies before being exposed for the treatments. Ideally, future studies should
include measures of this in order to separate the effect of added information
from what was already known by the respondents.

A final remark is that this study has demonstrated the existence of short-
term feedback effects. The question remains if this process will also give rise
to feedback effects that reinforce a long-term development path (Busemeyer
et al. 2019). In the case of Swedish welfare policy, such development could
imply a turn of the “policy mood” in direction of a more restrictive privatiza-
tion policy.
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