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ABSTRACT
Reducing economic inequality and combatting climate change are two strongly
supported policy goals, but they will require significant public investments. In
times of limited fiscal resources, governments struggle to raise additional
revenues needed to finance both, making trade-offs between generally
supported policy goals likely. But how do citizens decide if they have to
choose between goals they support in principle, such as spending on efforts
to reduce inequality and channeling resources toward initiatives to protect
the environment? We discuss three major factors that help explain this choice
– information, self-interest, and ideological orientation. Our experimental
study shows that information is not a significant determinant of such choices,
and that ideology is only important as long as there are no conflicting goals.
Once citizens have to decide between redistribution and environmental
protection, myopic self-interest trumps all other theoretically relevant
variables mentioned in the literature.

KEYWORDS Survey experiment; redistribution; environmental protection; policy trade-offs; public
opinion

Introduction

Two of the most pressing challenges governments face nowadays are rising
economic inequality and climate change. As indicated by mounting media
attention and political protest, both issues have the potential to cause signifi-
cant political disruption in the future if they are not being addressed with sub-
stantial policy interventions. These policy interventions, however, will not
come cheap. The European Union (EU) Commission’s recently proposed Euro-
pean Green Deal, aiming for zero net emissions of greenhouse gases by 2050,
speaks of significant investment needs equivalent to more than 1.5 per cent of
annual gross domestic product (GDP). The even more ambitious ‘Green New
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Deal’ proposal by some U.S. democrats actively combines redistributive and
environmental policies and would cost at least two percent of annual GDP.1

Even though combatting inequality and climate change at the same time is
possible, both require significant financial resources financed either by taxes,
government debt, or expenditure cuts in other policy areas. In times when
austerity and budgetary discipline has become the dominant macro-econ-
omic paradigm (Blyth, 2013), it is difficult for governments to substantially
increase taxes or debt to finance such an ambitious endeavor. As a result,
they have to balance a spending trade-off between two desirable but incom-
patible features. Depending on the governments’ fiscal situation, the severity
of such a trade-off can vary across countries and over time. The most extreme
version implies that spending on one policy is reduced in favor of a competing
policy, whereas a softer version means that money spent on one policy cannot
be given to a competing policy. In both instances, however, governments face
a trade-off between income redistribution and environmental protection.
With Green New Deal policies gaining traction not only in the United States
but also in Europe, we believe that such a trade-off is likely to become even
more salient and politicized in the future.

Citizens mandate political parties and politicians to implement their
general preferences in democratic elections, including more or less income
redistribution and more or less environmental protection, without being
forced to consider the costs, consequences, and trade-offs of these general
preferences. In stark contrast, decisions on specific policy reforms in times
of limited fiscal resources, made either in parliament or through popular
votes, involve clear choices in favor of one specific policy reform at the cost
of another. In this paper, we focus on such trade-offs and ask what drives citi-
zens’ decisions when they have to choose between two policies that they
otherwise support. Moreover, redistribution and environmental protection
are arguably the two core issues that left parties face nowadays. Studying
voters’ priorities concerning these two policies could shed light on the poten-
tial determinants of a vote choice between green parties (issue ownership
over environment) and social democrats (issue ownership over redistribution).

We answer this question using a survey of Swiss citizens’ choices between
environmental protection and income redistribution, which are both strongly
supported policy goals in Switzerland. In our survey, more than two-thirds of
the respondents would like the government to reduce income inequality and
increase environmental protection. What happens, however, when citizens
face a trade-off where more resources for one policy come at the cost of
fewer resources for another policy?

We are particularly interested in how information, political ideology, and
self-interest shape individual preferences in such trade-off situations. Most
work on individual policy positions focuses on attitudes (orientations).
Typical questions concern the general support for welfare provisions (e.g.,
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Andress & Heien, 2001; Svallfors, 1997, 2007) or whether certain groups
deserve and therefore should benefit from social policies (Aarøe & Petersen,
2014; Jensen & Petersen, 2017; van Oorschot, 2006). In this paper, we focus
on choices. We thus contribute to a relatively new and growing literature
on trade-offs. Almost 20 years ago, Boeri et al. (2001) published a seminal
analysis of trade-offs between socio-economic policies. They demonstrated
that a positive orientation towards single policies – such as broad support
for generous pensions – does not entail that citizens opt for this policy
when they learn that they have to pay its price through higher taxes or
social security contributions. Such hard choices and their determinants have
moved to the center of recent analyses of social and fiscal policies (Bremer
& Bürgisser, 2019a, 2019b; Busemeyer, 2017; Busemeyer & Garritzmann,
2017; Garritzmann et al., 2018; Häusermann et al., 2019).

We analyze data from an experimental survey that we fielded in Switzer-
land in 2017. The two policies under consideration are environmental protec-
tion and income redistribution. The experimental treatment is information on
the state of the environment and on the respondent’s actual position in the
income hierarchy. Our dependent variables are unconstrained preference
questions for redistribution and environmental protection, and we simulate
two trade-off decisions. The importance trade-off situation concerns the rela-
tive importance accorded to the goal of reduced income inequality and the
goal of improved environmental quality. The spending trade-off is a simulated
spending decision, i.e., the respondent’s choice of distributing more of a
certain sum of public expenditures towards either income redistribution or
environmental protection. We do not study the most extreme form of a
trade-off when spending on one policy is reduced in favor of the competing
policy since this is not a realistic scenario in Switzerland’s economic and pol-
itical context.

We show that information only plays a marginal role. If support for one
policy does not come at the expense of the other policy (i.e., in unconstrained
settings), political ideology and self-interest are important determinants of the
strength of individual preferences for redistribution and environmental pro-
tection. In contrast, faced with a choice between supporting environmental
protection or income redistribution, a citizen’s decision is mainly driven by
myopic self-interest, which we infer from their income position. Ideological
positions do not matter in that setting. Likewise, this decision is not strongly
influenced by information. Instead, individual short-term economic interests
trump all other potentially important explanatory variables. A healthy environ-
ment, such as rich biodiversity, is a collective and, therefore, non-excludable
good with the same utility for all income groups.2 Redistribution is a cost
for high-income groups. Although they benefit from the insurance function
of the welfare state, they are net-contributors whose contributions to social
provisions exceed the benefits they extract from the welfare state. In contrast,
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low-income groups receive transfers without having to cover all the costs.
Therefore, high-income groups prefer environmental policies over redistribu-
tion, because the former increase their quality of life, while the latter entail
costs in terms of their tax loads. In contrast, low-income groups benefit
both from redistribution and environmental protection. However, as far as
maximizing short-term individual utility is concerned, increases in income
are preferable to the benefits of a diffuse collective good such as environ-
mental protection.

The remainder of this article is organized as follows: We start with a discus-
sion of the effects of information, ideology, and self-interest on individual pre-
ferences for redistribution and environmental protection in unconstrained
and constrained settings. We then describe the research design, data, and
methodology. We proceed to report our findings and conclude.

Theory: information, ideology and material interest

Three major explanations help to account for citizens’ policy choices. One
branch of the literature argues that when they make policy decisions, citizens
process information and weigh this knowledge in favor or against a policy
option. A second strand of the academic discussion focuses on the role of
ideology. We use ‘ideology’ in the sense of belief systems. By belief
systems, we mean ‘a configuration of ideas and attitudes in which the
elements are bound together by some form of constraint or functional inter-
dependence’ (Converse, 2006, p. 3). Finally, we also consider the role of self-
interest. By self-interest, we mean the concern for the individual’s own advan-
tage in terms of resources, such as money, derived from the implementation
of one policy over another, i.e., maximizing individual utility.

The role of information, knowledge, and arguments

A classic theory of democracy argues that democracy is about reaching
common decisions through the means of debates among citizens. A historical
example is Pericles’ famous speech on the occasion of a funeral of soldiers
when he characterized democracy as premised upon participation and
serious deliberations,3 which are also the assumptions underlying the text-
book definitions of democracy (Berelson et al., 1954). Citizens’ ability to use
information and knowledge to assess the quality of different arguments
and to increase the consistency of their beliefs and preferences is an essential
element of this textbook theory of democracy. Citizens are assumed to learn
continually and to alter their views to reflect better information and more per-
suasive arguments (Goodin, 2008). For example, a majority of Swiss citizens
are well informed and derive their voting decisions in an argument-driven
way (Kriesi, 2005).
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However, a broad literature indicates that ‘large portions of the electorate
do not have meaningful beliefs, even on issues that have formed the basis of
intense political controversy among elites for substantial periods of time’
(Converse, 2006, pp. 51–52). Likewise, basic political knowledge is low. In
light of such broad empirical evidence, Achen and Bartels (2016) concluded
that the ‘folk theory of democracy’ is unrealistic.4 Consequently, citizens
make their decisions without carefully considering specific arguments in
favor or against specific policies because they simply do not know these argu-
ments and the data the latter are based on.

Overall, there is mixed evidence on the role that information plays in
swaying voters’ preferences in experimental studies. Several studies report a
significant effect that information exerts on individual policy preferences.
Information about the actual income rank affects redistribution preferences
(Cruces et al., 2013), contrary policy information shifts opinion away from
the party’s position (Boudreau & MacKenzie, 2014), positive information on
retirement plans increases enrollment rates (Duflo & Saez, 2003), information
on immigration statistics changes attitudes towards immigration (Grigorieff
et al., 2018), and, finally, information about inequality changes tax policy pre-
ferenes (Boudreau & MacKenzie, 2018).

Others argue that information does not change individual policy prefer-
ences or that information has differential effects across groups, with some
changing their preferences following an information treatment and others
remaining unaffected (e.g., Card et al., 2012; Chetty & Saez, 2013; Flynn
et al., 2017; Hopkins et al., 2019; Nyhan & Reifler, 2010; Nyhan et al., 2019).
The core message of these studies is that correct information may change
factual perceptions but does not necessarily alter associated attitudes,
because ‘political misperceptions are typically rooted in directionally motiv-
ated reasoning, which limits the effectiveness of corrective information
about controversial issues’ (Flynn et al., 2017, p. 127). In other words, the
extent to which accurate perceptions would sway attitudes remains unclear.

Even though we remain agnostic regarding the role of information in prefer-
ence formation overall, we assume that our specific study is a most-likely case to
find a positive effect. First, in order to gauge this effect, our experiment makes
respondents attentive to pertinent information presented clearly and simply.
Comprehendingandabsorbing the treatment, therefore, demand little cognitive
ability (Carpini & Keeter, 1996, p. 216), which in turn facilitates policy learning and
increases the chance of information and knowledge underpinning voters’ policy
decisions. Hence, the experimental conditions raise the likelihood of finding a
positive and significant information effect. Second, respondents are exposed
to particularly strong information: We inform them of their actual position in
the income hierarchy, which frequently differs from their perceived placement,
and tell them about the degradation of Switzerland’s biodiversity, which is a pro-
minent dimension of environmental protection. The latter piece of information
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contradicts a widely held belief that Switzerland’s environmental protection
efforts have achieved extremely positive results.

We, therefore, expect that support for redistributive and/or environmental
policy changes in line with the direction and strength of the information treat-
ment. Respondents who learn that they are better (or worse) off than initially
assumed should prefer lower (or higher) redistribution. Likewise, the extent of
misperception could be crucial for the effect of information. The larger the
difference between actual and perceived income, the larger the information
effect is likely to be. Similar changes in effect and its direction could be
expected as far as the perception of environmental achievements is
concerned.

H1: When informed about their actual position in the income distribution and/or
Switzerland’s biodiversity degradation, individuals adjust their redistribution
and/or environment protection preference in line with the direction and
strength of their misperception.

The role of ideology

Political beliefs are a second factor explaining policy choices. We focus on
ideological beliefs, defined as general political orientations that are relevant
for decisions on income redistribution and environmental protection. One
set of attitudes concerns environmental policies. Major examples are post-
materialist orientations (Inglehart, 1977, 2008) or positive orientations
towards environmental protection goals, such as supporting the view that
environmental degradation is a pressing policy challenge. Similarly, if respon-
dents state that income inequality is a significant problem, we expect these
respondents to support income redistribution. We apply the standard left-
right measure as an indicator of ideological beliefs on the choice between
more state and redistribution and unbridled market and no government
responsibility in correcting the income distribution. Although it is clear that
the libertarian/post-materialist-authoritarian/materialist dimension is
different from the state-market dimension (Kitschelt, 1994; Kitschelt &
Rehm, 2014; Kriesi et al., 2008), both dimensions are hardly orthogonal (e.g.,
Hutter & Kriesi, 2018). Instead, post-materialist attitudes empirically correlate
with pro-state attitudes, and the left-right scale is a rough representation of
both dimensions (cf. Lachat, 2018).

We therefore expect that respondents with post-materialist or left-leaning
ideologies are more likely to opt for environmental policies. Likewise, we
expect respondents’ believing in a fair distribution of the social product or
embracing the left to be more likely to support greater income redistribution.

H2: The more left-wing a respondent, the higher his or her preference for both
income redistribution and environmental protection is.
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The role of self-interest

Finally, the third factor accounting for policy attitudes and policy choices has to
do with self-interest, understood in a narrow sense as myopic self-interest: Citi-
zens have preferences for the maximization of their current income. If they face
a choice between more resources for them and support for a common good,
such as a healthy environment, they opt to increase their resources. This behav-
ior typically describes low-income households that are in favor of both a healthy
environment andmore income for themselves. In contrast, high-income groups
derive no material net-benefits from redistribution. Therefore, faced with the
same choice, they value environmental quality more than redistribution –
even if, for ideological reasons, they support both. We emphasize that self-inter-
est and the favored policy are at the top of the head of each individual. They
can be identified without any further analysis and without any further infor-
mation beyond what is instantly available to any individual. The only infor-
mation he or she needs is his or her income level, which determines whether
his or her income will benefit or suffer from redistribution.5

H3: The higher the respondent’s income, the lower his or her preference for
income redistribution, while preferences for environmental protection and
income are not correlated, holding ideology constant.

This verynarrowdefinitionof self-interest does not overlapwith the definition
that rational choice approaches in political economy often adopt. The latter per-
spective usually presents citizens as fully or at least sufficiently informed about
the economic context of their choice and as capable of running somebasic econ-
omic calculus (Persson & Tabellini, 2000). Hence, they are aware of their relative
position in the income distribution, and their preference for redistribution
increases linearly with the difference between their income and the median
income. They evaluate information about their relative income position and
correct their preferences for redistribution accordingly. We therefore expect
the experiment to show information effects in line with hypothesis 1.

Attitudes in constrained and unconstrained settings

Settings are important for the expression of political preferences and choices,
and this relationship is key to our argument. Focusing on general social policy
preferences, Margalit (2013) has shown that if economic self-interest and
ideology conflict, activated motives of self-interest may dominate temporarily,
but ideological orientations prevail in the long run. In a similar vein, Neimanns
et al. (2018) demonstrate that ideology moderates the influence of material
self-interest on support for social investment in trade-off settings. Thus, self-
interest seems to matter less for left-wing respondents because they are
more solidaristic and dislike trade-offs. In contrast, Busemeyer and
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Garritzmann (2017) argue that self-interest dominates ideology when individ-
uals decide in policy trade-offs. We argue that these findings do not contradict
one another. Rather, individuals’ behavior depends on contextual factors and
the policy trade-offs at stake. If respondents do not face a choice between
redistribution and environmental protection (i.e., in an unconstrained
setting) and can express their general preferences, we expect ideology to
have a significant effect on support for both goals, with respondents on the
left favoring these goals more than respondents on the right. Support for a
given policy-proposal, to which no price-tag is attached, arguably reflects
general orientations about the proposal’s desirability.

In contrast, if the decision to expand one policy entails a decision against
the expansion of the other policy, citizens need to weigh their preferences
and reach a conclusion about which policy is more important for them.
National elections, in which votes for political parties largely reflect the
general ideological preferences of the electorate, are good examples of the
expression of general preferences. In contrast, direct democratic choices fre-
quently constitute situations in which citizens decide on a specific policy gen-
erally aware of the costs and consequences of these policies. Citizens consider
both their policy demands and the costs these decisions impose on them as
taxpayers. They are in a trade-off setting where preferred policies lead to a
reduction in net income (Feld & Kirchgässner, 2000; Frey, 1994; Wagschal,
1997). This explains why the major impediment to the expansion of the
Swiss welfare state has frequently been the defeat of such proposals in
popular votes (Armingeon, 2001), although the Swiss general public is gener-
ally very much in favor of a strong welfare state.

Considering the expression of general preferences, respondents may
experience cross-cutting conflicts: left-leaning, high-income citizens experi-
ence opposed pulls from ideology (in favor of redistribution) and self-interest
(against redistribution), while right-leaning, low-income citizens face a conflict
between ideology (against redistribution) and self-interest (in favor of redistri-
bution). If citizens do not have to choose between redistribution and other
policy goals, their ideological positions may trump their economic interests.
They can support redistribution without potentially limiting the scope of
their support for other, similarly positively evaluated goals (Armingeon &
Weisstanner, 2019). Table 1 outline these situations in a stylized manner,
focusing on the broad dynamics behind preference formation and glossing
over the possible variation in redistribution and environmental protection
support within different income and ideological groups.

The logics in preference formation are quite different if, however, respon-
dents are forced to choose between the two policies (i.e., in a constrained
setting), some of them face a conflict between two goals that they hold
dear. If self-interest wields more explanatory power than ideological orien-
tation does, we expect left-leaning, low-income respondents to prefer
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redistribution to environmental protection. For them, redistribution is an
excludable and rival (private) good, which has a direct and clear positive
effect on their income. Environmental protection is a non-excludable and
non-rival (public) good, which is far less attractive than the private good. In
contrast, left-leaning, high-income respondents face a conflict between a
private good with positive ideological connotations but adverse personal
economic effects (i.e., redistribution) and a cherished public good without
negative individual economic effects (i.e., environmental protection). Respon-
dents on the right side of the political spectrum are much less enthusiastic
about both redistribution and environmental protection. If they are in the
lower part of the income hierarchy, they prefer redistribution more than
right-leaning, high-income respondents, since for them this policy is a
private good with negative ideological connotations. For right-wing, high-
income respondents, redistribution is a cost, which is also negatively evalu-
ated on ideological grounds. Both groups are similar in their opposition to
environmental protection since they doubt it is a positive public good, and
they are ideologically opposed to that policy.

These considerations lead to the following hypothesis: If citizens face a
trade-off between environmental protection and income redistribution,
there is no reason to assume a significant correlation between ideology and
choice in favor of either redistribution or environmental protection, unless
all left-leaning respondents systematically consider one of the two goals
superior.6 Consequently, self-interest is the primary remaining explanatory
variable in trade-off situations (see also Busemeyer & Garritzmann, 2017),
with low-income groups being relatively in favor of redistribution and high-
income groups being relatively in favor of environmental protection:

H4: In an unconstrained setting, ideology trumps self-interest. In a constrained
setting, self-interest trumps ideology.

Table 1. Expected conditional effects of ideology and self-interest on constrained and
unconstrained preferences.

Relative income below the median Relative income above the median

Preferences Choices Preferences Choices

Ideological
position to the
left

RED +
ENV +

RED > ENV
RED: desirable and
direct benefits

ENV: desirable but
less direct benefits

ENV +
RED: conflict
ideology (+)
vs. self-interest
(−)

ENV > RED
RED: desirable but
entails costs

ENV: desirable and less
group-specific
economic costs

Ideological
position to the
right

ENV −
RED: conflict
ideology (−) vs.
self-interest (+)

RED > ENV
RED: undesirable,
but direct benefits

ENV: undesirable,
less direct benefits

RED −
ENV −

ENV >RED
RED: undesirable and
entails cost

ENV: undesirable, but
some utility

Notes: RED = income redistribution; ENV = environmental protection.
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Research design

In order to test the hypotheses, we fielded an original survey in the German-
speaking part of Switzerland in the summer of 2017. Intervista, a Swiss survey
company, drew a representative sample of 1,027 respondents from an online
access panel.7 The sample was stratified with respect to age, gender, income,
and party preference to match the adult population margins. The choice of
Switzerland raises the question if our findings can be generalized to other
countries. Arguably, support for redistribution in such a rich country could
be lower than in other countries as most citizens are well-off, and environ-
mental support could be particularly strong as there are more resources to
spend on the environment. A survey analysis of the ISSP Role of Government
2016, however, shows that Switzerland is not an extreme case. Citizen’s
support for environmental protection and support for redistribution is
similar in Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Spain, Sweden, or the UK.

Dependent variables

We use four different dependent variables. The first two variables represent
preferences in an unconstrained setting. In line with most of the literature,
we capture individual preferences for redistribution with a question about
whether „the government should reduce income differences in Switzerland’.
The scale is constructed around five options ranging from ‘strongly disagree’
(1) to ‘strongly agree’ (5). Preferences for environmental protection are captured
by the degree of respondents’ agreement with the statement ‘the govern-
ment should reduce environmental pollution’ and measured on the same
five-point scale.

The two remaining dependent variables capture preferences in two
different trade-off settings. The importance trade-off situation assesses the
relative importance assigned to redistribution vis-a-vis environmental protec-
tion, using the answer to the following question: ‘How important is the topic
of income inequality compared to environmental pollution?’ Agreement is
measured on a five-point scale, where higher values reflect a higher prefer-
ence for environmental protection over redistribution. The spending trade-
off situation is a simulated spending decision. We told respondents that the
Swiss Federation has recently booked a surplus of five billion Swiss Francs
and that they can now decide on what they would like to spend the additional
five billion. We asked them to allocate a total of five billion Swiss Francs to the
following seven fields: inequality reduction (redistribution), healthcare costs
reduction, immigration control, environmental protection, privacy protection,
security enhancement, and unemployment reduction.8 In order to assess this
trade-off, we generate a variable measuring the difference between the total
money assigned to environmental protection and the total money assigned to
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redistribution.9 For the spending trade-off situation, we include a variable that
controls for the total amount devoted to redistribution and environmental
protection compared to the other five fields.

Objective material interest

As the theoretical discussion above suggests, we are interested in three main
independent variables: information, ideology, and material interest. We oper-
ationalize material interest with an objective income measure following the
approach developed by Fernández-Albertos and Kuo (2018). In order to
avoid priming our respondents about their place in the income distribution
with pre-defined income intervals, we assigned respondents into custom-gen-
erated income deciles based on total monthly household income before taxes
adjusted by the total number of household members. We estimated the
income deciles and the corresponding nine cut-off points using EU-SILC
microdata from 2014. We randomly selected one of these cut-off points to
show respondents and asked if their household income was above or
below this threshold. If a respondent’s income was below (above) the
threshold, we showed them a random lower (higher) cut-off point and
asked them to indicate whether the household income was above or below
it again (Figure A1 in the supplementary information (SI)). This procedure
was repeated until a respondent’s income decile could be clearly identified.
We were able to assign 40 per cent after three or fewer questions and 72
per cent after four or fewer questions. We standardized the income variable
to a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1 to improve comparing effect
magnitudes.

Information treatments

To assess the role that information plays in preference formation, we posed
two questions to all respondents. The first question asked respondents to esti-
mate the share of households in Switzerland with an income higher than that
of their household. Participants could choose a percentage between 1 and 99
per cent. The second question asked them whether Switzerland was better, as
good as, or worse at preserving biodiversity than other European countries.
We selected biodiversity since it has become a major topic of the debate
on environmental protection. It requires not only regulatory action but also
significant spending (OECD, 2019), and it is a policy field in which Switzerland
performs poorly (SFC, 2018), although citizens tend to think that Switzerland is
a top achiever.

We randomly assigned respondents to four different groups: three treat-
ment groups and one control group. The first group received an income infor-
mation treatment where respondents were informed about their actual
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position in the income distribution. We showed them their estimates: ‘You
indicated that [x] percent of Swiss households have an income higher than
your own household’s, and [1-x] percent earns a lower income’. Then we
informed them about their actual relative income: ‘Roughly [z] percent of
Swiss households have an income higher than your own household’s, and
[1-z] percent earns a lower income’. If respondents had guessed their
income decile correctly, they were informed of their correct estimate
(Figures A2 and A3 in the SI).

The second treatment group received an environmental information treat-
ment. Among all dimensions of environmental protection, we picked biodiver-
sity because it is high on the environmental policy agenda and because 84 per
cent of our respondents erroneously believe that Switzerland is doing at least
as well in this policy field as other European nations.10 After asking them to
rank Switzerland on the success of its biodiversity efforts, we informed respon-
dents of the actual ranking: ‘You are [right, wrong]. A new study of the Euro-
pean Environment Agency shows that, of all European countries, Switzerland
has the lowest share of areas designated for biodiversity protection’. The third
treatment group received both the income and the environmental information
treatment. Finally, respondents in the control group did not receive any
information.

Ideology and control variables

We use respondents’ self-placement on an 11-point left-right scale as the
main measure of ideology. Zero indicates left and 10 indicates right. We
again standardized the variable to have a mean of 0 and a standard deviation
of 1. To assess the interaction effect between ideology and income, we use a
binary ideology variable where we coded individuals placing themselves
between 0 and 3 as ‘left’ and the rest as ‘center-right’. About 30 per cent of
the respondents place themselves on the ‘left’, which equals the overall
left-wing vote share in Switzerland. Using three ideological groups (left-
center-right) does not alter our substantive findings (Figure A11 in the SI).
Finally, we include a battery of control variables: age, gender, number of
household members, union membership, education (primary and lower sec-
ondary, upper secondary, tertiary), and marriage status (dummy).

Results

We seek to explain the dynamics behind individual preference formation for
different positively rated policies through a quantitative analysis. To improve
the interpretation of statistical results, we use OLS regressions. Assuming that
the dependent variable is not interval but only ordinal, we also estimated
ordered logistic regression and tested for the parallel regression assumption.
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These results do not alter our substantive findings (Tables A2 and A3 in the SI).
Descriptively, both redistribution and environmental protection are highly
popular policies in an unconstrained setting (Figure A4 in the SI). In trade-
off situations, we find a less skewed distribution and slightly higher impor-
tance or slightly more money assigned to environmental protection over
redistribution. These constrained settings where citizens face a choice
capture the reality of modern policymaking in times of limited resources
more accurately.

Our previous theoretical discussion suggests that if respondents were
informed of their actual position in the income distribution and/or the
actual level of environmental protection in Switzerland, they would support
redistribution and environmental protection efforts more. However, our
results show that information significantly affects respondents’ preferences
neither in the constrained, nor in the unconstrained setting (Table A1 in the
SI). None of the three information treatments display a significant effect.
This finding may seem surprising in light of information’s positive effect on
policy preferences that other studies have recently reported. Studies with
similar experimental settings discussed in the theoretical part, however,
have come to the same conclusions.

To further test whether the direction and intensity of information affects
preferences, we calculated the difference between perceived and actual
status. This is especially important for the income information treatment.
Low-income respondents tend to think they are better-off and high-income
individuals assume they are worse-off, and for some, the extent of income
misperception is particularly high (Figures A5 and A6 in the SI). The environ-
mental information treatment can only go in one direction. Only 16 per cent
of the respondents were right that Swiss biodiversity protection is worse com-
pared to other European countries, while 38 per cent thought Switzerland is
doing equally good and 46 per cent that she is doing better (Figure A7 in the
SI). However, Figure 1 shows that all of the interaction effects between the
information treatments and the income and biodiversity misperception are
not significant.

Because some studies have emphasized the importance of differential
information treatment effects, we also investigated if information treat-
ments depend on respondents’ political interest, education, level of political
activism, ideology, and self-interest (income). However, the tests did not
unearth any significant relationships (Figures A8 and A9 in the SI).11 We
can thus reject our first hypothesis about the decisive role of information
in policy preference formation. This experiment does not provide empirical
support to the assumption that pertinent information is taken in mind by
citizens who then adjust their policy preferences after weighing in argu-
ments and data.
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As far as the role of ideology and self-interest in an unconstrained setting is
concerned, Figure 2 displays predicted support for redistribution and environ-
mental protection along the left-right scale and the income deciles. We find
that the more a respondent leans to the right of the ideological scale, the
less she supports redistribution and environmental protection. On the other
hand, income has a negative effect on preferences towards redistribution,
but it does not seem to have a significant effect on preferences towards
environmental protection. It clearly shows that more left-leaning respondents
more strongly support redistribution and environmental protection.

Moving to the determinants of policy preferences in constrained settings.12

Figure 2 shows that both ideology and self-interest matter in the importance
trade-off setting. The more we move away from unconstrained preferences
toward harder, spending trade-offs preferences, the more ideology loses sig-
nificance. At the end of the continuum, the only statistically relevant effect on
policy preferences is the positive effect of income. In this regard, the model of
soft constraints is in a middle position. Thus, material self-interest trumps
ideology in highly constrained settings.

The interaction between income and ideology in unconstrained and con-
strained settings emphasizes this point (Table A4 in the SI). Figure 3 displays

Figure 1. Interaction between information treatments and income/biodiversity misper-
ception (OLS regressions coefficients, 95% confidence intervals, covariates as in Table A1
in the SI).
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predicted preference values at different income levels for center-right com-
pared to left-wing respondents. While there is a significant interaction
between income and ideology in the unconstrained settings, the interaction
is no longer significant in the constrained settings our survey simulates. For
each income decile, there is no significant difference in the levels of impor-
tance and spending by left and center-right respondents.

To conclude, whereas material self-interest and ideology are important
determinants of preferences towards redistribution and environmental pro-
tection in an unconstrained setting, ideology starts to lose explanatory
power in constrained settings. The level of significance of ideology decreases
in importance trade-offs only to completely disappear in spending trade-offs.
Material self-interest seems to be the only variable that matters under such
circumstances.

Conclusion

This study has examined how voters decide between policies that they other-
wise support. More specifically, we have investigated how information, ideol-
ogy, and self-interest shape preferences in unconstrained and constrained
settings. Our results suggest that information does not play a significant
role in individuals’ preference formation and that ideology and self-interest
are important predictors of preferences towards redistribution and

Figure 2. Predicted values of individual policy preferences at different levels of income
and ideology in unconstrained and constrained settings.
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environmental protection in an unconstrained setting. Once respondents face
a trade-off between the two policies, however, self-interest emerges as the
primary explanatory variable of individual preferences that trumps the role
of ideology. The non-finding regarding ideology in trade-off situations
should be tested in future studies using more fine-grained measures of ideol-
ogy besides the self-placement on the left-right scale.

Issues related to our information treatment are major concerns that could
be levied against the design of our experiment. Learning may depend on
repeated exposure to the new information, the specific content of the new
information may be amplified by a normative framing, and respondents
may need to receive this information from particularly trustworthy actors to
absorb it properly. While we agree with these qualifications, we think that
our information cues are strong and simple, and they come from trustworthy
public offices. If citizens are unable to use such information and need further
repetition and bolder framing by different actors, this inability raises severe
concerns about ordinary citizens’ learning capacity– and this is precisely our
point.

The distinction between unconstrained settings, in which general ideologi-
cal inclinations shape preferences, and trade-off settings where self-interest
tends to determine policy preferences is one of the core insights generated
by this study. This difference is politically important and points to the
strong institutional effects that underlie democratic policymaking. Typically,
general elections come close to simulating an unconstrained setting. In
such a context, citizens mandate that political parties and politicians
implement their general preferences without being forced to consider the
side effects, costs simultaneously, and the consequences of bringing these
preferences to fruition. In contrast, constrained settings entail that the
decision in favor of one option is, at the same time, a decision against

Figure 3. Interaction effects between ideology and income on policy preferences.
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another option. Typically, this is the case with specific policy choices taken
either in parliament or in popular votes on public policies. By implication,
an electoral choice by a citizen does not lead to the same policy outcomes
that a direct democratic choice by the same citizen would produce.

For left-libertarian parties trying to attract voters with pro-redistributive
and pro-environmental positions, our analysis offers two speculative insights:
In electoral campaigns, the winning formula for such parties is to demand
both redistribution and environmental protection. A crucial precondition is
to avoid any commitment about which policy will be supported if fiscal
resources do not allow to finance both. In direct democratic votes, environ-
mental and redistributive projects are typically separated and, hence,
parties could support each proposal in its separate campaign. Difficulties
arise if environmental and redistributive policies are pitted against each
other in a single direct democratic vote. In such a case, considering our
findings, if vote maximization is their primary goal, these parties should
support redistribution if their core electorate is at the lower end of the
income distribution, and environmental protection if the core electorate is
nearer to the top of the income hierarchy.

Notes

1. The economic costs of inaction would arguably be much higher in the mid-/
long-run when climate damages start to impact on human health, infrastructure,
and agriculture (Martinich & Crimmins, 2019).

2. If environmental protection is financed by regressive taxes (e.g., carbon or con-
sumption taxes), high-income groups may enjoy a net-benefit from environ-
mental policies.

3. See Thucydides: http://classics.mit.edu/Thucydides/pelopwar.mb.txt (accessed
04.02.2020).

4. This does not imply that citizens fail to identify the political representatives that
are closest to their political views (Dalton, 2019). Likewise, de Vries (2018) argues
that EU citizens can form an appropriate judgment about European governance,
even if they lack political sophistication. Such judgments do not strongly rely on
information and the careful weighing of different arguments.

5. It is not always simple to identify the exact net beneficiaries of redistributive pol-
icies (though the likelihood increases with lower income) and individuals need
to know their relative income position. However, almost 50 per cent of the
respondents correctly place themselves within +/− one income decile and
almost 75 per cent within +/− two income deciles (see Figure A5 in the SI).

6. Arguably, left-leaning, low-income respondents may prefer redistribution in the
trade-off setting while left-leaning, high-income respondents have a particular
interest in environmental protection. Therefore, the interaction effects
between ideology and income should be significant in trade-off situations.
However, in this constrained setting, center-right-leaning citizens have a
similar preference ordering, leading to an overall insignificant interaction
effect between income and ideology.

7. For an overview of the question order, see the SI.
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8. Policies were selected to reflect the major worries of the Swiss population in
2017: unemployment, pensions, health, Europe, economy, environment,
inflation, social security, migration (GFS, 2017).

9. Unemployment reduction is also a redistributive policy. We added money
assigned to unemployment reduction and redistribution to our models in a
robustness test, which did not alter any of our findings.

10. For more information: https://www.eea.europa.eu/themes/biodiversity
(accessed 04.02.2020).

11. The small significant interaction effect between the income information treat-
ment and the degree of misperception among poorer respondents is an extra-
polation from the data (see Figure A10).

12. The explanatory power of the constrained models is lower than that of the
unconstrained models, likely because trade-off questions are more challenging
and, thus, the share of random responses is higher.
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