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PUBLIC VIEWS ON LOW WAGE WORKERS
IN THE CURRENT ECONOMY

A national survey of 803 Americans conducted October 9-10, 2001 by Lake
Snell Perry & Associates (LSPA) for Jobs for the Future, finds strong public support
for programs that help low wage workers and their families who might be hurt by
an economic slowdown.  With the backdrop of the September 11th attack and
America’s War on Terrorism, the survey finds Americans are concerned about
helping low wage workers cope with any negative effects on the economy.
Specifically, the survey finds that majorities of the public want to:

ß Help vulnerable workers now by making it easier for laid-off workers to
keep their health coverage, by creating government work programs, and by
enhancing unemployment benefits;

ß Help low wage workers succeed over the long term through training,
career-related education, help with child care, and tax breaks to keep low
wage workers out of poverty;

ß Target tax breaks to low-income families and businesses affected most by
the economic downturn;

ß Keep welfare recipients moving towards employment by creating job
programs and making it easier to gain skills while still receiving welfare
benefits;

These and other survey results can be found in detail on the following pages.
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DETAILED FINDINGS

Americans Want to Help Vulnerable Workers Now…

Americans want help to go directly to those most likely to be hurt by an
economic downturn due to the September 11th attack and the War on Terrorism –
low wage workers and their families.  In response to survey questions, majorities of
the public show that they want to strengthen the safety net for workers who lose
their jobs, and to create new opportunities to get the unemployed working.
Specifically, nine in ten (91%) support making it easier for laid-off workers to keep
their health coverage, and more than eight in ten (84%) support creating temporary
government work programs for the unemployed in needed areas like school and
road construction.  Majorities of the public also favor enhancing unemployment
benefits for laid-off workers:  three-quarters of Americans (76%) support increasing
the amount people can receive in unemployment benefits so workers who’ve lost
their jobs can live above the poverty level, and two-thirds (65%) support extending
the time people can collect unemployment. (See Figure 1)
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Figure 1: 
Helping Low-Wage Americans During an Economic Slowdown
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Support for ideas that strengthen the safety net and create new work
opportunities is broad-based, with majorities of Democrats, Independents, and
Republicans favoring these policies.  (See Table 1)
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Table 1:  Support for Ideas to Help Low-Income Families During an Economic Downturn (by Political Party)

Q:  As the already-struggling economy responds to last month’s terrorist attack and America’s new war on
terrorism, some people have suggested that the government may need to do more to help low-income working
families until the economy starts to improve.  Please tell me if you support or oppose the following policies:

Total Democrats Independents Republicans

Strongly or
Somewhat
Support

Strongly or
Somewhat
Support

Strongly or
Somewhat
Support

Strongly or
Somewhat
Support

Helping laid-off workers keep health
coverage until they find a new job. 91% 94% 93% 90%

Creating temporary government work
programs for the unemployed in needed
areas like school and road construction. 84% 90% 83% 82%

Increasing unemployment benefits so that
workers who have lost their jobs can live
above poverty level. 76% 87% 73% 70%

Extending the period that people can collect
unemployment. 65% 77% 65% 56%

…And They Also Want to Help Low Wage Workers Succeed in the Future

The survey shows that Americans favor policies that help workers find and
keep good jobs over the long term.  Majorities want to help employers provide
career training for their workers, and make work pay for low-income families by:
expanding child care assistance, helping with job-related education costs, and
giving them tax cuts that bring their incomes above the poverty level.  Specifically,
nine out of ten (90%) support offering tax cuts to businesses that train their low-
skill workers, while almost as many favor:  increasing funding for education and
training so that the jobless are better prepared when the economy improves (88%);
expanding programs that help low-income working parents pay for child care
(87%); targeting tax cuts to people who work but do not earn enough to keep their
families out of poverty (85%); and helping low-income working people pay for
career-related college programs (82%).  (See Figure 2)

Support for helping low wage workers find and keep good jobs over the
long term spans across political party.  Majorities of Democrats, Independents, and
Republicans support these policies.  (See Table 2)
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Support for Ideas to Help Poor Americans Find 

and Keep Good Jobs

Strongly Support Somewhat Support

90%

88%

87%

85%

82%

Table 2:  Support for Ideas to Help Poor Americans Find and Keep Good Jobs (by Political Party)

Q:  I am going to read some different ways that the government can help poor Americans find and keep a job in
today’s economy.  For each, tell me if you support or oppose the idea:

Total Democrats Independents Republicans

Strongly or
Somewhat
Support

Strongly or
Somewhat
Support

Strongly or
Somewhat
Support

Strongly or
Somewhat
Support

Tax cuts to businesses that provide training
to their low-skilled workers. 90% 91% 88% 92%

Increasing funding for education and
training so that the jobless are better
prepared when the economy improves. 88% 96% 88% 85%

Expanding programs that help low-income
working parents pay for child care. 87% 94% 86% 83%

Tax cuts to people who work but do not
earn enough to keep their families out of
poverty.

85% 93% 83% 77%

Helping low-income working adults pay for
career-related college programs. 82% 90% 82% 79%
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Americans Favor Tax Breaks that Help Individuals and Businesses Affected by
the Economic Slowdown

Americans appear to prioritize protecting and providing opportunity for
low-income working families over businesses.  The one exception is tax cuts for
those businesses that are affected by the slowing economy – which many
Americans support.  Most of the public appears to feel cool towards capital gains
tax breaks.  There are some differences based on political party, however.  A
majority of Democrats (54%) and a plurality of Independents (42%) believe giving a
tax rebate to low-income people who did not earn enough to qualify for last
summer’s rebate should be the most important priority.  On the other hand, a
plurality of Republicans (43%) give priority to businesses in industries affected by
the economic slowdown.  (See Figure 3)
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Figure 3:
Where to Target Tax Cuts

- By Political Party -
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Work Is the Answer, More than Welfare

A reason for Americans’ enthusiasm for policies that invest in low wage
workers is that many feel that keeping people working – not just providing them
with welfare – is critical in an economic downturn as much as in good economic
times.  Indeed, these survey findings have implications for the future of welfare
reform, as the public shows strong interest in making changes in welfare policy
that promote employment and career development in a slower economy.
Specifically, the survey asked Americans if the five-year lifetime limits that were
central to welfare reform should be suspended for those who cannot find work
until the economy starts to rebound.  In response, Americans show they have
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Figure 4:
Opinions about Suspending the 5-Year 

Lifetime Limit on Welfare Benefits 
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Q:  As you may know, welfare reform set a 5-year lifetime limit on how long
someone can receive welfare payments.  Some people have suggested
temporarily suspending the limit for those who cannot find work, until the
economy starts to improve and more jobs become available.   Do you
support or oppose this idea?

Strongly or Somewhat
Support

Strongly or Somewhat
Oppose

Democrats 62% 36%

Independents 42% 56%

Republicans 36% 63%

mixed opinions: roughly half (47%) support the idea of suspending time limits and
half (49%) oppose this idea.  (See Figure 4)

Table 3: Support for Suspending Welfare Time Limits by Political Party

There are significant
differences in opinion on
temporarily suspending
welfare time limits based
on political party.  The
survey finds that
Democrats are more
willing to suspend the
time limits, while
Independents and
Republicans, in particular,
are more opposed this
idea.  (See Table 3)

Rather than suspend welfare time limits, the survey finds that Americans may be
more interested in creating work opportunities for welfare recipients, and making
it easier for welfare recipients to obtain education and training so that they can find
good jobs.  More than eight in ten support creating work programs that provide
temporary jobs for people leaving welfare who cannot find jobs in the private
sector (83%), and making it easier for welfare recipients to participate in career-
related education and training programs while still receiving welfare (81%).  These
policies have strong support across political lines, with majorities of Democrats,
Independents, and Republicans favoring these ideas.  (See Figure 5)
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Figure 5:
Level of Support to Help Welfare

Recipients During an Economic Slowdown
- by Political Party -

Create Work Programs for People Leaving Welfare Who Cannot Find Jobs
Make it Easier for Welfare Recipients to Get Career-Related Education and Training

The findings from the survey give insight into how Americans want to
respond to any negative effects on the economy in the wake of the September 11th

attack and the War on Terrorism.  First and foremost, they want to make sure low
wage workers and their families are helped, and that opportunities are created so
that they can keep working and receiving benefits.  These insights also have
broader implications for the welfare reform debate. They suggest that government
support of expanded opportunity for welfare recipients to find work and develop
skills is a priority for most Americans.

For more information about this survey, please contact Carmon
Cunningham, 617.728.4446, ccunningham@jff.org.

Jobs for the Future (JFF) is a national organization that partners with leaders in education,
business, government, and communities to increase opportunities for low-income
individuals to move into family-supporting careers; strengthen opportunities for youth to
succeed in postsecondary learning and high-skill careers; and meet the growing demand
for knowledgeable and skilled workers. Located in Boston, Massachusetts, JFF was
founded in 1984.

Lake Snell Perry & Associates (LSPA) is a national public policy and opinion research
firm with offices in Washington, DC and Oakland, CA.  The firm’s principals are among
the most respected public policy researchers in the country, and we have nationally
recognized expertise in understanding public perspectives on a variety of social issues –
particularly relating to the experiences and attitudes of low-income individuals.

mailto:ccunningham@jff.org

