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Economic Role of the State: Consensus That  
Government Should Promote General Welfare
As we described earlier in this chapter, ideas about the role of the state in the 
economy have shifted between two contrasting approaches—a state-centric 
one with much government economic involvement and regulation, and a 
Liberal/neoliberal one with a smaller state, more open trade, and financial 
freedom. To what extent has either laid claim to Latin Americans’ views of the 
role of the state? Six items tap into this question (Table 4.1).

We factor analyzed these six items and discovered two attitude dimensions 
(see online Supplement J at http://study.sagepub.com/booth1e). One consists 
solely of the first item about government ownership of principal industries, the 
second of all the remaining items. We designate these as the public ownership 
and welfare orientations on the role of the state. We have converted each into a 
scale ranging from 0 (completely disagree) to 100 (completely agree). The two 
dimensions correlate only slightly with each other, which indicates they are 
almost entirely independent of each other.24

Figure 4.8 compares average views on the two state roles. Latin Americans 
strikingly concur that governments should promote the general welfare by 
reducing inequality, providing health care and pensions, and creating jobs. The 
region’s mean scale score, 81.3, almost doubles the score for U.S. citizens. 

Table 4.1 � AmericasBarometer Questions About the Economic 
Role of the State

[Here are] some statements about the role of the State. Please tell me how much you 
agree or disagree with them . . . [on a] scale from 1 [completely disagree] to 7 
[completely agree].

•• The ____ state, instead of the private sector, should be the owner of the most 
important industries in the country. How much do you agree or disagree with this 
statement?

•• The ____ state, more than individuals, should be most responsible for assuring 
the well-being of the people.

•• The ____ state, more than private enterprise, should be primarily responsible for 
creating jobs.

•• The ____ state should implement strong policies to reduce inequality of incomes 
between the rich and the poor.

•• The ____ state, more than the private sector, should be primarily responsible for 
providing retirement pension.

•• The ____ state, more than the private sector, should be primarily responsible for 
providing health services.

Source: AmericasBarometer 2010 surveys; www.LapopSurveys.org.
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