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Distributive policies, on the other hand, are much easier 
to make, because the costs are not perceived to be borne 
by any particular segment of the population. Tax deduc-
tions for interest on home mortgage payments, agriculture 
price supports, interstate highway policies, federal grants 
for higher education, even programs that provide for parks 
and recreation are examples of distributive policies. The 
common feature of distributive policies is that while they 
provide benefits to a recognizable group (such as homeown-
ers or the families of college students), the costs are widely 
distributed. In other words, all taxpayers foot the bill.

Distributive policies are often associated with pork barrel 
politics in which legislators try to secure federal dollars to 
support programs in their home districts (see Chapter 7). 
Since the costs are distributed among all taxpayers, and no 
one group bears the brunt of the expense, it’s hard to block 
the adoption of the policy. This is especially true when a 
program has good media appeal. Consider, for example, the 
country’s disaster relief policy. Through the Federal Emer-
gency Management Agency (FEMA), people can receive 
grants to help restore private property lost due to earth-
quakes, floods, hurricanes, or other catastrophic events. How-
ever, the money that goes to crisis victims comes from the 
public treasury. Some critics of federal disaster relief policy 
question the high costs associated with rebuilding whole 
communities after natural disasters—especially the rebuild-
ing of homes in high-risk areas (such as beachfront prop-
erty)—and argue that individual homeowners should take 
more responsibility for their losses. However, it’s hard for any 
politician to argue to reduce funding for any disaster relief 
program when the nightly news shows devastated communi-
ties. Also, because no one segment of the population bears 

the brunt of the cost, few clear voices are raised in opposition. 
Nonetheless, it took Congress nearly three months to pass an 
aid package after Hurricane Sandy devastated the East Coast 
in 2012—compared to a mere week after Katrina in 2005. 
Partisanship may have played a role in the Sandy legislation 
(the package, passed swiftly in the Senate, was held up by 
Republicans in the House, prompting accusations by Demo-
crats that affected states were being punished because most of 
them were blue states), along with deeply felt concerns about 
its cost, and evidence of funds being misspent in previous 
disasters.13

Regulatory policies differ from redistributive and distrib-
utive policies in that they are designed to restrict or change 
the behavior of certain groups or individuals. Whereas 
redistributive and distributive policies work to increase 
assistance to particular groups, regulatory policies tend to 
do just the opposite. They limit the actions of the regula-
tory target group—the group whose behavior government 
seeks to control. Most environmental policies, for example, 
are regulatory in nature. Business owners face myriad air 
emissions limitations and permit requirements that must be 
met in order to avoid government sanctions, including the 
possibility of civil fines or a criminal trial. Since the groups 
being regulated frequently have greater resources at their 

Table 17.1

Type of policy
Policy 
goal

Who 
promotes 
this policy?

Who 
benefits? 
(wins)

Who pays? 
(loses) Examples

Redistributive To help the 
have-nots in 
society

Public interest 
groups, officials 
motivated by values

Disadvantaged 
citizens

Middle- and 
upper-class 
taxpayers

Medicaid; food 
assistance

Distributive To meet the 
needs of 
various groups

Legislators and 
interest groups

Members of 
interest groups 
and the legislators 
they support

All taxpayers Homeowners’ 
tax deductions; 
veterans’ benefits; 
anticrime policies; 
education reform

Regulatory To limit or 
control actions 
of individuals 
or groups

Public interest 
groups

Public Targeted groups Environmental 
policy

distributive policies policies funded by the whole 
taxpayer base that address the needs of particular 
groups

regulatory policies policies designed to restrict or 
change the behavior of certain groups or individuals
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