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see later in this chapter, U.S. social welfare policy is largely redistributive. Health care 
policy in the United States is also redistributive, since the government, through taxation, 
provides for the cost of health care for some of those who cannot afford it.

Redistributive policies are generally politically difficult to put in place because they 
have to take resources away from the affluent segments of society who are most likely 
to be politically active, to vote regularly, and to contribute to political campaigns or 
interest groups. These attentive constituents individually or collectively contact their 
congressional representatives to express their views. In contrast, the recipients of redis-
tributive policies, far lower on the socioeconomic scale, tend to vote less often and lack 
the resources to donate to political campaigns or form interest groups. Their causes may 
be taken up by public interest groups, professional organizations representing social 
workers, or legislators who believe that it is government’s job to help the needy. In the 
battle of who gets what in politics, policies that redistribute wealth are relatively rare 
because the people who must pay for the policy are better equipped than the poor to 
fight political battles.

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 deductions for 
interest on home mortgage payments, agriculture price supports, interstate highway poli-
cies, federal grants for higher education, even programs that provide for parks and recre-
ation, are examples of distributive policies. The common feature of distributive policies is 
that while they provide benefits to a recognizable group (such as homeowners or the fami-
lies of college students), the costs are widely distributed. In other words, all taxpayers foot 
the bill.

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 stamps

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

Types of Pol icy
Table 14.1

A Tale of Two Hurricanes

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


