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Reilly Center for Media and Public Affairs 
 
The Reilly Center for Media & Public Affairs, an integral part of Louisiana State University’s 
Manship School of Mass Communication, uses the intellectual muscle of the school’s faculty to 
help solve practical problems and advance good government initiatives. The Reilly Center’s 
mission is to generate thoughtful programs, dialogue, and research about social, economic, 
and political affairs, as well as the developing role of the media in American society. The 
Center is committed to advancing the Manship School’s national leadership in media and 
politics. 
 
The Center’s agenda is diverse and fluid – from the annual John Breaux Symposium, which 
brings in national experts to discuss a topic that has received little or no attention, to 
conducting the annual Louisiana Survey, a vital resource for policymakers, which tracks 
advancements and regressions of citizen attitudes about state services.  The Center’s role, 
within the state’s flagship university, is to respond quickly to the needs of state governance in 
addressing challenges facing Louisiana, particularly in times of crisis such as during 
Hurricanes Katrina and Rita and the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil spill.  Its action-oriented 
and partnership-driven philosophy underscores the Reilly Center’s dedication to tackling 
ideas and issues that explore the relationship of media and the public in democratic society. 
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About the Louisiana Survey 
 
The 2016 Louisiana Survey is the fifteenth in an annual series sponsored by the Reilly Center for 
Media and Public Affairs at Louisiana State University’s Manship School of Mass 
Communication.  
 
The mission of the Louisiana Survey is to establish benchmarks as well as to capture change in 
residents’ assessments of state government services.  The survey is further dedicated to 
tracking public opinion on the contemporary policy issues that face the state.  Each iteration of 
the Louisiana Survey contains core items designed to serve as barometers of public sentiment, 
including assessments of whether the state is heading in the right direction or wrong direction, 
perceptions about the most important problems facing the state, as well as evaluations of 
public revenue sources and spending priorities.   
 
In the 2016 Louisiana Survey, this core is supplemented by measures of partisan polarization; 
public opinion of testing, the Common Core State Standards, and school reforms implemented 
during the Jindal Administration; support for changing the Taylor Opportunity Program for 
Students (TOPS); beliefs about the causes and solutions for poverty; public opinion on raising 
the minimum wage in Louisiana; perceptions of race relations in Louisiana; attitudes toward 
public memorials to the Confederacy; and opinions on a variety of social issues such as same 
sex marriage, religious freedom laws, abortion, and gun rights.        
 
As part of an effort to ensure that the Louisiana Survey fulfills its public service mission, the 
research team drew upon expertise in public policy and polling from Louisiana State University 
faculty in the Public Administration Institute, the Department of Political Science, and the 
Manship School of Mass Communication.  These faculty members provided invaluable insight 
into the design of the questionnaire and in identifying the contemporary policy questions that 
could most benefit from an understanding of the public’s views.  While we are indebted to them 
for their time and contributions, they bear no responsibility for any mistakes in the 
questionnaire, analysis, or interpretation presented in this report.   
 
We especially thank the Reilly Family Foundation for their generous support and vision in 
helping to create the Louisiana Survey.      
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Overview 
 
Louisiana has long struggled with more poverty and economic inequality than most other 
states.  What do Louisiana voters think about the causes and solutions to these economic and 
social challenges? The 2016 Louisiana Survey, a project of the Reilly Center for Media & Public 
Affairs at LSU’s Manship School of Mass Communication, shows that a majority of state 
residents share the view that the economic system unfairly favors the wealthy.  Yet, the 
survey also shows the public is deeply divided over government assistance for the poor.  In 
contrast, there is broad support for raising the minimum wage in the state.  The survey 
reveals:  

o Most Louisiana residents (58 percent) think the economic system in the United States 
unfairly favors the wealthy.  Only 38 percent think the economic system is generally fair to 
most Americans.  

o The public is much more divided over government policies to redistribute from the wealthy 
to the poor. A majority of Democrats (67 percent) say that raising taxes on wealthy people 
and corporations to expand programs for the poor would do more to reduce poverty than 
lowering taxes on wealthy people and corporations to encourage investment and economic 
growth. The majority of Republicans (61 percent) believe lowering taxes on wealthy people 
and corporations will do more to reduce poverty than raising taxes and using the revenue to 
fund programs for the poor. 

 
o More Louisiana residents say being rich has to do with having advantages in life that others 

do not have than say being rich has to do with working harder than most people.  However, 
they are also more likely to say that being poor results from a lack of effort than to say being 
poor results from circumstances beyond a person’s control.   

 
o Overall, 76 percent of Louisiana residents favor raising the minimum wage to $8.50 an hour. 

Support is even higher among Democrats and Independents (88 percent and 83 percent 
respectively), but most Republicans (59 percent) also want to raise the minimum wage.   

The 2016 Louisiana Survey was administered over the telephone from February 1st to 
February 26th to both landline and cell phone respondents.  The project includes a 
representative sample of 1,001 adult Louisiana residents.  The total sample has a margin of 
error of +/- 3.1 percentage points.      
 
This is the fifth in a series of releases about findings from the 2016 Louisiana Survey.  Previous 
releases from the 2016 Louisiana Survey are available at www.pprllsu.com.
  

 
 

 
 

http://www.pprllsu.com/
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Louisiana has long struggled with more poverty 
and economic inequality than most other states.  
According to recent estimates, 15 percent of 
Americans live in poverty but 23 percent of 
Louisiana’s population live in poverty – the 
highest rate in the nation.1  Louisiana also ranks 
third among all states in income inequality.2  As 
state leaders continue to struggle with the 
economic and social consequences of poverty and 
inequality, what do Louisiana voters think about 
the causes and solutions for these challenges?    
 
The 2016 Louisiana Survey, a project of the Reilly 
Center for Media and Public Affairs at LSU’s 
Manship School of Mass Communication, shows 
that a majority of state residents share the view 
that the economic system unfairly favors the 
wealthy.  Yet, the survey also shows the public is 
deeply divided over government assistance for 
the poor.  In contrast, there is broad support for 
raising the minimum wage in the state.        
 

Most Say Economic System Unfairly 
Favors the Wealthy 
 
Most Louisiana residents (58 percent) think the 
economic system in the United States unfairly 
favors the wealthy (Table 1).  Only 38 percent 
think the economic system is generally fair to 
most Americans.   
 

                                                        
1 Kaiser Family Foundation estimates of poverty rates 
based on the U.S. Census Bureau’s March 2015 Current 
Population Survey (http://kff.org/state-
category/demographics-and-the-economy/people-in-
poverty/).    

Partisan and income differences loom large.  
Among both Democrats and Independents, 70 
percent think the wealthy have an unfair 
advantage.  Fewer than 30 percent in each of 
these groups feel the system treats all fairly.  In 
contrast, the majority of Republicans (57 
percent) believe the country’s economic system is 
generally fair.  
 
Table 2 shows that residents with lower 
household incomes tend to believe the economic 
system unfairly advantages the wealthy (72 
percent of those with household earnings less 
than $25,000 a year and 67 percent of those with 
household earnings between $25,000 and 
$49,999, which combine to make up roughly half 
of Louisiana households).   
 
Interestingly, individuals in the top half of the 
state’s household income distribution do not 
consistently take the opposite view.  Instead, 
these individuals are split roughly evenly 
between those who think the system unfairly 
favors the wealthy and those who think the 
system is generally fair.   
 

  

2 Reported by Reuters in The Unequal States of 
America: A Reuters Series 
(http://www.reuters.com/subjects/income-
inequality).  

http://kff.org/state-category/demographics-and-the-economy/people-in-poverty/
http://kff.org/state-category/demographics-and-the-economy/people-in-poverty/
http://kff.org/state-category/demographics-and-the-economy/people-in-poverty/
http://www.reuters.com/subjects/income-inequality
http://www.reuters.com/subjects/income-inequality
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Table 1: Parties Split on Fairness of Economic System 

  All Rep Dem Ind 

Fairness of the Economic System         

The economic system in this country is generally fair 
to most Americans 

38 57 26 28 

The economic system in this country unfairly favors 
the wealthy 

58 39 70 70 

Opinions about the Rich & Poor     

Which has more to do with why a person is rich?     

Because he or she worked harder than most people 41 59 24 40 

Because he or she had more advantages in life than 
most other people 

50 34 66 49 

Which has more to do with why a person is poor?     

Lack of effort on his or her own part 49 70 35 35 

Circumstances beyond his or her control 43 22 59 54 

 
 

 

Table 2: Low Income Households Most Likely to Say Economy is Unfair  

  All 

Less 
than 

$25,000 
$25,000-
$49,999 

$50,000-
$99,999 

$100,000 
or more 

Fairness of the Economic System           

The economic system in this country is generally fair 
to most Americans 

38 23 31 48 46 

The economic system in this country unfairly favors 
the wealthy 

58 72 67 48 52 

Opinions about the Rich & Poor      

Which has more to do with why a person is rich?      

Because he or she worked harder than most people 41 28 36 50 52 

Because he or she had more advantages in life than 
most other people 

50 62 57 42 38 

Which has more to do with why a person is poor?      

Lack of effort on his or her own part 49 28 57 62 50 

Circumstances beyond his or her control 43 61 38 32 39 
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Public Skepticism about 
Effectiveness of Government 
Assistance for Poor 
 
The public is much more divided in its beliefs 
about the effectiveness of redistributive policies 
to reduce poverty (Figure 1).  A majority of 
Democrats (67 percent) say that raising taxes on 
wealthy people and corporations to expand 
programs for the poor would do more to reduce 
poverty than lowering taxes on wealthy people 
and corporations to encourage investment and 
economic growth. Only 18 percent of Democrats 
believe the latter option would do more to reduce 
poverty.   
 
Republicans favor the latter by a three to one 
margin.  The majority of Republicans (61 
percent) believes lowering taxes on wealthy 
people and corporations will do more to reduce 
poverty than raising taxes and using the revenue 
to fund programs for the poor. Only 23 percent of 
Republicans believe raising taxes to fund 
programs for the poor would do more to reduce 
poverty than lowering taxes.  
 

Overall, roughly half of state residents have more 
faith in the effectiveness of government programs 
funded through tax increases on wealthy people 
and corporations, while 38 percent have more 
faith in lowering taxes to promote economic 
growth as a solution to the state’s high poverty 
rate.  Preferences shift from the former to the 
latter among those with higher household 
incomes.   
 

Double Standard in Perceptions 
about Causes of Wealth and Poverty 
 
Overall, more Louisiana residents say being rich 
has to do with having advantages in life that 
others do not have than say being rich has to do 
with working harder than most people.  However, 
they are also more likely to say that being poor 
has to do with a lack of effort than to say being 
poor has to do with circumstances beyond a 
person’s control.  
 
In other words, Louisiana residents are more 
likely to attribute wealth to fortunate 
circumstances than to individual effort, but also 
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Lowering taxes on wealthy people & corporations in order to encourage more investment and economic growth

Figure 1: Opinion Split on Effectiveness of Redistribution Policies
Percent saying ___ would do more to reduce poverty

SOURCE: 2016 Louisiana Survey
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more likely to blame poverty on individual effort 
than on unfortunate circumstances.  
 
There is more consistency about the causes of 
wealth and poverty within political parties.  
Generally, Democrats, Independents, and 
individuals with lower household incomes are 
more likely to attribute wealth or poverty to 
circumstances than individual effort (Tables 1 & 
2). In contrast, Republicans and individuals from 
households with higher income attribute wealth 
and poverty to individual effort and hard work.  
 
One possible reason, then, for the different beliefs 
about the effectiveness of government programs 
to reduce poverty noted above is that the political 
parties have different views about what leads to 
wealth and poverty.     
 

Widespread Support for Raising 
Minimum Wage 
 
Currently, the minimum wage in Louisiana is the 
amount set by the federal government: $7.25 an 
hour. Although more than half of all states have 
set their minimum wage higher than the federal 

level, only two southern states have done so – 
Arkansas and Florida.   
 
Overall, 76 percent of Louisiana residents favor 
raising the state’s minimum wage to $8.50 an 
hour.  
 
Large majorities among all parties and income 
groups also support the proposal.  Support is 
highest among Democrats and Independents (88 
percent and 83 percent respectively), but most 
Republicans (59 percent) also want to raise the 
minimum wage.   
 
Across levels of household income, support for 
raising the minimum wage is highest among 
those with household incomes less than $25,000 
a year (roughly the bottom 30 percent of 
households in Louisiana according to U.S. Census 
data).  Support for raising the minimum wage is 
lower at higher levels of household income, but 
62 percent favor the increase even among the 
roughly top fifth of households (earning $100,000 
a year or more). 
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Figure 2: Broad Support for Raising Minimum Wage to $8.50
% favor or oppose

SOURCE: 2016 Louisiana Survey
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Survey Methodology 

 
The data in this report were collected from a randomly selected sample of adult (18 years or older) 
residents of Louisiana via telephone interviews conducted from February 1 to February 26, 2016.  The 
project includes live-interviewer surveys of 302 respondents contacted via landline telephone and 699 
respondents contacted via cell phone, for a total sample of 1,001 respondents.  The design of the landline 
sample ensures representation of both listed and unlisted numbers by use of random digit dialing.  The cell 
phone sample is randomly drawn from known, available phone number banks dedicated to wireless 
service.  
 
The response rate is 3%.  This response rate is the percentage of residential households or personal cell 
phones for which an interview is completed. The rates are calculated using the American Association for 
Public Opinion Research’s method for Response Rate 3 as published in their Standard Definitions.  
Response rates have declined steadily for all surveys over the past several decades.  Response rates for 
telephone have been on decline for several decades and frequently fall in the single digits even among the 
very best survey research organizations.     
 
The combined landline and cell phone sample is weighted using an iterative procedure that matches race 
and ethnicity, education, household income, gender and age to known profiles for Louisiana found in the 
Census Bureau’s American Community Survey.  The sample is also weighted for population density by 
parish. Weighting cannot eliminate every source of nonresponse bias. However, proper conduction of 
random sampling combined with accepted weighting techniques has a strong record of yielding unbiased 
results.  
 
The sample has an overall margin of error of +/- 3.1 percentage points.     
 
In addition to sampling error, as accounted for through the margin of error, readers should recognize that 
question wording and practical difficulties in conducting surveys can introduce error or bias into the 
findings of opinion polls.  
 
Louisiana State University’s Public Policy Research Lab, a division of the Reilly Center for Media and Public 
Affairs, designed the survey questionnaire and sampling strategy, computed the survey weights, and 
conducted all statistical analysis. Telephone interviews were conducted by Reconnaissance Market 
Research.   
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Question Wording & Topline Frequencies 
 
NOTE: Frequencies for a given question represent percentages among only those respondents who were 
asked that particular question.  Not all respondents were asked each question, and questions asked to a 
subset of respondents are labelled accordingly. Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.   
 
Q1. Now we would like to ask you about some economic issues.  First, do you favor or oppose raising the 
minimum wage in Louisiana to $8.50 an hour? 
 
 Favor          76 
 Oppose          22 
 Don’t know/Refused (Volunteered)      2  
 
 
Q2. In your view, what would do more to reduce poverty?  
 

Raising taxes on wealthy people and corporations in order to  
expand programs for the poor       48 
Lowering taxes on wealthy people and corporations in order to  
encourage more investment and economic growth    38 

 Don’t know/Refused (Vol.)       14 
 
 
Q3. I’m going to read you two statements. As I read them, tell me whether the first statement or the second 
statement comes closer to your own view – even if neither is exactly right. The first is: “The economic 
system in this country unfairly favors the wealthy.” The second statement is: “The economic system in this 
country is generally fair to most Americans”. Which comes closer to your view? 
 
 The economic system in this country unfairly favors the wealthy  58 
 The economic system in this country is generally fair to most Americans 38 
 Don’t know/Refused (Vol.)       4 
 
 
[Half of respondents randomly selected to answer Q4a] 
Q4a. In your opinion, which is generally more often to blame if a person is poor? Lack of effort on his or her 
own part, or circumstances beyond his or her control?  
 
 Lack of effort         49 
 Circumstances beyond control       43 

Don’t know/Refused (Vol.)       8 
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[Half of respondents randomly selected to answer Q4b] 
Q4b. In your opinion, which generally has more to do with why a person is rich?  Because he or she worked 
harder than most people, or because he or she had more advantages in life than most other people?  
 
 Because he or she worked harder than most people    41 
 Because he or she had more advantages in life than most other people 50 

Don’t know/Refused (Vol.)       9 

 


