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Affordable Care Act is political
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Research questions

• Prior work: 
• Partisanship → attitudes about policies

• E.g. preferences for redistribution literature
• Partisanship → political behavior 

• e.g., voting, protest, donating to campaigns

• New lens: Partisanship → behaviors surrounding policies? 
• Do individuals’ political affiliation, beliefs, or values affect take-up in public 

benefit programs? 
• Any downstream effects on: 

• Social outcomes, given externalities? (i.e. policy efficacy)
• Political success of the policy? (policy feedbacks)
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Papers & key findings

• Lerman et al. 2017 “Policy Uptake As Political Behavior”
• Observational: political affiliation take-up of ACA marketplace insurance
• Experimental: framing ACA as private (vs. public) insurance website →
↑ Republicans’ take-up

• Bursztyn et al. 2022: “Political Adverse Selection”
• Political affiliation take-up of ACA marketplace insurance
• → Selection out of ACA marketplace differentially among healthy Republicans

generated adverse selection
• → Localized cost increases in red areas may have exacerbated political 

polarization 
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Papers & key findings

• Health, Holcomb, & Pukelis 2024: “Stigma and Safety Net 
Program Participation”
• Political affiliation is associated with take-up of SNAP
• Stigma is associated with take-up of SNAP
• Our randomized, low-touch priming interventions…

• ↑stigma for Republicans & Independents, ↓stigma for Democrats

• ↓ political support for SNAP spending among Republicans & Independents 
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Outline

• Background: 
• Political polarization of ACA (“Obamacare”), SNAP
• Simple model of take-up

• Observational analyses: Is political affiliation associated with take-up? 
• ACA – Lerman et al. 2017
• SNAP – our survey

• Experimental analyses : Can framing interventions increase take-up? 
• ACA – Lerman et al. 2017
• SNAP – our survey

• Social & political consequences of differential take-up by political affiliation
• ACA – Bursztyn et al. 2022
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Background: 
Partisanship in policy attitudes
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SNAP, work requirements are political
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Background: 
Simple model of take-up w/ 
political preferences
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Simple model of take-up

𝑎𝑖 = 𝐸𝑖 𝐵𝑖 − 𝐶𝑖𝑠 − 𝛼 ⋅ 𝑆𝑖𝑗 − 𝛾 ⋅ 𝐸𝑖[𝐶𝑗] + 𝜀𝑖

Apply or not: 𝑎𝑖 = 1 𝑎𝑖 > 0

• Social reference group 𝑗 (Bursztyn & Jensen 2017); state 𝑠
• 𝐶𝑖𝑠 : transaction costs, which likely differ across red v. purple v. blue states

• 𝑆𝑖𝑗 : self or social image cost
• Ei[𝐶𝑗]: perceived cost to society of participating

• (Not taking a stand on whether these costs are “mistakes” in a behavioral sense)

• (Bursztyn et al. simply assume that Republicans have a lower WTP for insurance)

Pukelis, Heath, & Holcomb, December 6, 2022 11



What is the nature of political costs of take-
up? (Lerman et al. 2017)
• Political beliefs

• E.g. Republicans may be less likely to take-up benefits because they…
• oppose growth in public spending 

• → affects perceived long-run net benefits of participation Ei 𝐶𝑗

• Political identity
• Political affiliation is an important social identity (Iyengar & Krupenkin 2018)

• Individual has a utility cost if her action (e.g. taking-up) contradicts her 
social identity (e.g. Republican)

• → affects image costs 𝑆𝑖𝑗
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Is political affiliation associated 
with take-up? 
Empirics & data
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Empirical estimations

Is political affiliation associated with take-up in government benefits 
programs? 

𝑌𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝛽 ⋅ 𝑃𝑜𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑙𝐴𝑓𝑓𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖 + 𝑋𝑖𝜸 + 𝑍𝑠𝜹 + 𝜀𝑖

• 𝑌𝑖 ∈ 0,1 participation in a government program – “Obamacare”, SNAP, 
etc.

• 𝑋𝑖 individual characteristics, e.g. income, health status
• 𝑍𝑠 local characteristics or fixed effects, e.g. red or blue state

• E.g. Red states generally have more restrictive safety net policies than blue 
states
• Medicaid expansions:
• SNAP work requirement waivers:
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Data requirements

• (1) Political affiliation

• (2) Take-up
• Self-reported vs. administrative

• (3) Individual-level characteristics

• (4) Local characteristics
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Surprisingly difficult to 
find individual-level 

political affiliation & 
take-up in the same 

dataset.



Data used

Take-up & political affiliation are self-reported, unless otherwise 
indicated
• Lerman et al. 2017

• Observational: Kaiser Family Foundation Tracking Surveys 
• nationally representative cross-section conducted monthly 2014-2023

• Experimental: 
• Political affiliation from partner organization’s database, sourced from publicly 

available data
• Take-up from online & phone surveys

• Heath, Holcomb & Pukelis 2024
• Observational: online Prolific survey, self-reported prior take-up 
• Experimental: click on eligibility screener in survey as measure of prospective

take-up
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Take-up of marketplace 
insurance by political affiliation
Lerman et al results
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Political affiliation & 
ACA take-up
• Republicans are -12 pp less likely to 

purchase marketplace insurance, 
compared to Democrats
• (My best guess for the control mean 

is ≈25-40%→ implies -30-48%)

• → Some substitution: Republicans
are +7 pp more likely than 
Democrats to purchase private
health insurance

• → Incomplete substitution: 
Republicans are +6 pp more likely 
than Democrats to remain 
uninsured
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Lerman et al. 2017

County-level analysis: 



Party or ideology?

• If party matters more, suggests 
mechanism is social identity or 
image cost

• If ideology matters more, suggest 
mechanism is long-run net 
costs/benefits

• Lerman et al. find party matters 
more than ideology, suggesting 
identity mechanism
• (magnitudes look quite similar)
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Take-up of SNAP by political 
affiliation
Our survey, Heath, Holcomb & Pukelis (2024)
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Survey basics
• Nationally representative 

online survey
• Conducted on Prolific, 

through Qualtrics
• 2 waves

• Wave 1: September 18-20, 
2023

• Wave 2: January 18-19, 2024

• 10-15 minutes
• Pre-registered: AEARCTR-

0011634
• N ≈ 1,700

• → n ≈ 1,200 after restrictions Perceived survey topics
Heath, Holcomb & Pukelis, February 20, 2024 21

Survey 
structure:



[Preliminary results currently redacted]
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Can partisanship in ACA take-up 
be reduced? 
Experimental evidence from Lerman et al

Kelsey Pukelis, Policy Uptake as Political Behavior, February 
21, 2024



Online field experiment – Lerman et al.
Frame sign-up for marketplace insurance as public vs. private
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Public page Private page



What is similar about the private and public 
conditions?
Processes to register through the two sites
• Enter zip code & demographic information 
• Assortment of plans presented

“First impressions”
• In an mTurk study (n=200), private site rated as: 

• No better of a first impression 
• (p = 0.26 overall, p=0.22 for Republicans)
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What is different about the private and public 
conditions?
In an mTurk study (n=200), private site rated as: 
• reflecting more conservative (vs liberal) values

• (p < 0.05 for Democrats, p < 0.01 for Republicans) 

• representing more free-market values vs. government regulation 
• (p < 0.1 for Republicans) 

• More likely funded by a private source
• (p < 0.001 for Democrats, p < 0.01 for Republicans)
• → Do people even realize this is a gov program? 

• quality of health plans are better 
• (p < 0.05 for Republicans)

• In line with identity – “for people like you” 
• (p < .05 for Republicans)

• Say they would be more likely to purchase a health plan 
• (p < .01 for Republicans, public site p < .05 for Democrats) 
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Implementation partner

• Partner: Enroll America, a national, non-partisan health outreach 
organization

• Setting: 12 states where the organization maintained a field 
program during the 2014–2015 open enrollment period
• Federal exchange: AL, AZ, FL, GA, NC, NJ, OH, PA, TN, TX
• State marketplace: IL, MI
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Implementation: recruitment

1) Field recruitment
• Organization targets field outreach to individuals they predicted to be 

uninsured. 
• Individuals fill out a card committing to enroll in health insurance. 
• Recontacted & directed to website

2) Online recruitment
• People who went to org’s website on their own
• + filled out a form to get more info about enrollment

≈20,000 individuals online in 3 months
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Experimental design

Why random 
assignment by zip 
code? 
• To covertly 

determine 
treatment status?

• Due to potential 
spillovers? 

6.6% response 
rate?

6.6% response 
rate?

17.8% 
response rate

18.8% 
response rate

Differential attrition?



Reducing experimenter demand effects

• Survey respondents had no knowledge that they were part of an 
experiment
• Zip code assignment for covertly determining treated status? 

• Survey framing: being contacted for a study “from UC Berkeley on 
healthcare” as opposed to the partner organization
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Final sample

• Restrict to subsample (N = 1,837) that either:
• remained uninsured OR
• enrolled online through state & federal insurance exchanges
• EXCLUDING those who enrolled…

• through an employer-sponsored plan OR 
• off the marketplace

• Representativeness: 
• 69% of respondents have a college degree
• 63% are male

• Balance table: 
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Experimental result: political affiliation
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Republicans assigned to the 
private (vs. public) website 
were +20pp more likely to 

enroll in a marketplace health 
insurance plan 

No significant difference 
among Democrats or 

Independents



Experimental result: political ideology
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Conservatives assigned to the 
private (vs. public) website 
were +21pp more likely to 

enroll in a marketplace health 
insurance plan 

No significant difference 
among Liberals or Moderates

Phone sample only



Takeaway: framing matters

Haselswerdt and Bartels (2015), Fig 4

Kelsey Pukelis, Policy Uptake as Political Behavior, February 
21, 2024

GSS data

“grant”



Can stigma surrounding SNAP be 
reduced? 
Experimental evidence from our paper
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This project

• Online survey collecting views about the SNAP program and 
receipt of benefits, with a focus on stigma

• Nationally representative sample includes:
• Current SNAP participants (13%)
• Past SNAP participants (23%)
• Gross income-eligible for SNAP, but never participated (17%)
• Gross income-ineligible for SNAP, but never participated (47%)

• Randomizes priming treatments

Heath, Holcomb & Pukelis, February 20, 2024 36



Overview of results
• Stigma is negatively associated with prior take-up

• Anticipated social stigma is acute at the grocery store

• Most individuals overestimate levels of stigmatization 

• Social networks are strongly associated with prior & prospective take-up 
• Evidence for social norms + info sharing channels

• Interventions:
• ↑ prospective take-up among eligible, non-participating households
• ↑ stigma for Republicans & Independents, ↓stigma for Democrats 

Heath, Holcomb & Pukelis, February 20, 2024 37



Measuring stigma
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Stigma concepts

Heath, Holcomb & Pukelis, February 20, 2024 39

My family previously declined SNAP 
benefits when my husband was out of 
work. This was 100% due to the 
thought of being judged. 

-Survey respondent

I was on SNAP for 6 years and it was a 
big personal accomplishment when I 
was able to get off of it. I…felt bad 
about receiving them

-Survey respondent

Social or anticipated stigma

Fear of judgment by others

Self or internalized stigma

Judgment by oneself

“Stigma” = psychological costs of own SNAP receipt 



Measures for stigma index
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# Question text

(1) “Most people would look down upon me if I applied for SNAP.”

(2) “If someone found out I applied for SNAP, they would think I lack work ethic.” 

(3) “If I enrolled in SNAP, other people would think I was taking the place of someone who 
needs SNAP benefits more than me.”

(4) “If I enrolled in SNAP, I would feel like I was taking the place of someone who needs SNAP 
benefits more than I do.”

(5) “If I applied for SNAP, I would think less of myself.”  

(6) “I would rather support myself than use SNAP.” 

(7) “If I participated in SNAP, I would avoid telling other people about it.”

Likert 5-scale: Strongly Disagree,…, Strongly Agree

Based off of Lasky-Fink & Linos (2022)



Experimental design
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Survey experiment overview

• Randomly show respondents a short text with a justification for 
receiving SNAP benefits
• Informed by qualitative work: 

• 3 priming interventions:
• Info: SNAP benefits are not rationed by the government
• Work: A participant uses their benefits to support job-seeking
• Kids: A participant uses their benefits to support their children

• Control group sees no additional text

Heath, Holcomb & Pukelis, February 20, 2024 42



Priming interventions: non-rationing of SNAP benefits

• Hypothesis: Low take-up is related to 
reciprocity norms
• 48% agree that enrolling in SNAP would make them 

feel like they are taking the place of someone who 
needs benefits more than them.

• 51% think that SNAP benefits are rationed.

→ Randomize: info treatment, where we inform 
participants that their receipt of benefits is 
independent of others’ receipt

Heath, Holcomb & Pukelis, February 20, 2024 43

I try not to use benefits 
because I think there are 
people who could use it 
more than myself 
although I would 
probably qualify for the 
benefits still.

-Survey respondent



Priming interventions: narratives

Hypothesis: Stigma is driven by beliefs & stereotypes 
about receipt & deservingness

• “Kids” justification: SNAP helps participant take care of 
children for upward mobility over generations

• “Work” justification: SNAP helps participant seek work to 
become self-sufficient in the future

→Randomize priming narratives about:
(kids or work) narrative X (male or female) participant

Heath, Holcomb & Pukelis, February 20, 2024 44

I think many more 
women apply for and 
receive SNAP 
because they are 
trying to take care of 
their children. Men 
too, but men in 
general I believe have 
more pride, and may 
not apply.

-Survey respondent



Experimental design (n = 1,060)
Control Information Kids narrative Work 

narrative
No gender 
priming

Control 
27.4%

Information
24.8%

Female 
recipient

Female, kids
narrative

12.3%

Female, work 
narrative

11.9%

Male 
recipient

Male, kids
narrative

11.3%

Male, work 
narrative

12.4%

Heath, Holcomb & Pukelis, February 20, 2024 45
Stratified by SNAP status, 3 groups: current, past, never participated



Experimental outcomes

• Prospective take-up: 
completing an eligibility 
screener

• Stigma index

• Political support for SNAP 
spending

Heath, Holcomb & Pukelis, February 20, 2024 46



Experimental results
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[Preliminary results currently redacted]
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Political heterogeneity takeaways

• Interventions are potentially effective but politically limited. Scope 
stops with non-Democrats.

• Fundamental challenge to reducing stigma for SNAP: 
politicization.

Heath, Holcomb & Pukelis, February 20, 2024 49



Possible future interventions

• Challenge: how to generalize framing interventions to other contexts? 

• Descriptive norms by political affiliation?
• E.g. X% of Republicans receive benefits
• De-stigmatize…or produce backlash..?
• Related: How do social networks interact with political affiliation & take-up?

• Descriptive norms overall
• 36% of sample has ever received SNAP benefits

• Auto-enrollment to reduce political enrollment effects…? 

Kelsey Pukelis, Policy Uptake as Political Behavior, February 
21, 2024



Acknowledgements

We gratefully acknowledge funding from:
• Harvard Center for American Political Studies
• Mind Brain Behavior Interfaculty Initiative
• Harvard Division of Social Science
• James M. and Cathleen D. Stone Program in Wealth Distribution, 

Inequality, and Social Policy
• National Science Foundation Graduate Research Fellowship Program
This material is based upon work supported by the National Science Foundation Graduate Research Fellowship 
under Grant No. DGE1745303. Any opinion, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this 
material are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National Science Foundation.

We thank mRelief, who provided information on SNAP eligibility screeners. 

Heath, Holcomb & Pukelis, February 20, 2024 51



Consequences of political 
selection
Bursztyn et al adverse selection
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Social costs of differential enrollment

• “Political selection” = Republicans are less likely to enroll in ACA 
marketplace health insurance plans

• “Political adverse selection” = if Republicans selecting out of the 
ACA marketplaces are differentially healthier, low-cost individuals
• → ↑ insurers’ average costs 
• → ↑ premiums & ↑ public spending on healthcare subsidies

Primary goal of paper: empirically demonstrate the existence & 
magnitude of political adverse selection
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Political costs of differential enrollment

Self-fulfilling prophecy of political arguments against 
marketplaces 
• e.g. “high gov’t cost”, “government ineffective relative to private 

market”

• Could apply to other policy settings with externalities (e.g. 
vaccinations)

Secondary goal of paper: show that political adverse selection can 
have downstream effects on political opinion
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Key policy background

• Plans and premiums are set at the level of geographic rating areas —
groups of counties or ZIP codes
• → geographic concentration of political affiliation will exacerbate cost issue

• If prices increase, gov subsidies will increase $1:$1 to keep consumers’ 
out-of-pocket costs fixed
• → implies any premium increases will mechanically increase gov’t spending

• Most individuals (85%) who buy marketplace insurance qualify for a 
subsidy
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Data

• Kaiser Family Foundation Tracking Surveys
• Political affiliation & take-up
• Limit to waves that also ask about health status

• Medical Expenditure Panel Survey (MEPS): individual-level 
healthcare costs
• *no political affiliation
• → use demographic characteristics & health status to generate

predictive model of healthcare costs
• → use model to impute healthcare costs for individuals in Kaiser data
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Among Republicans, healthy individuals are 
more likely to opt out of purchasing coverage
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How much does political adverse selection 
affect costs? 
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Avg cost with political influence
Avg cost without political influence

% increase in avg cost due to political 
influence

Average costs increase 
more in Republican areas, 
relative to counterfactual



Evidence for 
downstream 
political effects

Kelsey Pukelis, Policy Uptake as Political Behavior, February 
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“Individuals in markets 
where there are more healthy 

Republicans, and therefore 
greater political adverse 

selection, have a less 
favorable view of the ACA”



Overall takeaways

• Should consider political affiliation as an important demographic / 
equity dimension 
• *Particularly in policy areas that are highly politicized

• More data is needed!
• Political affiliation & take-up

• Differential political take-up matters, esp. in settings with 
externalities
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Thank you!
kelseypukelis@g.harvard.edu
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Blue states expanded Medicaid earlier; red 
states later or never
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SNAP work 
requirement 

waivers
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County-level analyses

• X: 2012 presidential vote share
• Y: 2015 share of eligibles enrolled 

in marketplace insurance
• Admin rather than self-reported 

status

• County-level controls, state FE
• +10 pp swing towards Obama in 

2012 is associated with a +2pp in 
the share of the marketplace-
eligible population enrolling

Kelsey Pukelis, Policy Uptake as Political Behavior, February 
21, 2024

Table:
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Survey structure: detailed
Initial demographics

State, household size, SNAP 
status

Baseline questions
Desired spending on welfare, 

social desirability scale

Incentivized questions
Share SNAP recipients in U.S.†; 

Share SNAP adults working†; 
SNAP entitlement; 
max. SNAP benefit 

Other determinants of take-up
Perceived eligibility probability;

Perceived app difficulty

Observability & judgment of SNAP 
status by others

Grocery store cashiers, other 
shoppers, caseworkers, employers, 

friends & family, community

Randomized treatment

Measures of own stigma

Measures of stigmatizing 
attitudes toward others

Perceived composition of SNAP 
recipients

Men, women children

Incentivized second-order beliefs

Real-stakes outcome
Link for SNAP eligibility screener

Survey debriefing
Including free response

Typical SNAP participant‡

Final demographics*
Age, gender, income, 

race/ethnicity, political affiliation, 
education, zip code, work status

Heath, Holcomb & Pukelis, February 20, 2024 69

† Wave 1 only
‡ Wave 2 only
*In Wave 2, randomized at beginning vs. 
end of survey



Differential attrition?

• Data on partisanship from public records for individuals in phone 
survey – 76% “Unknown” 

• Among remaining, share that made it halfway through the survey:

Kelsey Pukelis, Policy Uptake as Political Behavior, February 
21, 2024

Democrat Republican Overall

Public website 18.5% 26% 14.4%

Private website 21.5% 20.4% 15.1%

Overall 20.2% 22.6% --
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Qualitative work informed our survey
Our own interviews
• Partner: organization that works with 

individuals recently released from 
incarceration, multiple sites around the 
country

• Sample: 4 participants, 6 staff members

Other sources

• Amaral & Gonzales. 2022. “The Life Changing Power of Increased 
Food and Cash Aid.” Hunger Free America.

• Avila M., Burns K., Bolcic-Jankovic D., PhD, Cluggish S., Greenhalgh 
E, Lemmerman J, McAleer E, Minc L, Searles R, Siller L. 2021. 
“Barriers to SNAP.” Project Bread. 

• Carper, Laura Blount. 2022. Stigma and Social Support on the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program

• Gilens. 1999. Why Americans Hate Welfare

Findings: 
•Pride & desire for self-

sufficiency
• Social concerns about 

judgement from peers and 
community members
•Misperception that own 

SNAP receipt prevents 
others from receiving it

Heath, Holcomb & Pukelis, February 20, 2024 72



Information treatment

Now we're going to ask you a few more questions about SNAP.

Earlier, you thought this statement was TRUE:

“If too many people apply to SNAP, government money will run out and some people who apply and 
are eligible will not receive benefits.”

Actually, the answer is FALSE. 

No matter how many people apply to SNAP, government money will not run out, and all people who 
apply and are eligible will receive benefits.

This means that anyone who is eligible can receive benefits without taking them away from 
others who may need them more.

By US law: The government automatically sets aside "such funds as are necessary" for SNAP each 
year. SNAP benefits are an "obligation" of the U.S. government, which means the government needs 
to honor the redemption of all benefits it issues. Food and Nutrition Act of 2008, Authorization for 
Appropriations Section 18 [7 U.S.C. 2027] (a)(1) and Section 15(d), citing 18 U.S. Code § 8.

Heath, Holcomb & Pukelis, February 20, 2024 73

All possible framings:  



Information treatment – all cases
Now we're going to ask you a few more questions about SNAP.

Earlier, you thought this statement was [FALSE/TRUE]:

[Correct framing] “No matter how many people apply to SNAP, government money will not run out, and all 
people who apply and are eligible will receive benefits.”

[Incorrect framing] “If too many people apply to SNAP, government money will run out and some people who 
apply and are eligible will not receive benefits.”

[If respondent answered incorrectly:] Actually, the answer is [FALSE/TRUE]. 

[If respondent answered correctly:] You were correct. The answer is [FALSE/TRUE].

No matter how many people apply to SNAP, government money will not run out, and all people who apply and 
are eligible will receive benefits.

This means that anyone who is eligible can receive benefits without taking them away from others who may 
need them more.

By US law: The government automatically sets aside "such funds as are necessary" for SNAP each year. SNAP 
benefits are an "obligation" of the U.S. government, which means the government needs to honor the 
redemption of all benefits it issues. Food and Nutrition Act of 2008, Authorization for Appropriations Section 
18 [7 U.S.C. 2027] (a)(1) and Section 15(d), citing 18 U.S. Code § 8.
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Information treatment

Now we're going to ask you a few more questions about SNAP.

Earlier, you thought this statement was TRUE:

“If too many people apply to SNAP, government money will run out and some people who apply and 
are eligible will not receive benefits.”

Actually, the answer is FALSE. 

No matter how many people apply to SNAP, government money will not run out, and all people who 
apply and are eligible will receive benefits.

This means that anyone who is eligible can receive benefits without taking them away from 
others who may need them more.

By US law: The government automatically sets aside "such funds as are necessary" for SNAP each 
year. SNAP benefits are an "obligation" of the U.S. government, which means the government needs 
to honor the redemption of all benefits it issues. Food and Nutrition Act of 2008, Authorization for 
Appropriations Section 18 [7 U.S.C. 2027] (a)(1) and Section 15(d), citing 18 U.S. Code § 8.
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All possible framings:  



Kids and work intervention text
[All groups] Now we're going to ask you a few more questions about SNAP.

[Gender treatment] Here's a statement from a man/woman explaining 
how he/she uses SNAP:
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[Kids narrative] 

I’m eligible for SNAP and I enrolled. I see SNAP as 
a tool to help my kids. 

I use SNAP to buy groceries, and I’m using the 
money I save on groceries to buy my kids clothes, 
and for their school activities. 

By using SNAP benefits now, I can invest in my 
kids, and they won’t need SNAP when they’re 
grown up.

[Work narrative]

I’m eligible for SNAP and I enrolled. I see SNAP as 
a tool to help me look for a well-paying job. 

I use SNAP to buy groceries, and I’m using the 
money I save on groceries to buy professional 
clothes and transportation to get to job 
interviews. 

By using SNAP benefits now, I can invest in my 
career, and eventually I won’t need SNAP any 
more.



Kelsey Pukelis, Policy Uptake as Political Behavior, February 
21, 2024
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