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Abstract
Policy processes are affected by how policymakers assess public support for a policy. But is
public support for a given policy itself affected by characteristics of the policy process, such
as cooperation or confrontation amongst policy actors? Specifically, if different branches of
government hold conflicting positions on a given policy, do clashes affect public support
for the policy? To address this question, we exploit an unexpected clash amongst the exec-
utive and judiciary in New Delhi, between survey waves, over exemptions for women in the
context of the odd–even rule, a policy intervention to reduce air pollution from transpor-
tation. We find that public support for the contested policy was not undermined by the
executive–judiciary clash. However, the clash polarised public opinion by gender, based
upon the policy exemptions. Our findings shed new light on the broader question of
how conflicts amongst different parts of government influence mass public policy
preferences.
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Introduction
Research in public policy has generated a wealth of insights into the behaviour of
policymakers and political institutions, and the policies resulting from governmen-
tal decision-making processes. One part of this research effort has focused on
understanding the determinants of citizens’ policy preferences and how these pref-
erences enable or constrain the design, adoption, and implementation of policies in
a wide range of areas. The presumption underpinning this literature is that public
opinion should and does influence the choices of policymakers (Brooks and Manza
2007) – even though influence by interest groups at times tends to induce
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policymakers to favour positions that deviate from median voter preferences
(Winter and May 2001).

Yet, dating back to Schattschneider (1935), scholars have also been concerned
about how policy can impact the public’s preferences. Research in this vein has typ-
ically examined welfare policies, particularly in the USA, with reference to whether
the implementation of these policies changes mass public preferences and leads to
positive policy feedback. In a variety of studies, researchers often find that the ben-
eficiaries of policies become even more supportive over time, reinforcing the policies
themselves (e.g. Pierson 2000; WEAVER 2010; Busemeyer 2013).1

However, as indicated by the term policy feedback, the highly endogenous rela-
tionship between policy and public opinion generates a significant empirical chal-
lenge in estimating the effect of one upon the other. When witnessing popular
support of policies, are we witnessing policies fostering support amongst their ben-
eficiaries, or the public at large? Or are we instead seeing that popular policies are
more likely to be adopted?

To overcome this endogeneity challenge, we utilise an unexpected policy conflict
over air pollution policy in New Delhi, where the judicial branch prevented a policy
restricting the use of cars from being implemented if women were exempted.
Beyond its usefulness from a research design perspective, many countries have
adopted policies to manage vehicle usage in order to reduce urban air pollution
and GHG emissions (McMullen 1993; Noonan 2014; Teague et al. 2015). Yet such
policies are subject to controversy over their distribution of costs (Wicki et al. 2019),
leading to political backlash.

Using survey experiments fielded shortly before and after the judicial interven-
tion, we estimate the effect of this conflict between branches of government upon
public support for various forms of the policy. We find that the executive–judiciary
policy conflict moderately increased overall public support for the policy. However,
this increase in support is a result of a polarisation in support. Women, those who
would be exempted from the policy, increased their support for the policy after the
judicial intervention but only if the policy includes these exemptions. Men, however,
only increase their support for the policy in response to the policy conflict if it does
not include these exemptions. Thus, “a new policy creates new politics”
Schattschneider (1935), with the conflict between branches of government over pol-
icy design further reinforcing differences between genders in terms of policy
support.

Hence, this article contributes to a variety of literatures seeking to understand the
fundamental link between policy, politicians, and the public. First, we contribute to
a large literature on understanding the relationship between policies and public
opinion (e.g. Wlezien 1995; Pierson 2000; Campbell 2012; Busemeyer et al.
2019). Our results show that public opinion is responsive to policy, with a research
design that limits problems of endogeneity faced in previous research. Furthermore,
we highlight how overall feedback can mask a polarisation of support, contributing
to recent efforts that seek to examine under which conditions groups of individuals
respond favourably to policy actions (e.g. Branham 2018).

1Although see Busemeyer et al. (2019) for a recent example of research that provides a more nuanced
version of policy feedback.
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Second, our article speaks to a literature on the effects of elite cues on public
opinion. This research typically contrasts theories where political actors represent
the views and demands of the public (Downs 1957; Page and Brody 1972; Loewen
and Rubenson 2011) against theories where political elites are in fact able to shape
public opinion (Abramowitz 1978; Gabel and Scheve 2007; Lenz 2009, 2012;
Minozzi et al. 2015; Broockman and Butler 2017). Our results provide evidence
for the latter: the positions of policy actors do indeed shape public opinion.
However, we add further context to this literature by finding that support system-
atically varies along gendered or beneficiary lines, suggesting that responses to the
specific positions adopted match individuals’ existing interests.

Third, we add to a burgeoning literature on how policy costs create policy feed-
back. Scholars have typically focused on how policy implementation increases sup-
port amongst those parts of the public that benefit from it (Jacobs and Mettler
2018). Yet, citizens also experience policy costs, which can lead to negative policy
feedback (Burch 2013; Lerman and Weaver 2014). Our results highlight how policy
feedback can be polarised as a result of differing policy costs, particularly in this case
where the benefits are diffused but the costs are concentrated. In this way, support
for policies that offer benefits for all can nevertheless be stalled when policy costs are
distributed unequally across citizens. Of course, this opposition can increase when
citizens are organised along with interest groups, for example, trade unions. But
even in the absence of such collective bodies that interpret policies and provide
a focal point for collective action, citizens experiencing differential policy costs
might oppose a given policy.

Fourth and finally, our article speaks to literature that examines the effect of
clashes between branches of government on public opinion. Such conflict between
branches of government occurs frequently in a variety of contexts. In the European
Union, the European Parliament has often collided with the European Commission
on a wide range of policies (Hayward 2012; Hix 2013). In the USA, there are many
instances of conflict between the judiciary and state and federal governments (Moe
and Gilmour 1995; Lewis 2005). Of course, not every clash gets much media atten-
tion and leads to active public debate. But when this happens, policy clashes can play
an important role in shaping public opinion. In Brown v Board of Education (1954),
for example, the US Supreme Court struck down race-based segregation in public
schools, a policy supported by the state and local governments. This led to massive
public protests in the Southern US states. And in Swann versus Charlotte-
Mecklenburg Board of Education (1971), the US Supreme Court recognised that
forced busing may be required to achieve racial desegregation. Arguably, when dif-
ferent branches of government take a unified position on a policy, polarisation of
public opinion on the policy is discouraged and the event becomes less newsworthy.
But when these branches clash, along with raising issue salience, this clash provides
legitimacy to policy critics and may thus increase polarisation of public opinion.

In the remainder of the article, we start by outlining the empirical issue on which
we focus, including the policy shock (clash between the executive and the judiciary)
we exploit in our causal identification strategy. We then outline the theoretical
mechanisms behind how the conflict between different branches of government
can affect public opinion. Following that, we describe the study design, present
the empirical findings, and offer some concluding thoughts.
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Limiting air pollution in major cities
Air pollution is one of the leading causes of death worldwide, with approximately 4
million people dying prematurely from it each year (Cohen et al. 2017). Nowhere is
this more so than in large urban centres of developing or emerging economies. One
prominent policy response to urban air pollution is the odd–even rule (Bernauer
et al. 2018). Under this rule, private cars with odd and even registration numbers
are allowed on roads only on alternate days (Goyal and Gandhi 2016; Mohan et al.
2017). The odd–even rule has been used previously in New Delhi. However, in New
Delhi, the rule has exempted women. Thus, the odd–even rule imposes very tangible
private costs on male car owners while creating health and other benefits from
reduced air pollution and congestion that can be enjoyed by all, a classic challenge
for many regulatory policies (Lowi 1964; Wilson 1980).

One key difference between New Delhi and other cities’ use of the odd–even rule
is the issue of exemptions. Most controversially in New Delhi, women were
exempted from this policy in the 2016 trial phase. This exemption has generated
considerable public debate, and became the focus of the subsequent clash between
the executive and the judiciary when the Delhi government sought to introduce the
odd–even rule on a permanent basis from 2017.

A follow-up attempt to implement this rule in Delhi occurred in November 2017.
In response to persisting severe air quality problems, the Delhi government
announced in October 2017 that it would reintroduce the odd–even rule starting
13–17 November 2017. However, during an initial hearing on 10 November
2017, the National Green Tribunal, NGT (India’s environmental court: http://
www.greentribunal.gov.in) unexpectedly struck down the policy. In a special hear-
ing on 11 November, following the revised petition of the government, it allowed the
policy to be implemented but disallowed, exemptions for women and two wheelers.
Rather than introducing the odd–even rule without exemptions, the Delhi govern-
ment responded by withdrawing the policy altogether. We investigate how this clash
in Delhi, which most observers and the public did not expect, influenced public
opinion on the odd–even rule in general, and gender-based exemptions in
particular.

Theoretical mechanisms
Enacting policies and regulations are amongst the foremost governmental function.
But what areas or issues ought to be regulated, and how, and whether regulations
will serve the intended purpose is often contested. Governments can seldom secure
perfect compliance by relying on coercion alone (North 1990). The costs of enforc-
ing regulations are lowered when those subject to regulation deem the latter to be
appropriate, fair, and effective. Hence, along with designing and enacting regula-
tions, governments invest much time and effort in securing normative compliance
with their policies.

The study of public opinion on regulatory issues is therefore critical for govern-
ments to effectively perform their regulatory functions. As most policy problems
can be addressed via different policy instruments, how the legitimacy and effective-
ness of policy instruments is understood by those regulated therefore become an
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important area of inquiry. These instruments differ along several substantive
dimensions. Take the case of debate over the effectiveness of command and control
versus market-based approaches in environmental policy (Cole and Grossman
1999). These instruments are likely to differ in levels of effectiveness and asymmet-
rically impose costs and create benefits across actors. It is, therefore, not always clear
which instrument will be acceptable to the plurality of regulated actors (in our case,
citizens). After all, the smartest policy approaches that result in maximum net policy
benefits can fail if they are deemed to be unfair and do not garner public support.

There is widespread recognition that policy framing and policy comprehension
play an important role in influencing public support (Terkildsen and Schnell 1997;
Jacoby 2000). However, the dominant focus of existing studies tends to be on how
policy adoption and implementation are influenced by public opinion (e.g.
Anderson et al. 2017). Typically, focusing on democratic countries, this line of
research often finds that policies tend to match the public’s preferences and atti-
tudes, or at least certain segments of society, such as high-income groups
(Gilens and Page 2014).

Yet, dating back to Schattschneider (1935), the benefits a policy can provide upon
implementation can impact public preferences. Often referred to as positive policy
feedback, the beneficiaries of policies become even more supportive over time, rein-
forcing the policies themselves (e.g. Pierson 2000; WEAVER 2010; Busemeyer
2013). In the case of the odd–even policy, we expect to observe differences between
men and women before the policy conflict occurs. Exemptions for women should
therefore significantly reduce support amongst men, who are the net losers from the
enaction of the policy with exemptions. This leads to the following hypotheses:

H1a: The odd–even policy with exemptions will receive higher support
from women.

H1b: The odd–even policy without exemptions will receive higher support
from men.

Elite-level policy conflict and mass policy polarisation

The previous theoretical logic of policy feedback, in considering the impact of policy
actions on individuals’ policy preferences, considers that policy actors within “the
government” speak with one voice, providing an unambiguous message to citizens.
Of course, government actors may have major differences that they debate inter-
nally, as Allison (1971) described in his classic work on the Cuban missile crisis.
But for the public audience, and in this stylised view, various units of the govern-
ment speak with one voice with the expectation that this show of unity enhances the
legitimacy of governmental action.

But what if various branches of government show open conflict about a policy, or
a specific dimension of the policy (Flores and Barclay 2016)? How will citizens,
whose support is essential to the viability of many policies the government is envis-
aging or actually implementing, respond?

First, elite-level policy disagreements can legitimise opposition amongst the pub-
lic, by providing individuals’ the ability to reference an elite-level justification.
Therefore, in the case of the odd–even rule, the judiciary (NGT) legitimised
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objections to exemptions, thereby increasing opposition to the policy in this form.
Various scholars note that in the USA, for instance, Supreme Court rulings enshrine
policies with legitimacy (Scheingold 1974; Marshall 1987), given citizens’ overall
respect for the rule of law. While there is no systematic data, it seems that the judi-
ciary in India enjoys substantial prestige and it often takes on the executive if the
latter is unwilling to implement policies that are unpopular in key segments of soci-
ety (Iyengar et al. 2018).

Exemptions for women were put in place to address a visible and salient problem
of gender violence. A slew of sexual assaults in Delhi2 brought the issue of gender
violence to the forefront and highlighted the risk women face when they use public
transportation. The Delhi government was thus faced with demands for addressing
the concerns of an important and vocal constituency: urban women. The odd–even
rule, if applied to all, would force women to use public transportation, which might
increase the risk of further sexual crimes. Hence, the decision to exempt women
from this rule.

Therefore, the NGT’s dismissal of the odd–even rule, on the ground of exemp-
tions, may provide legitimacy to those who wish to express opposition to the exemp-
tions but did not dare to do so before their views were legitimated by the NGT
ruling.

Second, the threat of legitimised opposition to a policy will also increase the
salience of the issue for initial beneficiaries of the policy. Conflict between branches
of government may thus embolden the views of those who are beneficiaries of the
policy. Individuals benefitting from the exemption, females, will also respond to the
conflict between branches of government by increasing support for that particular
policy design. Doing so serves as a countervailing force against the increasing sup-
port for alternative, less beneficial, versions of the policy.

Previous research argues that this often occurs in response to the actions of
courts, particularly the US Supreme Court (Price and Keck 2015). For example,
Price and Keck (2015) cite Judge Ginsberg’s statement that Roe v. Wade reversed
the trend of increasing acceptance of abortion, and instead generated backlash by
mobilising “right to life” groups, as a result of “heavy-handed judicial intervention”
that “was difficult to justify and appears to have provoked, not resolved, conflict”.
Indeed, the movement against the “activist judiciary” claims that unelected judges
are making laws, as opposed to elected legislatures. Indeed, this sort of backlash has
support even within the judiciary. The US Supreme Court justice Scalia (2018) was
the leader of the originalist movement that insisted that justices must faithfully
adhere to the constitution. If the law has to be changed, it must be done either
through legislative action or through a process of the constitutional amendment.

Notably, for these policy conflicts to lead to policy polarisation, the issue at stake
must be salient. There are frequently judicial-executive conflicts that fall under the
public’s radar, on a variety of issues that ultimately have little impact upon the pub-
lic’s policy preferences. The odd–even policy we examine, however, was highly
salient for the public due to the high visibility of both the problem and the policy
solution. First, as outlined in section 2, air pollution in New Delhi is a frequent and

2One of the highest profile cases was a gang rape case occurring in 2012 that garnered international media
attention (e.g. https://india.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/12/18/outrage-in-delhi-after-latest-gang-rape-case).
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severe problem experienced by the public that has profound health consequences.
Second, the policy response in the form of the odd–even policy imposes clear and
visible constraints on individuals’ everyday actions and mobility, in a manner that
many other policies do not.

In this context of high salience, policy conflict may thus lead to significant policy
polarisation. A judicial body intervening against the specific exemptions to the odd–
even rule will embolden those who would benefit from these exemptions to further
increase support and protect these privileges. In the context of the odd–even policy
in New Delhi, this means that women will further increase their support of the pol-
icy with exemptions as a counterbalance against the increased opposition generated
by the judicial intervention. This leads to the following hypotheses:

H2a: Support for the odd–even policy without exemptions will increase amongst
men after the policy conflict.

H2b: Support for the odd–even policy with exemptions will increase amongst
women after the policy conflict.

Research design
As noted previously, any empirical estimation of the effect of policymaker behav-
iour, including clashes between the executive and the judiciary, on the public’s pol-
icy preferences faces an endogeneity challenge. That is, there is the possibility of an
endogenous relationship between the public’s policy preferences and policy action
[in our specific case either by the court (NGT) or the Delhi government]. We need
to rule out that branches of government do not take their respective policy positions
in anticipation of prevailing public opinion. To address this challenge, we exploit the
unexpected ruling against the odd–even rule by the NGT, and the subsequent with-
drawal of the policy by the Delhi government. As outlined below, the unexpected
nature of this ruling allows us to conceptualise it as a quasi-experimental treatment.
It is this “shock” that we use to better estimate the causal impact of intra-
governmental conflict over policy upon individuals’ policy support. We do so by
using original surveys that we fielded before and after the NGT ruling, and subse-
quent withdrawal of the policy by the Delhi government – without knowing that we
would be able to scientifically benefit later on from the court decision.

The baseline survey (pre-NGT ruling) with 500 respondents was fielded on 10–
20 October 2017. The first wave of the survey, with 750 respondents, was fielded
from 16 to 23 November 2017, shortly after the NGT ruling and the Delhi govern-
ment’s withdrawal of the odd–even rule plan. We then fielded a final wave with 750
respondents two weeks later, from 4 to 9 December 2017. These surveys were
designed by the authors and fielded online by IPSOS. We used quota sampling
in order for the sample to be broadly representative in terms of gender, occupation,
age, and education. Given our sample sizes, this approach reduces the potential for
imbalance on these observables.

In each survey, we embedded a series of vignette experiments dealing with the
odd–even rule and its policy design, including the gender exemption. These
vignettes are used to ensure that respondents across contexts have comparable con-
ceptions of the odd–even policy they are rating. The vignette experiments consist of
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two parts. The main focus is on information about gender exemptions. We ran-
domly assigned study participants to any of the six vignettes that are a combination
of two factors. First, the vignette contains information about the application of the
odd rule, either: 1) no exemptions, (2); exemptions for women; or (3) exemptions
for women, while noting this could undermine policy effectiveness. Second, we also
include information about the time frame of the proposed odd–even rule, either
being temporary (from November to February; the high pollution months) or per-
manent (year around). This ensures respondents have a common time frame in
mind when thinking about the policy.3 This assignment was fully randomised.
The exact wording was:

To what extent would you support or oppose the odd-even rule for cars
[RANDOMLY ASSIGN: 1. “on a permanent basis” or 2. “during the months
of November to February”] [RANDOMLY ASSIGN: 1. “?” (control group) or
2. “, if women were exempted from this rule and could drive their car on
any day of the week?” or 3. “, if women were exempted from this rule and could
drive their car on any day of the week? This would result in more air pollution
and congestion than if women were not exempted.”]

Table 1 summarises the treatment conditions.
The response scale (support for the odd–even rule) ranged from strongly support

(4) to strongly oppose (1). For covariate adjustment, we consider a number of var-
iables that may also impact policy preferences in general and preferences concerning
the odd–even rule specifically to increase the efficiency of our estimation, and adjust
for any imbalances resulting from allocation to treatment conditions. These include
socio-demographic variables such as age, education, gender, and income, as well as
items directly related to air pollution and the odd–even policy, such as car owner-
ship, and whether they have experienced a health problem due to air pollution.4

We use a before–after design in order to estimate the effect of the policy conflict
upon individuals’ policy support. To ensure comparability between respondents
before and after the policy conflict, and increase the credibility of our causal esti-
mates, we use matching (Ho et al. 2007).5 We match respondents in the “treatment”
group, those surveyed after the policy conflict, with respondents who were surveyed
before the conflict (the “control” group) based upon their age, education, gender,

Table 1. Treatment design

Application of the Odd–Even Rule November–February Permanent

– V1 V2
Women exempted V3 V4
Exemptions undermine effectiveness V5 V6

3For the empirical analysis, we pool these time differences in the treatment to ensure adequate statistical
power to identify the gender effect.

4In the appendix, we provide item wordings and show that these variables are balanced across treatment
conditions.

5Balance statistics for the matched sample are displayed in Appendix E
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income, whether they personally or their household owns a car, and whether they
have experienced a health problem due to air pollution. The similarity between
respondents is calculated using Mahalanobis distance, from which respondents
are matched according to their “nearest” neighbour. This matching is conducted
with replacement to ensure the most appropriate match for each treated individual.
We then estimate the following equation, using the matching weights, by weighted
least squares

y � β0 � β1PostConflict � Zγ� 2
where our effect of interest is β1, the effect of the policy conflict upon policy support
(y). To increase statistical power, we pool waves 1 and 2 together, however, as a
robustness test, we conduct a reanalysis where we only include wave 1 respondents.

Results
Before estimating the effect of the policy conflict between the executive and the judi-
ciary upon policy support, we show how individuals’ characteristics are associated
with support for the odd–even policy before the policy conflict occurred. Table 2
displays the results from these regressions. The results suggest that while respond-
ents’ sex is associated with policy support, in the manner suggested by our theoreti-
cal argumentation based upon policy feedback (H1a and H1b), these effects are not
statistically significant. In the absence of policy conflict increasing the stakes of pol-
icy design, females only weakly prefer a policy with exemptions and oppose a policy
without exemptions.

Turning to the other covariates, interestingly car ownership is a significant deter-
minant of support for an odd–even policy without exemptions. Given the previous
context of exemptions being granted in New Delhi, this suggests that opposition
may arise not due to the policy’s goal to reduce traffic and air pollution, but rather

Table 2. Determinants of support for odd–even rule – baseline survey

No Exemptions With Exemptions With Exemptions (� Prime)

Female −0.18 −0.01 0.08
(0.15) (0.18) (0.15)

Age −0.13 0.46*** 0.06
(0.14) (0.17) (0.15)

Income 0.05 −0.18 0.09
(0.12) (0.18) (0.15)

Own car 0.66*** 0.02 0.01
(0.20) (0.18) (0.16)

Car in household −0.02 0.03 −0.03
(0.15) (0.17) (0.14)

Health problems 0.30** 0.28* 0.71***
(0.13) (0.16) (0.13)

Intercept 3.20*** 2.89*** 3.08***
(0.06) (0.07) (0.06)

Matching No No No
Num. obs. 156 169 159

Notes: Robust standard errors are in parentheses. ***p< 0.01, **p< 0.05, *p< 0.1.
Variables are rescaled with mean zero, thus the intercept shows the average rating for the odd–even policy.
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perceptions of “unfair” treatment. Otherwise, a consistent determinant of support
for odd–even policies is an individuals’ health. Individuals experiencing health
problems as a result of air pollution are more likely to support policy efforts to deal
with this.

We now turn to examining whether the policy conflict changed the overall sup-
port for the odd–even policy. Table 3 displays the estimated effect of the policy con-
flict upon policy support in terms of the difference in support for forms of the odd–
even policy before and after the policy conflict. There is a statistically significant
negative effect for exemptions when respondents were primed about how they
reduce the effectiveness of the policy. Substantively, the negative estimate of
−0.17 for a 4-point Likert scale outcome corresponds to 5% of the maximum possi-
ble effect of a variable. Therefore, in the context of policy conflict over air pollution,
highlighting how policy design may not adequately address the problem does lead to
a decline in support.

The results suggest that there was a small, but not statistically significant, increase
in support for the odd–even policy, both with and without exemptions. However,
this result is not surprising, both when we consider that this effect is pooling female
and male respondents and that the salience of dealing with air pollution increased
within this time frame. If there is indeed a polarisation in policy support caused by
the policy conflict, then we should expect a weak average effect as male and female
support cancels each other out.

To examine whether this average effect is the result of polarisation between
female and male respondents, we include an interaction effect to allow the effect
of the policy conflict to vary by sex. Figure 1 shows the relevant marginal effects
for understanding whether the policy conflict-affected policy support depending
on an individuals’ sex. The first panel displays the effect of the policy conflict, con-
ditional upon sex. We can see some evidence that there was a polarisation by sex in
support for the type of odd–even rule. The policy conflict causes females to be more
supportive of the policy with exemptions (in line with H2b), while males become
more supportive of the policy with no exemptions (in line with H2a). However, both
sexes respond negatively to exemptions when primed about their potential to reduce
the efficacy of the policy.

The second panel displays the effect of being female upon policy support, con-
ditional upon the time period. Post-conflict, there is a striking difference between
female and male support for an odd–even rule with exemptions. The marginal effect
for females is approximately 0.35, which corresponds to 12% of the maximum

Table 3. The effect of the policy conflict upon support for odd–even rule

No Exemptions With Exemptions With Exemptions (� Prime)

Policy conflict 0.14 0.22 −0.16*
(0.11) (0.15) (0.10)

Intercept 3.22*** 2.85*** 3.24***
(0.11) (0.14) (0.09)

Matching Yes Yes Yes
Num. obs. 517 719 565

Notes: Robust standard errors are in parentheses. ***p< 0.01; **p< 0.05; *p< 0.1.
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possible effect on a 4-point Likert scale. While there may have been some initial
difference between female and male respondents before the conflict, this signifi-
cantly changes as a result of the policy conflict. Women also tend to generally
be more supportive of the odd–even policy, across differing designs and time peri-
ods, although these differences are small and not statistically significant.

Taken together, these results support our theoretical logic of policy polarisation
amongst females and males in response to the government–judicial policy conflict.
When examining average support for the odd–even policy both with and without
exemptions for women, we see a weak increase after the executive–judiciary conflict.
This reflects an overall preference amongst individuals for dealing with the problem
of air pollution. However, preferences concerning the specific form of policy depend
upon whether they are male or female, and the executive–judiciary conflict contrib-
uted to polarisation in this regard.

Robustness

We also conduct a number of robustness tests to assess the stability of our results.
First, one could be concerned that attention surrounding the odd–even policy was
generally increasing over time, and not the unexpected shock we claim as caused by
the policy conflict. To lend support to our interpretation of this, we can use Google
trends to see interest in the odd–even rule over a broad period of time. Figure 2
shows that interest peaked at the time of the policy conflict, and was low before-
hand. Therefore, we can be confident that our baseline surveys in New Delhi did
not capture a general trend for increasing interest in the odd–even policy, with
interest only occurring after the baseline when the policy conflict occurred.
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Figure 1 The effect of policy conflict upon support varies by sex. The effect of the judicial government
policy conflict is the difference in support for the odd–even rule after and before the policy conflict. Notes:
Points indicate marginal effects, which are computed from the regression models are displayed in Table
A.3. Lines indicate 83.4% and 95% confidence intervals.
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Second, one may be concerned that pooling the two post-conflict waves together
is inappropriate, as wave 2 is further removed from the conflict (and the baseline)
survey. Therefore, we reconduct the analyses omitting wave 2. As displayed in the
appendix, we find similar results as shown in Figure 1. Third, we show this effect did
not also occur in other cities facing air pollution at the same by conducting a
Difference-in-Differences analysis, utilising concurrent surveys in Beijing.6 In doing
so, we continue to find a similar pattern in the results, with support for the odd–
even policy polarising by sex as a result of the policy conflict.

Conclusion
A large literature in public policy focuses on how individual and collective-level fac-
tors influence policy preferences of the mass public in a wide range of areas, and
how those policy preferences (or public opinion in general) affect government
behaviour. The research presented here brings new evidence to a body of research
that complements the aforementioned studies by examining the public opinion–
policy process relationship from the other end: it focuses on how the behaviour
of policymakers and public institutions influences the public’s policy preferences.
Specifically, we study how clashes between key institutions of government, in
our case the executive and the judiciary, influence the public’s policy preferences.

B
as

el
in

e

1s
t W

av
e

2n
d 

W
av

e

0

25

50

75

100

Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan

Date

G
o
o
g
le

 T
re

n
d
 (

1
0
0
 =

 M
ax

im
u
m

 I
n
te

re
st

)

Figure 2 Google trends data on searches for the term “odd even” in New Delhi.

6Results are displayed in Supplementary Material.
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We outlined a set of theoretical arguments for how such clashes, which are
common in most democratic countries, can impact on the public’s policy prefer-
ences. Importantly, these clashes may polarise public opinion. By legitimising
opposition and threatening beneficiaries, individuals may become more support-
ive of the policy design that favours them. Focusing on the unexpected dismissal of
a highly salient government policy (the odd–even rule) in Delhi by the judiciary,
we find that policy conflict does indeed have a polarising effect that, in our case,
runs along gender lines. Specifically, the executive–judiciary conflict increased
support by men for a version of the odd–even rule without exemptions for women,
whereas it bolstered policy support amongst female citizens for a version of the
odd–even rule with exemptions for women. Importantly, while there were differ-
ences between females and males for the use of policy with and without exemp-
tions before the conflict, this was not particularly strong. This suggests that
individuals become particularly sensitive towards policy design when their poten-
tial benefits are challenged.

Our empirical analysis focuses on a particular policy issue (the odd–even rule and
urban air pollution) in New Delhi. Systematic analysis of how such clashes between
the executive and the judiciary affect public opinion requires high-quality public
opinion data for the time period before and after the clash, which is often not avail-
able. Moreover, even if such data are available (e.g. in the case of Brexit, or the US
racial policy issues mentioned previously), the endogeneity challenge remains. We
thus focused on an empirical case for which we have original survey data covering a
time span before, during, and after an executive–judiciary clash, and where this
clash occurred unexpectedly (for us, and for our survey participants) during data
collection. The latter condition allows us to reduce the endogeneity problem by
using a before–after design with matching.

Nevertheless, the empirical evidence for the theoretical arguments and analyti-
cal approach could serve as a template for studying the broader question of how
the behaviour of policymakers and conflicts amongst different parts of govern-
ment influence policy preferences amongst the mass public. Research along the
lines presented here can also generate important case-specific policy insights.
In our case, we find that gender-based exemptions – besides reducing policy effec-
tiveness – are also likely to affect overall public support for the odd–even rule and
increase gender-based polarisation of policy preferences. This suggests that
exemptions that are not aligned with the policy goal, in this case reducing air pol-
lution, can have significant implications for the political feasibility of a policy
intervention.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.
1017/S0143814X2100012X.
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