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Abstract 
Political Behavior in an Unrepresentative Democracy: From Institutional Failure to Popular 

Mobilization 

Dean Baltiansky 

 

Large-scale social systems, such as the state and broader economic order, rely on the 

continued endorsement of the individuals they govern. When people come to believe that these 

systems no longer fulfill their intended purpose, their legitimacy begins to erode. In fact, large-

scale social systems in liberal democracies are increasingly facing legitimacy crises, where 

individuals are perceiving government and national institutions as failing in their duties. This 

dissertation examines the implications of such perceptions, tracing a pathway from institutional 

failure to popular mobilization. Adopting the perspective of individuals within large-scale social 

systems, I investigate how perceived breakdowns in the social contract, feeling left behind, and 

attributions about one’s position in the system shape political attitudes and behavior. 

Across three chapters, I show that perceiving a broken social contract predicts political 

discontent, including anti-establishment sentiment, distrust in institutions, and support for radical 

change; that feeling left behind drives support for sweeping political change beyond left-right 

ideology, with its underlying factors playing a role in the type of change that is endorsed; and 

that when individuals attribute their disadvantage to a system in which a wealthy minority gains 

at their expense, they are more likely to express working-class solidarity and support for 

redistribution. Together, these findings highlight the importance of understanding how 

individuals come to feel unrepresented within their social systems, and how these perceptions 

shape the transformation of large-scale political and economic institutions
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Preface 

 Social systems are ubiquitous. A small family unit, the New York Stock Exchange, a 

high school softball team, your municipal waste management service, a labor union, the federal 

government, your team at work, your entire workplace, the board of the company that owns your 

workplace, the nation-state; all are made up of individuals with varying degrees of participation. 

Nonetheless, their tacit endorsement of the system, its purpose, and its broadly defined norms is 

essential for its existence. A child who questions the purpose of a family may run away from 

home. An employee who has lost faith in their workplace may stop showing up. A citizen who 

no longer believes that the state serves its people may begin to challenge its legitimacy. When 

enough individuals within a system stop believing in it, the system itself begins to break down. 

 Therefore, understanding social systems requires attention to the individuals who 

constitute them. The relationship between individuals and their systems is inherently 

bidirectional: people interpret and evaluate the systems they inhabit, while also sustaining, 

reshaping, or challenging those systems through their actions. In this dissertation, I adopt the 

perspective of the individuals within overarching social systems of the state, the government, and 

social class. I examine the attitudinal consequences of perceiving the state as failing to fulfill its 

purpose, the political behavior that emerges when individuals perceive their position within the 

system as declining, and the impact of the attributions they make about their place in the system 

on how they seek to change it. 

 At the most fundamental level, individuals may ask whether the system operates as it 

should; whether it fulfills the purpose for which it was created. In the case of the state, this 

question is best understood through the lens of the social contract, an implicit agreement between 

the state and its citizens. If the authorities that derive their legitimacy from the social system fail 
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to fulfill its perceived purpose, the social contract starts to erode. And when that happens, 

individuals may lose trust in the authorities that govern the system and support radically 

changing them. This is Chapter 1. 

 In a state of broken promises, individuals may turn inward and take stock of their own 

circumstances. They may come to see themselves as increasingly left behind, materially or 

otherwise, with limited paths forward. In this context of constraint and uncertainty, after 

exhausting conventional options, they may be more willing to take a gamble on political leaders 

who promise sweeping change. In such cases, individuals may favor a direction that is less 

certain, but one that offers a greater possibility of change. This is Chapter 2. 

When individuals come to see themselves as left behind, they may ask themselves who 

they are left behind by. The answer to that question may then inform the direction of the change 

that they support. Namely, when individuals perceive a small segment of the population as 

gaining at everyone else’s expense, they may turn to solidarity with those getting the short end of 

the stick and act to change the way resources are distributed in the system: from one that favors 

the rich and powerful to one that favors everyone else. This is Chapter 3. 

 Ultimately, when a social system does not fulfill its purpose, individuals may develop a 

diffuse sense of distrust toward its legitimate authorities. When they come to feel left behind 

within that system, this distrust may translate into political behavior. And when they conclude 

that their position is shaped by a system in which a wealthy minority gains at their expense, they 

may direct their support for change toward solidarity and redistribution. This dissertation sheds 

light on the civil path taken in an unrepresentative democracy: from institutional failure to 

popular mobilization. 
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Chapter 1: Is the Promise Broken? 

 

Democracy works when all the people are taken into consideration. 

 

– Participant 44629 in the open-ended feedback question of Study 1 

 

Introduction 

Is the legitimacy crisis of American institutions driven by a broken social contract? 

Political discontent in the United States is at historic highs: Only 27% of Americans express 

confidence in the supreme court, 30% in the presidency, and just 10% in Congress (Gallup, 

2025A). A majority of Americans believe, consistently since 2009, that the country is headed in 

the wrong direction (YouGov, 2025). Such widespread discontent has critical implications for 

democratic functioning, including diminished civic engagement, reduced compliance with 

institutional guidelines, and declining institutional legitimacy (Devine, 2024). I posit that 

political discontent—a general sentiment of disaffection with, distrust in, alienation from, and 

desire to radically transform political institutions—stems from a growing belief that the contract 

between the state and its citizens is broken. 

Interest in political discontent, in its various forms, has expanded across psychology (e.g., 

Twenge et al., 2014), political science (e.g., Citrin & Stoker, 2018), sociology (e.g., Hochschild, 

2016), and public policy (Norris, 2011). Early conceptualizations framed political discontent as 

rooted in cross-party distrust in government and calls for fundamental institutional change 

(Miller, 1974). Since then, substantial research has attempted to understand its causes, including 

through the lens of populist ideologies (Barr, 2009; Mudde, 2004; Rooduijn et al., 2016), anti-
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establishment sentiment (Uscinski et al., 2021; Droste, 2021), personality characteristics (Bakker 

et al., 2016), and many more. Yet, despite this progress, research of the driving factors of 

political discontent remains incomplete. 

Why is political discontent so pervasive? Some psychological research points to 

individual differences like personality and demographics: Disagreeable personalities, lower 

income individuals, and younger cohorts show greater anti-establishment sentiment, support for 

populist parties, and unfavorable attitudes towards politicians (Bakker et al., 2016; Bakker et al., 

2021; Droste, 2021). Ideology plays a key role as well: right-wing extremism is associated with 

anti-establishment, especially when accompanied with epistemic over-confidence (van Prooijen 

& Krouwel, 2020). Still, anti-establishment attitudes cut across ideological lines, predicting 

support for populist parties on both the left and the right (Cornacchione, 2018; Enders & 

Uscinski, 2021). This reflects the idea that establishment attitudes operate on a dimension 

separate from the left-right spectrum (Uscinski et al., 2021).  

In addition to individual-level predictors, political discontent is also responsive to macro-

level conditions. Economic downturns, demographic shifts, and political crises often precede 

society-level support for reform parties (Hanley & Sikh, 2016; Jackson & Gau, 2016). One such 

crisis is a politically polarized elite (Baldassarri & Page, 2021; McCarty, 2019; Yang et al., 

2020), which increases public willingness to endorse anti-democratic actions for partisan gain 

(Graham & Svolik, 2020). Indeed, political sectarianism further fuels misinformation and erodes 

democratic norms (for a review and integration, see Finkel et al., 2020; see also Finkel et al., 

2024; Iyengar et al., 2019; Jenke, 2024); creating a sense that political elites are preoccupied 

with issues that are far removed from the interest of the public. This misalignment, between 

elected officials and the public, deepens disillusionment (Bakker et al., 2021) and dissuades 
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participation in the political process (Passarelli & Tuorto, 2014). When misalignment and 

disillusionment transcend partisan divides, persist for decades, cross policy issues, and permeate 

almost all forms of state power—a legitimacy crisis emerges. 

 An important perspective on this comes from the literature on political legitimacy. 

Legitimacy reflects the perception that institutional authority is justified and exercised in 

accordance with shared societal values (Jackson & Gau, 2016; Kelman, 1969). When institutions 

are seen as legitimate, citizens are more willing to defer to their authority, comply with their 

directives, and support their continued operation (Tyler, 2006; Zeldtich, 2001). In law 

enforcement, for example, perceived fairness and procedural justice motivate compliance even in 

the absence of physical enforcement (Lind & Tyler, 1988). More generally, legitimacy depends 

on the perceived alignment between institutional performance and core societal values (Stillman, 

1974).  

 One way to understand legitimacy of state power is through the lens of the social contract 

(Rousseau, 1762/1968). Rousseau argued that the social order rests on reciprocal obligations: 

citizens obey the law and contribute resources, while the state provides necessities for its citizens 

as implicitly agreed upon. When one of these pillars ceases to stand, the foundation upon which 

the social contract is built deteriorates. An investigation of the social contract, therefore, follows 

two main principles: (1) It is people’s subjective judgments, not the state’s objective legal 

adherence to constitutional statutes, that determine whether an institution’s authority is legitimate 

(Kelman, 1969; Stillman, 1974); and (2) the social contract concerns guiding values of the state, 

rather than context-specific policy positions, because the values that the state upholds are 

designed to garner as broad a consensus as possible and guide all lawmakers in their duties as 

representatives. Therefore, I define a broken social contract as the subjective experience of a 
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state failing to uphold its promise to its citizens, across political factions. I propose that this 

experience is a key driver of political discontent. 

I operationalize political discontent as five related but distinct outcomes: anti-

establishment sentiment, support for radical change, trust in governmental democratic 

institutions, trust in non-governmental national institutions, and voter turnout. Anti-establishment 

sentiment is the feeling of marginalization “relative to political power and [the belief] of being 

unheard and unrepresented by political elites” (Droste, 2021; p. 289). It is distinct from its 

broader umbrella term, populism, that captures a view of society as inherently comprised of good 

(i.e., the people) vs. evil (i.e., the elites; Mudde, 2004) and an overall dismay with elites 

(Akkerman et al., 2014). When anti-establishment is not accompanied by overall disillusionment, 

it can coincide with support for radical change (Craig, 1980; Hartleb, 2015). Radical change in 

politics refers to the complete upheaval of political institutions with calls for discontinuous 

transformation (Lawson, 2005). This form of change is especially pertinent to the social contract, 

as it spans across political parties and specific policies. Together, these attitudes might stem from 

distrust in the institutions that comprise the political establishment. Inspired by enlightenment 

philosopher Montesquieu (1748/2021), liberal democracies around the world institute some form 

of tri-headed state-sponsored authority: The executive branch (i.e., the government), the 

legislative branch (i.e., the parliament/congress), and the judicial branch (i.e., the courts). In the 

U.S., their authority is inscribed in the Constitution (USA.GOV, 2023); the written document 

that most closely resembles the American social contract (Britannica, 2024). Trust in these 

institutions, as a core tenet of the legitimacy and authority they possess (Lind & Tyler, 1988; 

Tyler, 2006), may be a direct consequence of the upholding of the social contract. Not only that, 

but distrust in governmental institutions might also extend beyond just politics. Conceivably, it 
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may coincide with the entire social fabric: Media, education, law enforcement, the military, 

finance, and medicine, to name a few of these established systems. Additionally, with overall 

disillusionment and lack of political alternatives, those for whom the social contract is broken 

might distance themselves from the political process altogether by sitting out presidential 

elections. Overall, my core claim is that a broken social contract explains, over and above 

alternative explanations, a range of important attitudinal consequences that embody political 

discontent. 

Overview of Studies 

In three complementary nationally representative studies and one additional replication, I 

tested the effect of a broken social contract on political discontent, controlling for alternative 

explanations. In all four studies, I operationalized a broken social contract as the difference 

between two subjective perceptions: What was promised by the state and what is delivered by 

the government. Study 1A was designed with the aim to minimize researcher bias and allow for 

participants’ intuitive perceptions of the social contract emerge in open-text form. This resulted 

in a precise, unbiased, and internally valid measure of the social contract. To rule out the 

possibility that the effect observed in Study 1A was driven by what people want, rather than 

what they believe was promised, I controlled for participants’ own ideal social contract 

preferences in Study 1B. Then, to extract themes from participants’ responses, I conducted a k-

means clustering method of written responses from Study 1A and found eight overarching values 

that are implicitly and subjectively inscribed in the social contract. Study 2 was designed with 

the aim to establish external validity by measuring perceived government performance on the 

eight overarching values that emerged from Study 1A open-ended responses. In addition, this 

design offers the ability to detect which of the overarching values drive the effect of a broken 
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social contract on political discontent. Finally, Study 3 was designed to provide experimental 

evidence for the causal claim by which a broken social contract leads to political discontent. 

Study 1A 

In Study 1A, I sought to establish the effect of the subjective experience of a broken 

social contract on political discontent, controlling for alternative explanations. To avoid research 

bias, I asked participants to list their perceived values of the social contract: the guiding values of 

the U.S. on paper (i.e., what was promised) and the guiding values of the U.S. in practice (i.e., 

what is delivered). I hypothesized that a computationally derived numeric score of their 

response, representing the subjective experience of a broken social contract, will positively 

predict anti-establishment sentiment and support for radical change, and negatively predict trust 

in governmental democratic institutions, trust in non-governmental national institutions, and 

intent to vote in the 2024 Presidential Elections. 

Method 

Participants 

One thousand two hundred and five U.S. American participants were recruited through 

Connect by CloudResearch on March 27th, 2024 through March 28th, 2024. This sample was 

intended to be representative of the adult population in March 2024 in the United States along 

the lines of gender (roughly 50.4% women and 49.6% men; Statista, 2025A), race (roughly 

58.9% non-Hispanic White, 18.2% Hispanic or Latino, 13.6% Black, 6.3% Asian, and 3% more 

than one race; U.S. Census Bureau, 2023A), age (roughly 20.1% 18-29 years, 25.9% 30-44 

years, 23.3% 45-59 years, and 30.7% 60-99 years; U.S. Census Bureau, 2023B), and political 

party affiliation (41% Independents, 30% Republicans, and 28% Democrats; Gallup, 2024). 

Excluding 17 participants who failed two attention checks resulted in a final sample of 1,188 
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eligible participants (595 men, 592 women, and 1 other gender; 760 non-Hispanic White, 164 

Hispanic or Latino, 162 Black, 54 Asian, 36 more than one race, and 12 other race; mean age = 

45.35; median annual income $60,001-$80,000; 401 Independents, 386 Republicans, and 401 

Democrats).  

Measures 

Perceived guiding values of the U.S. on paper. Participants were introduced to the 

concept of a written document upon which a sovereign country’s guiding values are based. In the 

United States, they were told, those values were inscribed in the constitution. Then, they listed 

five values that the U.S. stands for on paper. Those responses were then funneled into the 

following question, prompting participants to indicate how important they believed each value is 

to the U.S. on paper. To that end, they had a sum of 100 points that they must allocate, in its 

entirety, to the five values they listed. 

 Perceived guiding values of the U.S. in practice. Participants were asked to think of the 

values that the U.S. stands for in practice, regardless of the constitution and across party lines. 

Then, they listed five values that the U.S. stands for in practice. Those responses were then 

funneled into the following question, prompting participants to indicate how important they 

believed each value is to the U.S. in practice. This was conducted the same way as the measure 

described above. 

Anti-establishment sentiment. Anti-establishment sentiment was measured with a four-

item scale derived from one measure of anti-establishment attitudes (Droste, 2021; see also ISSP 

Research Group, 2016) and one IPSOS poll on broken-system sentiment (Jackson, 2022). 

Participants indicated their agreement with the following items (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = 

Strongly Agree): (1) “traditional politicians and parties don’t care about people like me;” (2) “the 



 10 

US’s economy is rigged to advantage the rich and the powerful;” (3) “experts in this county 

don’t understand the lives of people like me;” and reverse-scored (4) “most of the time we can 

trust people in the government to do what is right.” The items in the scale were internally 

consistent at Cronbach’s  = .75. 

Trust in governmental democratic institutions. Trust in governmental democratic 

institutions was measured with single-item trust of different organizations (1 = Strongly Distrust 

to 7 = Strongly Trust), inspired by the Gallup Confidence Poll (Gallup, 2025A). Specifically, 

participants indicated their trust in the three branches of government: (1) The U.S. Congress / 

legislative branch; (2) the U.S. Government / executive branch; and (3) the U.S. courts / judicial 

branch. The items were internally consistent at Cronbach’s  = .84. 

Trust in non-governmental national institutions. Similarly, trust in non-governmental 

national institutions was measured with single-item trust items (1 = Strongly Distrust to 7 = 

Strongly Trust). Specifically, participants indicated their trust in the following institutions: (1) 

Mainstream media (e.g., CNN, Fox News, MSNBC, New York Times, Wall-Street Journal, USA 

Today); (2) the education system; (3) law enforcement / police; (4) the military; (5) financial 

institutions (e.g., Wall Street, The Fed, The Big Banks); and (6) the medical system. The items 

were internally consistent at Cronbach’s  = .81. 

Support for radical change. Support for radical change was measured with a single 

item, adapted from the World Values Survey (Haerpfer et al., 2022). Specifically, participants 

indicated their agreement (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree) with the statement “the 

way this country works needs to be radically changed.” 

Voting intentions. Voting intentions were measured by asking participants for the 

likelihood that they would vote in the 2024 Presidential Elections (1 = Not at All Likely to 5 = 
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Extremely Likely). 

Trust in science. Trust in science was measured with three statements about the 

credibility and reliability of scientific research. Specifically, participants indicated their 

agreement (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree) with the following statements: (1) “I 

generally trust the recommendations of scientists;” (2) “scientific institutions generate objective 

knowledge;” and (3) “I look to the social sciences for answers to social problems.” The items 

were internally consistent at Cronbach’s  = .86. 

 Social dominance orientation. Social dominance orientation (SDO) was measured with 

the eight-item SDO7 Scale (Ho et al., 2015). Participants indicated their support (1 = Strongly 

Oppose to 7 = Strongly Favor) for statements such as “an ideal society requires some groups to 

be on top and others to be on the bottom” and reverse-scored statements such as “we should do 

what we can to equalize conditions for different groups.” The items were internally consistent at 

Cronbach’s  = .90. 

 Big five personality traits. Extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, 

and openness were measured using the Ten Item Personality Inventory (TIPI; Gosling et al., 

2003). The big five personality traits were computed by averaging within participants’ agreement 

(1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree) of the extent to which five pairs of traits apply to 

them. 

 Political ideology. Participants indicated the extent to which they subscribe to the 

following ideologies (1 = Not at All to 7 = Very Much; or Not Applicable if the ideology’s 

meaning is not known): Conservatism, Liberalism, Democratic Socialism, Libertarianism, and 

Progressivism. 

 County-level metrics. Participants indicated their state and county of residence from a 
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drop-down list. Then, using U.S. Census data (U.S. Census Bureau, 2023C), I matched their 

response to data on county income inequality (GINI Coefficient), county median income, and 

county density. 

Computational Procedure  

To operationalize the subjective experience of a broken social contract, I used both open-

ended measures of perceived guiding values. First, I used OpenAI’s text-embedding-3-large 

embedding model (OpenAI, 2024) to quantify the semantic meaning of each of the written 

responses along 3,072 dimensions. That resulted in five vectors per perspective (i.e., U.S. on 

paper and U.S. in practice) per participant. Then, I took the weighted mean of each of the 

dimensions, per participant per perspective, weighted by the participant-assigned priority 

weights. That resulted in one weighted mean vector for each of the two perspectives, per 

participant. Then, for every participant, I computed the cosine similarity of these two vectors. 

The resulting vector represents, in semantic space, the extent to which participants saw the 

values guiding the U.S. on paper and those guiding the U.S. in practice as similar. I subtracted 

that cosine similarity from one to arrive at the broken social contract score.  

Results 

First, I examined interclass correlations of the following variables: broken social contract, 

anti-establishment sentiment, support for radical change, trust in governmental democratic 

institutions, trust in non-governmental national institutions, intent to vote in the 2024 presidential 

elections, trust in science, social dominance orientation, conservatism, liberalism, democratic 

socialism, libertarianism, progressivism, extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, 

neuroticism, and openness. As detailed in Table 1, the subjective experience of a broken social 

contract was positively associated with anti-establishment sentiment (r = .23) and support for 
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radical change (r = .17) and negatively associated with trust in governmental democratic 

institutions (r = -.26), and non-governmental national institutions (r = -.22). Notably, it was not 

meaningfully correlated with any of the ideologies that were measured, suggesting that this 

experience is almost orthogonal to people’s ideological persuasions.
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Table 1. Interclass correlations (Chapter 1, Study 1A) 

Variable M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 

1. broken contract 
0.27 

(0.16) 
                 

2. anti-establishment 
5.00 

(1.15) 
.23***                 

3. radical change 
4.70 

(1.73) 
.17*** .47***                

4. trust: gov 
3.59 

(1.53) 
-.26*** -.69*** -.36***               

5. trust: non-gov 
3.99 

(1.27) 
-.22*** -.64*** -.37*** .73***              

6. voting intentions 
4.27 

(1.20) 
-.03 -.06 -.10*** .02 .13***             

7. trust: science 
4.85 

(1.27) 
-.08** -.26*** -.01 .32*** .35*** .03            

8. SDO 
2.66 

(1.36) 
.04 -.01 -.15*** -.05 -.04 -.05 -.46***           

9. conservatism 
3.38 

(2.05) 
-.03 -.11*** -.19*** .07* .09** .12*** -.43*** .51***          

10. liberalism 
3.26 

(1.94) 
-.06* -.06* .10*** .14*** .15*** .05 .51*** -.46*** -.55***         

11. dem socialism 
2.93 

(1.95) 
-.00 .04 .23*** .07* .02 -.02 .48*** -.44*** -.50*** .72***        

12. libertarianism 
2.91 

(1.67) 
-.07* -.04 -.06* .06* .05 -.11*** -.05 .10** .19*** .10** .05       

13. progressivism 
3.30 

(1.92) 
-.07* -.04 .18*** .13*** .11*** -.01 .51*** -.46*** -.49*** .69*** .73*** .07*      

14. extraversion 
3.48 

(1.59) 
-.02 -.13*** -.06 .10*** .14*** .16*** .02 .03 .05 -.03 -.05 -.02 -.03     

15. agreeableness 
5.38 

(1.14) 
-.07* -.11*** -.02 .13*** .21*** .14*** .10*** -.20*** -.01 .06* .04 .04 .08** .18***    

16. conscientiousness 
5.70 

(1.11) 
-.08** -.10*** -.13*** .11*** .17*** .16*** -.04 -.01 .14*** -.08* -.13*** .04 -.13*** .16*** .32***   

17. neuroticism 
2.87 

(1.38) 
.10*** .17*** .16** -.13*** -.19*** -.16*** .02 -.00 -.10** .06* .09** -.07* .06* -.19*** -.42*** -.48***  

18. openness 
5.15 

(1.19) 
.03 -.03 .09** .03 -.00 .05 .12*** -.20*** -.14*** .15*** .16*** .01 .17*** .32*** .28*** .15*** -.21*** 

Notes. Values indicate Pearson correlations. M and SD indicate Mean and Standard Deviation, respectively. Broken contract = the subjective experience of a broken social 

contract; anti-establishment = anti-establishment sentiment; radical change = support for radical change; trust: gov = trust in governmental democratic institutions; trust: non-

gov = trust in non-governmental national institutions; voting intentions = the likelihood of voting in the 2024 Presidential Elections; SDO = social dominance orientation; dem 

socialism = democratic socialism. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 
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Second, I tested if the subjective experience of a broken social contract predicted anti-

establishment sentiment, support for radical change, trust in governmental democratic 

institutions, trust in non-governmental national institutions, and intent to vote in the 2024 

presidential election; each inserted as an outcome in a separate model. In all models, I controlled 

for conservatism, social dominance orientation, agreeableness, gender, race, ethnicity, income, 

education, age, county median income, county inequality, and county density. As predicted, the 

subjective experience of a broken social contract positively predicted anti-establishment 

sentiment ( = 0.21, t(993) = 6.82, 95% CI [0.15, 0.26], p < .001, partial 2 = 0.06) and support 

for radical change ( = 0.15, t(993) = 5.24, 95% CI [0.10, 0.21], p < .001, partial 2 = 0.03), 

negatively predicted trust in governmental democratic institutions ( = -0.23, t(993) = -7.58, 

95% CI [-0.29, -0.17], p < .001, partial 2 = 0.07) and trust in non-governmental national 

institutions ( = -0.20, t(993) = -6.63, 95% CI [-0.25, -0.14], p < .001, partial 2 = 0.06), and did 

not predict voter turnout in the 2024 presidential elections ( = -0.04, t(993) = -1.25, 95% CI [-

0.09, 0.02], p = .213, partial 2 = 0.002). See Figure 2 for a specification curve visualizing all 

models with and without control variables. 

Finally, the written responses, albeit extremely precise in capturing people’s intuitions, 

posed a problem in detecting the overarching values that people believed guide the U.S. on 

paper. To detect these overarching values, while staying true to my data-driven approach, I 

conducted k-means clustering on the written responses to the question asking for the guiding 

values of the U.S. on paper. First, I excluded responses that were mentioned only once in the 

entire sample. That resulted in 353 values, each with a 3,072-dimension vector. A k-means 

clustering analysis of these 353 values resulted in an eight-cluster solution, corresponding to the 

following overarching values: democracy, equality, freedom, individualism, justice, the pursuit 
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of happiness, the right to bear arms, and tolerance. See Figure 1 for a visual representation of 

these clusters along with the top five most mentioned values in each cluster. 

 
Figure 1. Overarching values of the U.S. on paper (Chapter 1, Study 1A) 

 

Notes. Eight-cluster solution of k-means clustering on embeddings of 353 unique participant-

written values of the U.S. on paper. Values in parentheses indicate number of mentions. 

 

Discussion 

Study 1A provides initial evidence that the subjective experience of a broken social 

contract predicts political discontent, above and beyond alternative explanations. 

Methodologically, Study 1A utilizes a precise and unbiased measurement approach by eliciting 

participants’ intuitive understandings of the social contract in open-text form and extracting its 

underlying structure using computational methods. One important limitation in this study is that 

the effects of a broken social contract on political discontent may be driven by grievance, rather 

than perceived violations of a promise. That is, people’s own personal preferences may be 

driving these effects, putting in question the unique impact of a broken social contract. 

Study 1B 

 Study 1B addresses this limitation by adding a measure of people’s own preference for an 

ideal social contract. Specifically, by assessing which values participants would want to guide 

their own ideal country and comparing that to what they believe the U.S. is providing in practice, 
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I can examine personal grievance and add it as a control variable to the model. 

Method 

Participants 

 Five hundred and three U.S. American participants were recruited through Connect by 

CloudResearch on 6/13/2023 (253 women, 236 men, and 14 other gender; 338 white, 63 black, 

42 Asian, 16 Hispanic/Latino, 29 multiracial, and 15 other race/ethnicity; mean age = 40; median 

income = $60,001-$80,000; 249 Democrats, 101 Republicans, 152 Independents, and one no 

response). 

Measures 

 Perceived guiding values of the U.S. on paper. Participants first read that “since its 

independence and onwards, the formation of the US as a sovereign country was based on a 

number of values, all of which were inscribed in the constitution.” Importantly, they were also 

told that this document has evolved since its inception. Then, they were asked: ON PAPER, what 

are the values that the US stands for? They were given 48 values and were asked to select five. 

Those responses were then piped into the following question, prompting participants to indicate 

how important they believe each value is to the U.S. on paper. To that end, they had a sum of 

100 points that they must allocate, in its entirety, to the five values they listed. 

 Perceived guiding values of the U.S. in practice. Participants were asked to think of the 

values that U.S. stands for “in reality,” regardless of the constitution and across party lines. 

Again, they selected five values from the same list of 48 values as the one in the measure 

described above. Similarly, those responses were piped into the following question, prompting 

participants to indicate, with a sum of 100 points, how important they believe each is to the U.S. 

in practice. 
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 Ideal guiding values in brand new imaginary country. Participants were asked to 

imagine their ideal state as if they would be randomly born into its population. Again, they 

selected five values from the same list of 48 values as the one in the measures described above. 

Here too, those responses were piped into the following question, prompting participants to 

indicate, with a sum of 100 points, how important each value is to them in this imaginary 

country. 

 Anti-establishment sentiment. Participants indicated their agreement (1 = Strongly 

Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree) with four statements that capture anti-establishment sentiment, 

such as “traditional politicians and parties don’t care about people like me” (Cronbach’s  = 

.79). 

 Support for radical change. Participants indicated their agreement (1 = Strongly 

Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree) with the statement “the way this country works needs to be 

radically changed.” 

 General system justification. Participants indicated their agreement (1 = Strongly 

Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree) with eight statements, such as “in general, the American 

political system operates as it should,” and reverse-scored statements, such as “our society is 

getting worse every year.” 

 Political ideology. Participants indicated the extent to which they subscribed to the 

following ideologies (0-100): Conservatism, Liberalism, Democratic Socialism, Libertarianism, 

Progressivism, Right-Wing Nationalism. They were told to select Not Applicable if they did not 

know what they ideology means. 

Computational Procedures 

Computational procedures were identical to those of Study 1A. Therefore, there were 
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now three similarity scores: similarity between the U.S. on paper and the U.S. in practice (as in 

Study 1A); similarity between the U.S. on paper and the participant’s ideal; and similarity 

between the U.S. in practice and the participant’s ideal. 

Results 

I tested if the perceived similarity between the U.S. on paper and the U.S. in practice 

predicted anti-establishment sentiment and support for radical change. In the two models, I 

controlled for conservatism, party affiliation, gender, race, ethnicity, income, education, age, 

county median income, county inequality, county density, and importantly: the similarity 

between the U.S. in practice the participant’s own ideal values. The perceived similarity between 

the U.S. on paper negatively predicted anti-establishment sentiment ( = -0.18, t(400) = -2.91, 

95% CI [-0.30, -0.06], p = .004) and support for radical change ( = -0.19, t(400) = -3.21, 95% 

CI [-0.31, -0.08], p = .001). 

Discussion 

 Study 1B provides evidence that the effect of a broken social contract is not simply 

driven by personal grievance—a misalignment between what is provided and what is desired. 

Instead, the effect of a broken social contract holds, such that misalignment between a perceived 

promise and a perceived delivery on that promise is uniquely predictive of political discontent, 

over and above personal grievance. However, Studies 1A and 1B introduce an important 

limitation of interpretability: participants expressed values at varying levels of abstraction and 

detail, making it difficult to identify which overarching values are driving the effect of a broken 

social contract on political discontent. 

Study 2 

I address this limitation in Study 2. Namely, to further understand which overarching 
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values drive the effect of a broken social contract on political discontent, I asked Study 2 

participants to indicate their perception of the priorities of the U.S. on paper when it comes to the 

eight overarching values observed in the k-means clustering solution. For each value, I asked 

participants to score the U.S. government, across administrations and political parties, on those 

eight dimensions. The participant-assigned weighted mean, I hypothesized, will explain political 

discontent, replicating the effects of Study 1A. Ultimately, with this approach, I was able to 

explore which of the eight over-arching values drive the effect of a broken social contract on 

political discontent. 

Method 

Participants  

One thousand and nine U.S. American participants were recruited through Connect by 

CloudResearch on May 31st, 2024 through June 1st, 2024. They were targeted to be 

representative of the adult population in the U.S. along the same dimensions as the ones in Study 

1A, with the addition of education. Excluding 15 participants who failed an attention check 

resulted in a final sample of 994 eligible participants (457 men, 530 women, and 7 other gender; 

588 non-Hispanic White, 145 Hispanic or Latino, 158 Black, 49 Asian, 47 more than one race, 

and 7 other race; mean age = 40.47; median annual income $60,001-$80,000; 3 did not finish 

high school, 343 graduated from high-school or equivalent, 145 graduated from two-year 

college, 354 graduated from four-year college, 107 completed a Master’s degree or equivalent, 

34 completed a PhD, MD, or other professional degree, 8 preferred not to answer; 333 

Independents, 306 Republicans, and 355 Democrats). 

Measures 

Anti-establishment sentiment (Cronbach’s  = .77), trust in governmental democratic 
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institutions (Cronbach’s  = .86), trust in non-governmental national institutions (Cronbach’s  

= .83), support for radical change, voting intentions, social dominance orientation (Cronbach’s  

= .90), the big five personality traits, political ideology, and county-level metrics were measured 

in the same way they were measured in Study 1A. 

Perceived priorities of the U.S.’s guiding values on paper. Participants were first 

introduced to the concept of a country’s guiding values, as described in Study 1A. They then 

indicated which values, they believed, the U.S. stands for on paper, with a forced prioritization 

question. To that end, they were given a sum of 100 points, all of which were to be allocated 

based on their perceived priorities of the U.S. on paper. The eight values, presented in 

alphabetical order, were: democracy, equality, freedom, individualism, justice, pursuit of 

happiness, right to bear arms, and tolerance. These overarching values were the result of k-means 

clustering of the written responses to Study 1A’s question about the perceived guiding values to 

the U.S. on paper. 

 Perceived delivery of the U.S. on its promise. After indicating perceived priorities of 

the U.S. on paper, participants indicated the extent to which they believed the U.S. government, 

regardless of party, delivers on each of the values, in practice. The question was presented in a 

slider scale in which 0 meant that the U.S. does not deliver what this value stands for at all (it 

cannot get any worse) and 100 meant that the U.S. does deliver what this value stands for to a 

great extent (it cannot get any better).  

Computational Procedure 

To operationalize the broken promise score, I first took the score assigned to each of the 

values delivered by the U.S. government and multiplied it by the perceived priority of each 

corresponding value to the U.S. on paper, divided by 100. For example, if a participant indicated 
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that the government largely delivers on the value of democracy by assigning 90 points to its 

performance and indicated that the value of democracy counts for 20% of the U.S. priorities on 

paper, then this value would be weighted at 90 X .20. The same logic was applied to all other 

values. Then, I summed the resulting scores to arrive at a weighted mean of the perceived 

delivery of the U.S. government on its promise. I then reverse-scored that sum by subtracting it 

from 100 so that higher scores indicate a more broken promise.  

Results 

 First, I replicated the findings of Study 1A with this face-valid operationalization. Again, 

I controlled for conservatism, social dominance orientation, agreeableness, gender, race, 

ethnicity, income, education, age, county median income, county inequality, and county density. 

As predicted, a perceived broken promise was positively associated with anti-establishment 

sentiment ( = 0.34, t(794) = 10.18, 95% CI [0.27, 0.40], p < .001, partial 2 = 0.15) and support 

for radical change ( = 0.30, t(794) = 8.84, 95% CI [0.24, 0.37], p < .001, partial 2 = 0.11), 

negatively associated with trust in governmental democratic institutions ( = -0.38, t(794) = -

11.69, 95% CI [-0.44, -0.31], p < .001, partial 2 = 0.19) and trust in non-governmental national 

institutions ( = -0.37, t(794) = -11.53, 95% CI [-0.43, -0.30], p < .001, partial 2 = 0.19), and 

not associated with voter turnout in the 2024 presidential elections ( = 0.02, t(794) = 0.52, 95% 

CI [-0.05, 0.09], p = .603, partial 2 = 0.000). See Figure 2 for a specification curve visualizing 

all models with and without control variables. 
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Figure 2. Specification curve of linear models (Chapter 1, Studies 1A & 2) 

 

Notes. The legend on the right-hand side indicates control variable specifications. The x-axis 

represents standardized beta coefficients of the unique effect of a perceived broken social 

contract on each of the five outcome variables (one in each panel). Error bars represent 95% 

confidence intervals 

 

Second, the design employed in Study 2 allowed the identification of the driving values 

of the overall effect of the broken promise on political discontent. That is, by examining the 

unique variance in the outcome variable, as explained by each of the guiding values’ perceived 

fulfillment, controlling for the same variables as those in the models reported above, I identified 

which of the eight values are most important for explaining political discontent. To that end, I 

conducted an LMG Shapley Decomposition analysis (Lindeman et al., 1980; see Grömping, 

2007) that partitions a model’s explained variance (R2) into non-overlapping components 

attributable to each predictor. It does so by averaging the incremental contribution of a predictor 
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across all possible orderings in which variables could be entered into the model1, bootstrapped 

10,000 times. As shown in Figure 3, the perceived gap between the state’s promise of justice and 

democracy and the government’s delivery on those promises explained the most meaningful 

portions of anti-establishment sentiment (justice = 30.2%, democracy = 26.0%), support for 

radical change (justice = 24.5%, democracy = 19.7%), trust in governmental democratic 

institutions (justice  = 33.2%, democracy = 24.0%), and trust in non-governmental national 

institutions (justice = 40.7%, democracy = 27.3%). Additionally, the broken promise of tolerance 

was especially predictive of anti-establishment sentiment (14.8%); the broken promise of 

freedom was especially predictive of support for radical change (24.5%); and the broken promise 

of equality was especially predictive of trust in governmental democratic institutions (12.4%) 

and in trust non-governmental national institutions (12.0%). 

 
Figure 3. Drivers of political discontent (Chapter 1, Study 2) 

Notes. Drivers detected with an LMG Shapley analysis. Labels on the y axis indicate the four 

outcome variables in the models. All models include all controls reported in the models 

conducted in Study 2.  

 

Finally, Study 2 also offered a comparison of perceptions of the social contract’s promise 

and its fulfilment as seen by different segments of the population. As shown in Figure 4, people 

of different ideologies, for example, imagined different social contracts. Conservatives believed 

 
1 I also conducted Ridge Regressions and Lasso Regressions and found similar patterns (see Appendix 1). 
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the U.S.’s promise of freedom is central to the social contract (weighted at an average of 23.3), 

whereas liberals saw democracy as the most important value to the U.S.’s promise (weighted at 

an average of 20.4). Perceived delivery on that promise differed by ideology as well: Democratic 

socialists believed that the U.S. was delivering 40.8% of its promised equality (5.99 out of 

14.69), whereas libertarians believed that the U.S. was delivering 52.3% of its promised equality 

(6.35 out of 12.13).  

 
Figure 4. Different contracts for different ideologies (Chapter 1, Study 2) 

Notes. Perceived social contract, broken down by participant ideology. Light-shaded areas 

indicate the perceived promise of the U.S. Dark-shaded areas indicate the perceived delivery on 

that promise by the government, across administrations and party lines. Participants were 

categorized into ideological groups based on their self-placement as above mid-point on a 7-

point scale.  

 

 It turns out, not only do different ideological groups perceive different social contracts, 

but these differences also inform political discontent in different ways. An LMG Shapley 
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analysis, conducted separately on conservatives and liberals, shows the following patterns. For 

liberals, violations of justice are most predictive of political discontent, across outcomes (anti-

establishment sentiment: 45%; support for radical change: 34%; trust in governmental 

democratic institutions: 30%; trust in non-governmental national institutions: 35%), followed by 

perceived variolations of tolerance (anti-establishment sentiment: 19%; trust in governmental 

democratic institutions: 21%) and democracy (support for radical change: 33%; trust in non-

governmental national institutions: 26%). For conservatives, violations of overarching values 

vary in their predictive power of political discontent outcomes. Violations of happiness (33%) 

and democracy (19%) are most predictive of anti-establishment sentiment; violations of 

happiness (46%) and freedom (24%) are most predictive of support for radical change; violations 

of democracy (31%) and happiness (20%) are most predictive of trust in governmental 

democratic institutions; and violations of justice (33%) and democracy (24%) are most predictive 

of trust in non-governmental national institutions. For a full breakdown of the LMG Shapley 

analysis, see Appendix 2. 

Discussion 

 Study 2 replicates the effect of a broken social contract on political discontent using a 

more structured and face-valid operationalization, again showing that perceived gaps between 

promise and delivery predict anti-establishment sentiment, support for radical change, and 

distrust in institutions, over and above alternative explanations. Importantly, this design enables 

the identification of which overarching values drive this effect, with perceived violations of 

justice and democracy emerging as the most impactful predictors across outcomes. By mapping 

these value-specific gaps, Study 2 provides greater interpretability into the content of the social 

contract and clarifies the mechanisms through which its breakdown informs political discontent. 
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Study 3 

So far, I showed that the subjective experience of a broken social contract explains 

political discontent, over and above alternative explanations. However, to rule out potential 

factors that were not measured, only an experimental manipulation of a broken social contract 

can help establish a causal effect. The problem is that the dependent variables of interest are 

strongly held and unlikely to meaningfully shift in an online experimental manipulation. 

Therefore, in partnership with Time-Sharing Experiments for the Social Science (TESS), I 

employed a novel experimental design that encouraged participants to deeply reflect on the ways 

in which the U.S. is, or is not, living up to its promise of its most important value, as indicated by 

participants. I hypothesized that participants who reflected on the ways in which the U.S. is not 

living up to its promise will show greater political discontent than participants who reflected on 

the ways in which the U.S. is living up to its promise. In addition, to identify the direction of the 

effect (i.e., does a broken social contract lead to more political discontent or does an intact social 

contract lead to less political discontent?), I included an active control condition in which 

participants defined the U.S.’s most important value, as indicated by participants. 

Method 

Participants  

One thousand eight hundred and twenty-three U.S. American participants were recruited 

by NORC, through the AmeriSpeak Panel, on November 18th, 2024 through December 4th, 2024. 

The sample and study were approved as part of TESS (Freese et al., 2024). Of those, 45 

participants did not comply with the manipulation and were therefore excluded from the analysis. 

Therefore, the final sample consisted of 1,778 participants (875 men, 903 women; 1068 non-

Hispanic White, 358 Hispanic or Latino, 200 Black, 65 Asian, 61 more than one race, and 26 
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other race; mean age = 48.45; median annual income $60,001-$74,999; 92 did not finish high 

school, 327 graduated from high-school or equivalent, 727 have an associates’ degree or some 

college, 368 have a bachelor’s degree, and 264 have completed post-graduate studies or a 

professional degree; 305 Independents, 684 Republicans, and 787 Democrats).  

Procedure  

First, participants were introduced to the study with a description of the study’s premise. 

They were told that since its independence, the formation of the U.S. was based on a number of 

values, ever evolving, enshrined in the constitution. Then, they listed the five values that they 

believed the U.S. stands for. Next, they indicated which of the values that they listed was most 

important to the U.S.’s promise in their opinion. The value that they selected then appeared in 

their randomly assigned experimental condition: Promise Kept, Promise Broken, and Control. In 

accordance with condition, participants either reflected on the ways in which the U.S. is living up 

to its most important value (Promise Kept), NOT living up to its most important value (Promise 

Broken), or the most important value’s definition (Control)2. After completing the manipulation, 

they completed a battery of dependent variables in random order: Anti-establishment sentiment, 

trust in government, support for radical, American pride, and satisfaction with American 

democracy. 

Materials 

 Promise Kept Condition. Participants in the Promise Kept Condition answered the 

following prompt: 

 

 
2 To limit participants’ ability to use chat-based Large Language Models, paste was disabled. 
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We ask that you think about the ways in which [TOP-VALUE] is carried out in 

American society today, regardless of the party in power or the short-term 

political fluctuations. 

 

In 2-3 sentences, please describe the ways in which the U.S. is living up to its 

promise of [TOP-VALUE]. 

 

Promise Broken Condition. Participants in the Promise Broken Condition answered the 

following prompt: 

 

We ask that you think about the ways in which [TOP-VALUE] is carried out in 

American society today, regardless of the party in power or the short-term 

political fluctuations. 

 

In 2-3 sentences, please describe the ways in which the U.S. is NOT living up to 

its promise of [TOP-VALUE]. 

 

 Control Condition. Participants in the Control Condition answered the following 

prompt: 

 

In 2-3 sentences, please define [TOP-VALUE]. 

 

Measures 
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Anti-establishment sentiment. Participants completed the same anti-establishment 

measure as that of Studies 1A and 2 (Cronbach’s   = .71). 

 Trust in government. Participants indicated the extent to which they trusted the 

government in Washington, across parties and administrations, to do what is right (1 = Not at All 

to 7 = A Great Deal). 

 Support for radical change. Participants indicated their support for radical change in the 

same way they did in Studies 1A and 2. 

 American Pride. Participants indicated how proud they were to be American (1 = Not at 

all Proud to 5 = Extremely Proud). 

 Satisfaction with American Democracy. Participants indicated the extent to which they 

were satisfied with the way democracy was working in the United States (Linde & Ekman, 2003; 

1 = Extremely Dissatisfied to 7 = Extremely Satisfied). 

Results 

 First, I conducted my primary analyses to test the effects of the experimental conditions 

(excluding control) on three main dependent variables of interest: Anti-establishment sentiment, 

trust in government, and support for radical change. These are the primary analyses because they 

are the only ones that address hypothesized directional effects, congruent with Studies 1 and 2. 

As shown in Figure 5, two-sample t-tests revealed that: (1) participants in the Promise Broken 

Condition reported greater anti-establishment sentiment (M = 5.18, SD = 1.14) than participants 

in the Promise Kept Condition (M = 4.93, SD = 1.10), t(1159) = 3.92, 95% CI [0.13, 0.39], p < 

.001, d = 0.23; (2) participants in the Promise Broken Condition reported lower trust in 

government (M = 2.85, SD = 1.34) than participants in the Promise Kept Condition (M = 3.01, 

SD = 1.36), t(1154) = -2.03, 95% CI [-0.32, -0.005], p = .043, d = -0.12; and (3) participants in 
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the Promise Broken Condition reported greater endorsement of radical change (M = 5.06, SD = 

1.61) than participants in the Promise Kept Condition (M = 4.84, SD = 1.68), t(1149) = 2.34, 

95% CI [0.04, 0.42], p = .019, d = 0.14. 

 
Figure 5. Experimental effect of a broken social contract on political discontent (Chapter 1, 

Study 3) 

 

Notes. The effects of Study 3 experimental conditions on political discontent. Error bars indicate 

95% confidence intervals. 

 

Second, to examine if the Promise Broken Condition increased political discontent, or if 

the Promise Kept Condition decreased political discontent, I compared both conditions to the 

Control Condition. Additionally, I report the manipulation effect on all five dependent variables. 

A one-way ANOVA showed an omnibus effect of condition on anti-establishment sentiment, 

F(2,1770) = 10.11, p < .001. Correcting for multiple comparisons with a Tukey-HSD adjustment, 

I observed that those in the Promise Broken Condition reported significantly greater anti-

establishment sentiment (M = 5.18, SD = 1.14) than those in the Promise Kept Condition (M = 

4.93, SD = 1.10; adjusted p < .001) and those in the Control Condition (M = 4.94, SD = 1.08; 

adjusted p < .001). Another one-way ANOVA showed no significant omnibus effect of condition 

on trust in government, F(2,1764) = 2.91, p = .055. Indeed, Tukey-HSD adjusted pairwise 

comparisons showed no significant differences between the Promise Broken Condition (M = 
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2.85, SD = 1.34), the Promise Kept Condition (M = 3.01, SD = 1.36), and the Control Condition 

(M = 3.02, SD = 1.33). A third one-way ANOVA showed a significant omnibus effect of 

condition on support for radical change, F(2,1765) = 7.13, p < .001. Correcting for multiple 

comparisons with a Tukey-HSD adjustment, I observed that those in the Promise Broken 

Condition reported marginally greater support for radical change (M = 5.06, SD = 1.61) than 

those in the Promise Kept Condition (M = 4.84, SD = 1.68; adjusted p = .051) and significantly 

greater support for radical change than those in the Control Condition (M = 4.71, SD = 1.66; 

adjusted p < .001). Overall, these results suggest that seeing the promise of the social contract as 

broken leads to greater political discontent. Two additional one-way ANOVAs showed no 

significant omnibus effects of condition on American pride (F(2,1761) = 0.19, p = .826) and on 

satisfaction with American democracy (F(2,1769) = 2.21, p = .110). 

Discussion 

Study 3 provides experimental evidence that perceptions of a broken social contract 

causally influence political discontent, particularly anti-establishment sentiment, with more 

modest effects on trust in government and support for radical change. These effects are notable 

given that the outcomes examined are likely deeply ingrained and resistant to short-term 

manipulation, making it unlikely that a brief reflection task would meaningfully shift them. 

However, when including the control condition and correcting for multiple comparisons, the 

direction of this effect becomes less clear, making it difficult to determine whether a broken 

social contract increases political discontent or whether an intact social contract decreases it. 

Notably, the manipulation did not affect broader attitudes such as American pride or satisfaction 

with American democracy, likely because these constructs are less directly tied to perceptions of 

institutional authority. 
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General Discussion 

Across three nationally representative studies and one replication study, I find consistent 

evidence that the perception of a broken social contract predicts political discontent; anti-

establishment sentiment, distrust in institutions, and support for radical change. This relationship 

emerges over and above plausible alternative explanations in Studies 1A-2, and is supported by 

causal evidence in Study 3. Study 1A contributes a precise and minimally biased measurement of 

the social contract by allowing participants to articulate, in their own words, the values they 

believe the United States promises versus delivers, using a novel computational approach to 

extract these perceptions. Study 2 builds on this by identifying which perceived violations of the 

social contract most strongly predict political discontent, with exploratory analyses pointing to 

violations of justice, democracy, and freedom as the most predictive broken promises. Finally, 

Study 3 provides experimental evidence that a broken social contract leads to political 

discontent, with the strongest effect observed for anti-establishment sentiment. 

This work contributes to the study of political discontent by approaching it from a more 

foundational perspective: the perceived state of the social contract. To my knowledge, this is the 

first program of research to ask how individuals perceive the social contract and how this 

perception shapes political discontent. In the context of declining institutional legitimacy in 

liberal democracies all over the world, citizens are increasingly questioning the very basis of 

their relationship with the state. Ordinary people are asking themselves if the very promise upon 

which the state gains its legitimate authority is being upheld or not. I find in this research that the 

answer to this question matters. When such a foundational promise of the state is broken, citizens 

change the way they interact with its authoritative bodies: they distrust its institutions, show anti-

establishment sentiment, and support a radical change to the way things are done. This idea goes 
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all the way back to the leadup to the French revolution (Rousseau, 1762/1968), but it is surfaced 

in temporary theories of institutional legitimacy as well, suggesting that legitimacy depends on 

the perceived alignment between performance and shared societal values (Jackson & Gau, 2016; 

Tyler, 2006). In doing so, the current work grounds abstract ideas from political philosophy in 

data-driven methods that capture lay beliefs about the social contract, bridging foundational 

theory with empirical evidence on state legitimacy. 

A primary focus of this work is that citizens’ intuitions about the social contract are 

central to the functioning of any political system. The legitimacy of the state depends not only on 

the formal validity of its institutions, but on whether people perceive its authority as justified and 

aligned with shared societal values. These perceptions are difficult to measure and are formed by 

individuals who are not experts in law or policy, yet they nevertheless carry real consequences. 

When it comes to legitimacy, perception is not secondary to objective reality; it is constitutive of 

it. Accordingly, the present research is less concerned with the legal upholding of the 

constitution and more with how the social contract is experienced and evaluated by ordinary 

people. This requires embracing the messiness of lay judgment; perceptions may be incomplete 

or imperfectly informed, but they remain consequential. In this sense, I treat citizens as lay 

theorists of the social contract, whose intuitions shape trust, compliance, and support for 

institutions. 

An important limitation of this research concerns its generalizability across time and 

space. All studies were conducted in the United States during a single political administration, 

and although participants were instructed to reflect on broader, cross-administration trends, 

perceptions of government are known to shift with changes in political leadership. Future 

research should examine whether these effects replicate under different administrations and over 
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time, which would also provide an opportunity to assess how changes in executive leadership 

and policy shape perceived gaps between what is promised and what is delivered. At the same 

time, the robustness of the effects when controlling for partisanship and political ideology 

provides some reassurance that the findings are not reducible to immediate political alignment. 

Beyond the U.S. context, it will be important to test whether similar dynamics emerge in other 

countries, where the content and expectations of the social contract may differ, but concerns 

about institutional legitimacy are similarly pronounced. 

What happens when a contract is broken? As with any contract, when one party is 

perceived to have violated its terms, the other can respond in several ways: withdraw entirely, 

demand adherence to the original agreement, or seek to renegotiate its terms. In the political 

domain, these responses correspond to disengagement (anarchy and social dissolution), calls for 

institutional reform (upholding the constitution), or support for more fundamental transformation 

(amending the constitution). This is not a far-fetched pipe dream: many countries, including the 

U.S., have updated and rewrote their founding documents over time. And this might be 

necessary. People may not simply want the state to better uphold what they believe was 

originally promised; they may instead seek a redefinition of those promises altogether. If so, 

restoring trust in institutions may require not only repairing perceived violations, but also 

understanding and mapping the values and priorities that citizens would endorse in a revised 

contract. In this sense, identifying the guiding values of a contemporary social contract 

represents an important task for future social science research. By doing so, we may restore trust 

and build upon it to lay the foundation for a more legitimate and enduring social contract. 
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Chapter 2: Am I Left Behind? 

 

I was told to go to college. I did and now have crushing student loan debt. I cannot afford to buy 

a home even though I make 90k a year. I cannot afford to have a family and children. The 

American Dream has left me behind. 

 

– Participant QY421me in the open-ended “left behind” question in Study 2  

 

Introduction 

Consider a man who has spent the past twenty years working in manufacturing, his entire 

adult life, only to be laid off. His family depends on him to find work quickly, but he has little 

savings to fall back on. Six months later, despite his best efforts, he still cannot find a job. It is 

not for lack of skill. The economy has changed, and the jobs that once matched his expertise 

have been automated or moved overseas. His former colleagues face the same reality, struggling 

to make ends meet as their community slowly declines. Over time, he exhausts his savings and 

defaults on his mortgage, forcing his family out of the home they had built their lives in. They 

move into a smaller rental unit in an aging apartment complex nearby. He eventually takes on 

gig work, earning less than he once did and facing constant financial uncertainty. As he reflects 

on how he arrived at this position, he finds no clear explanation. It is not a lack of skill, effort, or 

poor decisions. Others around him face similar circumstances. Nor is there any single actor 

whose deliberate actions can account for this outcome. Rather, broader economic shifts, 

including automation and globalization, have reshaped the labor market in ways that leave him 
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with fewer options. In the absence of a clear source of blame, he does not feel betrayed or 

indignant. He feels overlooked. He feels left behind. 

This experience is not unique. Over the past several decades, and especially since 2008, 

housing, labor market, and cost of living trends have rendered the material security of millions of 

Americans increasingly precarious. Roughly 100 million Americans are in medical debt 

(Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, 2024), 44% of full-time American workers earn less 

than their local living wage (Dayforce, 2024), and nearly half of all renter households spend 

more than 30% of their incomes on housing (U.S. Census Bureau, 2024). These figures are not 

temporal anomalies; they reflect a decades-long trend in which basic necessities such as housing, 

health care, and education have become increasingly unaffordable for most Americans (Anytime 

Estimate, 2023; Healthcare System Tracker, 2024; Education Data Initiative, 2024). Labor 

market trends point to growing insecurity. Workers who lose stable employment often face 

persistent earnings losses upon reemployment, with only about two-thirds earning as much as 

before (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2024). Indeed, a substantial share (~16%) of Americans 

engage in gig or contingent work, reflecting a shift away from stable, well-compensated 

employment (Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, 2024). These material 

conditions are reflected in public sentiment: 74% of American parents believe that their children 

will be worse off than they are (Pew Research Center, 2025), a stark reversal from 1999, when 

71% believed the next generation would be better off (Gallup, 2022). Given these trends in 

financial security and public sentiment, an important question arises: Does this affect political 

behavior, and if so, how? 

Many scholars and political analysts conclude that economic decline and the sentiment of 

falling behind give rise to far right and authoritarian political shifts. One prevailing narrative is 
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that support for right-wing populism is driven by voters who feel left behind by structural 

economic change, job loss, wage stagnation, and declining opportunity (e.g., Porter, 2016 in the 

New York Times). Political psychology research identifies status threat—a threat to one’s 

identity and social standing—as the primary driver of a declining economy’s impact on voting 

behavior (Mutz, 2018). Concretely, that perceived threats to the status of traditionally dominant 

groups like white people, Christians, and men, predicted support for Trump in the 2016 

Presidential election over and above economic hardship (Mutz, 2018). This conclusion is, 

indeed, consistent with the notion that an impending majority-minority demographic flip 

increases political conservatism among white Americans (Craig & Richeson, 2014), likely due to 

the threat that arises from perceptions of racial progress (Wilkins & Kaiser, 2014). Indeed, recent 

work finds that white people who see themselves as falling behind their own high-status ingroup 

are more likely to endorse alt-right exclusionary political attitudes (Cooley et al., 2024). This 

deep literature is robust and its findings are compelling.  

However, I believe this is only part of the story. Importantly, much of this work captures 

a broader sense of dissatisfaction through a relatively specific operationalization—namely, status 

threat tied to group-based position. For example, Cooley et al. (2024) find that individuals who 

perceive themselves as both falling behind their ingroup and being surpassed by outgroups are 

more likely to endorse alt-right ideology. While this approach has been particularly effective at 

explaining right-wing extremism, it also narrows the construct of “falling behind” to identity-

based threat. In contrast, I conceptualize feeling left behind more broadly as a diffuse, system-

level perception of being overlooked or unrepresented by larger social, economic, or political 

forces. From this perspective, what often appears as ideological extremity may reflect a more 
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general repudiation of the status quo, one that is not inherently tied to any specific identity or 

ideological direction. 

This broader framing also highlights an important limitation in how prior work measures 

these outcomes. In particular, some operationalizations of “extremism” conflate conceptually 

distinct constructs. For example, Cooley et al. (2024) employ an outcome measure that combines 

perceptions of anti-white bias (e.g., “white people are generally under attack in the United 

States”) with anti-government beliefs (e.g., “the government threatens my personal rights”), 

claiming that the perception of falling behavior “is associated with more support for alt-right 

ideology” (p. 5). While alt-right ideology and anti-government beliefs may co-occur, they 

capture different underlying orientations; one rooted in group-based threat, the other in distrust 

of political institutions. Treating them as a single outcome makes it difficult to determine what is 

being predicted. More broadly, recent work conceptualizes extremism as attitudinal extremity—

holding more intense or polarized positions—rather than as a specific ideological or anti-

establishment orientation (Hussein et al., 2026), further underscoring that these constructs do not 

necessarily align. This distinction matters because anti-establishment attitudes are not reducible 

to left-right ideological orientation, but instead constitute a separate dimension of political 

ideology (Uscinski et al., 2021). A more general sense of being left behind may therefore relate 

differently to these dimensions, predicting support for systemic change independently of, or in 

interaction with, ideological orientation. 

Therefore, I define feeling left behind as feeling neglected by seemingly insurmountable, 

overwhelming, or intractable forces in society. These forces can be economic, political, or social. 

Under this definition, feeling left behind may predict more than just right-wing extremism. In 
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fact, it could very well predict support for any political faction, leader, or ideology that is outside 

of the mainstream established political status quo. 

Although related, feeling left behind is conceptually distinct from low levels of well-

being. Whereas well-being captures how good or bad individuals feel about their lives, feeling 

left behind reflects a more relational, system-oriented appraisal. This distinction matters for 

political behavior. Recent work links low well-being to populist attitudes (Ward et al., 2025), 

often framed as opposition to “the elite.” In contrast, I focus on support for sweeping change 

more broadly, which is not limited to populist ideology. Rather than presupposing a particular 

ideological direction, it captures a willingness to depart from the status quo altogether. 

Nevertheless, I control for related constructs, such as loneliness and interconnectedness. 

One way to think about endorsement of outside figures is in terms of the type of change 

they represent. A broad literature across organizational theory distinguishes between incremental 

and radical forms of change. Incremental change involves adjustments that preserve the 

underlying structure of a system; refinements to existing processes, policies, or norms that 

maintain continuity with the status quo. In contrast, radical change entails a fundamental 

transformation of the system itself, altering core structures, power relations, or organizing 

principles (Newman, 2000). As research in organizational change emphasizes, radical change 

replaces rather than extends the status quo, often disrupting existing roles, knowledge systems, 

and institutional arrangements. Importantly, the magnitude of change is analytically distinct from 

its pace: radical change need not occur rapidly, and incremental change need not be slow 

(Gallivan, 1994). 

These distinctions are mirrored in research on collective action, which differentiates 

between normative and non-normative forms of political behavior. Normative collective action 
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operates within established institutional channels—such as voting, petitioning, or peaceful 

protest—and is generally oriented toward incremental reform. In contrast, non-normative 

collective action involves behaviors that challenge or circumvent institutional rules, reflecting a 

willingness to disrupt or overturn the existing system (Wright, 1990). Framed this way, support 

for sweeping or radical change is not simply a more extreme version of incrementalism, but a 

qualitatively distinct orientation toward how change should occur. As such, support for these 

different forms of change is unlikely to be driven by the same psychological antecedents. 

Incremental change assumes that the existing system can still deliver meaningful 

improvement. For those who feel left behind, that assumption may break down. When repeated 

reforms fail to produce perceived gains, the system may come to be seen not as fixable but as 

fundamentally unresponsive. Under these conditions, support may shift away from working 

within the system toward disrupting it altogether, pushing for radical, as opposed to incremental, 

change. Having believed to have exhausted all other options, those who feel left behind may opt 

for a roll of the dice: I don’t know if it will be good or bad, but at least it will be different. 

 This leads me to my primary claim: Feeling left behind is associated with support for 

sweeping, radical, fundamental change over minor, incremental, gradual reform. 

 As a secondary question, I ask if the way in which people left behind matters and if 

political ideology plays a role. Individuals may feel left behind in different domains—economic, 

social, political, or cultural—and these distinct forms may not carry the same implications for 

political behavior. It remains an open question whether some forms of feeling left behind are 

more strongly associated with support for sweeping change than others, or whether certain 

domains uniquely motivate a willingness to depart from the status quo. Relatedly, the role of 

political ideology in shaping these preferences is not straightforward. If support for sweeping 
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change reflects a broader repudiation of the system, it may operate independently of traditional 

left-right orientations. Alternatively, ideology may condition how individuals channel this 

dissatisfaction, amplifying or attenuating support for different types of sweeping change 

depending on how such change is perceived. Taken together, these possibilities suggest that the 

relationship between feeling left behind and support for sweeping change may be contingent 

both on the form that feeling left behind takes and on individuals’ broader ideological 

orientations. 

Overview of Studies 

In the current work, I examine the role of feeling left behind in support for sweeping 

political change. In Study 1, I isolate the unique effect of feeling left behind on support for 

sweeping change, controlling for a range of plausible alternative explanations, including social 

mobility beliefs, social connectedness, loneliness, perceived standing in the racial hierarchy, and 

political ideology. In Study 2, I examine the ways in which people feel left behind, and test 

whether distinct experiences differently predict support for sweeping change. 

Study 1 

In Study 1, I tested the unique effect of feeling left behind on support for sweeping 

political change in a more controlled setting. To do so, I examined preferences for an ideal 

political candidate along two key dimensions: the type of change they represent (sweeping vs. 

incremental) and the direction of that change (left vs. right). This design allowed for precision in 

isolating the role of feeling left behind, while controlling for a range of plausible alternative 

explanations, including social mobility beliefs, social connectedness, loneliness, perceived 

standing in the racial hierarchy, political ideology, and demographic characteristics. 

Method 
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Participants 

Seven hundred and fifty-three U.S. American participants were recruited through Prolific 

with a targeted quota resembling the political identification in the U.S. (30% Democrats, 30% 

Republicans, and 40% Independents; Gallup, 2025B). Excluding 11 participants who failed an 

attention check and one participant who failed a bot-check resulted in a final sample of 741 

eligible participants (362 men, 370 women, and 9 other gender; 528 non-Hispanic White, 24 

Hispanic or Latino, 92 Black, 47 Asian, 43 more than one race, and 7 other race; mean age = 

44.17; median annual income $60,001-$80,000; 266 Independents, 237 Republicans, 226 

Democrats, and 10 other or no preference). 

Measures 

 Feeling left behind. Participants were first given context about what I mean by feeling 

left behind and then were asked about the extent to which they felt left behind. The prompt read: 

 People in America come from all walks of life. Some feel left behind while others are 

advancing. We are interested in how you feel and what that means for you. To what extent do 

you feel left behind? (0 = Not at All Left Behind to 100 = Extremely Left Behind). 

 Support for sweeping change. Support for sweeping change was measured as part of a 

set of questions on preferences for participants’ ideal political candidate. Specifically, 

participants were asked about the approach to change they would like their ideal political 

candidate to take on a reverse-scored scale of 1 (Sweeping; bold, radical changes) to 7 

(Incremental; smaller, step-by-step changes). 

 Support right-wing ideology. Support for right-wing ideology was measured as part of 

the same set of questions on preferences for participants’ ideal political candidate. Specifically, 

this measure consisted of a mean score of participants’ preferences for right-wing economic 
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policy (1 = Redistributive to 7 = Free Market) and right-wing support for cultural issues (1 = 

Progressive to 7 = Conservative). The items were correlated at r = .64. 

 Social mobility beliefs. Social mobility beliefs were measured with a set of eight 

statements on people’s ability to advance up the socio-economic ladder in society (Browman et 

al., 2017). Participants indicated their agreement (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree) 

with statements such as “people can substantially change their status in society” and reverse-

scored items such as “everyone is of a certain status in society, and there is not much that they 

can do to really change that.” The items were internally consistent at Cronbach’s  = .93. 

 Social connectedness. Social connectedness was measured with the top five loading 

items from the Social Connectedness Scale (Lee et al., 2001). Participants indicated their 

agreement (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree) with statements such as “I feel distant 

from other people” and one reverse-scored item that read “I am able to relate to my peers.” The 

items were internally consistent at Cronbach’s  = .94. 

 Loneliness. Loneliness was measured as the sum score of the short version of the UCLA 

Loneliness Scale (Hughes et al., 2004). Participants indicated how often they feel (1) that they 

lack companionship; (2) left out; and (3) isolated from others (1 = Hardly Ever; 2 = Some of the 

Time; 3 = Often). The items were internally consistent at Cronbach’s  = .87. 

 Falling behind in the racial status hierarchy. The subjective perception of falling 

behind one’s racial group was measured by asking participants to place five slider points on a 

scale ranging from 0 (THE WORST OFF; those who have the least money, the least political 

power, the least education, and the least respected jobs) to 100 (THE BEST OFF; whose who 

have the most money, the most political power, the most education, and the most respected jobs): 

(1) The participant; (2) White people; (3) Black people; (4) Asian people; and (5) 
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Latino/Hispanic people (Cooley et al., 2024). I classified responses using Latent Profile Analysis 

(Ferguson et al., 2020), attempting to replicate classifications reported by Cooley et al. (2024), 

but there was no plausible classification of last place. Essentially, almost all instances in which 

white participants (the primary target of this measure) placed themselves in last place, they were 

too close in placement to the rest of the groups. Therefore, I used only the self-placement rank (1 

= first place; 5 = last place) as a measure of participants’ sense of falling behind other racial 

groups in the United States. 

Results 

First, I examined all interclass correlations. As shown in Table 2, feeling left behind was 

negatively associated with support for right-wing political candidates (r = -.25) and positively 

associated with support for sweeping change political candidates (r = .24). 
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Table 2. Interclass correlations (Chapter 2, Study 1) 

 
Mean 
(SD) 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 

1. Left behind 
43.53 

(28.33) 
1.00        

2. Sweeping change candidate 
3.96 

(1.71) 
.24*** 1.00       

3. Right-wing candidate 
3.50 

(1.89) 
-.25*** -.28*** 1.00      

4. Social mobility beliefs 
4.75 

(1.19) 
-.37*** -.15*** .32*** 1.00     

5. Social Connectedness 
3.45 

(1.58) 
.65*** .22*** -.25*** -.36*** 1.00    

6. Loneliness 
5.08 

(1.91) 
.55*** .17*** -.20*** -.30*** .74*** 1.00   

7. Left behind: Race 
2.95 

(1.20) 
.36*** .05 -.00 -.14*** .37*** .31*** 1.00  

8. Conservatism 
3.82 

(1.83) 
-.22*** -.23*** .81*** .28*** -.21*** -.16*** .01 1.00 

Notes. Left Behind = Feeling left behind; Left Behind: Race = Falling behind in the racial status hierarchy; Conservatism = 

political ideology on the Extremely Liberal (1) to Extremely Conservative (7) scale. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.  
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 Second, I examined whether feeling left behind uniquely predicted support for sweeping 

change candidates, controlling for falling behind in the racial hierarchy, social mobility beliefs, 

loneliness, social connectedness, party identification, political ideology (conservatism), race, 

gender, income, education, and age. In a linear regression model, I found that feeling left behind 

was positively associated with support for sweeping change candidates, β = 0.16, t(707) = 3.10, 

95% CI = [0.06, 0.25], p = .002. 

 Third, I examined whether feeling left behind uniquely predicted support for right-wing 

candidates, controlling for the same controls as the model reported above. Feeling left behind 

was not significantly predictive of support for right-wing candidates, β = -0.02, t(707) = -0.81, 

95% CI = [-0.08, 0.03], p = .421. 

Discussion 

Study 1 provides evidence that feeling left behind uniquely predicts support for sweeping 

political change, even when accounting for a wide range of alternative explanations, including 

social mobility beliefs, social connectedness, loneliness, perceived standing in the racial 

hierarchy, political ideology, and demographic factors. Importantly, feeling left behind did not 

predict support for right-wing candidates, contrary to prior literature and media (Cooley et al., 

2024; Mutz, 2018; Porter, 2016). Instead, these findings suggest that feeling left behind is more 

closely tied to a desire for sweeping change than its ideological direction. 

Study 2 

In Study 2, I examined the ways in which individuals experience feeling left behind by 

eliciting participants’ responses in an open-ended format, allowing their perceptions to emerge 

without imposing researcher-defined categories. This approach enabled a more precise 

understanding of the underlying factors that contribute to feeling left behind, and whether certain 
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dimensions, such as economic conditions or job opportunities, are more strongly associated with 

support for sweeping political change than others, such as age or gender. By doing so, this design 

allowed for the identification of the specific experiences that drive the relationship between 

feeling left behind and support for sweeping change. 

Method 

Participants 

Five-hundred U.S. American participants were recruited through Prolific with a targeted 

quota resembling the political identification in the U.S. (30% Democrats, 30% Republicans, and 

40% Independents; Gallup, 2025B). Excluding one participant who failed a bot-check resulted in 

a final sample of 499 eligible participants (236 men, 257 women, and 6 other gender; 372 non-

Hispanic White, 21 Hispanic or Latino, 44 Black, 24 Asian, 33 more than one race, and 5 other 

race; mean age = 44.46; median annual income $60,001-$80,000; 178 Independents, 155 

Republicans, 160 Democrats, and 6 other or no preference). 

Measures 

 Feeling left behind. The feeling of being left behind was measured in the same way as it 

was in Study 1 (0 = Not at All Left Behind to 100 = Extremely Left Behind). 

 Ways of being left behind. In an open-ended question, participants were asked to 

describe the ways, if any, in which they feel left behind. If they rated their feeling of being left 

behind as under 50 in the continuous measure above, the open-ended question started with a 

prompt explaining that although not everyone feels that they are left behind overall, nearly 

everyone can point to at least a few areas in which they feel somewhat left behind. The character 

range for the answer was limited to 100-5000 and paste was disabled to limit the use of large 

language models. 
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Support for sweeping change. Support for sweeping change was measured in the same 

way as it was in Study 1. 

 Support right-wing ideology. Support for right-wing ideology was measured in the 

same way as it was in Study 1. The items were correlated at r = .66. 

Text Analysis Procedure 

 To analyze the open-ended responses, I conducted two complimentary procedures: (1) 

quantifying responses along various dimensions; and (2) cluster analysis.  

For the former, I looped the responses through the OpenAI API, using the gpt-4o model, 

and prompted it to assess the following: (1) The extent to which this person was feeling left 

behind (1 = Not at All to 5 = Extremely); (2) the extent to which the factors that made this person 

feel left behind were more systemic (7; larger forces outside their control like government, 

society, or the economy) or more individual (1; their own circumstances and choices); (3) the 

extent to which the factors were related to the government (1 = Not at All to 5 = Extremely); (4) 

the extent to which the factors were related to economic conditions (1 = Not at All to 5 = 

Extremely); (5) the extent to which the factors were related to cultural issues like dignity, feeling 

respected, or feeling valued (1 = Not at All to 5 = Extremely); (6) the extent to which the factors 

were related to one’s racial background (1 = Not at All to 5 = Extremely); (7) the extent to which 

the factors were related to one’s gender (1 = Not at All to 5 = Extremely); and (8) the extent to 

which the factors were related to one’s age (1 = Not at All to 5 = Extremely). 

For the latter, I looped the responses through the same LLM, prompting it to label (in no 

more than two words) the factors that made this person feel left behind. I did not limit the factors 

assigned to each response: Each response received anywhere between one and ten factors 

contributing to their feeling of being left behind. Then, I retrieved the factors’ 3,072-dimensional 



 

 50 

embeddings using the text-embedding-3-large model from OpenAI (OpenAI, 2024). With those 

embeddings, I conducted a k-means clustering analysis, optimized at a ten-cluster solution: (1) 

Financial struggles; (2) lack of opportunities; (3) personal growth; (4) health limitations; (5) social 

and political issues; (6) inequality and disparity; (7) career opportunities; (8) generational 

differences; (9) technology change; and (10) family responsibilities. Then, to assign each 

participant to a cluster, I computed the mean of their embeddings (resulting in a single 3,072-

dimensional vector per participant) and the cosine similarity of that vector with that of each 

cluster’s centroid. For each participant, the assigned cluster was the one with the highest cosine 

similarity value to the participant’s vector. 

Results 

 To understand the ways in which participants felt left behind, I examined the means and 

distributions of the dimensions portrayed in their open responses. As shown in Figure 6, the 

factors that contributed to people feeling left behind were predominantly systemic3 (M = 3.69, 

SD = 0.99) but not related to the government (M = 1.82, SD = 1.21). Both economic (M = 3.20 

SD = 1.44) and cultural factors (M = 2.65, SD = 0.88) seemed to have emerged as meaningful 

components of feeling left behind. In terms of demographic dimensions, race (M = 1.15, SD = 

0.53) and gender (M = 1.55, SD = 0.82) did not meaningfully contribute to feeling left behind, 

whereas age did (M = 2.59, SD = 1.10). 

 
3 The “systemic” dimension was transformed from a 7-point scale to a 5-point scale for the purpose of means 

and distribution comparisons between dimensions. 
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Figure 6. Dimensions along which people felt left behind (Chapter 2, Study 2) 

Notes. Distributions of gpt-generated ratings of descriptions of the way people feel that they 

are falling behind. The “systemic” dimension was transformed from a 7-point scale to a 5-

point scale for the purpose of this visualization. 

 

 Next, I examined the clustering-informed categorization of participants to different sub-

groups. As shown in Table 3, most participants felt left behind due to financial struggles 

(22.85%), lack of opportunities (17.23%), and limited personal growth (15.23%). Conversely, 

very few participants felt left behind due to generational differences (3.81%), technology change 

(3.81%), and family responsibilities (2.81%). 

Table 3. Ways in which people felt left behind (Chapter 2, Study 2) 

Cluster N Left Behind Reasons 

Financial 

struggles 

114 (22.85%) 46.56 (27.43) Financial struggles, financial 

concerns, financial struggle, 

financial situation, limited income 

Lack of 

opportunities 

86 (17.23%) 48.24 (27.89) Lack of fulfillment, lack of 

advancement, lack of opportunities, 

lack of progress, lack of support 
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Personal growth 76 (15.23%) 34.33 (26.35) Personal progress, personal 

expectations, personal growth, life 

goals, personal development 

Health 

limitations 

55 (11.02%) 45.53 (30.66) Health limitations, activity 

limitations, health issues, disability 

challenges, physical challenges 

Social and 

political issues 

43 (8.62%) 50.07 (31.88) Social issues, social changes, 

political issues, political shifts, 

policy shifts 

Inequality and 

disparity 

38 (7.62%) 50.58 (27.16) Economic disparity, income 

disparity, economic inequality, 

racial inequality, social inequality 

Career 

opportunities 

35 (7.01%) 43.97 (25.42) Career opportunities, employment 

opportunities, career growth, job 

opportunities, career success 

Generational 

differences 

19 (3.81%) 24.47 (20.51) Generation gap, age differences, 

age gap, generational gap, 

education gap 

Technology 

change 

19 (3.81%) 27.32 (20.13) Technology advancement, tech 

adaptation, technology 

advancements, technology changes 

Family 

responsibilities 

14 (2.81%) 25.29 (26.38) Family responsibilities, family 

dynamics, family obligations, 

family reliance, family support 

Notes. N indicates the number of participants in each category (share of sample in 

parentheses); Left Behind indicates the mean left behind score in each category (SD in 

parentheses); Reasons indicates the top 5 loading (cosine similarity to cluster centroid) 

reasons of each category 

 

 Then, I examined whether feeling left behind was associated with preference for political 

candidates. Replicating the finding of Study 1, a multiple regression model showed that feeling 

left behind was positively predictive of supporting sweeping change candidates, controlling for 

party identification, conservative ideology, progressive ideology, race, gender, income, 

education, and age (β = 0.11, t(443) = 2.13, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.21], p = .034). Conversely, and 

deviating from the null effect of Study 14, feeling left behind was negatively associated with 

 
4 Note that Study 1 models included many more politically relevant control variables (e.g., falling behind in the 

racial hierarchy, social mobility beliefs). 
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support for right-wing candidates, controlling for the same variables (β = -0.07, t(443) = -2.31, 

95% CI = [-0.13, -0.01], p = .021). 

 Breaking down the sample by the cluster-assigned categorization, I explored which 

factors contributing to feeling left behind were most predictive of support for sweeping change 

candidates. As shown in Figure 7, the way in which feeling left behind was most associated with 

support for sweeping candidates was by expressing lack of career opportunities (β = 0.61, t(33) = 

3.61, 95% CI = [0.27, 0.95], p < .001), followed by financial struggles (β = 0.21, t(112) = 2.23, 

95% CI = [0.02, 0.39], p = .027). The effect of feeling left behind on support for sweeping 

change candidates was non-significant in all other classifications. 

 
Figure 7. Feeling left behind in different ways has a different impact on support for sweeping 

change (Chapter 2, Study 2) 

 Finally, I examined the potentially moderating roles of the dimensions of feeling left 

behind on support for sweeping change candidates. As shown in Figure 8, feeling left behind in 

ways that were related to the government marginally informed the relationship between feeling 

left behind and support for sweeping change candidates (β = 0.07, t(495) = 1.95, 95% CI = [0.00, 

0.14], p = .051), such that the more related the feeling was to the government, the greater its 

effect on support for sweeping change candidates. Similarly, feeling left behind on cultural 

issues was associated with a greater effect of feeling behind on support for sweeping change 

candidates (β = 0.11, t(495) = 2.24, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.20], p = .026). Additionally, feeling left 
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behind in terms of racial background strengthened its effect on support for sweeping change 

candidates (β = 0.32, t(495) = 2.98, 95% CI = [0.11, 0.53], p = .003). 

 
Figure 8. Feeling left behind on different dimensions has a different impact on support for 

sweeping change (Chapter 2, Study 2) 

Notes. gov_gpt = gpt-generated ratings of government as a factor contributing to feeling left 

behind; cult_gpt = gpt-generated ratings of cultural issues contributing to feeling left behind; 

race_gpt = gpt-generated ratings of one’s racial background as a contributing factor to feeling 

left behind. 

 

Discussion 

Study 2 leverages an open-ended design to identify the specific ways in which 

individuals experience feeling left behind without imposing researcher-defined categories. 

Notably, participants rarely attributed these experiences to race, further emphasizing the 

misplaced focus on race in previous work. Consistent with previous work, though, when race 

was cited, it significantly strengthened the relationship between feeling left behind and support 

for sweeping change. The focus of people’s concerns, though, were mostly economic. When 

economic conditions and limited job opportunities were the primary drivers of feeling left 

behind, support for sweeping political change grew. The effect of feeling left behind was also 

amplified when individuals framed their experiences in systemic or culturally meaningful terms, 

and when they perceived their position as shaped by broader forces beyond their control. 

General Discussion 

Chapter 2 provides converging evidence that feeling left behind is associated with 

support for sweeping political change. Across two studies, I show that this relationship is not 
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reducible to existing explanations centered on ideology, social disconnection, or status threat. 

Study 1 isolates the effect of feeling left behind, demonstrating that it uniquely predicts support 

for sweeping change candidates even when accounting for a wide range of alternative 

explanations, and does not predict support for right-wing candidates. Study 2 identifies the lived 

experiences underlying this sentiment, showing that economic insecurity and constrained 

opportunity are the primary pathways through which feeling left behind translates into support 

for sweeping change. 

Additionally, one supplemental study provides preliminary evidence for the importance 

of feeling left behind in an electoral context (see Appendix 3). Specifically, in the context of 

state- and local-level off-cycle elections, feeling left behind was not associated with voting for 

candidates who were perceived as endorsers of right-wing policies. It also moderated the effect 

of perceived candidate ideology on voting behavior, such that individuals who felt left behind 

were more likely to support sweeping change candidates that are perceived as left-leaning and 

less likely to support those they perceive as right-leaning, whereas ideology plays little role 

among those who did not feel left behind. That said, because the unique nature of an off-cycle 

election and the limited pool of electoral races to sample, the impact of feeling left behind on 

real-world voting behavior remains inconclusive. 

However, the findings of Studies 1 and 2 refine our understanding of the political 

consequences of feeling left behind. Much of the existing literature interprets dissatisfaction 

under conditions of economic and social change as a driver of right-wing or authoritarian shifts, 

often through the lens of status threat (Mutz, 2018; Craig & Richeson, 2014; Cooley et al., 

2024). While these accounts capture an important dimension of political behavior, the present 

work suggests that they may be incomplete. Rather than reflecting a movement toward a specific 
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ideological pole, feeling left behind appears to reflect a broader repudiation of the political status 

quo—one that is more closely aligned with anti-establishment orientations than with left-right 

ideology (Uscinski et al., 2021; Mudde, 2004). In line with this perspective, individuals who feel 

left behind are not necessarily solely drawn to right-wing extremism, but to candidates and 

movements that promise sweeping, system-level change, even if that change is in a left-wing 

direction. This helps explain why support for such candidates does not consistently map onto 

traditional ideological categories, and instead varies depending on how that change is framed and 

who is perceived to represent it. As more individuals experience economic precarity and political 

disconnection, this orientation toward disruption rather than reform will likely become an 

increasingly central force in shaping contemporary political behavior. 

An important limitation of the present work warrants consideration. Although Study 2 

provides insight into the specific ways individuals experience feeling left behind, it remains 

unclear how these distinct experiences map onto support for different ideological forms of 

sweeping change. While economic hardship and constrained opportunity emerge as primary 

drivers, the present findings do not reveal a clear pattern in how these experiences map onto 

support for left- versus right-leaning forms of sweeping change. Further work is needed to better 

understand how individuals translate diffuse feelings of being left behind into specific political 

preferences, and how these processes may vary across contexts and over time. 

The present findings, however, also carry important practical implications. In a period of 

widespread social and economic unrest, a growing sense of being left behind may increase 

willingness to support sweeping, system-level change. When people feel desperate, they are 

more susceptible to leadership that acknowledges their pain and offers solutions, some of which 

might be misguided or deceitful. An acknowledgement of one’s pain and suffering can come in 
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the form of racial scapegoating, pointing to an external force as the source of the pain. It can also 

come in the form of economic populism, pointing to a wealthy elite, responsible for people’s 

hardship. History offers examples of both trajectories: redistributive transformations and 

exclusionary authoritarian movements. Understanding the conditions under which dissatisfaction 

is channeled in one direction versus the other is therefore critical. In particular, identifying how 

individuals interpret the sources of their disadvantage may help explain when support for 

sweeping change takes the form of solidarity and redistribution rather than exclusion and 

division. 
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Chapter 3: Who Am I Left Behind By? 

 

The rich are getting richer while the poor are getting poorer. 

 

– Participant VC301vr in the open-ended reflection question in Study 2  

Introduction 

While most Americans are struggling, some are doing phenomenally well. The top 0.1% 

of Americans (~134,000 households) hold 13% of the total private assets in the country, while 

the bottom 50% of Americans (~67,750,000 households) only hold 5.3% of it; the greatest 

disparity since recording started in 1989 (Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, 

2026). Since the 1970’s, compensation of the typical worker rose by 26%, while the realized 

CEO compensation grew by 1,094% (Economic Policy Institute, 2025). Indeed, although 

productivity has increased by an average of 1.4% annually since 1979, worker compensation has 

increased by only 0.6% annually (Wething & Fast, 2025), suggesting a steady upward 

distribution of wealth from workers to shareholders. Corporate success is not experienced by the 

average worker. Since 2021, the S&P 500 Index rose by 66.5% (S&P Dow Jones Indices LLC., 

2026), but wages are barely keeping with inflation at negative 0.1% real average earnings 

(Statista, 2025B). Despite this disparity, Americans largely acquiesce. According to recent data 

from the World Values Survey, only 14% of Americans support a radical change to the way 

society is organized (Haerpfer et al., 2022)5, and many working-class voters continue to support 

 
5 This figure was calculated from 2,554 U.S.-American respondents in Wave 7 (2018-2022) of the World Values 

Survey (see Appendix 4). 
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politicians and policies that sustain, rather than redress, economic inequality (e.g., Cooley et al., 

2024; see Thomas, 2004). 

 Extensive research in social and political psychology has offered important explanations 

for this paradoxical feature of U.S. society. System justification theory argues that people are 

psychologically motivated to view existing social arrangements as fair, just, and legitimate (Jost 

& Banaji, 1994; Jost & van der Toorn, 2012), even when doing so conflicts with their own group 

interests (Jost et al., 2003A). Furthermore, political conservatism and right-wing authoritarianism 

reinforce resistance to change through increased preferences for order, conformity, and deference 

to authority (e.g., Altemeyer, 1981; Jost et al., 2003B). Additionally, social dominance theory 

argues that individuals’ preference for intergroup hierarchies can lead to internalizing group-

based dominance as natural or necessary (Pratto et al., 1994; see Sidanius & Pratto, 2012). While 

these theoretical perspectives shed light on why people rationalize or defend inequality, they 

offer less insight into when and how economically disadvantaged individuals develop a stronger 

sense of solidarity around shared material conditions—specifically, their social class. In the 

current work, I address this gap by investigating the possibility that zero-sum beliefs foster 

solidarity amongst the working class, rather than foment division within it.  

I argue that class-based zero-sum beliefs—the belief that upper-class gains come at the 

expense of the working class—predict increased support for redistributive policy because they 

increase solidarity with the working class. In making this claim, I challenge the dominant 

framing of zero-sum beliefs as inherently divisive and instead suggest that these beliefs also have 

a unifying function within groups. I build upon research demonstrating that shared experiences 

of discrimination can generate solidarity across disadvantaged groups (e.g., Cortland et al., 2017; 

Craig & Richeson, 2016). This is especially crucial in the context of class: fragmentation within 
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the working class along racial, national, and gender lines (e.g., Eppard et al., 2018; Knowles et 

al., 2024) weakens class consciousness and unified political action (e.g., Berberoglu, 1994; 

Lukács, 1971/1989). Therefore, I propose that people who direct their attention toward the upper 

class as a common adversary may see working-class individuals as sharing their material 

interests and consequently increase their solidarity with them. In turn, solidarity may drive 

support for policy that addresses those material interests—redistributive economic policy.  

Zero-sum Beliefs as a Tool to Foster Solidarity 

 Zero-sum beliefs––the perception that one party’s gain comes at another party’s 

expense—are a potent and pervasive way that individuals understand their social and economic 

environment (e.g., de Dreu et al., 2000; Johnson et al., 2022; Różycka-Tran et al., 2015; Pinkley, 

1990; von Neumann & Morgenstern, 1944). These beliefs exist on a spectrum from a generalized 

mindset (Andrews Fearon & Götz, 2025) to highly contextualized, domain-specific attitudes that 

operate within particular intergroup dynamics, such as race, gender, political affiliation, religion, 

or immigration status (Davidai & Ongis, 2019; Esses et al., 1998; Wilkins et al., 2017). In short, 

zero-sum beliefs are highly versatile, manifesting across a wide range of contexts, domains, and 

perspectives. 

Research on zero-sum beliefs has traditionally (and understandably) emphasized the 

corrosive effects of zero-sum thinking on intergroup relations. When people view societal gains 

as zero-sum, they are more likely to perceive progress for one group as a threat to another group, 

particularly among advantaged group members. As a result, zero-sum beliefs are consistently 

linked with greater prejudice, perceived intergroup competition, and resistance to equality-

enhancing policies (see Davidai & Tepper, 2023 for review). For instance, individuals who 

perceive immigration as a zero-sum competition over scarce resources tend to be more hostile 
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towards immigrants (Esses et al., 2002); men who believe women’s progress comes at the 

expense of men’s progress are less supportive of gender equality (Ruthig et al., 2017); Christians 

who believe LGBT rights threaten religious values are more likely to endorse sexual prejudice 

(Wilkins et al., 2022); and White Americans who believe racial minorities are gaining at their 

expense endorse anti-egalitarian racial attitudes (Craig & Richeson, 2014). In sum, perceiving 

one group’s gains as another group’s losses reinforces group boundaries and escalates intergroup 

tension. 

My theoretical proposition branches from these prevailing views by reframing zero-sum 

beliefs not solely as a divisive fuel to intergroup threat, competition, and perceived harm (e.g., 

Brown et al., 2022; Esses, 2015; Wilkins et al., 2015; see Davidai & Tepper, 2023 for review), 

but also as a potential catalyst for cultivating solidarity. While existing scholarship shows that 

zero-sum beliefs often provoke defensive responses and reinforce the perceived boundary 

between “us” and “them” (Esses et al., 1998; Voci, 2006), these same processes can also bolster 

identification with the threatened ingroup. In other words, by clarifying who is perceived as the 

source of advantage (i.e., the upper class) and disadvantage (i.e., the working class), zero-sum 

beliefs may unite members of the disadvantaged group around a sense of linked fate and 

solidarity.  

 Indeed, decades of research demonstrate that external threats increase ingroup cohesion 

and solidarity with one’s ingroup. Classic work on social identity theory shows that threats to a 

group’s distinctiveness or status can strengthen group-based identification and prompt group-

protective responses to reaffirm the ingroup’s value (e.g., Kerns, 2017; Nadler et al., 2009; Sherif 

et al., 1954/1988; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). External threats can also promote greater willingness 

to act collectively on behalf of the ingroup (Greenaway & Cruwys, 2019; Maner et al., 2012). 
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Extending this logic to social class, I argue that when individuals perceive the upper class as 

gaining at the expense of the working class, the threat they experience from the upper class 

triggers a stronger sense of shared fate and solidarity with the working class. By underscoring the 

upper class as a common adversary, class-based zero-sum beliefs may heighten outgroup threat 

and increase solidarity among the working class. This process repositions zero-sum beliefs from 

a source of intergroup division into a catalyst of within-group cohesion among economically 

disadvantaged people.  

Working-Class Fragmentation and Solidarity 

 Scholars have long argued that fragmentation within the working class is a key 

impediment to class-based solidarity (Berberoglu, 1994). Rather than coalescing around shared 

material interests, working-class individuals are often perceived, and perceive themselves, as 

members of more narrowly defined groups based on race, gender, or national origin (e.g., Cooley 

et al., 2024; Knowles et al., 2024, McDermott et al., 2019). This fragmentation is thought to 

weaken class consciousness and suppress efforts to promote economic goals that benefit the 

working class (Lukács, 1971/1989). Some argue that working-class fragmentation is not 

accidental, but strategic: by deliberately exploiting identity-based divisions, the upper class can 

undermine class consciousness, working-class solidarity, and collective bargaining power against 

their employers (e.g., Becker, 1957; Berberoglu, 1994, Roemer, 1979). For instance, in regions 

where racial divisions are more pronounced, unionization rates are lower and economic 

inequality is higher (e.g., Cohen, 2001; Reich, 1978). In sum, the working class, fractured into 

competing subgroups, is unable to recognize its collective material disadvantage and mobilize 

around it. 
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Research in social psychology underscores how perceived group boundaries can further 

hinder working-class solidarity. For instance, people often use racial cues as a heuristic for social 

class, associating Whiteness with higher social class and Blackness with lower social class, even 

when objective class indicators are held constant (Weeks et al., 2023; also see Dupree et al., 

2021). These associations can promote the illusion of divergent material interests, thereby 

reducing the likelihood of class-based solidarity across different racial lines. Indeed, when shared 

disadvantage is made more salient, fragmentation is reduced (Craig & Richeson, 2016), 

collective action is enhanced (Cortland et al., 2017; Jun et al., 2023), and solidarity among 

disadvantaged groups emerges (Chaney & Forbes, 2023). Together, these findings suggest that 

social identity-based divisions undermine collective class-based solidarity. 

Support for Redistributive Policy 

I posit that class zero-sum beliefs can help bridge these divisions by highlighting a shared 

source of disadvantage amongst the working class. When individuals believe the upper class 

benefits at the expense of the working class, this framing makes salient a common adversary and 

shared material fate. In turn, this perception fosters a stronger sense of working-class solidarity. I 

propose that solidarity acts as a key psychological mechanism through which class-based zero-

sum beliefs promote support for redistributive policy.  

Prior work shows that people often identify as working-class based on subjective 

perceptions of status, shared values, or cultural narratives (e.g., Goyder, 1975; Rubin et al., 2014; 

Sosnaud et al., 2014). This subjective identification can powerfully predict attitudes towards 

redistributive policies and political behavior independent of objective class indicators such as 

income, education, or occupation (e.g., Duman, 2020; Manstead, 2018). Importantly, people are 

more supportive of policies when they perceive their fate as linked to others in the group that 
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stands to benefit from them (Ho et al., 2017; Leach et al., 2008). Thus, when class-based zero-

sum beliefs heighten solidarity with the working class, they may also increase willingness to 

support policies that benefit the group. 

Emerging work supports this view. Recent studies find that zero-sum beliefs about 

society––including zero-sum beliefs around class––are positively associated with support for 

redistributive policies (e.g., Chavanne, 2025; Chinoy et al., 2025). An analysis of the 2024 wave 

of the American National Elections Studies complements these findings (American National 

Elections Studies, 2025): respondents who endorsed the notion that the rich make it difficult for 

everyone else to get ahead were significantly more supportive of raising the federal minimum 

wage, above and beyond political preferences and objective demographic characteristics (see 

Appendix 5). Together, this evidence suggests that the extent to which one perceives class 

relations as zero-sum may not only generate a greater sense of solidarity but also translate into 

concrete policy preferences in line with the interests of the working class.  

Overview of Studies 

In the current work, I predict that class-based zero-sum beliefs foster working-class 

solidarity, which, in turn, inform support for redistributive policy. In Study 1, I show 

correlational evidence for this theoretical model, providing discriminant validity by controlling 

for possible alternative explanations. In Study 2, I experimentally manipulate class-based zero-

sum beliefs and examine its causal impact on working-class solidarity. In Study 3, I show that 

the zero-sum outcome in this belief, namely who is gaining at the expense of whom, matters. In 

Study 4, focusing on racial divisions within the working class, I show that race-based zero-sum 

beliefs hinder the effect of class-based zero-sum beliefs on cross-race class solidarity. In Study 5, 
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I provide real-world external validity for the model by conducting a longitudinal three-wave 

study with swing voters in the context of the 2024 Presidential Elections. 

Study 1 

In Study 1, I sought correlational evidence for my proposed theoretical model, ruling out 

potential alternative explanations. Specifically, I examined whether class-based zero-sum beliefs 

were uniquely related to working-class solidarity and support for redistributive policy. 

Participants completed established or adapted measures of class-based zero-sum beliefs, class 

solidarity, and support from redistributive policies drawn from prominent national debates. To 

establish discriminant validity, I included a set of theoretically relevant covariates, such as 

general zero-sum mindset, social dominance orientation, and political ideology.  

Method 

Participants 

I recruited 604 participants through Connect by CloudResearch (Hartman et al., 2023). 

Of those, I excluded 14 participants who failed an attention check, resulting in a final sample of 

590 eligible participants (296 men, 290 women, and 4 other gender; 401 white, 69 black, 32 

Hispanic or Latino, 39 Asian, and 49 multiracial or other; mean age = 38; median income = 

$60,001-$80,000). Crucially, participants overwhelmingly (84.4%) identified as lower, working, 

and middle class, with only a small majority identifying as upper-class6.  

Measures 

Class-based zero-sum beliefs. I measured class-based zero-sum beliefs with a three-item 

scale, adapted from a measure of zero-sum beliefs that focuses on the material conditions (rather 

 
6 Participants self-identified their class affiliation: 36 lower class; 133 working-class; 121 lower middle class; 208 

middle class; 88 upper middle class; 4 upper-class. 
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than status) of the two parties (Chinoy et al., 2025). Participants indicated their agreement (1 = 

Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree) with the following statements: (1) “If the upper class 

becomes richer, this comes at the expense of the working class;” (2) “If the upper class makes 

more money, then the working class makes less money;” and one reverse-scored item (3) “If the 

upper class does better economically, this does NOT come at the expense of the working class” 

(Cronbach’s  = .90). 

 Working-class solidarity. I measured class solidarity with a six-item scale, adapted from 

an existing political solidarity scale (Neufeld et al., 2019).7 Participants indicated their agreement 

(1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree) with statements such as “I feel a sense of 

solidarity with the working class” and “It’s important to challenge the power structures that 

disadvantage the working class” (Cronbach’s  = .91). 

 Linked fate. I measured linked fate with a single item, adapted from an established scale 

of perceived linked fate with different groups (Ho et al., 2017). Participants indicated their 

agreement (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree) with the following statement: “What 

happens to working-class people in this country will have something do to with what happens in 

your life.” 

 Social dominance orientation. I measured social dominance orientation (SDO) with the 

eight-item SDO7 scale (Ho et al., 2015). Participants indicated their support (1 = Strongly 

Oppose to 7 = Strongly Favor) for statements such as “An ideal society requires some groups to 

be on top and others to be on the bottom” and reverse-scored statements such as “We should do 

what we can to equalize conditions for different groups” (Cronbach’s  = .91). 

 
7 The “cause connection” sub-scale was removed for the purposes of this study because it was not about any specific 

cause. 
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 Zero-sum mindset. I measured general zero-sum mindset (ZSM) with a seven-item 

scale, developed to capture a broad inclination to see the world as a zero-sum game (Andrews 

Fearon & Götz, 2025). Participants indicated their agreement (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = 

Strongly Agree) with statements such as “Life is such that when one person gains, someone else 

has to lose” and reverse-scored items such as “One person’s success is not another person’s 

failure” (Cronbach’s  = .89). 

 Support for redistributive policy. I measured support for six neutrally framed 

redistributive policies (English & Kalla, 2021). Participants indicated their support (1 = Strongly 

Oppose to 7 = Strongly Support) for one of the following policy proposals8: (1) minimum wage 

increase; (2) student debt relief; (3) investment in affordable housing; (4) enacting a Green New 

Deal (with emphasis on well-paid employment for a government-run green energy sector); (5) 

Medicare expansion to every American; and (6) marijuana reform legislation (with emphasis on 

conviction erasure and rebuilding impacted communities).  

 Political ideology. I measured political ideology by asking participants to indicate the 

extent to which they subscribe to the following ideologies (1 = Not at All to 7 = Very Much; or 

Not Applicable if the ideology’s meaning is not known): Conservatism, Liberalism, Democratic 

Socialism, Libertarianism, and Progressivism. 

Results 

 First, I examined the interclass correlations of all measures (see Table 4). Notably, class-

based zero-sum beliefs were strongly correlated with class solidarity (r = .42) and support for 

redistributive policy (r = .39)

 
8 In a separate study, I show that the patterns hold when only the more clearly redistributive items are measured 

(minimum wage increase, student debt relief, investment in affordable housing, and enacting a Green New Deal; see 

Appendix 6) 
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Table 4. Interclass correlations (Chapter 3, Study 1) 

 
Mean 

(SD) 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) 

1. Class ZSB 
4.68 

(1.56) 
1.00          

 

2. Solidarity 
5.92 

(0.91) 
.42*** 1.00         

 

3. Support 
5.27 

(1.89) 
.39*** .48*** 1.00        

 

4. SDO 
2.42 

(1.31) 
-.34*** -.64*** -.53*** 1.00       

 

5. ZSM 
3.00 

(1.14) 
.37*** -.01 .01 .10* 1.00      

 

6. Linked Fate 
5.60 

(1.22) 
.28*** .49*** .26*** -.31*** -.01 1.00     

 

7. Conservatism 
2.99 

(1.93) 
-.37*** -.31*** -.45*** .50*** -.02 -.18*** 1.00    

 

8. Liberalism 
3.74 

(1.95) 
.26*** .34*** .50*** -.45*** -.03 .16*** -.53*** 1.00   

 

9. Libertarianism 
3.01 

(1.72) 
-.22*** -.15*** -.09* .16*** .03 -.02 .21*** .12** 1.00  

 

10. Progressivism 
3.93 

(1.99) 
.32*** .39*** .54*** -.46*** -.04 .17*** -.46*** .71*** .001 1.00 

 

11. Democratic  

Socialism 

3.53 

(2.05) .35*** .40*** 0.54*** -.47*** -.03 .19*** -.50*** .70*** .01 0.70*** 1.00 

12. Race (White)  -.06 -.04 -.07 .08* -.13** .04 .07 .03 -.04 -.02 .03 

13. Gender (Man)  -.05 -.07 -.02 .06 .04 -.04 .02 .00 .02 .01 -.03 

14. Income  -.10* -.18*** -.11** .18*** -.07 -.16*** .08 -.06 .03 -.06 -.10* 

15. Education  -.04 -.14*** -.03 .09* .03 -.14*** .04 .01 -.01 .03 -.02 

16. SES  -.16*** -.28*** -.14*** .26*** -.05 -.27*** .09* -.06 .00 -.08 -.10* 

Notes. Class ZSB = Class Zero-Sum Beliefs; Solidarity = Working-class Solidarity; Support = Support for redistributive policy; 

SDO = Social Dominance Orientation; ZSM = Zero-Sum Mindset; Race (White = 1; Non-White = 0); Gender (Man = 1; Non-Man 

= 0); SES = Socioeconomic Status. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.  
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I next conducted a linear regression model to examine whether class-based zero-sum 

beliefs predicted policy support, controlling for zero-sum mindset, social dominance orientation, 

conservatism, age, race (white = 1; non-white = 0), gender (man = 1; non-man = 0), income, 

education, and self-reported socio-economic status. As predicted, class-based zero-sum beliefs 

were positively associated with support for redistributive policy (b = 0.24, SE = 0.05, 95% CI = 

[0.14, 0.33], t(545) = 4.77, p < .001, partial 2 = 0.20, Cohen’s f2 = 0.26). I also examined 

whether class-based zero-sum beliefs positively predicted class solidarity, controlling for the 

same variables. As predicted, I found that class-based zero-sum beliefs were positively 

associated with class solidarity (b = 0.16, SE = 0.02, 95% CI = [0.12, 0.20], t(545) = 7.43, p < 

.001; partial 2 = 0.28, Cohen’s f2 = 0.39). 

Finally, to test the extent to which class solidarity explains the effect of class-based zero-

sum beliefs on support for redistributive policy, I conducted a 10,000-bootstrapped mediation 

model, controlling for the same variables as the ones listed above. As predicted, class solidarity 

mediated the relationship between class-based zero-sum beliefs and support for redistributive 

policy. In fact, the indirect effect explained 26.48% of the total effect (Total effect: b = 0.24, 

95% CI = [0.13, 0.35], p < .001; Direct effect: b = 0.17, 95% CI = [0.06, 0.29], p = .005; Indirect 

effect: b = 0.06, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.10], p < .001). See Figure 9 for a visual representation of this 

mediation analysis.  
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Figure 9. Mediation model (Chapter 3, Study 1) 

Notes. Visual representation of the 10,000-bootstrapped mediation model conducted in Study 1. 

Control variables: zero-sum mindset, social dominance orientation, conservatism, age, race, 

gender, income, education, and self-reported socio-economic status. ***p < .001; ** p < .01 

 

Discussion 

Study 1 provides initial evidence for my proposed model that class-based zero-sum 

beliefs predict greater working-class solidarity, which in turn increases support for redistributive 

economic policy. Importantly, these effects were unique to class-based zero-sum beliefs, over 

and above a general zero-sum mindset, social dominance orientation, political ideology, and 

demographic variables. 

Study 2 

 In Study 2, I sought causal evidence of the relationship between class-based zero-sum 

beliefs and working-class solidarity. Specifically, I experimentally manipulated participants’ 

class-based zero-sum beliefs and subsequently measured solidarity with the working class. I 

hypothesized that participants randomly assigned to the zero-sum condition would endorse 

greater working-class solidarity.  

Method 

Participants 
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 I recruited 501 participants through Connect by CloudResearch (Hartman et al., 2023). 

Of those, 7 failed an attention check and 3 failed a bot detection test, resulting in a final sample 

of 491 eligible participants (234 men, 251 women, and 6 other; 341 white, 60 Black, 26 Hispanic 

or Latino, 21 Asian, and 43 multiracial or other; mean age = 40). Additionally, I targeted 

participants who were more likely to see themselves as part of the working class, so I set the 

recruitment criteria to those with a bachelor’s degree or lower and personal annual income of 

$100,000 or less (final sample: 3 without a high-school degree, 167 with GED or equivalent, 83 

with two-year college, 232 with four-year college, 6 other or no response; median household 

annual income = $60,001-$80,000)9. Finally, I targeted a politically representative sample by 

political party identification (final sample: 165 Democrats, 147 Republicans, 179 Independents). 

Materials and Procedure 

 Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions: class zero-sum condition 

or control condition. Participants in the class zero-sum condition read a short article explaining 

how the upper class has gained wealth and influence at the expense of the working class. 

Importantly, the article reinforced this information by specifying ways that powerful wealthy 

elites use their influence through lobbying to enact anti-worker laws, slash wages, and outsource 

jobs. In the control condition, participants read a short article explaining how the modern 

economy is impacted by technological innovation, market dynamics, and policy decisions, 

emphasizing how different market forces interact in ways that make it difficult to predict 

economic outcomes. See Appendix 7 for full materials. To further bolster the manipulation, 

participants were asked to reflect and write about the excerpt that they were presented. 

 
9 Indeed, 435 participants (88.6% of the eligible sample) saw themselves as at least somewhat part of the working 

class (14 not at all part of the working class; 42 slightly part of the working class; 107 somewhat part of the working 

class; 141 almost entirely part of the working class; 187 entirely part of the working class). 
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Participants then responded to measures of class-based zero-sum beliefs, working-class 

solidarity, and support for redistributive policies10. Finally, participants indicated their political 

preferences and demographic information. 

Measures 

 Class-based zero-sum beliefs. I measured class-based zero-sum beliefs, as a 

manipulation check, in the same way as Study 1 (Chinoy et al., 2025; Cronbach’s  = .91).  

 Working-class solidarity. I measured working-class solidarity, as the primary dependent 

variable, with three statements that describe one’s relation to the working class (adapted from 

Leach et al., 2008). Specifically, participants indicated their agreement (1 = Strongly Disagree to 

7 = Strongly Agree) with the following statements: (1) “I feel a sense of solidarity with the 

working class;” (2) “I feel a strong bond with the working class;” and (3) “I feel committed to 

the working class” (Cronbach’s  = .93). 

 Support for redistributive policy. I measured support for four redistributive policies. 

Specifically, participants indicated their support (1 = Strongly Oppose to 7 = Strongly Support) 

for: (1) raising taxes on high income earners; (2) raising the federal minimum wage to $18/hour; 

(3) enacting a universal basic income to all U.S. citizens; and (4) requiring businesses to pay 

time-and-a-half for overtime hours to employees making up to $70k/year (Cronbach’s  = .78). 

Policies were drawn from iSideWith.com, a polling website that tracks support for various issues 

in political discourse in the United States (also see Hudson et al., 2022). The issues were selected 

because they were clearly redistributive and have a fairly balanced distribution of support and 

opposition.  

 
10 Additionally, as an exploratory measure, I measured the perceived responsibility of the upper class for the 

challenges experienced by the working class (0 = Not at All Responsible to 100 = Extremely Responsible) 

http://isidewith.com/
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Results 

 As an initial manipulation check, I conducted a two-sample t-test comparing the two 

conditions’ class-based zero-sum beliefs. As predicted, participants in the class zero-sum 

condition reported greater class-based zero-sum beliefs (M = 5.52; SD = 1.37) than participants 

in the control condition (M = 5.05; SD = 1.54), t(483.47) = 3.57, 95% CI = [0.21, 0.73], p < .001, 

Cohen’s d = 0.32.  

 To test my primary hypothesis, I conducted an independent-samples t-test to compare the 

two experimental conditions on class solidarity. As predicted and as shown in Figure 10, 

participants in the class zero-sum condition reported greater solidarity with the working class (M 

= 5.73; SD = 1.17) than participants in the control condition (M = 5.49; SD = 1.15), t(488.75) = 

2.31, 95% CI = [0.04, 0.45], p = .021, Cohen’s d = 0.21. 

 
Figure 10. Experimental effect on class solidarity (Chapter 3, Study 2) 

Notes. The effect of experimental condition on endorsement of class solidarity. Error bars 

represent 95% Confidence Intervals 

 



 

 74 

 Additionally, I sought to replicate the correlational mediation model from Study 1, with 

slightly different measures of class solidarity and support for redistributive policy. Controlling 

for experimental condition, class solidarity partially explained the relationship between class-

based zero-sum beliefs and support for redistributive policy. The indirect effect explained 

11.42% of the total effect (Total effect: b = 0.62, 95% CI = [0.54, 0.69], p < .001; Direct effect: b 

= 0.55, 95% CI = [0.46, 0.63], p < .001; Indirect effect: b = 0.07, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.12], p < 

.001). As in Study 1, those who believed that the upper class is gaining at the expense of the 

working class were more likely to endorse solidarity with the working class (b = 0.35, SE = 0.03, 

95% CI = [0.28, 0.41], t(488) = 10.67, p < .001; partial 2 = 0.20, Cohen’s f2 = 0.25), and in turn, 

expressed greater support for redistributive economic policy (b = 0.20, SE = 0.05, 95% CI = 

[0.11, 0.30], t(487) = 4.15, p < .001; partial 2 = 0.03, Cohen’s f2 = 0.03). 

Discussion 

 Study 2 provides causal evidence for my central prediction: class-based zero-sum beliefs 

increase working-class solidarity. Participants led to believe that the upper class is gaining at the 

expense of the working class reported significantly higher levels of solidarity with the working 

class. Study 2 also replicated my proposed theoretical model using alternative measures of class 

solidarity and support for redistributive policy. Notably, however, in Studies 1 and 2 I 

operationalized class-based zero-sum beliefs as the upper class gaining at the expense of the 

working class, rather than the working class gaining at the expense of the upper class.  

Study 3   

I addressed this limitation directly in Study 3. Specifically, I examined whether the 

effects of class-based zero-sum beliefs on solidarity and redistributive policy support depend on 

how the zero-sum relationship is framed. I compared two framings: an advantage-gain frame, by 
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which the upper class is gaining at the expense of the working class and a disadvantage-gain 

frame, by which the working class is gaining at the expense of the upper class. I hypothesized 

that class-based zero-sum beliefs would positively predict working-class solidarity and support 

for redistributive policy in an advantage-gain frame, but not in a disadvantage-gain frame. 

Method 

Participants 

I recruited 401 participants through Connect by CloudResearch (Hartman et al., 2023). 

Of those, 9 participants failed an attention check and were therefore excluded from the analyses, 

resulting in a final sample of 392 eligible participants (174 men, 212 women, and 6 other; 276 

white, 48 black, 15 Hispanic or Latino, 24 Asian, and 29 multiracial or other; mean age = 40; 

median income = $60,001-$80,000). 

Procedure 

 Participants were randomly assigned to one of two experimental conditions, manipulating 

whether class-based zero-sum beliefs contained an advantage-gain or disadvantaged-gain frame. 

In the advantage-gain frame condition, participants indicated their agreement with the notion 

that the upper class gains at the expense of the working class. Conversely, in the disadvantage-

gain frame condition, participants indicated their agreement with the notion that the working 

class gains at the expense of the upper class. Across conditions, I counterbalanced class-based 

zero-sum beliefs with measures of zero-sum mindset, class solidarity, and support for 

redistributive policy. Then, participants completed a measure of political ideology and party 

affiliation. Finally, they completed a brief demographic questionnaire. 

Measures 
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 Class-based zero-sum beliefs. I measured class-based zero-sum beliefs with the same 

three-item measure from Studies 1 and 2 (Cronbach’s  = .94). However, I altered the way each 

item was framed based on experimental condition. In the advantage-gain frame condition, zero-

sum outcomes were framed such that the upper class is gaining at the expense of the working 

class (e.g., “If the upper class becomes richer, this comes at the expense of the working class”). 

In the disadvantage-gain frame condition, zero-sum outcomes were reversed such that the 

working class gained at the expense of the upper class (e.g., “If the working class becomes 

richer, this comes at the expense of the upper class”).   

 Class solidarity. I measured class solidarity with the same measure that was used in 

Study 1 (Cronbach’s  = .90). 

 Zero-sum mindset. I measured zero-sum mindset with the same measure that was used 

in Study 1 (Cronbach’s  = .88). 

 Support for redistributive policy. I measured support for four redistributive policies, 

similar to the measure used in Study 1, with the exception of two policies. Namely, I kept only 

policies that were clearly redistributive: Minimum wage increase, student debt relief, investment 

in affordable housing, and enacting a Green New Deal. 

Results 

 First, I examined my hypothesized effect of the zero-sum framing condition on support 

for redistributive policy. To that end, I conducted a multiple linear regression with class-based 

zero-sum beliefs as the primary predictor, framing condition as the moderator, support for 

redistributive policy as the outcome, and general zero-sum mindset, conservatism, race, gender, 

income, education, age, and self-reported socioeconomic status as control variables. As predicted 

and as shown in Figure 12, I found a significant interaction between framing condition and class-
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based zero-sum beliefs (b = -0.29, SE = 0.12, 95% CI = [-0.51, -0.06], t(346) = -2.47, p = .014, 

partial 2 = 0.02, Cohen’s f2 = 0.02). Post-hoc simple slopes analyses revealed that class-based 

zero-sum beliefs positively predicted support for redistributive policy in the advantage-gain 

frame condition (b = 0.34, SE = 0.08, 95% CI = [0.18, 0.51], t(346) = 4.05, p < .001), but not in 

the disadvantage-gain frame condition (b = 0.06, SE = 0.09, 95% CI = [-0.12, 0.23], t(346) = 

0.65, p = .516).  

 Next, I tested my hypothesized effect of zero-sum framing condition on class solidarity. 

To that end, I conducted a multiple linear regression with class-based zero-sum beliefs as the 

primary predictor, framing condition as the moderator, support for redistributive policy as the 

outcome, and the same control variables at the ones listed above. As predicted and as shown in 

Figure 11, I found a significant interaction between condition and class-based zero-sum beliefs 

(b = -0.18, SE = 0.06, 95% CI = [-0.29, -0.07], t(346) = -3.21, p = .001, partial 2 = 0.03, 

Cohen’s f2 = 0.03). Post-hoc simple slopes analyses revealed that class-based zero-sum beliefs 

positively predicted class solidarity in the advantage-gain frame condition (b = 0.13, SE = 0.04, 

95% CI = [0.05, 0.21], t(346) = 3.27, p = .001), but did not predict class solidarity in the 

disadvantage-gain frame condition (b = -0.05, SE = 0.04, 95% CI = [-0.13, 0.04], t(346) = -1.06, 

p = .288).  
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Figure 11. The impact of win-loss framing on solidarity and support for policy (Chapter 3, Study 

3) 

Notes. Interaction effects of condition and class-based zero-sum beliefs on support for 

redistributive policy and class solidarity. Shaded area represents 95% Confidence Intervals. 
 

 Finally, I conducted a 10,000-bootstrapped moderated mediation model with class-based 

zero-sum beliefs as the predictor, class solidarity as the mediator, support for redistributive 

policy as the outcome, general zero-sum mindset, conservatism, race, gender, income, education, 

age, self-reported socioeconomic status as control variables, and condition as the moderator in 

the a-path and the c-path11. As predicted, the conditional indirect effect of class-based zero-sum 

beliefs, through class solidarity, on support for redistributive policy was positive and significant 

for the advantage-gain frame ( = 0.10, z = 2.62, SE = 0.04, 95% CI = [0.04, 0.19], p < .001), but 

not for the disadvantage-gain frame ( = -0.03, z = -0.90, SE = 0.04, 95% CI = [-0.12, 0.04], p = 

.334). Results revealed a significant index of moderated mediation ( = -0.14, 95% CI = [-0.26, -

0.04], p = .002; see Hayes, 2015). This suggests that condition moderated the indirect effect of 

class-based zero-sum beliefs on support redistributive policy, through class solidarity.  

 
11 Moderated mediation analyses were conducted with PROCESS R (Hayes, 2022)  
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Discussion 

         Study 3 demonstrates that the effects of class-based zero-sum beliefs depend on how the 

zero-sum relationship is framed. When participants viewed the upper class as gaining at the 

expense of the working class, and not inversely, class zero-sum beliefs predicted working-class 

solidarity and consequent support for redistributive policy. Thus, this study helps clarify an 

important boundary condition: zero-sum beliefs may foster solidarity and policy support 

particularly when they highlight one’s group as a losing side in a zero-sum game. This 

asymmetry is reflective of the sample predominantly identifying as working-class12. So far, 

Studies 1-3 have shown the impact of class-based zero-sum beliefs on solidarity along class 

lines. However, the working class is not a monolith. In the U.S. in particular, class groups are 

deeply stratified by race and ethnicity (Center for American Progress; see Glass, 2023)13, which 

may further hinder class-based solidarity (Reich, 1978). How might racial divisions impact the 

effect of class zero-sum beliefs on class solidarity?  

Study 4 

In Study 4, I investigate whether the effect of class-based zero-sum beliefs on working-

class solidarity is attenuated when racial zero-sum beliefs are also salient. Importantly, I examine 

this with a sample of white working-class individuals who occupy a unique social position 

characterized by concurrent racial advantage and class disadvantage. This intersectional position 

allows me to examine whether racial zero-sum beliefs––the perception that racial minorities gain 

 
12 In the demographic portion, we asked participants about the extent to which they saw themselves as part of the 

working class (1 = Not at all part of the working class; 3 = Somewhat part of the working class; 5 = Entirely part of 

the working class). The mean belongingness to the working class in our sample was 3.59. 
13 The working class is comprised of 55% non-Hispanic white; 13% black, 23% Latino or Hispanic, and 9% other. 
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at the expense of white Americans––can supersede the potential of class zero-sum beliefs to 

foster solidarity and, instead, fragment working-class solidarity along racial lines. 

As in prior studies, I predicted that class zero-sum beliefs will predict greater solidarity 

with the working class. However, I also predicted that this effect will be attenuated among white 

working-class people who also endorse greater racial zero-sum beliefs. For these individuals, the 

perception that racial minorities gain at their expense may override the unifying effect of class 

zero-sum beliefs and ultimately reduce the likelihood of expressing solidarity with non-white 

members of the working class. 

To directly assess this possibility, I measured cross-race working-class solidarity with a 

more race-sensitive measure of solidarity. Specifically, I adapted a measure of linked fate, 

defined as the belief that one group’s future outcomes are tied to that of (a) non-white working-

class people and (b) white upper-class people (Ho et al., 2017). 14 I predicted that class zero-sum 

beliefs would be associated with greater linked fate with non-white working-class people and 

lower linked fate with white upper-class people. I also predicted that these effects would be 

attenuated among participants who strongly endorsed racial zero-sum beliefs.  

Method 

Participants 

 I targeted white participants who were also more likely to see themselves as working-

class on Connect by CloudResearch (Hartman et al., 2023). To that end, recruitment was set with 

a race criterion (participants must identify as white), an income criterion ($100k/year or less), 

and an education criterion (4-year college or less). I verified this information as part of a 

demographic questionnaire in the beginning of the survey. In addition, I recruited a politically 

 
14 Linked fate with the working class and solidarity with the working class emerged as highly correlated in Study 1 

(r = .49, p < .001) 
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representative sample, by partisanship, roughly resembling the party identification in the 

population (30% Democrats, 30% Republicans, and 40% Independents; Gallup, 2025B). Overall, 

resulted in a final sample of 200 eligible participants (193 non-Hispanic white, 7 Hispanic white; 

118 women, 81 men, 1 other gender; mean age = 40; median income = $40,001-$60,000; 67 

Democrats, 72 Republicans, 61 Independents). 

Measures 

 Class-based zero-sum beliefs. I measured class-based zero-sum beliefs the same way as 

in Studies 1-2 (Cronbach’s  = .94).  

 Race-based zero-sum beliefs. I measured race-based zero-sum beliefs with three items, 

adapted from the class-based zero-sum beliefs scale, but with racial divisions instead of class 

divisions. For example, one item read “If racial minorities become richer, this comes at the 

expense of white people,” and one reverse-scored item read “If racial minorities do better 

economically, this does NOT come at the expense of white people” (Cronbach’s  = .91). 

 Linked fate. I measured linked fate with four statements on the participants’ perceived 

shared destiny with four different groups (16 statements total): white working-class people, 

white upper-class people, non-white working-class people, and non-white upper-class people. 

The scale, taken from Ho and colleagues (2017), included statements such as “Progress for 

[group] people also means progress for me” and “Issues that affect me also affect [group] 

people.” Accordingly, I computed four mean scores: Linked fate with white working-class 

people (Cronbach’s  = .85), linked fate with white upper-class people (Cronbach’s  = .89), 

linked fate with non-white working-class people (Cronbach’s  = .88), and linked fate with non-

white upper-class people (Cronbach’s  = .88). In this context, perceived linked fate with non-

white working-class people is an operationalization of cross-race working-class solidarity, 
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whereas perceived linked fate with white upper-class people is an operationalization of cross-

class white solidarity. 

Results 

 First, I examined the main effects of zero-sum beliefs on linked fate. Specifically, I tested 

whether class-based zero-sum beliefs were positively associated with linked fate with non-white 

working-class people and negatively associated with linked fate with white upper-class people. 

Controlling for conservatism, regression analyses revealed that class-based zero-sum beliefs 

positively predicted linked fate with non-white working-class people (b = 0.12, SE = 0.06, 95% 

CI = [0.01, 0.24], t(190) = 2.09, p = .038, partial 2 = 0.06, Cohen’s f2 = 0.06), but negatively 

predicted perceived linked fate with white upper-class people (b = -0.40, SE = 0.06, 95% CI = [-

0.52, -0.27], t(190) = -6.17, p < .001, partial 2 = 0.24, Cohen’s f2 = 0.31). As shown in Figure 

12, this suggests that class-based zero-sum beliefs predict cross-race class solidarity.15 

I next examined whether race-based zero-sum beliefs positively predicted linked fate 

with white upper-class people and negatively predicted linked fate with non-white working-class 

people. Regression results revealed that, controlling for conservatism, race-based zero-sum 

beliefs negatively predicted linked fate with non-white working-class people (b = -0.26, SE = 

0.05, 95% CI = [-0.37, -0.16], t(190) = -4.85, p < .001, partial 2 = 0.14, Cohen’s f2 = 0.17), but 

positively predicted linked fate with white upper-class people (b = 0.26, SE = 0.06, 95% CI = 

[0.13, 0.38], t(190) = 4.00, p < .001, partial 2 = 0.12, Cohen’s f2 = 0.14).16 

 
15 Consistent with my theorizing, class-based zero-sum beliefs also positively predicted linked fate with white 

working-class people (b = 0.12, SE = 0.05, 95% CI = [0.02, 0.21], t(190) = 2.50, p = .013, partial 2 = 0.03, Cohen’s 

f2 = 0.03), and negatively predicted linked fate with non-white upper-class people (b = -0.26, SE = 0.07, 95% CI = [-

0.40, -0.12], t(190) = -3.62, p < .001, partial 2 = 0.07, Cohen’s f2 = 0.07), controlling for conservatism. 
16 Race-based zero-sum beliefs were not associated with linked fate with non-white upper-class people (b = -0.01, 

SE = 0.07, 95% CI = [-0.15, 0.13], t(190) = -0.17, p = .866, partial 2 = 0.00, Cohen’s f2 = 0.00), as well as linked 

fate with white working-class people (b = -0.02, SE = 0.05, 95% CI = [-0.11, 0.07], t(190) = 0.48, p = .630, partial 

2 = 0.00, Cohen’s f2 = 0.00), controlling for conservatism. 
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Figure 12. Effects of race- and class-based zero-sum beliefs on linked fate (Chapter 3, Study 4) 

Notes. Effects of class-based zero-sum beliefs on perceived linked fate with non-white working-

class people and white upper-class people, as well as effects of race-based zero-sum beliefs on 

perceived linked fate with non-white working-class people, and white upper-class people. All 

models control for conservatism. Shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals. 

 

I next examined whether race-based zero-sum beliefs moderated the relationship between 

class zero-sum beliefs and perceived linked fate with non-white working-class people, 

controlling for conservatism. Results revealed a significant interaction between race- and class-

based zero-sum beliefs (b = -0.07, SE = 0.03, 95% CI = [-0.132, -0.002], t(188) = -2.04, p = .043, 
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partial 2 = 0.02, Cohen’s f2 = 0.02)17. Post-hoc simple slope analyses, using Johnson-Neyman 

intervals, revealed that class-based zero-sum beliefs positively predicted linked fate with non-

white working-class people when racial zero-sum beliefs were low (-1SD = 1.11; b = 0.22, SE = 

0.07, 95% CI = [0.09, 0.36], t(188) = 3.21, p = .002), but not when they were high (+1SD = 4.22; 

b = 0.02, SE = 0.08, 95% CI = [-0.14, 0.18], t(188) = 0.19, p = .846). As shown in Figure 13, this 

moderation effect suggests that race-based zero-sum beliefs attenuate the effect of class-based 

zero-sum beliefs on cross-race class solidarity. This interaction effect did not emerge for any of 

the other linked fate outcome variables (see Table 5). 

 

Table 5. Interaction effects of race- and class-based zero-sum beliefs on perceived linked fate 

(Chapter 3, Study 4) 

Linked fate group b t 95% CI p 2 

White working-class  -0.01 -0.26 [-0.06, 0.05] .795 0.00 

Non-white working-class  -0.07 -2.04 [-0.132, -0.002] .042 0.02 

White upper-class  -0.01 -0.28 [-0.08, 0.06] .777 0.00 

Non-white upper-class  -0.02 -0.50 [-0.10, 0.06] .616 0.00 

Notes. Non-standardized beta coefficients denote interaction effect of class-based zero-sum 

beliefs and race-based zero-sum beliefs on perceived linked fate with each of the listed groups, 

in separate models; all models include conservatism as a control variable; df = 188  

 

 
17 The interaction effect holds when conservatism is not inserted as a control variable to the model (b = -0.08, SE = 

0.03, 95% CI = [-0.14, -0.02], t(196) = -2.43, p = .016, partial 2 = 0.02, Cohen’s f2 = 0.02) 
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Figure 13. Interaction effect of race- and class-based zero-sum beliefs on linked fate (Chapter 3, 

Study 4) 

Notes. Visual representation of Study 4’s interaction effect of race-based zero-sum beliefs and 

class-based zero-sum beliefs on perceived linked fate with non-white working-class people. 

Shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals 

 

Discussion 

 Study 4 provides evidence for the power of different group-based zero-sum beliefs in 

impacting solidarity. Specifically, by employing two dimensions of identity for working-class 

white people, I isolated the differential effects of class- and race-based zero-sum beliefs on the 

perceived shared destiny with other members of one’s class and racial group, across racial and 

class divisions, accordingly. White working-class people who believed that racial minorities 

were gaining at their expense saw their fates as positively linked with that of upper-class white 

people and negatively linked with that of non-white working-class people. Those who believed 
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that the upper class was gaining at their expense saw their fates as positively linked with that of 

non-white working-class people and negatively linked with that of upper-class white people. 

When the zero-sum outcome is threatening to one’s group, they tend to see that group members’ 

destiny as linked with their own. 

 With one exception. Working-class white people who were threatened by the gains of 

both racial and class outgroups did not report a higher sense of linked fate with non-white 

working-class people. This moderation effect provides evidence for the notion that what hinders 

working-class solidarity is fragmentation along racial lines, hindering the ability to see otherwise 

shared material interests.  

Study 5 

 In Study 5, I investigated whether class-based zero-sum beliefs extend to materially 

impactful political behavior. By following swing voters in a longitudinal study in the context of 

the 2024 U.S. Presidential Election, I assessed whether class-based zero-sum beliefs, measured 

in September, predicted support for redistributive ballot measures and voting choices in 

November. I further explore if these beliefs explained shifts from voters’ intention in August to 

behavior in November. I also examined whether perceiving a candidate’s alignment with the 

interest of the working class explained the relationship between class-based zero-sum beliefs and 

voting behavior. Study 5 therefore offers a high-stakes behavioral test of my theoretical model, 

evaluating whether class zero-sum beliefs drive political action.  

Method 

Participants 

 I recruited swing voters through Prolific Academic for a multi-wave study conducted 

during the 2024 U.S. Presidential election cycle. The initial recruitment phase (Time 0) occurred 
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in August 26th through August 27th, 2024, resulting in a sample of 4700 respondents who 

completed an initial recruitment screener in which they documented their voting history and 

voting intentions for the upcoming election. I recruited participants until I identified roughly 

1000 swing voters, classified in accordance with the criteria of Data For Progress (2024A)––a 

prominent U.S. polling organization and think tank.18 This resulted in an initial pool of 1,037 

swing voters willing to participate in the multi-wave online study. Of those, 899 participants 

(86.7% retention) completed the Time 1 survey on September 24th, 2024. Following the election, 

769 participants (85.5% retention from Time 1; 74.2% retention from Time 0) completed the 

Time 2 survey on November 6th, 2024 conducted immediately after the election. 

 The final sample (N = 769) consisted of the participants who completed all three waves 

of the study. To confirm that attrition was not driven by partisanship, ideology, or demographic 

characteristics, I compared the final sample to the initial pool of swing voters (N = 1,037). I 

observed no notable differences, suggesting that attrition occurred at random rather than 

systematically based on ideology or demographic characteristics (see Appendix 8). Overall, I 

captured a demographically diverse sub-section of the American swing voter electorate: 477 

white (62.0%), 87 Black (11.3%), 33 Hispanic or Latino (4.3%), 60 Asian (7.8%), 112 

multiracial or other (14.6%); 405 men (52.7%), 332 women (43.2%), 32 other gender or no 

response (4.1%); mean age = 39; median income = $60,001-$80,000. Additionally, my final 

sample remained relatively politically diverse, with a vast majority of independents, as expected 

in a sample of swing voters: 143 Democrats (18.6%), 133 Republicans (17.3%), 476 

Independents (61.9%), and 17 who did not report a political affiliation (2.2%). 

Procedure 

 
18 The Data For Progress classification of swing voters requires meeting three of four criteria. For fluency of data 

collection, I relaxed the classification to two of four criteria. 
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 Recruitment and classification (Time 0). In August 26-27, 2024, participants were 

introduced to the multi-wave survey and pay schedule before providing baseline measurements 

of their recent electoral history (2020 voting behavior), current voting intentions (i.e., 2024 

presidential and congressional voting intentions), 2024 presidential candidate evaluations, party 

identification, political ideology, and demographic information. Following criteria from Data For 

Progress, I classified participants as swing voters if they met two of the four following criteria: 

(1) Inconsistency between 2020 vote recall, 2024 two-way ballot, and 2024 six-way ballot; (2) 

Inconsistency in vote choices between the 2024 Presidential two-way ballot, the 2024 

Presidential six-way ballot, and generic congressional ballot; (3) Similar favorability ratings for 

Harris and Trump19; and (4) Self-reported consideration of voting for more than one candidate in 

the 2024 Presidential election.  

 Pre-election Assessment (Time 1). In September 2024, the midst of the election cycle, 

participants completed the following Time 1 measures: (1) voting intentions; (2) open-ended 

reasoning for those intentions; (3) the perceived impact of their presidential choice on the 

working class; (4) vote for a hypothetical redistributive ballot measure; (5) class-based zero-sum 

beliefs; (6) race-based zero-sum beliefs; (7) immigration zero-sum beliefs; (8) general zero-sum 

mindset; (9) class solidarity; and (10) the extent to which different groups posed a threat to the 

working class. All measures and interclass correlations are reported in Appendix 9. 

 Post-election Assessment (Time 2). In November 2024, one day after the elections, 

participants completed the following Time 2 measures: (1) voting behavior; (2) open-ended 

reasoning for their vote; (3) perceived impact of the two major party candidates on the working 

class; (4) perceived impact of the two major party candidates on the upper class; (5) vote for a 

 
19 Favorability ratings were indicated on 4-point scales. They were categorized as similar if both Trump and 

Harris were unfavorable (1 or 2) or if both Trump and Harris were favorable (3 or 4). 
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hypothetical redistributive ballot measure; (6) class-based zero-sum beliefs; (7) trust in 

institutions; (8) class solidarity; and (9) the extent to which different groups posed a threat to the 

working class. All measures and interclass correlations are reported in Appendix 9. 

Time 0 Measures 

 Presidential voting behavior in 2020. I asked participants who they voted for in the 

2020 Presidential Election: Joe Biden (Democratic Party), Donald Trump (Republican Party), Jo 

Jorgensen (Libertarian Party), Howie Hawkins (Green Party), or no vote (wording taken from 

Data For Progress, 2024A). 

 Presidential voting consideration in 2024. I asked participants who they were 

considering voting for President in 2024, selecting all that apply of the following: Donald 

Trump, Kamala Harris, third party, or not voting (Data For Progress, 2024A). 

 Presidential voting intention in 2024. I asked participants who they would vote for if 

the elections were held tomorrow and the following were the candidates: Donald Trump 

(Republican Party), Kamala Harris (Democratic Party), Robert F. Kennedy (Independent), 

Cornel West (Independent), Chase Oliver (Libertarian Party), Jill Stein (Green Party), not sure, 

or no vote. Additionally, I asked the same question, but only with the two major party candidates 

(Trump and Harris), not sure, and no vote (Data For Progress, 2024A). 

 Congressional voting intention in 2024. I asked participants if they would vote for the 

Democratic party candidate, the Republican Party candidate, or if they were unsure who to vote 

for in their congressional district race (Data For Progress, 2024A).  

 Favorability ratings of major party candidates. I asked participants to indicate how 

favorable their attitudes were (1 = Very Unfavorable to 4 = Very Favorable) toward Donald 
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Trump and Kamala Harris, with the option of indicating that they haven’t heard enough about 

them to say (Data For Progress, 2024A). 

 Party identification. I asked participants which party they identify with: Democratic 

Party, Republican Party, or Independent / Third Party. If they indicated Independent / Third 

Party, I asked which of the two major parties they leaned towards (Data For Progress, 2024A). 

 Political ideology. I asked participants to indicate the extent to which they subscribed to 

the following ideologies (with the option to indicate Not Applicable if they do not know): 

Conservatism, Liberalism, Democratic Socialism, Libertarianism, and Progressivism.  

Time 1 Measures 

 Presidential voting intention in 2024. I measured voting intentions the same way as the 

Time 0 measure (with all candidates listed as options). 

 Class-based zero-sum beliefs. I measured class-based zero-sum beliefs the same way 

they were measured in Studies 1, 2, and 4 (Cronbach’s  = .91).  

 General zero-sum mindset. I measured general zero-sum mindset the same it was 

measured in Studies 1 and 3 (Cronbach’s  = .87).  

Time 2 Measures 

 Voting behavior. I asked participants who they voted for in the 2024 Presidential 

election (with all candidates listed as options). 

 Perceived impact on the American working class. I asked participants to estimate the 

impact of both major party candidates’ presidency (as well as their own selection, if they voted 

for someone else) on the American working class (1 = Extremely Negative to 7 = Extremely 

Positive).  
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 Support for hypothetical redistributive ballot measures. I asked participants to 

indicate their vote for four hypothetical ballot measures (Yes; No; I would not have voted). The 

ballot measures were: (1) “enact a Green New Deal;” (2) “raise the federal minimum wage to 

$15/hour;” (3) “forgive $50,000 in student debt, per borrower;” and (4) “enact legislation that 

guarantees housing as a right to all Americans.” I coded “Yes” as 1; “No” as 0, and “I would not 

vote” as NA. Then, I calculated a mean score of the four items (Cronbach’s  = .78). 

 Class solidarity. I measured class solidarity in the same way as in Study 2 (Cronbach’s  

= .93). 

Voting swings 

To establish the nature of my sample as consisting of swing voters, I report shifts from 

voting intentions to voting behavior (see Figure 14). At Time 0, 200 participants indicated their 

intention to vote for Harris, 191 participants indicated their intention to vote for Trump, 136 

participants indicated that they were unsure who they would vote for, and 242 indicated that they 

would vote a third-party candidate or not vote at all. At Time 2, 239 participants reported voting 

for Harris, 228 participants reported voting for Trump, 205 reported that they did not vote, and 

97 reported voting for a third-party candidate. 
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Figure 14. Shifts from voting intentions to voting behavior (Chapter 3, Study 5) 

Notes. Alluvial plot of shifts from voting intention in August 2024 to voting 

intention in September 2024 to voting behavior in November 2024. 

 

Results 

A Test of my theoretical model in the context of the elections 

First, I examined the effect of class-based zero-sum beliefs (measured at Time 1) on 

voting for redistributive ballot measures (Time 2). To that end, I conducted a multiple linear 

regression model with voting for redistributive ballot measures as the outcome variable, class-

based zero-sum beliefs as the primary predictor, and zero-sum mindset, conservatism, party 
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affiliation, race, age, gender, income, and education as control variables. As predicted, class-

based zero-sum beliefs at Time 1 positively predicted voting for hypothetical redistributive ballot 

measures at Time 2, b = 0.08, SE = 0.01, 95% CI = [0.06, 0.10], t(652) = 8.39, p < .001, partial 

2 = 0.23, Cohen’s f2 = 0.29. 

 Next, I examined whether working-class solidarity (measured at Time 2) partially 

explained the relationship between class zero-sum beliefs and policy support. To that end, I 

conducted a 10,000-bootstrapped time-lagged structural equation model with Time 2 voting for 

redistributive ballot measures as the outcome variable, Time 1 class-based zero-sum beliefs as 

the predictor, and Time 2 working-class solidarity as the mediator. I included the same model 

control variables as described above. As predicted, class solidarity at Time 2 mediated the 

relationship between class-based zero-sum beliefs at Time 1 and support for redistributive ballot 

measures at Time 2. The indirect effect explained 14.10% of the total effect (Total effect: b = 

0.08, SE = 0.01, 95% CI = [0.06, 0.10], p < .001; Direct effect: b = 0.07, SE = 0.01, 95% CI = 

[0.05, 0.09], p < .001; Indirect effect: b = 0.01, SE = 0.003, 95% CI = [0.005, 0.02], p = .002). 

See Figure 15 for a visual representation of this analysis. 

 

Figure 15. Mediation model (Chapter 3, Study 5) 
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Notes. Visual representation of the 10,000-bootstrapped time-lagged structural equation model 

conducted in Study 5. Control variables: zero-sum mindset, conservatism, party affiliation, race, 

age, gender, income, and education. ***p < .001; ** p < .01 

 

The role of class-based zero-sum beliefs in presidential voting 

 I next investigated whether class-based zero-sum beliefs explained shifts in voting for the 

two major presidential candidates: Kamala Harris and Donald Trump. To do so, I conducted 

separate linear regression models predicting vote choice at Time 2 (post-election), controlling for 

voting intentions at Time 0 (pre-election)20.  

I first tested whether class-based zero-sum beliefs explained a swing to vote for Harris. I 

included a Harris vote at Time 2 as the outcome variable (1 = voted for Harris; 0 = did not vote 

for Harris), class-based zero-sum beliefs at Time 1 as the primary predictor, and voting intention 

for Harris at Time 0 as the control variable (1 = intent to vote Harris; 0 = no intent to vote 

Harris). Results revealed that class-based zero-sum beliefs significantly increased the likelihood 

of switching to vote for Harris, b = 0.02, SE = 0.01, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.04], t(745) = 2.75, p = 

.006, partial 2 = 0.03, Cohen’s f2 = 0.03. I then examined shifts in voting for Trump using the 

same analytical strategy. I found that class-based zero-sum beliefs were negatively associated 

with voting for Trump at Time 2, controlling for voting intention for Trump at Time 0, b = -0.04, 

SE = 0.01, 95% CI = [-0.06, -0.02], t(745) = -4.09, p < .001, partial 2 = 0.06, Cohen’s f2 = 0.06. 

Together, these results suggest that class-based zero-sum beliefs influenced swing voters’ 

willingness to shift their vote during the 2024 Presidential Election, shifting support away from 

Trump and toward Harris. Potentially, to the extent that voters perceived the upper class as 

 
20 I also conducted linear models predicting voting for Harris and Trump at Time 2 by class-based zero-sum beliefs 

at Time 1, controlling for zero-sum mindset, conservatism, income, education, age, race, and gender (Harris vote: b 

= 0.04, SE = 0.04, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.07], t(670) = 3.09,  p = .002, partial 2 = 0.02, Cohen’s f2 = 0.02; Trump vote: 

b = -0.06, SE = 0.01, 95% CI = [-0.09, -0.04], t(670) = -4.71, p < .001, partial 2 = 0.05, Cohen’s f2 = 0.05; see 

Appendix 9) 



 

 95 

gaining at the expense of the working class, they were more likely to revise their vote in favor of 

a candidate they perceived as representing working-class interests.  

 To further explore this mechanism, I examined whether participants’ perceptions of how 

each candidate would impact the working class mediated the relationship between zero-sum 

beliefs and their vote choice21. I reason that individuals who believed the upper class is gaining 

at the expense of the working class would vote for the candidate they believed will serve in the 

best interest of the working class. First, I examined whether the perceived impact of a Harris 

presidency on the working class mediated the relationship between class-based zero-sum beliefs 

(Time 1) and voting for Harris (Time 2). Using a 10,000-bootstrapped mediation model, I found 

a significant indirect effect, explaining 38.18% of the total effect (Total effect: b = 0.04, 95% CI 

= [0.02, 0.06], p < .001; Direct effect: b = 0.03, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.04], p = .005; Indirect effect: 

b = 0.02, 95% CI = [0.004, 0.03], p = .007). Class-based zero-sum beliefs were positively 

associated with the predicted impact of a Harris presidency on the working class (b = 0.10, SE = 

0.04, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.18], t(746) = 2.72, p = .007, 2 = 0.01, Cohen’s f2 = 0.01), which in turn, 

positively predicted voting for Harris (b = 0.15, SE = 0.01, 95% CI = [0.13, 0.16], t(746) = 

16.66, p < .001, partial 2 = 0.27, Cohen’s f2 = 0.37).  

Second, I performed the same 10,000 bootstrapped mediation model but instead 

examined the mediating role of the perceived impact of a Trump presidency on the working 

class, as it related to voting for Trump. Remarkably, the indirect effect explained 92.89% of the 

total effect (Total effect: b = -0.06, 95% CI = [-0.08, -0.04], p < .001; Direct effect: b = -0.005, 

95% CI = [-0.02, 0.01], p = .635; Indirect effect: b = -0.06, 95% CI = [-0.07, -0.05], p < .001). 

Class-based zero-sum beliefs negatively predicted the perceived impact of a Trump presidency 

 
21 Patterns from both mediation models persist when controlling for general zero-sum mindset, conservatism, 

income, education, age, race, and gender (see Appendix 9). 
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on the working class (b = -0.43, SE = 0.04, 95% CI = [-0.51, -0.35], t(746) = -10.86, p < .001, 2 

= 0.14, Cohen’s f2 = 0.16), which in turn, was positively associated with voting for Trump (b = 

0.14, SE = 0.01, 95% CI = [0.12, 0.15], t(745) = 16.57, p < .001, partial 2 = 0.27, Cohen’s f2 = 

0.37). That is, those who believed that the upper class is gaining at the expense of the working 

class were less likely to vote for Trump, and this was meaningfully explained by their belief that 

a Trump presidency will have a negative impact on the working class.  

Discussion 

 Building on prior studies, Study 5 illustrates that class-based zero-sum beliefs not only 

predict attitudinal support for redistribution but also shape real-world political behavior. In a 

three-wave longitudinal study conducted during the 2024 Presidential Election, participants who 

believed that the upper class gains at the expense of the working class were more likely to 

support redistributive ballot measures and shift their vote in support of Kamala Harris. Crucially, 

these effects were mediated by perceptions of candidates’ impact on working-class interests. 

Class-based zero-sum beliefs were associated with the perception that Harris would benefit––and 

Trump would harm––the working class, which in turn explained voting preferences.  

General Discussion 

Across five studies, I demonstrated that class-based zero-sum beliefs can foster solidarity 

which, in turn, translates into greater support for redistributive economic policies. In Study 1, I 

showed that class-based zero-sum beliefs uniquely predicted working-class solidarity, above and 

beyond general zero-sum beliefs, social dominance orientation, political ideology, and 

demographic information. In Study 2, I experimentally manipulated class zero-sum beliefs, 

confirming the directional effect of class zero-sum beliefs on solidarity. In Study 3, I 

manipulated the framing of zero-sum beliefs and showed that the effect emerged only when the 



 

 97 

upper class were gaining at the expense of the working class, as opposed to the working class 

gaining at the expense of the upper class. This highlights that zero-sum beliefs may foster 

solidarity, and subsequent policy support, particularly when individuals identify with a 

disadvantaged group in a known zero-sum relationship.  

In Study 4, I sought to understand whether this belief could help overcome racial 

divisions. Among white working-class participants, class-based zero-sum beliefs predicted cross-

race working-class solidarity, unless they also endorsed racial zero-sum beliefs (i.e., racial 

minorities gaining at the expense of white Americans). For participants with high racial zero-sum 

beliefs, solidarity was directed along racial lines rather than along class lines. Finally, in Study 5 

I documented that class-based zero-sum beliefs predicted swing voters’ support for redistributive 

ballot measures and shifts in voting towards Kamala Harris, and away from Donald Trump, in 

the 2024 Presidential Election. Together, the present findings reveal that class zero-sum beliefs–

–typically construed as divisive for intergroup relationships––can under certain conditions foster 

solidarity and political mobilization in response to economic threat.  

 This research builds on, and advances, the current theoretical understanding of zero-sum 

beliefs. Consistent with existing theory, this research shows that group-based zero-sum beliefs 

strongly predict favorable ingroup attitudes in the face of an outgroup gaining at its expense 

(e.g., Wilkins et al., 2017). Indeed, prior work emphasizes how zero-sum beliefs reinforces 

competition and status protection (e.g., Kuchynka et al., 2018). However, most of this work was 

conducted from the perspective of the advantaged group (see review Davidai & Tepper, 2023). 

Therefore, favorable ingroup attitudes, when studied from the perspective of high-status, 

advantaged groups, are consistent with support for inequality (Ruthig et al., 2017) and opposition 

to equality (Brown et al., 2022). This work reframes this logic: from the perspective of a class-
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related disadvantaged group, zero-sum beliefs can illuminate a shared adversary and thereby 

activate collective solidarity with the working class. In this case, favorable ingroup attitudes are 

associated with redistributive economic policy—policy that attenuates, rather than perpetuates, 

economic inequality.  

 Existing work shows the impact of shared disadvantage on coalition building and allyship 

(Cortland et al., 2017). I build on that by showing that group-based zero-sum beliefs can not only 

foster solidarity with the ingroup, but it can also create coalitions between socially divided sub-

groups within that group. Specifically, I provide evidence that the zero-sum beliefs that people 

conjure up between different groups, along different lines, can make salient the boundaries of the 

group that is being threatened by a zero-sum outcome. This, in turn, can bridge divides between 

subgroups toward a sense of solidarity with the broader group that is seen as losing from a zero-

sum relationship it is in. In a way, this research shows the potential of zero-sum beliefs to bridge 

divides, rather than exacerbate them. 

 A potential theoretical concern is whether the effect of solidarity is driven by increased 

identity, in line with social identity theory that links outgroup threat with ingroup identification 

(Branscombe et al., 1999). The current findings, though, suggest that there may be increased 

solidarity with an outgroup, even the one that is most salient, as informed by domain-specific 

zero-sum beliefs. Specifically, in Study 1, participants’ self-reported socio-economic status 

moderated the effect of class-based zero-sum beliefs on working-class solidarity, such that those 

of higher socio-economic status showed a stronger effect of class-based zero-sum beliefs on 

solidarity than those of lower-socioeconomic status (see Appendix 10). This suggests that those 

who believe that their own group is gaining at another group’s expense are more likely to express 

allyship towards that group, potentially due to an increased sense of injustice or unfairness. 
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 In the context of class, the sense of solidarity is especially pertinent. As broad literatures 

in sociology and political psychology suggest, a divided working class is a weakened working 

class that does not promote its material interests (Berberoglu, 1994). Indeed, the fragmentation of 

the working class along race, gender, and nationality prevents it from coming together in 

solidarity (Caluori et al., 2024; Cooley et al., 2024; Knowles et al., 2024). I provide one 

theoretical explanation for this fragmentation: a belief in race- as opposed to class-based zero-

sum beliefs. In Study 4, I provide initial evidence for the proposition that social divisions within 

the working class impact the link between class zero-sum beliefs and consequent cross-race 

working-class solidarity. And yet, I show that over and above this interaction, class-based zero-

sum beliefs still explain solidarity, suggesting that believing that the upper class gains at the 

expense of the working class can overcome these divisions. The literature will greatly benefit 

from additional research on the moderating role of racial zero-sum beliefs in cross-race class 

solidarity. 

 In a time of great economic hardship experienced by many Americans (Consumer 

Financial Protection Bureau, 2024; Dayforce, 2024; U.S. Census Bureau, 2024), theoretically 

driven insights that drive working-class solidarity are vital. Borrowing from the established 

power of zero-sum beliefs, I show here that they can generate an impactful sense of solidarity 

with the working class in pursuit of support for redistributive policy. With this zero-sum belief, 

focused on the notion that upper-class gains come at the expense of the working class, the 

majority of Americans may realize that their material interests are broadly aligned, especially in 

comparison to the material interests of corporate executives and powerful elites. This sense of 

solidarity, driven by class-based zero-sum beliefs, may ultimately foster political change that will 

attenuate the economic threat faced by lower-, working-, and middle-class Americans. 
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 Indeed, by following swing voters in the leadup to the presidential election, I was able to 

explain meaningful shifts in from voting intentions to voting behavior. As political analysts 

routinely point out (Data For Progress, 2024B), explaining swing votes in a presidential election 

is the holy grail of political polling. Therefore, by showing that class-based zero-sum beliefs 

explained shifts in presidential voting, I provide valuable evidence for the power of class-focused 

messaging and policy in political behavior. As many political pundits have posited in the 

aftermath of the 2024 elections (Loewer & Abbott, 2024), focusing on people’s material needs is 

not just good policy, but also good politics. I add to that analysis by showing that especially 

useful is painting a clear upper-class culprit for working-class economic struggles. 

 Class-based zero-sum beliefs may play an important role in work contexts as well. 

Specifically, reframing this relationship from social class dynamics to workplace dynamics can 

generate worker-focused organizational behavior. Some work suggests that feelings of shared 

disadvantage in the workplace are associated with cross-race allyship among employees (Jun et 

al., 2023). This may help bridge racial divides that hinder unionization efforts (Reich, 1978). Can 

zero-sum beliefs facilitate in these efforts? Drawing from the current research, if zero-sum 

beliefs are framed as corporate executives (rather than upper-class) gaining at the expense of 

workers (rather than the working class), this may lead to greater solidarity among workers and 

ensuing unionization. By endorsing workplace zero-sum beliefs, workers may overcome 

divisions and come together to form a union that will advance their material interests. Future 

research will benefit greatly from examining this question in a workplace context. 

 I experimentally manipulated class-based zero-sum beliefs to show its effect on 

solidarity. I was able to do so despite the relative stability of zero-sum beliefs, somewhat like an 

ideological worldview, generally difficult to manipulate in an experimental design (see Davidai 
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& Tepper for a review). That said, it is possible that the manipulation also affected variables 

other than class-based zero-sum beliefs (e.g., general zero-sum beliefs, working-class 

disadvantage). Therefore, my ability to make a strong causal claim remains limited. Further, 

exploratory findings from Study 2 and Study 5 suggest that a key component of the relationship 

between class-based zero-sum beliefs and class solidarity is a belief that the upper class is 

responsible for hardship experienced by the working class (see Appendix 11). Future research 

will greatly benefit by experimentally delineating the unique roles of (1) class zero-sum beliefs 

over general zero-sum beliefs; (2) class zero-sum beliefs over concern for the working class that 

is unrelated to the upper class; and (3) perceived upper-class culpability over class zero-sum 

beliefs. Identifying the upstream causes of solidarity, as they relate to class-based zero-sum 

beliefs, will add much-needed nuance to the relationship between zero-sum beliefs and 

solidarity.  

 Given the gravity of this economic threat to the working class, some might argue that 

voting, as a behavioral response, is not enough. This is especially true in the context of the 2024 

Presidential Election—in which both major party candidates did not clearly align themselves 

with the interests of the working class. Therefore, future research will greatly benefit from 

exploring the impact of class-based zero-sum beliefs on political behavior that extends beyond 

the ballot. With growing social unrest and distrust in institutions (Gallup, 2025A), potential 

behaviors may be more radical in nature, such as mass civil disobedience, general strikes, and 

even political violence. These social actions, given the current political and economic climate, 

will be best understood through the lens of class and economic inequality. 

 In conclusion, my findings demonstrate that class-based zero-sum beliefs can serve as a 

pathway to greater working-class solidarity and support for redistributive policy. By directing 
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attention to a common economic adversary, these beliefs have the potential to unify the working 

class around common economic interests, even across entrenched racial divisions. In doing so, 

this work advances theory on zero-sum thinking by showing that, under certain conditions, 

beliefs typically seen as divisive can also serve as a foundation for collective identity among 

disadvantaged groups in the face of structural inequality. More broadly, these findings 

underscore how people can psychologically respond to economic hardship, not with resignation 

or system justification, but by cultivating solidarity in pursuit of systemic change.  



 

 103 

Conclusion 

In this dissertation, I examined how individuals respond when the social systems they 

inhabit are perceived to be unrepresentative. In Chapter 1, I showed that when the social contract 

is seen as broken, individuals express greater political discontent, including distrust in 

institutions and support for radical change. In Chapter 2, I demonstrated that feeling left behind 

motivates support for sweeping political change beyond traditional ideological explanations, 

reflecting a broader rejection of the status quo. In Chapter 3, I showed that when individuals 

attribute their disadvantage to a system in which a wealthy minority gains at their expense, they 

are more likely to express working-class solidarity and support redistributive policies. Overall, 

these findings suggest that political behavior in an unrepresentative democracy is shaped by how 

individuals interpret their relationship with the broader social systems of which they are part. By 

tracing a pathway from institutional failure to popular mobilization, this work highlights the 

importance of understanding how perceptions of under-representation can shape the 

transformation of large-scale social systems. 
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Appendix 1: Study 2 Ridge and Lasso regressions (Chapter 1) 

Ridge Regression: Ridge regression introduces an L² penalty term into the ordinary least 

squares estimation, shrinking regression coefficients toward zero in proportion to their size. By 

stabilizing the coefficient estimates, ridge regression distributes shared explanatory power across 

correlated predictors and reduces variance in the estimates. 

Lasso Regression: Lasso regression incorporates a L2 penalty into the estimation, which both 

shrinks coefficients and sets some of them exactly to zero. This property allows lasso to act as a 

variable selection procedure, identifying the subset of predictors that most strongly retain 

predictive utility under penalization. 

 

Anti-establishment Sentiment 

 

predictor ridge-penalized ridge-unpenalized lasso-penalized lasso-unpenalized 

justice -0.173 -0.171 -0.196 -0.183 

democracy -0.162 -0.163 -0.175 -0.176 

tolerance -0.125 -0.130 -0.127 -0.139 

freedom -0.083 -0.085 -0.076 -0.085 

happiness -0.079 -0.078 -0.072 -0.077 

equality -0.052 -0.047 -0.037 -0.039 

arms 0.039 0.037 0.026 0.034 

individualism 0.016 0.017 0.000 0.013 

 

Support for radical change 

 

predictor ridge-penalized ridge-unpenalized lasso-penalized lasso-unpenalized 

freedom -0.136 -0.145 -0.140 -0.146 

justice -0.138 -0.139 -0.144 -0.138 

democracy -0.128 -0.136 -0.131 -0.136 

happiness -0.112 -0.114 -0.112 -0.112 

tolerance -0.103 -0.113 -0.103 -0.111 
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predictor ridge-penalized ridge-unpenalized lasso-penalized lasso-unpenalized 

equality 0.041 0.052 0.026 0.046 

arms 0.022 0.023 0.007 0.015 

individualism 0.004 0.004 0.000 0.000 

 

Trust in governmental democratic institutions 

 

predictor ridge-penalized ridge-unpenalized lasso-penalized lasso-unpenalized 

justice 0.194 0.189 0.241 0.221 

democracy 0.160 0.155 0.179 0.172 

equality 0.096 0.090 0.094 0.082 

freedom 0.097 0.098 0.092 0.092 

happiness 0.098 0.097 0.101 0.097 

arms -0.069 -0.069 -0.063 -0.062 

tolerance 0.044 0.043 0.030 0.026 

individualism 0.002 0.000 0.000 0.000 

 

Trust in non-governmental national institutions 

predictor ridge-penalized ridge-unpenalized lasso-penalized lasso-unpenalized 

justice 0.225 0.218 0.274 0.256 

democracy 0.173 0.168 0.196 0.181 

equality 0.093 0.087 0.085 0.077 

freedom 0.086 0.084 0.078 0.072 

happiness 0.060 0.056 0.046 0.039 

arms -0.055 -0.052 -0.047 -0.037 

tolerance 0.031 0.029 0.011 0.006 

individualism -0.003 -0.001 0.000 0.000 
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Appendix 2: LMG Shapley analysis by ideology (Chapter 1) 

Conservatives 

Filtered for those who rated themselves above 4 on the 7-point conservatism scale) 

Predictor Anti-

establishment 

sentiment 

Support for 

radical 

change 

Trust in governmental 

democratic institutions 

Trust in non-

governmental 

national institutions 

happiness 0.33 0.46 0.20 0.14 

democracy 0.19 0.08 0.31 0.24 

justice 0.13 0.11 0.20 0.33 

equality 0.13 0.01 0.17 0.12 

tolerance 0.11 0.03 0.06 0.12 

freedom 0.09 0.24 0.05 0.04 

arms 0.01 0.05 0.01 0.01 

individualism 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 

 

Liberals 

Filtered for those who rated themselves above 4 on the 7-point liberalism scale) 

Predictor Anti-

establishment 

sentiment 

Support for 

radical 

change 

Trust in governmental 

democratic institutions 

Trust in non-

governmental 

national institutions 

happiness 0.01 0.02 0.06 0.01 

democracy 0.19 0.33 0.17 0.26 

justice 0.45 0.34 0.30 0.35 

equality 0.06 0.03 0.10 0.08 

tolerance 0.19 0.08 0.21 0.13 

freedom 0.08 0.18 0.13 0.16 

arms 0.01 0.00 0.02 0.00 

individualism 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.00 
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Appendix 3: Study S1 (Chapter 2) 

Method 

Sampling Strategy 

 I targeted state- and local-level elections that were scheduled on November 4th, 2025. For 

the purpose of this study, I was primarily interested in voting for sweeping, as opposed to 

incremental, change candidates. Therefore, I pretested perceptions of viable candidates in all 

major mayoral and gubernatorial races, specifically targeting races in which there was one clear 

sweeping change candidate and one clear incremental change candidate. This pretest resulted in 

the targeting of the following races: (1) New Jersey Gubernatorial race between Mikie Sherill 

(incremental) and Jack Ciattarelli (sweeping); (2) New York City Mayoral race between Andrew 

Cuomo (incremental) and Zohran Mamdani (sweeping); (3) Minneapolis Mayoral race between 

Jacob Frew (incremental) and Omar Fateh (sweeping); and (4) Seattle Mayoral race between 

Bruce Harrell (incremental) and Katie Wilson (sweeping). 

 Voters from each of the four races were targeted via Connect by CloudResearch’s 

sampling filters for state and zip code. The survey was launched on October 22nd, 2025 and 

continued until November 3rd, 2025; one day before election day. The target sample for each race 

was set to 300 participants with the understanding that the final sample will likely be much 

smaller, given the strict platform filters. One day after the election, I followed up with all 

participants and asked them who they ended up voting for. 

Participants 

Four hundred and ninety-five participants completed the survey. Excluding one 

completed response that did not pass a bot-check resulted in a final sample of 494 eligible 

participants (329 of which also reported who they voted for in the follow-up post-election 

survey). Broken down by electoral race, the survey was completed by 258 New Jersey residents 

(167 completed post-election question; 163 White, 36 Black, 20 Asian, 17 Hispanic or Latino, 20 

multiracial, 2 other; 155 women, 97 men, and 6 other; mean age = 38.60; median annual income 

= $80,001-$100,000; 122 Democrats, 48 Republicans, 66 Independents, and 22 other or no 

preference), 160 New York City residents (116 completed post-election question; 67 White, 31 

Black, 31 Asian, 17 Hispanic or Latino, 10 multiracial, 4 other; 82 women, 76 men, and 2 other; 

mean age = 33.27; median annual income = $100,001-$120,000; 104 Democrats, 15 

Republicans, 32 Independents, and 9 other or no preference), 39 Minneapolis residents (24 

completed post-election question; 31 White, 4 Black, 3 Asian, 1 other; 19 women, 19 men, and 1 

other; mean age = 35.05; median annual income = $80,001-$100,000; 23 Democrats, 8 

Republicans, 5 Independents, and 3 other or no preference), and 37 Seattle residents (22 

completed post-election question; 24 White, 2 Black, 4 Asian, 2 Hispanic or Latino, 4 

multiracial, 1 other; 13 women, 24 men; mean age = 40.73; median annual income = $100,001-

$120,000; 22 Democrats, 4 Republicans, 10 Independents, and 1 other or no preference). 

Measures 

 Feeling left behind. Participants were first given context about what I mean by feeling 

left behind. The prompt read: 

 People in America come from all walks of life. Some feel left behind while others are 

advancing. We are interested in how you feel and what that means for you. To what extent do 

you feel left behind? (0 = Not at All Left Behind to 100 = Extremely Left Behind). 

 Voting intention. Participants indicated who they intended to vote for (or who they 

would vote for if previously indicated that they will not vote). For each electoral race, 
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participants could select between the top two candidates or select “other” and write in their 

choice. For the purpose of the analysis, I coded “sweeping change” candidates (Ciattarelli, 

Mamdani, Fateh, and Wilson) as 1, “incremental change” candidates (Sherill, Cuomo, Frew, and 

Harrell) as 0, and everyone else as NA.  

 Voting behavior. One day after the election, participants indicated who they voted for. 

The difference between voting intentions and behavior was not systematically driven by 

candidate designation as “sweeping change” or “incremental change” so I focused my analysis 

on voting intentions for more statistical power. 

 Candidates’ perceived approach to change. As a validation of the pretested designation 

of candidates in each electoral race, I asked participants to indicate whether they see each of the 

candidates as representing “sweeping” or “incremental” change. Specifically, participants 

indicated, for each of the top two candidates, whether they would describe them as promising a 

more “minor, incremental, and modest change in how things are done in [PLACE] government” 

(1) or whether they would describe them as promising a more “major, sweeping, and drastic 

change in how things are done in [PLACE] government” (7). 

 Candidates’ perceived direction of change. To measure candidates’ perceived direction 

of change, I measured their perceived ideology as a mean score of two items: cultural and 

economic policy. Participants indicated each candidate’s perceived approach to cultural issues on 

a 1 (progressive: pro-choice, minority rights, inclusive immigration) to 7 (conservative: pro-life, 

stronger police, immigration crackdown) scale, as well as their perceived approach to economic 

policy on a 1 (redistributive: high corporate taxes, stronger unions, welfare funding) to 7 (free 

market: low corporate taxes, deregulation, reducing government budget) scale. The items were 

correlated at r = .66 for the pretested sweeping change candidates and at r = .60 for the pretested 

incremental change candidates. 

Results 

 A random effects linear model, holding electoral race as a random effect, did not show a 

significant relationship between feeling left behind and intending to vote for the sweeping 

change candidate, 𝑏̂ = -0.03, t(390.82) = -1.40, 95% CI [-0.07, 0.01], p = .161. Indeed, this effect 

remained non-significant when controlling for party identification (𝑏̂ = 0.00, t(388.26) = 0.12, 

95% CI [-0.04, 0.05], p = .903) and when removing the only partisan race (i.e., New Jersey; 𝑏̂ = 

0.01, t(177.65) = 0.23, 95% CI [-0.05, 0.06], p = .816). However, because the two electoral races 

of Ney Jersey and New York City were of the largest samples (likely driving the results), and 

because the sweeping change candidates in those two races differed on perceived ideological 

direction (Mamdani in New York City as opposed to Ciattarelli in New Jersey), I conducted a 

follow-up analysis with perceived direction as a moderator. 

 The follow-up linear model revealed a significant interaction of sweeping candidates’ 

perceived ideological leaning and participants’ feeling of being left behind on intention to vote 

for the sweeping change candidate, 𝑏̂ = -0.03, t(389.33) = -3.18, 95% CI [-0.05, 0.01], p = .002. 

This suggests that voters who feel left behind were more likely to vote for sweeping change 

candidates who they saw as left wing but were less likely to vote for sweeping change candidates 

who they saw as right wing. 
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Appendix 4: World Values Survey results (Chapter 3) 

In Wave 7 of the World Values Survey (Haerpfer et al., 2022), conducted between 2018 

and 2022, researchers collected data from 66 countries and territories. This included 2,596 

respondents from the United States. Of those, 2,554 respondents indicated which of the 

following best describes their opinion: (1) The entire way our society is organized must be 

radically changed by revolutionary action; (2) Our society must be gradually improved by 

reforms; and (3) Our present society must be valiantly defended against all subversive forces. 

 Overall, 1,810 respondents (71%) indicated that society must be gradually improved by 

reforms, 379 respondents (15%) indicated that society must be valiantly defended, and 365 

respondents (14%) indicated that society needs to be radically changed. 

 

Appendix 5: ANES results (Chapter 3) 

The American National Election Studies (2025) conducted a nationally representative 

survey in the context of the 2024 Presidential Election. They sampled 5,521 eligible voters 

(3,946 non-Hispanic white, 582 Hispanic, 508 non-Hispanic black, 197 non-Hispanic Asian, 188 

non-Hispanic multiracial, and 100 others; 2,773 women, 2,397 men, 351 no data or others; 

median income = $75k-$80k; mean age = 53; 1,865 Democrats, 1,652 Republicans, 1,553 

Independents, 451 no data or others). Respondents indicated the extent to which the following 

statement describes their view: “Because of the rich and powerful, it becomes difficult for the 

rest of us to get ahead” (1 = Not at all well to 5 = Extremely well). They also indicated if they 

believe the federal minimum wage should be raised (4), kept the same (3), lowered but not 

eliminated (2), or eliminated altogether (1). 

 A linear model shows that those who believed in the statement above were more likely to 

support raising the federal minimum wage, b = 0.19, t(4854) = 19.15, 95% CI = [0.17, 0.21], p < 

.001. This relationship held when controlling for party affiliation, political ideology, race, 

gender, income, education, age, and social class, b = 0.10, t(3670) = 8.34, 95% CI = [0.08, 0.12], 

p < .001. 

 

Appendix 6: Supplemental Study (Chapter 3) 

 

Participants 

I recruited 301 participants through Connect by CloudResearch (Hartman et al., 2023). 

Of those, I excluded 6 participants who failed a preregistered attention check, resulting in a final 

sample of 295 eligible participants (155 men, 134 women, and 6 other gender; 193 white, 46 

black, 14 Hispanic or Latino, 24 Asian, and 18 multiracial or other; mean age = 38; median 

income = $60,001-$80,000).  

Measures 

All constructs reported below were measured in the same way as they were in Study 1 in 

the main text, with one exception. Support for redistributive policy was measured with four of 

the six policies that were presented in Study 1. Namely, I kept only those that are clearly 
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distributive (minimum wage increase, student debt relief, investment in affordable housing, and 

enacting a green new deal). 

Results 

I conducted a linear regression to examine whether class-based zero-sum beliefs 

predicted policy support, controlling for zero-sum mindset, social dominance orientation, 

conservatism, age, race (white = 1; non-white = 0), gender (man = 1; non-man = 0), income, 

education, and self-reported socio-economic status. As predicted, class-based zero-sum beliefs 

were positively associated with support for redistributive policy (b = 0.30, t(248) = 3.90, SE = 

0.08, 95% CI = [0.15, 0.45), p < .001, partial 2 = 0.22, Cohen’s f2 = 0.28). I also examined 

whether class-based zero-sum beliefs positively predicted class solidarity, controlling for the 

same variables. As predicted, I found that class-based zero-sum beliefs were positively 

associated with class solidarity (b = 0.17, t(248) = 4.77, SE = 0.04, 95% CI = [0.10, 0.25], p < 

.001; partial 2 = 0.24, Cohen’s f2 = 0.32). To test the extent to which class solidarity explains 

the effect of class-based zero-sum beliefs on support for redistributive policy, I conducted a 

10,000-bootsrapped mediation model, controlling for the same variables as the ones listed above. 

As predicted, class solidarity mediated the relationship between class-based zero-sum beliefs and 

support for redistributive policy. In fact, the indirect effect explained 33.85% of the total (Total 

effect: b = 0.30, 95% CI = [0.13, 0.47], p < .001; Direct effect: b = 0.20, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.37], p 

= .019; Indirect effect: b = 0.10, 95% CI = [0.04, 0.18], p < .001). 

 

Appendix 7: Study 2 materials (Chapter 3) 

CLASS ZERO-SUM CONDITION 

The Upper Class Is Rigging the System—And Working People Are Paying the Price 

In the modern economy, the upper class has gained more wealth and influence than ever—while 

working people have been left behind. This is neither coincidence nor accident. These outcomes 

are the direct result of calculated strategies by powerful elites to protect and expand their 

advantage over working class Americans. 

 

From lobbying for tax breaks and anti-worker laws, to slashing wages and outsourcing jobs, the 

upper class have used their influence to shape an economic system that benefits them—at the 

expense of everyone else. As one prominent economist puts it: “They’re not just benefiting from 

the system. They’ve constructed it to extract from the working class, knowingly and repeatedly.” 

 

CONTROL CONDITION 

The Global Economy Is Shaped by Many Interacting Forces 

The modern economy is the product of many influences, evolving over time through a 

combination of technological innovation, market dynamics, policy decisions, and global trends. 

No single factor or group fully determines the direction and outcomes of the global market. 

 

From shifts in supply and demand to advancements in technology and changes in regulation, 

these forces interact in complex ways to shape economic outcomes. Around the world, nations, 

businesses, and governments often coordinate and respond together to changing conditions. As 
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one prominent economist puts it: “The economy is a living system—constantly adapting to new 

conditions, without a clear blueprint or single guiding hand.” 

 

REFLECTION 

In a few sentences, please reflect on the ways in which [CZS: the modern economy may create 

advantages for some groups while limiting opportunities for others] / [CTRL: the modern 

economy works]. 

 
*70-character minimum 

*paste disabled 

 

Appendix 8: Study 5 retention (Chapter 3) 

Gender 

 

 Time 0 Time 2 
 

N Share N Share 

man 561 54.05% 405 52.67% 

woman 439 42.29% 332 43.17% 

other 38 3.66% 32 4.16% 

 

Race 

 

 Time 0 Time 2 

 N Share N Share 

White 631 60.79% 477 62.03% 

Black or African American 145 13.97% 87 11.31% 

multiracial 95 9.15% 77 10.01% 

Asian 86 8.29% 60 7.80% 

Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin 44 4.24% 33 4.29% 

NA 17 1.64% 17 2.21% 

American Indian or Alaska Native 7 0.67% 6 0.78% 

Other (please specify) 7 0.67% 6 0.78% 

Middle Eastern or North African 5 0.48% 5 0.65% 

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 1 0.10% 1 0.13% 

 

Age 

 

Mean age Time 0: 38 

Mean age Time 2: 39 

 

Income 
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 Time 0 Time 2 

 N Share N Share 

$0-$20,000 101 9.73% 76 9.88% 

$20,001-$40,000 178 17.15% 125 16.25% 

$40,001-$60,000 177 17.05% 137 17.82% 

$60,001-$80,000 163 15.70% 121 15.73% 

$80,001-$100,000 117 11.27% 87 11.31% 

$100,001-$120,000 73 7.03% 53 6.89% 

$120,001-$140,000 61 5.88% 44 5.72% 

$140,001-$160,000 56 5.39% 44 5.72% 

$160,001-$180,000 24 2.31% 20 2.60% 

$180,001-$200,000 12 1.16% 8 1.04% 

Over $200,000 43 4.14% 31 4.03% 

NA 33 3.18% 23 2.99% 

 

Median income Time 0: $60,001-$80,000 

Median income Time 2: $60,001-$80,000 

 

Education 

 

 Time 0 Time 2 

 N Share N Share 

No High-School 11 1.06% 8 1.04% 

GED 340 32.76% 252 32.77% 

Two-year college 132 12.72% 100 13.00% 

Four-year college 383 36.90% 283 36.80% 

Masters 122 11.75% 86 11.18% 

PhD or higher 27 2.60% 20 2.60% 

NA 23 2.22% 20 2.60% 

 

Party affiliation 

 

 Time 0 Time 2 

 N Share N Share 

Independent / Third party 639 61.56% 476 61.90% 

Democratic Party 204 19.65% 143 18.60% 

Republican Party 178 17.15% 133 17.30% 

No response 17 1.64% 7 0.91% 
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Appendix 9: Study 5 measures, correlations, and extra analyses 

(Chapter 3) 

 

Measures 

 

Time 0: August 2024 

 

Vote 2020. Who did you vote for president in 2020? 

1. Donald Trump (Republican Party) 

2. Joe Biden (Democratic Party) 

3. Jo Jorgensen (Libertarian Party) 

4. Howie Hawkins (Green Party) 

5. I did not vote 

Vote 2024: Just two. If the November 2024 election for U.S. president was being held 

tomorrow, and these were the only candidates, who would you vote for? 

1. Donald Trump (Republican Party) 

2. Kamala Harris (Democratic Party) 

3. Not sure 

4. I will not vote 

Vote 2024: All. If the November 2024 election for U.S. president was being held tomorrow, and 

these were the candidates, who would you vote for? 

1. Donald Trump (Republican Party) 

2. Kamala Harris (Democratic Party) 

3. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. (Independent) 

4. Cornel West (Independent) 

5. Chase Oliver (Libertarian Party) 

6. Jill Stein (Green Party) 

7. Not sure 

8. I will not vote 

Consider 2024. Which of the following options are you considering to vote for president in 

2024? Select ALL that apply. 

1. Donald Trump (Republican Party) 

2. Kamala Harris (Democratic Party) 

3. A third party candidate 

4. Not voting in 2024 

Congress 2024. If the election for U.S. congress in your district was held today, which one of 

the following candidates are you most likely to vote for? 

1. The Democrat 

2. The Republican 

3. Don’t know 

Favorability: Trump. How favorable or unfavorable are your views of Donald Trump? 

1. Very unfavorable 

2. Somewhat unfavorable 
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3. Somewhat favorable 

4. Very favorable 

5. Haven’t heard enough to say 

Favorability: Harris. How favorable or unfavorable are your views of Kamala Harris? 

1. Very unfavorable 

2. Somewhat unfavorable 

3. Somewhat favorable 

4. Very favorable 

5. Haven’t heard enough to say 

Political affiliation. What is your party identification? 

1. Democratic Party 

2. Republican Party 

3. Independent / Third party 

[IF Independent / Third party] 

 

Which of the following parties do you lean towards? 

1. Democratic Party 

2. Republican Party 

3. Neither 

Political ideology. To what extent do you subscribe to the following ideologies? (1 = Not at All 

to 7 = Very Much). *If you don't know what an ideology means, select Not Applicable 

1. Conservatism 

2. Liberalism 

3. Democratic Socialism 

4. Libertarianism 

5. Progressivism 

Age. What is your age? 

 

Gender. What is your gender? 

1. Male 

2. Female 

3. Other (please specify) 

4. Prefer not to answer 

Race. Which category/categories best describes you? (select all that apply) 

1. White 

2. Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin 

3. Black or African American 

4. Asian 

5. American Indian or Alaska Native 

6. Middle Eastern or North African 

7. Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 

8. Other (please specify) 

Income. Please indicate your approximate annual household income. 

1. $0-$20,000 

2. $20,001-$40,000 

3. $40,001-$60,000 
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4. $60,001-$80,000 

5. $80,001-$100,000 

6. $120,001-$140,000 

7. $140,001-$160,000 

8. $160,001-$180,000 

9. $180,001-$200,000 

10. More than $200,000 

Education. Please indicate your highest level of education. 

1. Did not finish high school 

2. Graduated from high school or equivalent (GED) 

3. Graduated from a two-year college 

4. Graduated from a four-year college 

5. Completed a Master’s degree or equivalent 

6. Completed a PhD, MD, or other professional degree 

7. Prefer not to answer 

Socio economic status. Which of the following best describes your socioeconomic status? 

1. Lower class 

2. Lower middle class 

3. Middle class 

4. Upper middle class 

5. Upper class 

Working class. To what extent do you see yourself as part of the working class? 

1. Not at all part of the working class 

2. Slightly part of the working class 

3. Somewhat part of the working class 

4. Almost entirely part of the working class 

5. Entirely part of the working class 

 

Time 1: September 2024 

 

Voting intentions. If the election for U.S. president was being held tomorrow, and these were 

the candidates, who would you vote for? 

1. Donald Trump (Republican Party) 

2. Kamala Harris (Democratic Party) 

3. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. (Independent) 

4. Cornel West (Independent) 

5. Chase Oliver (Libertarian Party) 

6. Jill Stein (Green Party) 

7. Other (please specify) 

8. Not sure 

9. I will not vote 

[IF NOT “Not sure” or “I will not vote”] 

 

In your own words, why will you vote for [SELECTED_CANDIDATE]?  

 

[IF “Not sure”] 
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In your own words, why are you unsure of who you will vote for? 

 

[IF “I will not vote”] 

 

In your own words, why will you not vote? 

 

Working class interest. What do you think will be the impact of a [SELECTED_CANDIDATE] 

presidency on the American working class? (1 = Extremely Negative to 7 = Extremely Positive) 

 

Minimum wage. If the following proposal was on the ballot, what would be your vote? Increase 

the federal minimum wage to $15 per hour. 

1. Yes 

2. No 

3. I would not vote 

Class-Based Zero-Sum Beliefs. Mean score of the following items. Please indicate how much 

you agree or disagree with the following statements (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly 

Agree): 

1. If the upper class becomes richer, this comes at the expense of the working class 

2. If the upper class makes more money, then the working class makes less money 

3. If the upper class does better economically, this does NOT come at the expense of the 

working class [R] 

Race-Based Zero-Sum Beliefs. Mean score of the following items. Please indicate how much 

you agree or disagree with the following statements (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly 

Agree): 

1. If racial minorities become richer, this comes at the expense of white people 

2. If racial minorities make more money, then white people make less money 

3. If racial minorities do better economically, this does NOT come at the expense of white 

people [R] 

Immigration-Based Zero-Sum Beliefs. Mean score of the following items. Please indicate how 

much you agree or disagree with the following statements (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly 

Agree): 

1. If immigrants become richer, this comes at the expense of American citizens 

2. If immigrants make more money, then American citizens make less money 

3. If immigrants do better economically, this does NOT come at the expense American 

citizens [R] 

Class solidarity. Mean score of the following items. Please indicate how much you agree or 

disagree with the following statements (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree): 

1. I feel a bond with the working class 

2. I feel solidarity with the working class 

3. I feel committed to the working class 

Culprit. To what extent are each of the following a threat to the working class in America? (1 = 

Not a threat at all to 5 = A very big threat) 

1. Upper class, big business, and corporations 

2. Immigration 

3. Racial minorities 
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General Zero-Sum Mindset. Mean score of the following items. Please indicate how much you 

agree or disagree with the following statements (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree): 

1. The success of one person is usually the failure of another person 

2. Life is such that when one person gains, someone else has to lose 

3. When someone does much for others, they lose 

4. In most situations, different people’s interests are incompatible 

5. When one person is winning, it does not mean that someone else is losing [R] 

6. Life is like a tennis game - A person wins only when another person loses 

7. One person’s success is not another person’s failure [R] 

 

Time 2: November 2024 

 

Voting behavior. Who did you vote for in the 2024 Presidential Election? 

1. Donald Trump (Republican Party) 

2. Kamala Harris (Democratic Party) 

3. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. (Independent) 

4. Cornel West (Independent) 

5. Chase Oliver (Libertarian Party) 

6. Jill Stein (Green Party) 

7. Other (please specify) 

8. I did not vote 

In your own words, why did you vote for [SELECTED_CANDIDATE]? 

 

[IF NOVOTE == 1] 

 

In your own words, why did you not vote? 

 

Impact: Working class. What do you think would have been the impact of a 

[SELECTED_CANDIDATE / Kamala Harris / Donald Trump] presidency on the American 

working class? (1 = Extremely Negative to 7 = Extremely Positive) 

 

By working class, we mean "the socioeconomic group consisting of people who are employed in 

manual or industrial work" (Oxford Dictionary). 

 

Impact: Upper class. What do you think would have been the impact of a 

[SELECTED_CANDIDATE / Kamala Harris / Donald Trump] presidency on the upper class? (1 

= Extremely Negative to 7 = Extremely Positive) 

 

By upper class, we mean "the economic group with the greatest wealth and power in society" 

(Oxford Dictionary). 

 

Policy proposals. Mean score of the following items. If the following proposals were on the 

ballot, how would you have voted? (Yes = 1; No = 0; I would not have voted = NA) 

1. Declare a climate emergency and enact a Green New Deal. 

2. Raise the federal minimum wage to $15/hour 

3. Forgive $50,000 student debt, per borrower. 



 

 132 

4. Enact legislation that guarantees housing as a right to all Americans 

Class-Based Zero-Sum Beliefs. Mean score of the following items. Please indicate how much 

you agree or disagree with the following statements (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly 

Agree): 

1. If the upper class becomes richer, this comes at the expense of the working class 

2. If the upper class makes more money, then the working class makes less money 

3. If the upper class does better economically, this does NOT come at the expense of the 

working class [R] 

Anti-establishment sentiment. Mean score of the following items. Please indicate how much 

you agree or disagree with the following statements (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly 

Agree): 

1. The US’s economy is rigged to advantage the rich and powerful 

2. Traditional politicians and parties don’t care about people like me 

3. Experts in this country don’t understand the lives of people like me 

4. Most of the time we can trust people in the government to do what is right *R 

Trust in institutions. Mean score of the following items. Please indicate how much you trust or 

distrust the following institutions (1 = Strongly Distrust to 7 = Strongly Trust): 

1. The US Congress / Legislative Branch 

2. The US Government / Executive Branch 

3. The US Courts / Judicial Branch 

Class solidarity. Mean score of the following items. Please indicate how much you agree or 

disagree with the following statements (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree): 

1. I feel a bond with the working class 

2. I feel solidarity with the working class 

3. I feel committed to the working class 

Culprit. To what extent are each of the following a threat to the working class in America? (1 = 

Not a threat at all to 5 = A very big threat) 

1. The upper class 

2. Big business 

3. Immigrants 

4. Racial minorities 

5. Climate change 

6. The Democratic Party 

7. The Republican Party 

8. The political establishment 

9. China 

 

Correlation Matrix 

 

See full correlation matrix here: https://tinyurl.com/s5-correlationmatrix 

 

Extra analysis 

 

Mediation model 1 

 

Predictor. Class zero-sum beliefs at T1 

https://tinyurl.com/s5-correlationmatrix
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Mediator. Perceived impact of a Harris presidency on the working class at T2 

Outcome. Vote for Harris 

Controls. Zero-sum mindset at T1, conservatism, income, education, age, race, gender 

 

Using a 10,000-bootsrtapped mediation model, we found a significant indirect effect, explaining 

44.9% of the total effect (Total effect: b = 0.04, 95% CI = [0.02, 0.07], p = .002; Direct effect: b 

= 0.02, 95% CI = [0.001, 0.04], p = .044; Indirect effect: b = 0.02, 95% CI = [0.004, 0.03], p = 

.010). Class-based zero-sum beliefs was positively associated with the predicted impact of a 

Harris presidency on the working class (b = 0.12, t(670) = 2.66, SE = 0.04, 95% CI = [0.03, 

0.22], p = .008, 2 = 0.01, Cohen’s f2 = 0.01), which in turn, positively predicted voting for 

Harris (b = 0.15, t(669) = 15.88, SE = 0.01, 95% CI = [0.13, 0.16], p < .001, partial 2 = 0.30, 

Cohen’s f2 = 0.43). 

 

Mediation model 2 

 

Predictor. Class zero-sum beliefs at T1 

Mediator. Perceived impact of a Trump presidency on the working class at T2 

Outcome. Vote for Trump 

Controls. Zero-sum mindset at T1, conservatism, income, education, age, race, gender 

 

We performed the same 10,000 bootstrapped mediation model but instead using the perceived 

impact of a Trump presidency on the working class. The indirect effect explained 78.1% of the 

total effect (Total effect: b = -0.06, 95% CI = [-0.08, -0.04], p < .001; Direct effect: b = -0.01, 

95% CI = [-0.04, 0.01], p = .273; Indirect effect: b = -0.05, 95% CI = [-0.06, -0.03], p < .001). 

Class-based zero-sum beliefs negatively predicted the perceived impact of a Trump presidency 

on the working class (b = -0.35, t(670) = -7.64, SE = 0.04, 95% CI = [-0.44, -0.26], p < .001, 2 

= 0.16, Cohen’s f2 = 0.19), which in turn, was positively associated with voting for Trump (b = 

0.14, t(669) = 14.21, SE = 0.01, 95% CI = [0.12, 0.16], p < .001, partial 2 = 0.27, Cohen’s f2 = 

0.37). 

 

Linear model 1 

 

Predictor. Class zero-sum beliefs at T1 

Outcome. Vote for Harris 

Controls. Zero-sum mindset at T1, conservatism, income, education, age, race, gender 

 

Table 1. Multiple regression analysis predicting voting for Harris 

Predictor b t 95% CI p 2 

Class-based zero-sum beliefs (T1) 0.04 3.09 [0.01, 0.07] .002 0.02 

Zero-sum mindset -0.03 -1.86 [-0.07, 0.00] .064 0.01 

Conservatism -0.05 -4.21 [-0.07, -0.03] < .001 0.02 

Income 0.02 3.18 [0.01, 0.04] .002 0.02 

Education 0.03 1.75 [0.00, 0.06] .080 0.01 

Age 0.00 -0.66 [0.00, 0.00] .508 0.002 

Race: White -0.08 -2.08 [-0.15, 0.00] .038 0.006 

Gender: Man 0.00 -0.08 [-0.07, 0.07] .935 0.000 



 

 134 

Notes. For interpretability, education and income were converted from factor variables 

to numeric variables and race and gender were converted to binary variables (White = 

1, non-White = 0; man = 1, non-man = 0); df = 670. 

 

Linear model 2 

 

Predictor. Class zero-sum beliefs at T1 

Outcome. Vote for Trump 

Controls. Zero-sum mindset at T1, conservatism, income, education, age, race, gender 

 

Table 2. Multiple regression analysis predicting voting for Trump 

Predictor b t 95% CI p 2 

Class-based zero-sum beliefs (T1) -0.06 -4.71 [-0.09, -0.04] < .001 0.05 

Zero-sum mindset 0.07 4.29 [0.04, 0.11] < .001 0.03 

Conservatism 0.05 4.04 [0.02, 0.07] < .001 0.03 

Income 0.01 0.78 [-0.01, 0.02] .439 0.001 

Education 0.00 0.25 [-0.03, 0.04] .803 0.000 

Age 0.00 1.28 [0.00, 0.00] .201 0.005 

Race: White 0.08 2.08 [0.00, 0.15] .038 0.006 

Gender: Man -0.01 -0.30 [-0.08, 0.06] .765 0.000 

Notes. For interpretability, education and income were converted from factor variables 

to numeric variables and race and gender were converted to binary variables (White = 

1, non-White = 0; man = 1, non-man = 0); df = 670. 

 

Appendix 10: Study 1 SES moderation 

Predictor b t p 

Class-based zero-sum beliefs 0.04 0.63 .527 

Socio-economic status (numeric) -0.44 -5.15 < .001 

Class-based zero-sum beliefs * 

Socio-economic status (numeric) 

0.06 3.35 < .001 
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Appendix 11: Study 2 and Study 5 upper class culpability mediation 

(Chapter 3) 

 

Study 2 

 

As an exploratory analysis, I examined whether perceived upper-class responsibility mediated 

the relationship between condition and class solidarity. To that end, I performed a 10,000-

bootstrapped mediation model with condition as predictor (Control = 0; Class Zero-Sum = 1), 

perceived upper class responsibility as mediator, and class solidarity as the outcome variable. 

Perceived upper class responsibility fully explained the relationship between condition and class 

solidarity. In fact, the indirect effect explained 48.43% of the total effect (Total effect: b = 0.24, 

95% CI = [0.04, 0.45], p = .020; Direct effect: b = 0.12, 95% CI = [-0.07, 0.32], p = .209; 

Indirect effect: b = 0.12, 95% CI = [0.04, 0.20], p = .003). Those in the Class Zero-Sum 

Condition, as opposed to those in the Control Condition, assigned more responsibility to the 

upper class (b = 6.92, t(489) = 3.01, SE = 2.30, 95% CI = [2.40, 11.44], p = .003; 2 = 0.02, 

Cohen’s f2 = 0.02), which in turn predicted greater solidarity with the working class (b = 0.02, 

t(488) = 8.85, SE = 0.002, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.02], p < .001; partial 2 = 0.14, Cohen’s f2 = 0.16). 

 

Study 5 
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As an exploratory analysis, I examined whether perceived threat from the upper-class on the 

working-class mediated the relationship between class-based zero-sum beliefs at Time 1 and 

working-class solidarity at Time 2. To that end, I performed a 10,000-bootsrtapped mediation 

model with class-based zero-sum beliefs as predictor, perceived upper class threat as mediator, 

and class solidarity as the outcome variable, controlling for conservatism, income, education, 

age, race, and gender. Perceived upper class threat explained a meaningful portion of the 

relationship between class-based zero-sum beliefs and class solidarity. In fact, the indirect effect 

explained 24.1% of the total effect (Total effect: b = 0.23, 95% CI = [0.16, 0.30], p < .001; 

Direct effect: b = 0.17, 95% CI = [0.09, 0.25], p < .001; Indirect effect: b = 0.06, 95% CI = [0.02, 

0.09], p = .001). Class-based zero-sum beliefs at Time 1 positively predicted perceived upper 

class threat at Time 2 (b = 0.42, t(670) = 14.09, SE = 0.03, 95% CI = [0.36, 0.48], p < .001; 2 = 

0.40, Cohen’s f2 = 0.67), which in turn predicted greater solidarity with the working class at 

Time 2 (b = 0.17, t(669) = 4.81, SE = 0.03, 95% CI = [0.10, 0.24], p < .001; partial 2 = 0.01, 

Cohen’s f2 = 0.01). 
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