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Abstract
If people prefer more for both sides to less for both, everyone should choose a plan that gives
both sides more. Two exercises in the 2018 Cooperative Congressional Election Study examine
departures from that benchmark. In a highway choice, only 35.0% of Democrats and 27.1%
of Republicans selected the plan allocating more to both groups of states. The rest preferred
less for both sides but a relative advantage for their own. This is a large departure from the
allocation benchmark, although preferring lower public spending could also explain it. A post-
election experiment holds the own-party income gain at 5% while raising the opposing party’s
gain from 3% to 7%. Support should not fall if respondents value their own side’s gain and are
indifferent to, or welcome, additional gains for opponents. Instead, support changes by -20.0
points on a 0–100 scale (95% CI [-23.9, -16.1]), with declines in both parties. These results
challenge the sufficiency of favorable absolute gains for policy support. They are consistent with
concern for relative partisan advantage, but do not identify spite separately from aversion to
falling behind or establish a Pareto ranking of net welfare.

1 Absolute gains and partisan advantage

A natural benchmark for policy choice is that people prefer more for both sides to less for both.
Under that benchmark, a plan that gives both groups larger benefits should be chosen by everyone,
not merely by a majority. Our question is how far observed choices depart from that prediction
when the plan delivering more also leaves the respondent’s party behind.

The benchmark has explicit conditions. Let x denote the stated benefit to one’s own side and y

the benefit to the other side. If respondents evaluate only these benefits, prefer a larger x, and do
not dislike a larger y, then xA > xB and yA > yB imply a preference for A. This includes a purely
own-group-oriented respondent who is indifferent to opponents’ gains. With understood amounts,
no choice error, and no other relevant differences, everyone should select A. The prediction is 100%
selection of the plan delivering more, not 50%. A choice share far below that benchmark calls for
an explanation even if the larger plan were to win a majority.

The pre-election highway question supplies this comparison in stated allocations. One plan gives
more to both groups of states but leaves the respondent’s side behind; the other gives less to both
but leaves it ahead. Only 35.0% of Democrats and 27.1% of Republicans select the larger plan.
These departures from universal selection are descriptively large. They are not, by themselves,
estimates of how many people reject a Pareto improvement in welfare: public spending has costs,
and the larger plan may not make every person better off after financing and opportunity costs.
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The post-election income experiment tests a related implication. It holds the own-party gain at
5% and assigns the opposing party a gain of either 3% or 7%. If respondents care only about their
own party’s stated gain, their support should be unchanged; if they also welcome additional gains
for opponents, it should not decrease. Unlike the highway item, respondents evaluate one assigned
plan rather than choose between both. The benchmark is therefore a nonnegative effect on support,
not universal selection of the higher-opposition-gain plan. The observed effect is negative in both
parties.

These comparisons separate absolute gains from relative advantage, but do not uniquely identify
a motive. Favoring one’s own side is not the same as wanting the other side to suffer; experiments
separating opportunities to help allies from opportunities to harm opponents illustrate that dis-
tinction (Amira et al., 2021). Social-preference models likewise distinguish concern for absolute
payoffs, inequality, relative disadvantage, and others’ welfare (Fehr and Schmidt, 1999; Charness
and Rabin, 2002). Here the absolute gap between the stated gains is the same on either side of
each comparison, while the identity of the group ahead changes. Symmetric dislike of unequal gains
alone would not favor own-party advantage. Dislike of falling behind could. Incomes before the
policy are not specified, so equal gaps in percentage gains need not imply equal gaps in income
levels.

A strict welfare interpretation requires more than these exercises supply. Highway allocations
go to groups of states, not directly to each partisan individual. The income scenarios describe
average gains for voters from each party, not guaranteed net gains for every person. We therefore
distinguish a benchmark of monotonic preferences over the displayed group benefits from a verified
Pareto improvement in individual welfare. The experiments also involve hypothetical evaluations,
not decisions with respondents’ own money at stake.

2 Data, assignment, and measurement

The data come from the University of California, Merced module of the 2018 Cooperative Congres-
sional Election Study (CCES). YouGov administered the survey online. The CCES pre-election
wave ran from September 27 through November 5, and its post-election wave from November 7
through December 3 (Ansolabehere et al., 2019). The full team delivery contains 1,625 respon-
dents; a matched delivery contains 1,000 of the same respondents. Shared analysis fields agree
after matching by the vendor’s unique identifier. The public replication file contains one record per
respondent, a matched-sample indicator, and the original numeric response codes for the retained
fields.

CCES matching selects respondents from online opt-in samples to resemble a population frame;
it is not direct probability sampling of respondents from that frame. The main analysis uses the full
delivery without weights to describe the observed choices and estimate the experimental compar-
ison. We also report the matched sample unweighted and with its supplied team weights. Those
alternatives change the analyzed population or its composition. No separate post-election team
weight is present in these deliveries, so the team-weighted post-election results are a sensitivity anal-
ysis, not an attrition-adjusted national estimate. The CCES guide recommends wave-appropriate
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weights for population descriptions (Ansolabehere et al., 2019).
The highway question was asked of 1,380 partisans, including leaners; 1,374 answered and 6

skipped. Nonpartisans were not asked. The income experiment was administered to 1,052 post-
election participants, of whom 911 identified with or leaned toward a party in that wave: 505
Democrats and 406 Republicans. Every assigned participant has an observed income-plan response.
The remaining pre-election respondents have neither a recorded income assignment nor an outcome;
we do not count their absence as a response to the income treatment. The experiment describes
those who reached the post-election module, not all original respondents.

Party identification is measured separately in the two waves. We use the pre-election seven-
point measure for highway eligibility and the post-election identification and leaning questions for
the income comparison. The updated measure exactly matches the delivered partisan routing:
Democrats see Democratic voters gaining 5%, and Republicans see Republican voters gaining 5%.
Using pre-election identification would misclassify some respondents’ relationship to the displayed
beneficiaries. Nonpartisans have no defined own-party gain and are analyzed separately in the
appendix.

The module questionnaire instructs random assignment to income images. The delivered arms
are nearly evenly split within each partisan group (Table 1). The materials do not provide execu-
tion logs or a complete final routing script. Our causal interpretation requires the 3%-versus-7%
assignment to have been randomized within partisan routing, as the instruction and delivered as-
signments imply. It also assumes that respondents received their assigned image and did not affect
one another’s responses. We do not infer a causal effect of party membership from comparisons
between Democrats and Republicans. The analyses are exploratory; no preregistered analysis plan
accompanies the materials.

Table 1: Income experiment: assignment and response counts among partisans.

Respondents Opposition gain Assigned Observed
Democrats 3% 256 256
Democrats 7% 249 249
Republicans 3% 203 203
Republicans 7% 203 203

Own-party income gain is 5% in every arm. Party includes leaners and uses the post-election identification questions.
Assignment counts refer to the full delivery, before restricting to the matched sample.

3 How far choices depart from the allocation benchmark

The highway item presents two named proposals and asks which the respondent supports. The
Smith plan allocates $11 billion to states associated with the respondent’s own party and $12 billion
to the opposing party’s states. The Williams plan allocates $10 billion and $9 billion, respectively.
Democrats receive an image naming blue states first; Republicans receive the corresponding image
naming red states first. The images describe states, not payments directly to partisan individuals.
The questionnaire calls for randomizing the order of the response options; no response-order variable
is available in the delivery.
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Choosing Williams gives up $1 billion for one’s own side’s states and $3 billion for the other
side’s states. Total stated funding falls from $23 billion to $19 billion, while the own-side allocation
moves from $1 billion behind to $1 billion ahead. These arithmetic differences are properties of the
displayed proposals, not estimates from the data.

Against a benchmark in which everyone selects Smith, only 31.5% do so. The remaining 68.5%
select Williams, a 68.5-percentage-point shortfall from universal selection of the larger allocation.
This shortfall is a description of choices, not a separately identified rate of partisan spite. In party-
specific counts, Williams is chosen by 499 of 768 Democrats and 442 of 606 Republicans (Table 2).
The corresponding shares are 65.0% (95% Wilson interval [61.5, 68.3]) and 72.9% ([69.3, 76.3]).
Including all skipped answers at either extreme gives a pooled choice-share range of [68.2, 68.6]%;
the small amount of item nonresponse does not account for the majority preference. This range
describes possible completions of the observed sample, not sampling uncertainty.

Table 2: Highway choice: selecting the larger Smith plan.

Respondents Larger plan / answered Percent [95% CI]
Democrats 269/768 35.0 [31.7, 38.5]
Republicans 164/606 27.1 [23.7, 30.7]
Pooled 433/1374 31.5 [29.1, 34.0]

Unweighted shares among respondents answering the item, including leaners. Smith gives more to both sides but
leaves the respondent’s side behind. The monotonic-allocation benchmark predicts 100% selection of Smith. Intervals
are binomial Wilson intervals and do not account for nonprobability sample selection.

The choice is consistent with valuing relative partisan advantage enough to accept a smaller
gross allocation for one’s own side. But it is not a randomized estimate of the effect of partisan
labels: everyone sees a partisan allocation, and the two plans differ in both distribution and total
spending. A preference for lower government spending, judgments about which states need funding,
or reactions to the named proposals could also affect the choice. Both plans have the same absolute
dollar gap between the two groups of states; a symmetric preference for equal allocations does
not by itself favor Williams. The data establish a preference for the displayed smaller plan, not
the motive behind that preference. We do not test the exact 100% benchmark with a binomial
p-value: under an error-free universal-choice model, even one contrary answer is impossible. The
informative quantities are the size of the departure, its persistence across sample definitions, and
the competing explanations. Without comprehension measures or a neutral version of the same
choice, we cannot separate choice error from preferences that depart from the benchmark.

4 When opponents gain more and one’s own gain stays fixed

The post-election images describe a new economic plan under which the average voter from the
respondent’s party receives a 5% income increase. The average voter from the opposing party
receives either 3% or 7%. The images use the same headline, photograph, and source label and
name the own-party beneficiary first. Respondents rate the plan from strongly support to strongly
oppose. These are researcher-provided scenarios, not verified news reports. Additional image
variants in the materials describe an isolated 5% gain or equal gains; none has a corresponding
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assigned arm in the delivered data.
We reverse and rescale the five-category response to 0–100, with 100 meaning strongly support,

50 neither support nor oppose, and 0 strongly oppose. A difference of 25 points is one response cate-
gory. The primary estimate is the mean support difference between the 7% and 3% opposition-gain
conditions, averaged across parties using their fixed shares among all eligible income-experiment
partisans. Each party’s contrast compares independently assigned respondents, not the same per-
son’s response to both plans. We use independent cell-mean variances and Welch–Satterthwaite
95% intervals. The appendix supplies the formulas and checks the interpretation using response
categories rather than only the rescaled mean.

Raising opponents’ gain changes support by -20.0 points (95% CI [-23.9, -16.1]). Estimated
support falls from 46.7 to 26.7 (Table 3), despite the unchanged own-party gain. The changes are
-24.1 points among Democrats ([-29.1, -19.1]) and -14.9 among Republicans ([-21.2, -8.6]). These
are substantial changes within the observed scale. The comparison does not require respondents to
prefer lower gains for their own side: that gain is the same in both conditions.

Table 3: Income experiment: policy support when opponents gain more.

Respondents Opposition 3% Opposition 7% Difference [95% CI] n

Democrats 49.5 25.4 -24.1 [-29.1, -19.1] 505
Republicans 43.2 28.3 -14.9 [-21.2, -8.6] 406
Pooled 46.7 26.7 -20.0 [-23.9, -16.1] 911

Own-party gain is 5%. Support runs from 0 (strongly oppose) to 100 (strongly support). Entries are arm means and
7%-minus-3% differences with 95% Welch intervals. Pooled means and differences standardize to the full experimental
partisan composition; n counts both arms.

The result is visible in the response categories. The standardized share somewhat or strongly
supporting the plan falls from 28.5% to 9.9%, a -18.6-percentage-point difference ([-23.5, -13.6]).
The share somewhat or strongly opposing rises from 34.0% to 63.9%. Thus the result is not solely a
consequence of treating the categories as equally spaced. The full distributions appear in Appendix
Figure 2.

The pooled estimate is -20.6 ([-24.9, -16.3]) in the matched sample and -20.8 ([-25.8, -15.7])
with team weights. Restricting the full sample to respondents who directly identify as Democrats
or Republicans, excluding leaners, gives -22.5 ([-27.0, -18.0]). These comparisons preserve the
direction and substantial magnitude of the response while changing the represented sample. Exact
single-respondent deletions, holding the full sample’s party shares fixed, give estimates from [-20.17,
-19.88]. A within-party permutation check gives p = 0.0001; this check assumes exchangeability
under the stated assignment mechanism. It does not verify implementation of the randomizer.

The estimated reduction is larger among Democrats. The Democrat-minus-Republican effect
difference is -9.2 points ([-17.2, -1.2]). This exploratory comparison describes heterogeneity across
the observed groups and stories; it does not establish that one party is generally more spiteful. Both
groups’ estimates answer the same concrete question and show lower support when opponents move
ahead.
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Figure 1: Income experiment: larger opposition gains reduce support under each sample and weighting
choice. Points are 7%-minus-3% differences, keeping the own-party gain at 5%; bars are 95% intervals. All
panels include leaners. Unweighted estimates use Welch intervals; team-weighted estimates use fixed-weight
HC3 cell variances. Each pooled estimate uses its own eligible sample’s party shares.

5 What the choices establish

The two exercises fall short of distinct benchmark predictions. Universal selection of the larger
highway allocation would follow from valuing own-side gains without disliking gains for the other
side, provided other costs and attributes were held fixed. The observed larger-plan choice share
is only 31.5%. In the income experiment, a fixed own-party gain would imply unchanged support
under purely own-group preferences, and additional opposing-party gains would not reduce support
under monotonic preferences over both groups’ stated benefits. Instead, support falls substantially.
A plan becomes less attractive when the opposition’s stated gain increases enough to put it ahead.
The highway result makes the possible consequence more concrete: many respondents select a plan
that funds both sets of states less but gives their own side the larger allocation. Together, the
results challenge an account of policy support based only on the absolute material gains described
for one’s own side.

They do not uniquely identify spite. In the income experiment, larger opposition gains and the
loss of relative advantage occur together. Dislike of falling behind, a desire to restrain opponents,
judgments of deservingness, or skepticism about the plan could generate the observed response.
With no politically neutral beneficiary condition, we cannot determine how much of that response
is distinctive to partisan rivalry rather than a more general concern about relative position. In
the highway question, the lower total budget adds a separate fiscal interpretation. The income
experiment removes that particular budget comparison, but does not provide a full account of
perceived policy costs or credibility.

The distinction between group allocations and personal sacrifice also matters. The highway
question concerns funding for groups of states; the income question concerns average voters from
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each party. Neither puts respondents’ money at risk or asks them to choose between two personally
paid amounts. We therefore cannot infer willingness to lose a specified amount of personal income,
calculate the welfare cost of partisan animus, or treat a stated plan preference as an actual policy
decision.

A stronger test of costly partisan spite would separate the beneficiary’s party from the respon-
dent’s absolute gain, vary opponents’ gains without always reversing relative rank, and specify
financing or other costs. A neutral-group comparison would distinguish partisan rivalry from gen-
eral disadvantage aversion. The present evidence supports a narrower but consequential conclusion:
relative partisan gains enter expressed policy evaluations, and providing one’s own side with a pos-
itive gain is not enough to secure support when the other side gains more.

Data and replication

The public replication repository is https://github.com/soodoku/pareto_partisan. It contains
numeric analysis extracts, original stimulus images and questionnaires, the R analysis, generated
results, and this manuscript. Original survey deliveries are retained separately. Running make
check rebuilds the outputs and runs linting and tests. Every estimated number in the prose is
generated from the analysis tables.
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A Sensitivity and response distributions

Table 4: Highway choice: percent selecting the smaller plan.

Sample / identity Democrats Republicans Pooled
Full + leaners 65.0 [61.5, 68.3] 72.9 [69.3, 76.3] 68.5 [66.0, 70.9]
Full strict 66.7 [62.9, 70.3] 73.8 [69.6, 77.7] 69.7 [66.8, 72.3]
Matched + leaners 64.7 [60.3, 68.8] 73.3 [68.5, 77.6] 68.4 [65.2, 71.4]
Matched strict 65.7 [60.9, 70.3] 74.6 [69.1, 79.4] 69.4 [65.8, 72.8]
Matched weighted + leaners 65.5 [60.5, 70.5] 74.1 [68.8, 79.5] 69.5 [65.8, 73.1]
Matched weighted strict 65.7 [60.0, 71.3] 74.6 [68.2, 80.9] 69.5 [65.4, 73.7]

Intervals are 95% Wilson intervals for unweighted shares and fixed-weight HC3 t intervals for weighted shares,
truncated to the response scale. “Strict” uses direct party identification; “+ leaners” includes independent leaners.
Weighted shares use the supplied team weights on the matched sample. These choices change the sample or its
composition.

Table 5: Income experiment: 7%-minus-3% differences in support.

Sample / identity Democrats Republicans Pooled
Full + leaners -24.1 [-29.1, -19.1] -14.9 [-21.2, -8.6] -20.0 [-23.9, -16.1]
Full strict -24.0 [-29.6, -18.4] -20.4 [-27.8, -13.0] -22.5 [-27.0, -18.0]
Matched + leaners -23.7 [-29.1, -18.3] -16.4 [-23.5, -9.3] -20.6 [-24.9, -16.3]
Matched strict -24.2 [-30.2, -18.2] -20.1 [-28.3, -11.8] -22.5 [-27.4, -17.6]
Matched weighted + leaners -23.8 [-30.1, -17.4] -17.1 [-25.3, -8.8] -20.8 [-25.8, -15.7]
Matched weighted strict -22.4 [-29.3, -15.5] -21.1 [-30.6, -11.7] -21.8 [-27.5, -16.2]

All outcomes run from 0 to 100. Intervals are 95% Welch intervals for unweighted estimates and fixed-weight HC3 t
intervals for weighted estimates. Each pooled estimate standardizes to its eligible partisan composition. The team
weights are not a separate adjustment for post-election attrition.
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Figure 2: Income-plan responses by party and opposing-party gain. Bars show unweighted percentages
among all assigned partisans in each arm; own-party gain is always 5%. Every assigned respondent answered.
The scale displays the full response distribution rather than uncertainty for each category.
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B Nonpartisans and the separate race-and-jobs vignette

The 141 post-election respondents without a partisan side also received income images. Averaging
within the party named as receiving 5%, the effect of increasing the other party’s gain is -4.1 support
points ([-12.9, 4.7]). There is no own-versus-opposition interpretation for these respondents. The
interval includes both a meaningful decline and a modest increase; this imprecise estimate does not
demonstrate indifference to relative gains.

A separate pre-election item describes a congressional primary candidate’s jobs plan. The plan
raises the income of an average Black family making $50,000 by 7% and an average White family
making $50,000 by 5%, or reverses those percentages. The questionnaire calls for randomizing the
Black-versus-White version. The recorded candidate-party field follows respondents’ pre-election
party, including leaners; it is not independently randomized among partisans. The question asks
how likely respondents are to vote for the candidate, using six categories from extremely likely to
extremely unlikely. We code these from 100 to 0, respectively. 1 skipped response is excluded; the
difference is between the Black-advantage and White-advantage versions.

The pooled estimate is 8.2 points ([5.6, 10.8]; Table 6). Among White respondents it is 6.3
([3.2, 9.3]); among Black respondents it is 26.1 ([18.0, 34.1]). These are exploratory subgroup
comparisons, with unadjusted intervals. Unlike the partisan income experiment, this item changes
both groups’ gains. For Black and White respondents, their racial group’s described gain changes
as well, so the item does not isolate a response to the other group’s gain with one’s own held
fixed. It is not a second estimate of the partisan contrast or a direct measure of costly sacrifice.
The questionnaire also contains a typographical inconsistency in the White-advantage text; the
deployed survey script is not available to resolve it.

Table 6: Jobs vignette: stated likelihood of voting for the candidate.

Respondents White advantage Black advantage Difference [95% CI] n

All 50.9 59.1 8.2 [5.6, 10.8] 1624
White 52.3 58.6 6.3 [3.2, 9.3] 1159
Black 39.3 65.3 26.1 [18.0, 34.1] 168
Other races 51.8 57.4 5.6 [-0.5, 11.7] 297
Democrat 49.0 65.1 16.1 [12.6, 19.6] 771
Republican 58.4 56.6 -1.8 [-6.0, 2.5] 608

Full-sample unweighted means and Black-advantage-minus-White-advantage differences on a 0–100 scale, with 95%
Welch intervals. Party includes leaners. Race and party subgroups overlap; differences in statistical significance are
not tests of differences between groups. This is a separate randomized vignette with a different outcome and payoff
structure.

C Estimation and validation

For the income experiment, let p index respondent party and a ∈ {0, 1} indicate the 3% and 7%
opposing-party gain conditions. With sp equal to the party’s share in the full eligible analysis
sample, the estimate is

τ̂ =
∑
p

sp(Y p1 − Y p0).
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Its unweighted variance is
∑

p,a s
2
ps

2
pa/npa, where s2pa and npa are the outcome variance and count in

each cell. Writing the summands as vpa, the Welch degrees of freedom are (
∑

vpa)
2/

∑
[v2pa/(npa −

1)]. Each respondent contributes one outcome to a contrast. The between-party effect difference
uses all four independent cells with coefficients (−1, 1, 1,−1) in Democrat-low, Democrat-high,
Republican-low, Republican-high order.

Weighted estimates use the supplied team weights in cell means and in the eligible party shares.
Within a cell, with normalized weights hi = wi/

∑
iwi, the HC3 variance is

∑
i{hi(Yi − Y w)/(1−

hi)}2. The weighted reference degrees of freedom are the number of observed respondents minus
the number of compared cells. These calculations treat weights and eligible party shares as fixed.
They omit uncertainty from sample selection, weight estimation, and the choice of these particular
stimuli.

The pooled support-scale income contrast is the principal experimental summary. Binary sup-
port, binary opposition, party differences, strict-identifier restrictions, and jobs-vignette subgroups
are secondary or exploratory; their intervals are not adjusted for searching across those comparisons.
The results do not depend on selecting a single subgroup or response threshold. The permutation
check uses 9,999 within-party reassignments with seed 20261004 and includes the observed assign-
ment in its tail probability. Its resolution is 1/10,000.

The tests verify code directions, structural nonresponse, original and matched sample counts,
and exact partisan routing. Party-specific differences reproduce independent Welch tests; pooled
unweighted and weighted estimates reproduce saturated regressions with HC2 and HC3 covariance
estimators, respectively. Simulated data check interval coverage for a known effect. The generated
tables retain arm distributions, sample alternatives, party transitions, pre-treatment balance sum-
maries, and fixed-share case-deletion ranges. Balance summaries diagnose the recorded assignment;
they do not prove that the randomizer operated as intended or determine which covariates enter
the estimate.
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