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Article

Public concern about federal government spending has been 
a central theme of American politics in recent years. Eighty 
percent of U.S. respondents told Gallup in March 2019 that 
they worry about federal spending and the deficit, and large 
supermajorities of respondents in major American surveys 
have supported spending cuts. Asked to choose between cut-
ting spending or raising taxes as a means of reducing the 
federal budget deficit, over three quarters (77%) of respon-
dents in the 2016 Cooperative Congressional Election Study 
(CCES) chose the former. Notably, support for cutting spend-
ing was also high (64%) among respondents in the 2016 
General Social Survey (GSS), which did not pose a tradeoff 
with taxes.1

Why is the American public so eager to reduce govern-
ment spending? Given its implications for government size 
and scope, this question requires academic attention. There 
have been several rich studies of the anti-spending Tea Party 
that arose in the wake of the Great Recession and inaugura-
tion of Barack Obama (Arceneaux & Nicholson, 2012; 
Skocpol & Williamson, 2012; Williamson, Skocpol, & 
Coggin, 2011); but, research on the Tea Party can only get us 
so far in understanding public demand for cutting govern-
ment spending, which is widespread among Democrats and 
people of color as well as the white Republicans dispropor-
tionately found among the Tea Party’s ranks. Indeed, in the 
2016 GSS, 54% of Blacks and 53% of Latinos favored cut-
ting government spending—a lower incidence than we see 
among whites (68%), but still over the majority threshold.2 
Similarly, a smaller percentage of Democrats (54%) than 
Republicans (80%) supported spending cuts; but, this was 
still the position of the median Democrat. To understand 

popular support for spending cuts, a broader analysis of the 
public is clearly needed.

In this paper, we develop and test a new theory of opposi-
tion to spending amongst the public at large. We argue that 
perceptions of unfairness in the distribution of government 
money across racial lines play an important role, not previ-
ously recognized by scholars, in driving opposition to spend-
ing in the United States. This is true for Democrats as well as 
Republicans, fiscal liberals as well as conservatives, Blacks 
and Latinos as well as whites.

In doing so, we build on work showing a strong relation-
ship between racial politics and views on government 
spending.3 Racial resentment plays an important role in 
driving Tea Party support (Skocpol & Williamson, 2012; 
Williamson et al., 2011) and also predicts opposition to 
spending in the public at large (Jacoby, 1994, 2000; Krimmel 
& Rader, 2017).4 Indeed, these studies have shown that 
views on spending are much more strongly associated with 
racial resentment than with measures of economic-self 
interest.5 The power of racial resentment remains strong 
even when controlling for other key factors shaping views 
on spending, like partisanship and ideology (Jacoby, 1994, 
2000; Krimmel & Rader, 2017).6
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While this work has raised much-needed attention to the 
nexus of views on race and spending, they have only begun 
to scratch the surface of this important subject. Their focus 
on one type of racial attitude (racial resentment) among one 
racial group (whites) limits their reach. In this paper, we 
offer a richer and more nuanced view of the nexus between 
public views on race and spending. Specifically, we argue 
that many people think the federal government distributes 
money inequitably across racial lines, and this perception 
affects their views on the appropriate level of government 
spending overall. While the size of the “pie” may be theoreti-
cally distinct from its distribution, behavioral economists 
have shown that people often reject distributions they think 
are unfair, even if doing so involves sacrificing benefits. We 
argue that this phenomenon of “inequity aversion” perme-
ates American fiscal politics. Those who think that the distri-
bution of government spending across racial lines is unfair 
are more likely to believe that the government spends too 
much money.

By introducing and measuring perceptions of racial 
unfairness in the distribution of federal spending, we 
improve upon the existing literature in three critical ways. 
First, we conceive of racial unfairness broadly. Our concept 
subsumes the well-documented view that racial minorities 
get more than they deserve from certain programs—that is, 
the view that spending is unfair to whites—and also allows 
for consideration of the view that spending is unfair to 
racial minorities. We expect that many people think the dis-
tribution of federal spending is unfair to racial minorities 
because, historically, it has been. The existing literature on 
race and spending in the U.S. has not taken this view into 
consideration.

Secondly, we move beyond the study of white opinion, 
measuring perceptions of racial unfairness among other 
racial groups as well. These measures are valuable in their 
own right, offering insight into perceptions of the state 
among minority groups. It is also important to understand 
how these views of unfairness impact views on spending. It 
is commonly observed that African-Americans (Dawson, 
1994; Kinder & Winter, 2001; Schuman et al., 1997) and 
Latinos (Barreto & Segura, 2014; Claassen, 2004; de la 
Garza & Jang, 2011) are more liberal than whites on eco-
nomic issues. But, our paper sheds light on sources of eco-
nomic conservatism among both groups.

Finally, we move beyond self-centered analyses of race 
and spending. To be sure, consistent with literature on social 
identity, we expect to find that many people believe their 
own racial group is disadvantaged. But, we should not 
assume that all perceptions of racial unfairness take this 
form. We should consider the possibility that some people 
think another racial group, with which they do not identify, is 
treated unfairly.

To test our theory, we designed an original survey to mea-
sure perceptions of the racial distribution of federal money 
and attitudes about government spending. Our data show that 

a large majority of people (66%) think the current distribu-
tion of federal money across racial lines is unfair. This per-
ception is widespread among whites, Blacks, and Latinos. 
Consistent with our theory, we find that people who think 
spending is unfair to their own racial group are substantially 
more likely than those without this view to think the govern-
ment spends too much money. Indeed, unfairness views are 
comparable to partisanship in the strength of their relation-
ship to opinion on spending. We find this relationship in our 
full sample, as well as within racial, partisan, and ideologi-
cal subgroups. Across many important cleavages, people 
respond similarly to perceived unfairness against their own 
racial group. Interestingly, the perception that spending is 
unfair to another racial group (i.e., one with which the 
respondent does not identify) has the opposite association 
with fiscal attitudes—that is, people with this opinion are 
less likely to say government spends too much. We explore 
potential reasons for this finding in our discussion and 
conclusion.

These findings provide fresh insight into opposition to 
government spending in the United States and, more broadly, 
into the power of racial attitudes in American political life. A 
large literature spanning several decades has shown that racial 
resentment among whites predicts opinion on a range of spe-
cific government programs and issue areas (Bobo, 1983; 
Gilens, 1999; Hurwitz & Peffley, 2005; Mendelberg, 2001; 
Sears et al., 1979; Tesler, 2012; Winter, 2006, inter alia). Our 
findings contribute to a small but growing literature showing 
that racial attitudes reach beyond views on specific programs, 
with which one might expect an association given direct or 
implied ties to racial politics, to opinion on government 
spending writ large (Jacoby, 1994, 2000; Krimmel & Rader, 
2017). This is critical to understand because government 
spending is at the root of all government activity. Reducing 
spending writ large has broad implications.

A Theory of Racial Unfairness and 
Opposition to Spending

Our theory begins with the expectation that many people per-
ceive unfairness in the racial distribution of government 
spending. This hypothesis has two bases, one rooted in social 
identity theory and the other rooted in the history of govern-
ment spending across racial groups in the United States.

It is well known that people think about politics in terms 
of groups (Conover, 1988; Converse, 1964, inter alia). In the 
United States, race is a particularly powerful source of 
group-based thinking. As Winter (2006, pp. 400–401) notes, 
“As an ideological formation, [race] does huge work to cre-
ate and normalize social arrangements in our society; it 
serves as an important basis of political competition and 
opinion formation; it underlies many of the assumptions that 
drive policymaking and the formation of political institu-
tions; and the psychological distinction between ‘us’ and 
‘them’ plays an important role in making sense of the social 
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world.” When people think about politics, then, it stands to 
reason that they will consider the distribution of resources 
across racial groups (Conover, 1988). In considering some-
thing as inherently divisible as government spending, this 
kind of thinking is especially likely to occur.

It is also likely to be perceived as unjust. Research on 
social identity consistently shows that people are biased in 
favor of in-groups and against out-groups, even when group 
membership is randomly assigned (Billig & Tajfel, 1973; 
Tajfel, 1970; Tajfel & Turner, 1979, inter alia). In the context 
of spending, this suggests that people will be predisposed to 
think their own racial group receives less than its fair share of 
the pie, while other racial groups receive more than they 
deserve.

Perceptions of unfairness could also have empirical roots. 
Historically, there have been gross inequalities in the distribu-
tion of spending across racial groups in the United States. 
Public spaces were long segregated by race, with resources 
going primarily toward those reserved for whites. And major 
government programs were designed to direct benefits dis-
proportionately to whites (Katznelson, 2005; Lieberman, 
2001; Mettler, 1998; Poole, 2006; Quadango, 1996; Ward, 
2005). Even seemingly universalistic policies, like Social 
Security, excluded categories of work disproportionately per-
formed by African-Americans (e.g., agricultural, domestic).7 
State-level administration also allowed gaps to develop in 
minorities’ access to benefits under facially race-neutral pro-
grams, like the G.I. Bill (Katznelson, 2005, inter alia). While 
many of the discriminatory mechanisms directing the flow of 
benefits toward whites have eroded over time, gaps remain in 
access to high quality education, housing, healthcare, and 
other important goods and services. We expect that many 
Americans are aware of these inequalities, and know that 
public policies—and, by extension, government spending—
have played a role in their development and persistence.

This history can lead people to think spending is unfair to 
racial minorities, whether they identify as a racial minority 
or not. For example, African-Americans may (correctly) per-
ceive that spending has unfairly disadvantaged African-
Americans, and some white people may share this view. It 
has been shown that, while out-group bias is powerful and 
widespread, this does not mean people are incapable of per-
ceiving injustice against another group (Chudy, 2017). This 
history may also, counterintuitively, lead some whites to 
think spending is unfair to whites. While it is not empirically 
true that whites have benefitted from government spending 
less than minorities, the fact that whites benefit less in com-
parison to minorities than they once did may contribute to 
the perception that spending is unfair to whites. Whites may 
also underestimate the resources directed toward their racial 
group because whites disproportionately benefit from so-
called “submerged” programs (Mettler, 2011).8

In sum, we expect that many people perceive that the dis-
tribution of government spending is unfair to their own racial 
group, and perhaps to other racial groups as well.

Why Distributional Objections Could Impact 
Views on the Level of Spending

In a world populated by perfectly rational economic actors 
(i.e., the land of “Homo economicus”), perceptions of unfair-
ness in the distribution of government money would not nec-
essarily lead people to think government spends too much. 
The size of the pie is theoretically distinct from its distribu-
tion. If one believes that group A is disadvantaged relative to 
group B, for example, one might favor a reduction in goods 
to group B (a decrease in overall spending), an increase in 
goods to A (an increase in overall spending), or a reallocation 
of goods from B to A (holding overall spending constant).

And yet, insights from behavioral economics suggest that 
objections to the distribution of government money could 
systematically lead people to favor a reduction in spending. 
Consider the classic “ultimatum game,” first conceived by 
Guth et al. (1982). One person (the proposer) comes up with 
a way to divide a given sum between herself and one other 
person (the responder). The responder cannot negotiate—he 
can only accept or reject the proposer’s offer. If he accepts, 
rewards are allocated according to the terms of the offer. If he 
rejects, both players get nothing. Since even one cent would 
increase his wealth, a rational responder would accept any 
offer above zero. In experimental settings, however, scholars 
find that people routinely reject offers they view as unjust 
and walk away empty handed (Bolton & Zwick, 1995; Guth 
et al., 1982; Kahneman et al., 1986, inter alia). The more 
unfair the offers become, the less likely people are to accept 
them (Guth et al. 1982; Bolton and Zwick 1995; Guth et al., 
2001; Sanfrey et al., 2003; but see Henrich et al. 2004).

This rejection behavior shows that people have prefer-
ences over the outcome for themselves, but also social pref-
erences over the distribution (Henrich et al., 2004). This 
underscores our point that people are likely to care about the 
distribution of government spending across racial lines. 
Critically, ultimatum games also show that people are will-
ing to reject the distribution of goods in the name of fairness, 
even if doing so means they forgo their share. Applying these 
findings to opinion on fiscal politics yields the expectation 
that so-called “inequity aversion” can depress support for 
government spending among people who think government 
money is distributed unfairly across racial lines. Some peo-
ple will react to this perceived unfairness by rejecting gov-
ernment spending—in practical terms, expressing a desire 
for government to spend less money—even if such a stance 
may imply less spending on desired government programs.

We expect to find this pattern within racial groups as well. 
To be sure, people of different races may differ, on average, 
in the extent to which they think spending is distributed 
unfairly across races, and which race they think is disadvan-
taged. But, we do not expect racial identification to condition 
responses to perceived unfairness. Griffin et al. (2011) found 
that Black and white responders exhibit similar levels of 
inequity aversion, on average, in ultimatum games.
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In sum, research on ultimatum games yields strong pre-
dictions for people who think their own group gets less 
money than it deserves from the government, relative to 
other groups. This literature also suggests that inequity aver-
sion could depress support for spending among those who 
think another group is disadvantaged. Perceptions of unfair-
ness may still trigger inequity aversion even if the respon-
dent benefits from the inequity. Indeed, there is some 
evidence of non-monotonic responses in ultimatum games. 
This makes sense if people prefer an even split to very low or 
very high offers (Guth, 1995).

Survey Data

We fielded an original survey with elements specifically 
designed to measure perceptions of unfairness in the distri-
bution of spending across racial lines, and to test our theory 
about their impact on support for spending.

Survey Overview

We administered our survey to a sample of 2,421 U.S. adults 
over the internet from July 7 to 14, 2015 using Qualtrics.9 
Survey firm Survey Sampling International (SSI) recruited 
participants and directed them to the survey website.10 We 
include both partial and completed interviews, and manage 
missing values by using list-wise deletion.11 Our analysis 
includes only those respondents who self-identify as Black, 
Latino, and/or white on the survey.12

Measuring Opposition to Spending

The first question in our survey measured respondents’ opin-
ions about government spending on the whole. This question 
is similar in spirit to general spending questions from major 
election surveys, like the American National Election Study 
(ANES) and Cooperative Congressional Election Study 

(CCES), but is articulated in a more substantively neutral 
manner to avoid cuing respondents to think about social wel-
fare spending, the deficit, or anything else in particular. The 
exact wording was: “There has been much discussion lately 
about federal government spending. What do you think—are 
we spending too little, about the right amount, or too much?”

Figure 1 displays the responses to this question. Sixty-one 
percent of respondents said we are spending too much, 26% 
said about the right amount, and 13% said too little.13 As in 
the surveys we cited above, opposition to spending is not 
limited to a particular racial group. Among Blacks, Latinos, 
and whites, the plurality of respondents think that the gov-
ernment is spending too much money. It’s also worth noting 
that this is the modal response among Democrats.14 We cre-
ate an indicator variable called Too Much, coded “1” for 
respondents who said “too much,” 0 otherwise.

Measuring Perceptions of Unfairness in the 
Distribution of Spending Across Racial Lines

We create two measures to capture perceptions of unfairness 
in the distribution of government spending across racial 
lines. One measures whether respondents think the distribu-
tion is unfair to their own racial group, and one measures 
whether respondents think the distribution is unfair to another 
racial group.

We use a two-step process to elicit these views. First, we 
gauge the extent to which our respondents think particular 
racial groups benefit more or less than they should from 
federal government spending. Specifically, we asked, “Do 
you think the following groups and institutions get less 
money from the federal government than they deserve, 
about the right amount, or more money than they deserve?” 
Respondents rated 21 groups and institutions on a five-
point scale ranging from “much less than they deserve” (1) 
to “much more than they deserve” (5). Among those items 
were three racial groups: “African-Americans,” “Latinos,” 

13%
26%

61%

13%
34%

53%

18%
39%

43%

12%
22%

66%
Latino Respondents White Respondents

All Respondents Black Respondents

Too Little
About the Right Amount

Too Much

Too Little
About the Right Amount

Too Much

There has been much discussion lately about federal
government spending. What do you think...are we spending too

little, about the right amount, or too much?

Figure 1. Opposition to spending. This figure shows the percentage of respondents overall and in each racial subgroup who think the 
federal government spends too much, about the right amount, and too little.
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and “white people.”15 It is worth noting that people are espe-
cially likely to identify racial groups as beneficiaries of 
excessive government largesse. We calculated the mean rat-
ing for each group, with a higher mean indicating that 
respondents tend to think this group or institution gets more 
money from the federal government than it deserves. The 
three racial groups have relatively high means—Latinos rank 
5th, whites 6th, and African-Americans 7th.

These racial group ratings are not simply expressions of 
fiscal ideology. Respondents’ assessments of whites are neg-
atively correlated with their assessments of African-
Americans and Latinos. Those who think white people get 
less money from the federal government than they deserve 
tend to think African-Americans and Latinos get more than 
they deserve, and vice versa.16

In the second step, we examine respondents’ relative 
assessments of the three racial groups. If respondents rate the 
groups differently, they are expressing dissatisfaction with 
the distribution of government money across racial lines. If 
the respondents rate each group the same, they may be 
expressing general satisfaction or dissatisfaction with how 
much money all racial groups receive but do not perceive 
unfairness to any group in particular.

We generate two indicators based on respondents’ relative 
ratings of the racial groups: Unfair to Own Race and Unfair 
to Another Race. People are coded “1” for Unfair to Own 
Race if they rated their own racial group lower on the five 
point scale of “much less than they deserve” (1) to “much 
more than they deserve” (5) than at least one other racial 
group (e.g., if a Black respondent said Blacks get less than 
they deserve, while whites or Latinos get more). They are 
coded “1” for Unfair to Another Race if they rated a racial 
group with which they do not personally identify lower on 
the five point scale than at least one other racial group (e.g., 
if a white person said whites and Latinos get about the right 
amount, while Blacks get less than they deserve). This cod-
ing scheme allows for the possibility that a respondent thinks 
spending is unfair both to their own racial group and to 
another, relative to a third group (e.g., a white person might 
say whites and African-Americans get about the right 
amount, while Latinos get more than they deserve). In this 
case, the respondent would be coded “1” on both measures.

This definition of unfairness is broad in that encompasses 
any deviation from equal rating across racial groups. For 
example, Latinos who say Latinos receive much less than 
they deserve while Blacks receive less than they deserve are 
coded “1” for Unfair to Own Race, along with Latinos who 
say Latinos receive much less than they deserve while Blacks 
receive much more than they deserve. We chose this defini-
tion because we wanted to remain agnostic about what dif-
ferences respondents perceived as unfair. If some of our 
respondents noted small differences across racial groups but 
would not characterize those differences as unfair, then the 
relationship between our measures and opinion on spending 
will be muted.17

Though these indicators measure the connection between 
race and spending directly, we attempted to minimize social 
desirability bias by eliciting racial comparisons indirectly. 
The three racial groups were mixed into a list of 18 other, 
randomly ordered items. In addition to the indirect way we 
elicited our measures of unfairness, we offer a further piece 
of evidence that social desirability may play a minimal role 
here. We conducted a pilot survey on Mechanical Turk. We 
compared the percentage of respondents who agreed with the 
statement “Too much government money goes to Blacks, 
Latinos, and other minorities” to the implied percentage 
from a list experiment that included that phrase. Of the 
respondents who saw the standard survey question, 22% 
agreed or strongly agreed. Of the respondents in the list 
experiment, 25% apparently agreed.18 Nonetheless, we can-
not rule out the possibility that some of our respondents 
answered less than truthfully. To the extent that respondents 
refrained from saying certain racial groups get more federal 
money than they deserve or from giving different answers 
for different racial groups, the incidence of these perceptions 
of unfairness can be considered a floor. Any difference we 
observe between those who perceive unfairness and those 
who do not would be biased downward.

Perceptions of Unfairness in the 
Distribution of Federal Spending 
Across Races

Do people object to the distribution of federal government 
money across racial lines? As we expected, many—in fact, 
most—do. On the whole, only 34% of people perceive no 
unfairness in the racial distribution of spending (see the top 
left panel of Figure 2).19

Fifty percent of respondents think spending is unfair to 
their own racial group. This is the modal response among all 
three racial subgroups. Forty-six percent of white respon-
dents think the distribution of spending is unfair to whites, 
66% of Black respondents think the distribution is unfair to 
Blacks, and 61% of Latino respondents think it is unfair to 
Latinos. It is also common for people to perceive unfairness 
against a racial group with which they do not identify. Forty 
percent of white respondents, 59% of Black respondents, and 
38% of Latino respondents held this view.20

Taken together, these findings underscore the need to 
move beyond the study of racial resentment and white opin-
ion, a particular perception of unfairness among a particular 
group of people, to understand the nexus of racial and fiscal 
politics.

Racial Unfairness and Opposition to 
Spending

In the previous section, we showed that a large majority of 
respondents (66%) perceive unfairness in the distribution of 
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federal government money along racial lines. Here, we relate 
those opinions to attitudes about government spending in 
general. We find strong support for our main hypothesis, 
that inequity aversion leads people who think spending is 
unfair to their own racial group to demand less spending. 
Interestingly, the perception that spending is unfair to another 
racial group does not trigger this reaction.

Figure 3 shows the estimated coefficients and 95% confi-
dence intervals for Unfair to Own Race and Unfair to Another 
Race from four linear probability models where the depen-
dent variable is Too Much.21 MODEL 1 includes just our 
indicator variables for Unfair to Own Race and Unfair to 
Another Race. On average, respondents who think the distri-
bution of federal government spending is unfair to their own 
race are 18 percentage points more likely to think the federal 
government spends too much money compared to respon-
dents who do not hold this view. Adding racial identification 
in MODEL 2 strengthens this relationship.22 The coefficient 
on Unfair to Own Race drops when we add party identifica-
tion and self-reported fiscal ideology in MODEL 3, but is 
still large and significant—respondents who think the distri-
bution of government money disadvantages their own racial 
group remain 14 percentage points more likely to oppose 
spending than those who do not hold this view.23 Adding 
additional demographic controls in MODEL 4 has little 
impact.

Looking across all models, the coefficient on Unfair to 
Own Race is consistently large and positive. The relationship 
between Unfair to Own Race and Too Much is comparable to 
the partisan difference in response. In MODELS 3 and 4, 
Republicans were 19 percentage points more likely to say the 
government spends too much money than were Democrats.24

The perception that spending is unfair to another race 
has the opposite impact on people’s views on spending. 

Respondents who think the distribution of federal money is 
unfair to another race are 11 percentage points less likely to 
think the government spends too much money compared to 
those who do not hold this view. As with Unfair to Own Race, 
the coefficient on Unfair to Another Race is only slightly 
affected by the addition of race and other demographic 

34%

46%

50%

29%

38%

61%

24%

59%

66%

37%

40%

46%

Latino Respondents White Respondents

All Respondents Black Respondents

Not Unfair

Unfair to Another Race

Unfair to Own Race

Not Unfair

Unfair to Another Race

Unfair to Own Race

Perceptions of Unfairness in the Distribution of Federal
Government Money Across Racial Groups

Figure 2. Unfairness perceptions. This figure shows the percentage of respondents overall and in each racial subgroup who think 
government money is distributed in a way that is unfair to their own race, the percentage who think spending is distributed in a way 
that is unfair to another race, and the percentage who do not perceive unfairness against any particular racial group in the distribution of 
government money.

Model 3 Model 4

Model 1 Model 2

−0.1 0.0 0.1 0.2 −0.1 0.0 0.1 0.2

Unfair to
Another Race

Unfair to
Own Race

Unfair to
Another Race

Unfair to
Own Race

•

• •

• •

••

•

Figure 3. Coefficients on unfairness measures from four 
linear probability models. Lines mark 95% confidence intervals 
calculated using robust standard errors. Model 1 includes unfair 
to own race and unfair to another race only. Model 2 also includes 
an indicator variable for respondents who identify as black and 
one for respondents who identify as Latino. Model 3 includes 
respondent race plus party identification and self-reported 
level of fiscal conservatism. Model 4 includes respondent race, 
partisanship, fiscal conservatism, age, gender, income, and 
education. N = 2,024. Full results in are in Table 1.
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variables, but drops more substantially when we condition on 
party identification and fiscal ideology.

In sum, across all four models, respondents who think the 
distribution of federal money is unfair to their own racial 
group are between 13 and 21 percentage points more likely to 
think the federal government is spending too much money 
compared to those who do not think the distribution of fed-
eral money is unfair to their own racial group. The coeffi-
cient on Unfair to Own Race is statistically significant 
(p < .05) across all specifications. Those who think spending 
is unfair to another race are between 4 and 11 percentage 
points less likely to think the federal government is spending 
too much money compared to those who do not hold this 
view. The coefficient on Unfair to Another Race reaches 

statistical significance at the conventional level (p < .05) in 
MODELS 1, 2 and 3.

Inequity Aversion Within Racial Groups

Our theory makes no distinctions based on racial identifica-
tion. While we may expect to see differences across races in 
which (if any) group people think is disadvantaged by 
spending, we do not expect racial identification to condi-
tion responses to perceived unfairness. Indeed, replicating 
MODEL 1 on separate subsets of Black, Latino, and white 
respondents, we find that it does not.

Figure 4 shows estimated coefficients and 95% confidence 
intervals for each unfairness view from linear probability 

Black Respondents Latino Respondents White Respondents

−0.2 0.0 0.2 −0.2 0.0 0.2 −0.2 0.0 0.2

Unfair to
Another Race

Unfair to
Own Race •

• •

• •

•

Figure 4. Coefficients on unfairness measures from three linear probability models using subsets of respondents by racial identification. 
Lines mark 95% confidence intervals calculated using robust standard errors. N = 323, 286,1556. Full results in are in Supplemental 
Appendix Table A.1.

Table 1. Unfairness Views and Opinion That Government Spends Too Much. Linear Probability Models With Robust Standard Errors.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Unfair to own race 0.18* (0.02) 0.21* (0.02) 0.14* (0.02) 0.13* (0.02)
Unfair to another race −0.11* (0.02) −0.10* (0.02) −0.04* (0.02) −0.04 (0.02)
Black −0.26* (0.03) −0.13* (0.03) −0.14* (0.03)
Latino −0.16* (0.03) −0.08* (0.03) −0.08* (0.03)
Democrat −0.13* (0.03) −0.13* (0.03)
Republican 0.06* (0.03) 0.06* (0.03)
Fiscal conservative 0.10* (0.01) 0.10* (0.01)
Age 0.03* (0.01)
Female 0.14* (0.02)
Income 0.01* (0.00)
Education −0.02* (0.01)
N 2,024 2,024 2,024 2,024
R2 0.04 0.08 0.18 0.20
adj. R2 0.03 0.08 0.17 0.20
Resid. sd 0.48 0.47 0.44 0.44

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
Intercepts not shown.
Age is standardized. Income is a 14 category variable, education is 6, and fiscal conservative is 5.
*Indicates significance at p < .05
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models in which the dependent variable is Too Much.25 
Inequity aversion is apparent among all three racial groups. 
Black respondents who think the distribution of federal 
money is unfair to their racial group are on average 20 per-
centage points more likely to think the government spends 
too much money compared to Black respondents without 
this view. Similarly, the belief that spending disadvantages 
one’s own racial group raises opposition to spending by 
21 percentage points among whites and 17 percentage points 
among Latinos.

The coefficient on Unfair to Another Race is negative in 
all three models, as it was in the full sample, but its signifi-
cance varies. It reaches the conventional 95% threshold 
among whites. Among Blacks, it falls short of this thresh-
old, but still deserves attention given the relatively large 
coefficient (−0.10, compared to −0.07 for whites) and small 
sample size (N = 323).

Inequity Aversion Within Political Groups

We have shown that our main results hold while controlling 
for partisan identification and self-reported fiscal ideology. 
To further test the robustness of these findings, we look at the 
relationship between unfairness perceptions and spending 
within these subgroups as well. Figure 5 shows the estimated 
coefficients and 95% confidence intervals for Unfair to Own 
Race and Unfair to Another Race from linear probability 
models of Too Much for separate subsets of self-identified 

Democrats, Independents, Republicans, fiscal liberals, fiscal 
moderates, and fiscal conservatives.26

In general, these models tell the same story as our main 
analysis. Within partisan categories and levels of fiscal ideol-
ogy, respondents who think the distribution of federal money 
is unfair to their own racial group are more likely, on aver-
age, to think the government spends too much money. It is 
striking that inequity aversion affects Republicans and 
Democrats, and fiscal conservatives and fiscal liberals in a 
similar manner. Democrats (Republicans) who think spend-
ing is unfair to their own racial group are 16 (8) percentage 
points more likely to say the government spends too much, 
compared to their co-partisans who do not hold this view. 
Fiscal liberals (conservatives) who think spending is unfair 
to their own racial group are 14 (9) percentage points more 
likely to say government spends too much, compared to 
ideologically similar people who do not think spending is 
unfair to their own racial group. Unfair to Another Race per-
forms less consistently, though the coefficient is always 
negative.

Racial Resentment and Unfairness Views

The measures developed in this paper capture perceptions of 
unfairness in the racial distribution of spending among 
Blacks and Latinos as well as whites, a critical step forward 
given the United States’s long history of racial discrimina-
tion in spending and durable inequalities in access to public 

Fiscal Libs Fiscal Mods Fiscal Cons

Democrats Independents Republicans
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Figure 5. Coefficients on unfairness measures from six linear probability models using subsets of respondents by partisan 
identification and self-reported fiscal ideology. Lines mark 95% confidence intervals calculated using robust standard errors. 
N = 999 390, 635, 440, 877, 707, . Full results are in Supplemental Appendix Table A.2.
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goods. Our measures also allow us to observe the belief 
among whites that Latinos benefit unfairly from spending, 
and the perception among all three racial groups that an out-
group is disadvantaged by spending.

Nonetheless, one might be curious whether, among 
whites, our measure of Unfair to Own Race is equivalent to 
racial resentment, a concept frequently used by scholars that 
is meant to capture whites’ animus toward Blacks following 
the civil rights revolution of the 1960s (Sears & Henry, 2005, 
inter alia). It is not. To be clear, even if it were, this would not 
undercut the contribution of our unfairness measures, whose 
primary purpose is to facilitate movement beyond the study 
of white opinion about Blacks. But, looking closely at the 
relationships between these measures, it is clear that they are 
not the same.

As shown in Table 2, many white people who think spend-
ing is unfair to white people do not express racial resent-
ment; and many white people who express racial resentment 
do not think spending is unfair to white people.27 Moreover, 
among white respondents, the impact of Unfair to Own Race 
is robust to the inclusion of racial resentment measures. 
Figure 6 shows the coefficients and 95% confidence inter-
vals from a linear probability model of Too Much that 
includes our two unfairness measures and a racial resentment 
index.28 Consistent with work by Krimmel and Rader (2017), 
we find that racial resentment depresses support for spending 
among whites, and its inclusion in the model reduces the size 
of the coefficient on Unfair to Own Race. However, even 
when controlling for these more general negative attitudes 
toward Blacks, we find that views specifically on the racial 
distribution of spending impact support for spending among 
whites.29 Among Blacks and Latinos, the coefficient on 
Unfair to Own Race is not substantially changed by the addi-
tion of racial resentment measures, which were not designed 
to capture features of Black or Latino opinion.30

Our purpose is not to argue that Unfair to Own Race is 
superior to or should supplant racial resentment measures for 
use by scholars who want to study anti-Black attitudes among 
whites. We do not question whether racial resentment mea-
sures have explanatory power. Indeed, the literature that illu-
minates how white animus toward Black people infects 
support for government programs documents a pernicious 
dynamic in American politics that deserves the careful schol-
arly attention that it has received.

But, a different measure is needed to understand the full 
nexus of racial and fiscal politics in the whole population. 

Our measures of racial unfairness are designed to illuminate 
this broader phenomenon. For whites, our measures are 
related to racial resentment but are not the same. For Blacks 
and Latinos, our measures enable us to study how racial poli-
tics shape their views on government spending.

“Government Spending” Does Not Mean Means-
Tested Spending

We have argued that many people think government money 
is distributed unfairly across races, and this perception 
depresses support for spending. An alternative explanation 
for our findings is that when respondents answered our gen-
eral spending question, they were thinking specifically of 
government spending on means-tested programs, support for 
which is already known to be connected to people’s racial 
attitudes. In that case, one could argue that we have merely 
shown that feelings of racial unfairness affect attitudes about 
welfare and the like.

Work by Jacoby (1994) suggests this possibility should be 
taken seriously. Using a cumulative scaling model on the 

Table 2. Cross Tabulation of Unfairness Views and Racial Resentment.

“Special favors” “Discrimination”

 Not resentful (%) Resentful (%) Not resentful (%) Resentful (%)

Not unfair to own race 26 29 33 21
Unfair to own race 8 37 15 31

Among white respondents, the incidence of unfairness perceptions and two common measures of racial resentment. See Note 27 for question wording.

Racial Resentment
Index

Unfair to
Another Race

Unfair to
Own Race

−0.05 0.00 0.05 0.10 0.15

•

•

•

Figure 6. Coefficients on unfairness measures from a linear 
probability model of Too Much with racial resentment index 
included (white respondents only). Lines mark 95% confidence 
intervals calculated using robust standard errors. This model 
includes unfair to own race, unfair to another race, and a racial 
resentment index (see Note 28 for details). N = 1,553. Full results 
in are in Supplemental Appendix Table A.3.
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1984 American National Election Study, he finds that opin-
ion on spending shares the same structure as opinion on 
social welfare programs, but not other kinds of spending.31 
He also finds that opinion on social welfare spending pre-
dicts opinion on general spending, whereas opinion on other 
types of spending does not. Thus, he concludes that when 
people are asked about government spending generally, they 
have social welfare programs in mind. It is worth noting, 
however, that the spending question in Jacoby’s analysis may 
cue social welfare programs, as it poses a tradeoff between 
government service provision and spending.32

To evaluate the possibility that our general spending ques-
tion was really measuring opinion on social welfare spend-
ing, we posed an open-ended follow-up: “In answering the 
previous question, were you thinking about any particular 
type of spending? If so, what type of spending was that?” We 
coded the responses of those who mentioned a specific type 
of spending into seventeen categories.33 The most important 
category for present purposes is means-tested programs, 
which includes references to social safety net programs that 
are strongly associated with attitudes about race, namely 
welfare, food stamps, Medicaid, and other programs to assist 
the poor.34 We coded explicit mentions of Social Security 
and Medicare in a separate category, and other social pro-
grams not strongly associated with race in the social services 
category.35

Overall, only about 9% of respondents said they were 
thinking about a means-tested program when answering our 
first general question about government spending. About 9% 
mentioned other social services. To put this into context, 
more than twice as many respondents (19%) reported that 
they were thinking about defense spending (see Figure A.8 in 
the Supplemental Appendix for our full set of results). Unlike 
Jacoby (1994), we find that most people do not associate the 
term “government spending” with means-tested programs.36 
Thus, we can be confident that we are capturing the relation-
ship between opinion about the racial distribution of govern-
ment money and government spending overall. Moreover, 
our central findings are robust to the exclusion of people who 
associate general spending with means-tested programs.37

Discussion and Conclusion

Our findings offer insight into the widespread public view 
that the U.S. government spends too much money. Opposition 
to spending is not driven entirely by fiscal conservatism or 
partisanship. Using original survey data, we show that most 
Americans think government money is distributed unfairly 
across racial lines, and these views affect their opinions on 
the appropriate level of federal spending. When people think 
their own racial group receives less government money than 
it deserves, relative to other racial groups, they are less sup-
portive of spending. The effect is substantial, comparable to 
partisanship. Like players in an ultimatum game, people 
seem to experience a reflex to shrink the pie when they think 

it’s distributed in a manner unfair to their group. Interestingly, 
however, when people think the distribution of spending is 
unfair to another racial group, they are more supportive of 
spending.

Strikingly, inequity aversion with respect to one’s own 
race is apparent within major political subgroups, based on 
race, party identification, and fiscal ideology. While per-
ceptions of racial unfairness in the distribution of spending 
may stem from different experiences and sources, this is the 
modal belief within Black, Latino, and white communities. 
And when people perceive unfairness, they tend to react in 
the same manner, regardless of race. We observe the same 
dynamic with respect to partisanship and ideology. Fiscal 
liberals and fiscal conservatives, and Republicans and 
Democrats, tend to have very different views of the role of 
government in society and the economy, and the appropri-
ate level of government spending. And yet, perceived 
unfairness in the racial distribution of spending affects 
them in the same manner, on average. This is remarkable in 
an age of hyper-polarization and partisanship as social 
identity (Mason, 2018).

With these findings, we make critical contributions to our 
understanding of the power of racial attitudes on public 
views about government. It is well-established in prior work 
that whites’ racial attitudes are correlated with opinion on 
specific government programs (Brader et al., 2008; Gilens, 
1999; Hurwitz & Peffley, 2005; Mendelberg, 2001, inter 
alia). Building on work by Jacoby (1994, 2000) and Krimmel 
and Rader (2017), we show they extend beyond opinion on 
specific programs, shaping opinion about the appropriate 
level of government spending writ large.

Our analysis expands beyond prior work in two additional 
dimensions. First, we measure racial attitudes among Blacks 
and Latinos as well as whites. The idea that government 
spending unfairly disadvantages one racial group is not lim-
ited to the white working class voters so often featured in 
discussions about opposition to spending in the U.S. There is 
only so much we can learn by focusing on whites. Racial 
minorities perceive unfairness as well, and rightly so; gov-
ernment spending in the U.S. has historically favored whites, 
and gaps in access to high quality public resources remain 
today.

Second, we measure perceptions of unfairness against 
groups with which people do not identify, as well as those 
with which they do. Our analysis underscores the importance 
of considering both types of unfairness perceptions. We find 
they both impact views on government spending, but in oppo-
site ways. Contra our initial expectations, perceiving that 
spending is unfair to another racial group makes people less 
likely to say government spends too much. Since spending 
has become less discriminatory over time in the U.S., as seg-
regation of public spaces has been legally outlawed and 
minorities’ access to important government programs has 
improved, it is not necessarily unreasonable to think future 
spending could help to redress inequalities created or 
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aggravated by past spending. What is curious, however, is 
that people only seem to believe in the power of the state to 
ameliorate unfairness against racial groups with which they 
do not identify. We do not observe this same faith in govern-
ment when people think their own racial group has been dis-
advantaged by spending. Put more starkly, government can 
presumably solve other people’s problems, but not one’s own. 
This notion warrants additional study in other contexts.

On the whole, our findings have important implications 
for our understanding of who people think government 
serves and what kinds of problems it can solve, and raise 
important questions for future research. It is more pressing 
than ever to understand these issues, given the wave of 
debates on fiscal politics that have arisen in the U.S. and 
around the world in recent years.
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Notes

 1. The text of the CCES question was as follows: “The fed-
eral budget deficit is approximately 1 trillion this year. If the 
Congress were to balance the budget it would have to consider 
cutting defense spending, cutting domestic spending (such as 
Medicare and Social Security), or raising taxes to cover the 
deficit. Please rank the options below from what would you 
most prefer that “Congress do to what you would least pre-
fer they do.” Only 23% of respondents ranked “raising taxes” 
first. The text of the GSS question was as follows: “Here are 
some things the government might do for the economy. Circle 
one number for each action to show whether you are in favor 
of it or against it. C. Cuts in government spending.” Sixty-four 
percent of respondents reported that they were “in favor” or 
“strongly in favor.”

 2. Similarly, in the 2016 CCES, 75% of Blacks and 78% of 
Latinos favored cutting spending as a means of reducing the 
deficit. The incidence of this view is almost identical among 
whites, at 75%.

 3. There is also a large literature on the relationship between 
racial attitudes and views on specific government programs. 
See the “Discussion and Conclusion” section for citations 
to literature in this area. In this paper, however, we are not 
focused on specific programs. Rather, we are interested in 
opinion on government spending on the whole.

 4. For a dissenting view on the role of racial resentment in 
motivating Tea Party support, see Arceneaux and Nicholson 
(2012). Also, there has been influential journalistic work on 
this subject in addition to the academic work cited here. In 
their 1991 bestseller, Chain Reaction: The Impact of Race, 
Rights, and Taxes on American Politics, Thomas and Mary 
Edsall famously argued that partisan conflict about govern-
ment spending, among other issues, became “infused. . .with 
racial and race-coded meanings” in the decades following the 
civil rights revolution (p. 6).

 5. As one might expect, economic self-interest shapes opinion 
on spending to some extent; people who benefit more directly 
from government spending (i.e., those who have government 
health insurance, etc.) are more likely to support it (Krimmel 
& Rader, 2017). But, the predictive power of self-interest is 
quite weak relative to racial resentment.

 6. Republican partisanship and conservative ideology are associ-
ated with opposition to spending. For work on the relationship 
between partisanship, ideology, and views on spending, see 
Eismeier (1982), Mueller (1963) and Sanders (1988).

 7. Indeed, when it was first established in 1935, Social Security 
covered only 35% of African-American workers, compared to 
73% of white workers (Katznelson, 2013; Lieberman, 2001; 
Plumer, 2013).

 8. While some benefits (e.g., Social Security) flow from govern-
ment to citizens directly, and are therefore perceptible to them, 
a great deal of government spending takes a circuitous path 
through the private sector and the tax system, and is therefore 
invisible even to those who benefit (Mettler, 2011). On the 
whole, submerged policies tend to be upwardly redistributive, 
disproportionately benefitting whites, who are, on average, 
more affluent than racial minorities.

 9. The survey was designed to match the U.S. Census (for peo-
ple 18 and older) in terms of gender, education, age, region, 
race, and income. No explicit quotas were used. The resulting 
sample is not a probability sample, but is a diverse national 
sample. Details on the demographic composition of our sample 
are available in Figure A.1 in the Supplemental Appendix.

10. SSI maintains 34 panels around the world, but does not rely 
on a single panel for recruitment. To reach the widest possible 
range of potential respondents, they supplement their panels 
by recruiting additional people through online communities, 
social networks, and websites. They also make a strong effort 
to recruit hard-to-reach populations by offering flexibility in 
how participants are rewarded. Participants earn points for tak-
ing surveys, which they can redeem for cash or rewards from 
prominent brands (e.g., Amazon).

11. We define partial interviews as those from respondents who 
reached the approximate midway point of the survey, but did 
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not finish. Respondents who did not reach the midway point 
were designated as break-offs and excluded. These decisions 
are consistent with acceptable practices outlined by AAPOR, 
as per “Standard Definitions: Final Dispositions of Case Codes 
and Outcome Rates for Surveys,” American Association for 
Public Opinion Research, April 2015. Also, our analysis 
includes only respondents with non-missing values for all of 
the variables in the regressions.

12. Respondents were allowed to choose as many racial categories 
as they wished. Throughout the analysis, we code respondents 
in every racial category they chose. That is, we do not attempt 
to code or assume respondents’ primary racial identification. 
We also cannot speak to how strongly respondents consider 
these group memberships as part of their sense of self. People 
who self-identify as African-American, Latino, and/or white as 
well as another group are included in the analysis. Excluding 
those who do not self-identify as African-American, Latino, or 
white reduces the sample to 2,024 respondents.

13. Presented with a tradeoff with services in the 2016 ANES, 
39% of respondents wanted to cut spending. Asked in the 2016 
CCES how Congress should balance the budget, 77% listed 
cutting spending (either defense or domestic) as their first 
choice (and 23% ranked tax increases first). So, the 61% oppo-
sition we find places us in between the ANES and CCES, and 
very close to the percentage of people (64%) who expressed 
desire to cut spending in response to the GSS’s question, which 
is the most neutral of three, not mentioning any particular trad-
eoff or type of spending. See Note 1 for question wordings.

14. Forty-five percent of Democrats said “too much” (compared 
to 67% of independents and 82% of Republicans), 37% said 
“about the right amount,” and 18% said “too little.”

15. Figure A.2 in the Supplemental Appendix summarizes peo-
ple’s assessments of all 21 groups and institutions, including 
racial groups.

16. See Figure A.3 in the Supplemental Appendix for pair-wise 
correlations between each of the items.

17. See page 6 in the Supplemental Appendix for an analysis using 
a stricter coding of unfairness.

18. The survey ran on June 15, 2015 and had 1,011 respondents. 
The respondents were randomly assigned to one of three 
groups. One group (N = 336) saw the following question: 
“Do you agree or disagree with the following statement? Too 
much government money goes to Blacks, Latinos, and other 
minorities,” and answered on a 5-point scale from strongly 
agree to strongly disagree. The other two groups were treat-
ment (N = 321) and control (N = 354 ) groups in a list experi-
ment: “Below are five statements. Think about how many of 
them you agree with. We do not need to know which ones you 
agree with, just how many. People of the same sex should be 
allowed to marry each other. The right to free speech is impor-
tant. Intelligent design should be taught along with evolution 
in public schools. It’s ok for telemarketers to call people dur-
ing dinnertime. Too much government money goes to Blacks, 
Latinos, and other minorities. How many of these statements 
do you agree with?” The control group saw only four state-
ments, without the item about government money. For both 
treatment and control, the order of the statements was random-
ized. The floor and ceiling effects in the list experiment were 
minimal; only one respondent answered zero, and only three 
respondents answered five.

19. These numbers do not sum to 100 because respondents can be 
coded as thinking spending is unfair to their own race and another 
race, relative to a third. This is the case for 29% of the overall 
sample, 49% of Blacks, 28% of Latinos, and 22% of whites.

20. Supplemental Appendix Figure A.4 shows which racial groups 
in particular respondents think are disadvantaged in the distri-
bution of federal money. Among respondents who see some 
unfairness in the distribution of federal money across racial 
lines, the modal answer for whites is that only whites are dis-
advantaged, while the modal answer for Black and Latino 
respondents is that both Black and Latino respondents are dis-
advantaged relative to whites.

21. We display linear probability models with HC3 robust stan-
dard errors throughout the paper because we are interested 
in a simple exposition of marginal effects and in compar-
ing the magnitude of coefficients across nested models and 
across subsets of data. For a discussion of the advantages 
of this approach, see Angrist and Pischke (2009) and Mood 
(2010). For a discussion of HC3 standard error estimation, 
see Long and Ervin (2000). The results are substantively the 
same in logit models of Too Much and ordered logit models 
of the trichotomous response. Full linear probability model 
results in are in Table 1. Logit results are in Table A.6 in 
the Supplemental Appendix. Ordered logit results are in 
Supplemental Appendix Table A.10.

22. This model includes an indicator variable for respondents who 
identify as Black and one for respondents who identify as 
Latino. People could select multiple categories.

23. Democrats and Republicans include those who identify as 
“Independents” and “Other” but who report being closer to 
one party or the other. Fiscal conservatism is the respondent’s 
answer on a five point scale, from very liberal (1) to very con-
servative (5), to the question, “When it comes to fiscal issues, 
such as taxes and government spending, how would you 
describe your own viewpoint?”

24. See Table 1. The 19 percentage point difference is the coeffi-
cient on Republican (0.06) minus the coefficient on Democrat 
(−0.13).

25. Full linear probability model results are in Table A.1 in the 
Supplemental Appendix. Logit results are in Supplemental 
Appendix Table A.7. Ordered logit results are in Supplemental 
Appendix Table A.11.

26. As in our racial subgroups analysis, these models include 
only our unfairness indicators (as in Model 1 in our full 
sample analysis). Full linear probability model results are in 
Table A.2 in the Supplemental Appendix. Logit results are in 
Supplemental Appendix Table A.8. Ordered logit results are 
in Supplemental Appendix Table A.12.

27. Our survey included two standard questions used to measure 
racial resentment. The text of the first question was: “The 
Irish, Italians, Jews and many other minorities overcame prej-
udice and worked their way up. Blacks should do the same 
without any special favors.” Those who answered “agree” or 
“strongly agree” were coded as “resentful,” and everyone else 
was coded as “not resentful.” The text of the second question 
was: “Generations of slavery and discrimination have created 
conditions that make it difficult for blacks to work their way 
out of the lower class.” Those who answered “disagree” or 
“strongly disagree” were coded as “resentful,” and everyone 
else was coded as “not resentful.”
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28. We created an index combining the two racial resentment mea-
sures by reverse coding the “special favors” question so that, 
on both measures, larger numbers mean more resentment. We 
then added the numbers together and standardized the sum so 
that the coefficient can be interpreted as the change in the like-
lihood of saying the government spends too much from a one 
standard deviation increase in resentment.

29. We did not include racial resentment in the paper’s main 
regressions because racial resentment measures cannot be 
interpreted in the same manner for whites, Blacks, and Latinos. 
They were designed to capture features of white opinion only.

30. See Figure A.7 in the Supplemental Appendix.
31. The category of social welfare programs includes Social 

Security, Medicare, food stamps, programs to assist Blacks, 
and programs to assist unemployed people.

32. The exact wording was: “Some people think the government 
should provide fewer services, even in areas such as health and 
education, in order to reduce spending. Other people feel that it 
is important for the government to provide many more services 
even if it means an increase in spending. Where would you place 
yourself on this scale, or haven’t you thought much about this?” 
Respondents placed themselves on a seven-point scale.

33. Our coding was not exclusive—that is, if people mentioned 
two types of spending (e.g., schools and welfare), their 
responses count toward both categories.

34. We counted references to programs by name (e.g., Temporary 
Assistance to Needy Families, or TANF), as well as colloquial-
isms like welfare, entitlements, the dole, etc.

35. The social services category includes mentions of programs 
for veterans, the homeless, people with disabilities, and gen-
eral references to “social welfare” or helping particular groups 
other than the poor, like children or the elderly.

36. This difference could be explained by the differences in our 
questions, as ours is designed to be as substantively neutral as 
possible.

37. Figure A.9 in the Supplemental Appendix displays the esti-
mated coefficients and 95% confidence intervals for Unfair to 
Own Race and Unfair to Another Race from linear probability 
models of Too Much for two subsets of respondents—those 
who reported that they were thinking of means-tested pro-
grams and those who did not. Full linear probability model 
results are in Supplemental Appendix Table A.4. Logit results 
are in Supplemental Appendix Table A.9. Ordered logit results 
are in Supplemental Appendix Table A.13.
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Figure A.1: Sample details. This graph displays demographic information for our full sample,
compared to the 2013 American Community Survey (ACS). The ACS does not collect information
on partisan identification, but our sample is close to the 2012 CCES on this measure. 40.4% of
our sample identified as Democrats and 24.1% identified as Republicans. In comparison, 37.1% of
respondents in the 2012 CCES identified as Democrats and 26.6% identified as Republicans.
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Deservedness Ratings for All Groups and Institutions

34% 37% 21%

23% 36% 32% 6%
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Students
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African−Americans
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Corporations

Much less      Less      About right      More      Much more      

Do you think the following groups and institutions get less money
from the federal government than they deserve, about the right

amount, or more money than they deserve?

Figure A.2: Deservedness ratings. This figure displays deservedness ratings for all 21 groups and
institutions about which we asked (emphasis added to racial group labels for the figure). These
groups and institutions were ordered randomly on the survey.
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Correlations Between Deservedness Ratings
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Figure A.3: Correlations between deservedness ratings. This figure displays pairwise correlations
between ratings of 21 groups and institutions. Note: respondents were randomly assigned to see
either “single mothers” or “single fathers.”
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Additional Details on Racial Unfairness Measures
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Unfair to Latinos and Whites
Unfair to Blacks and Whites
Unfair to Blacks and Latinos

Unfair to Latinos Only
Unfair to Blacks Only
Unfair to Whites Only

Not Unfair

Unfair to Latinos and Whites
Unfair to Blacks and Whites
Unfair to Blacks and Latinos

Unfair to Latinos Only
Unfair to Blacks Only
Unfair to Whites Only

Not Unfair

Perceptions of Unfairness in the Distribution of Federal
Government Money to Racial Groups by Race of Respondent

Figure A.4: Unfair to whom by respondent race. This figure shows the percentage of respondents in
each racial subgroup who think government money is distributed in a way that is unfair to whites,
Blacks, and/or Latinos; and the percentage who think the distribution is unfair to no one.
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A Stricter Coding of Unfairness

In this section, we model opposition to spending as a function of

unfairness using a stricter coding of unfairness. Respondents are coded “1”

for Very Unfair to Own Race if they reported that their own racial group

receives “much less than they deserve,” “less than they deserve”, or “about

the right amount,” while another group receives “more than they deserve”

or “much more than they deserve.” We code Very Unfair to Another Race

similarly.

As expected, fewer people think the distribution of government money

is “very unfair” than “unfair” (compare FIGURES 2 and A.5), and the

relationships between the stricter unfairness measures and opposition to

spending are larger (compare FIGURES 3 and A.6 and TABLES 1 and A.5).
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Perceptions of Unfairness in the Distribution of Federal
Government Money Across Racial Groups

Figure A.5: “Very unfair” perceptions. This figure shows the percentage of respondents overall and
in each racial subgroup who think government money is distributed in a way that is very unfair
to their own race, the percentage who think spending is distributed in a way that is very unfair to
another race, and the percentage who think neither.
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Figure A.6: Coefficients on “very unfair” measures from four linear probability models. Lines mark
95% confidence intervals calculated using robust standard errors. Model 1 includes Very Unfair
to Own Race and Very Unfair to Another Race only. Model 2 also includes an indicator variable
for respondents who identify as Black and one for respondents who identify as Latino. Model 3
includes respondent race plus party identification and level of fiscal conservatism. Model 4 includes
respondent race, partisanship, fiscal conservatism, age, gender, income, and education. N = 2024.
Full results are in TABLE A.5.
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Additional Details on Racial Resentment and Unfairness Measures
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Figure A.7: Coefficients on unfairness measures from a linear probability model of Too Much with
racial resentment index included (separate models for Black and Latino respondents). Lines mark
95% confidence intervals calculated using robust standard errors. The models includes Unfair to
Own Race, Unfair to Another Race, and a racial resentment index (see ENDNOTE 28 for details).
N = 322, 284. Full results in are in TABLE A.3.
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Additional Details on Associations with Government Spending

2%

2%

2%

2%

3%

3%

4%

4%

5%

5%

6%

7%

9%

9%

9%

10%

19%

31%

Research

Social Security and Medicare

Taxes

Businesses

Immigrants

Debt

Infrastructure

General domestic

Other

Education

Healthcare

Government employees

Waste

Means−tested programs

Social services

Foreign aid

Defense

General

In answering the previous question, were you thinking about any
particular type of spending?  If so, what type of spending was that?

Figure A.8: Associations with general government spending. This graph displays the percentage of
people who mentioned each category of spending in an open-ended response when asked what
came to mind in answering a general question about government spending.
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Analysis of People who Associate Spending with Mean-Tested

Programs v. People who do not
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Figure A.9: Coefficients on unfairness measures from two linear probability models using subsets of
respondents. Lines mark 95% confidence intervals calculated using robust standard errors. N =
173, 1797. Full results are in TABLE A.4.
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Regression Tables

Table A.1: DV: Too Much. LPMs with Robust SEs. Subsets of data.

Blacks Latinos Whites
Unfair to own race 0.20⇤ 0.17⇤ 0.21⇤

(0.06) (0.06) (0.02)
Unfair to another race �0.10 �0.06 �0.07⇤

(0.06) (0.06) (0.02)
N 323 286 1556
R2 0.03 0.03 0.05
adj. R2 0.02 0.02 0.05
Resid. sd 0.49 0.49 0.46
Robust standard errors in parentheses
⇤ indicates significance at p < 0.05

Intercepts not shown.

Table A.2: DV: too much. LPMs with Robust SEs. Subsets of data.

Dems Inds Reps Fiscal Libs Fiscal Mods Fiscal Cons
Unfair to own race 0.16⇤ 0.15⇤ 0.08⇤ 0.14⇤ 0.16⇤ 0.09⇤

(0.03) (0.05) (0.03) (0.05) (0.03) (0.03)
Unfair to another race �0.05 �0.01 �0.07⇤ �0.03 �0.07⇤ �0.07⇤

(0.03) (0.05) (0.03) (0.05) (0.03) (0.03)
N 999 390 635 440 877 707
R2 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02
adj. R2 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.01
Resid. sd 0.49 0.47 0.38 0.48 0.49 0.39
Robust standard errors in parentheses
⇤ indicates significance at p < 0.05

Intercepts not shown.
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Table A.3: DV: Too Much. LPMs with Robust SEs. Subsets of data with racial resentment.

Blacks Latinos Whites
Unfair to own race 0.21⇤ 0.22⇤ 0.10⇤

(0.06) (0.06) (0.03)
Unfair to another race �0.10 �0.04 �0.02

(0.06) (0.06) (0.02)
Racial Resentment Index 0.04 0.10⇤ 0.15⇤

(0.03) (0.03) (0.01)
N 322 284 1553
R2 0.03 0.07 0.13
adj. R2 0.02 0.06 0.12
Resid. sd 0.49 0.49 0.44
Robust standard errors in parentheses
⇤ indicates significance at p < 0.05

Intercepts not shown. Resentment Index is standardized.

Table A.4: DV: Too Much. LPMs with Robust SEs. Subsets of data.

Said meanstest Not meanstest
Unfair to own race 0.11 0.17⇤

(0.06) (0.02)
Unfair to another race �0.06 �0.10⇤

(0.07) (0.02)
N 164 1670
R2 0.02 0.03
adj. R2 0.01 0.03
Resid. sd 0.36 0.48
Robust standard errors in parentheses
⇤ indicates significance at p < 0.05

Intercepts not shown.
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Table A.5: DV: too much. LPMs with Robust SEs

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Very unfair to own race 0.24⇤ 0.24⇤ 0.15⇤ 0.15⇤

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Very unfair to another race �0.26⇤ �0.22⇤ �0.16⇤ �0.14⇤

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)

Black �0.22⇤ �0.09⇤ �0.11⇤

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Latino �0.10⇤ �0.04 �0.04
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Democrat �0.14⇤ �0.14⇤

(0.03) (0.03)

Republican 0.06⇤ 0.06⇤

(0.03) (0.03)

Fiscal Con 0.10⇤ 0.10⇤

(0.01) (0.01)

Age 0.04⇤

(0.01)

Female 0.14⇤

(0.02)

Income 0.01⇤

(0.00)

Education �0.02⇤

(0.01)

N 2024 2024 2024 2024
R2 0.04 0.07 0.17 0.20
adj. R2 0.03 0.06 0.17 0.19
Resid. sd 0.48 0.47 0.44 0.44
Robust standard errors in parentheses.
⇤ indicates significance at p < 0.05.
Intercepts not shown.
Age is standardized. Income is a 14 category variable, Education is 6, and Fiscal Conservative is 5.
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Table A.6: DV: Too Much. Logit models

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Unfair to own race 0.77⇤ 0.98⇤ 0.73⇤ 0.69⇤

(0.10) (0.10) (0.11) (0.11)
Unfair to another race �0.47⇤ �0.46⇤ �0.22⇤ �0.19

(0.10) (0.10) (0.11) (0.11)
Black �1.12⇤ �0.61⇤ �0.69⇤

(0.13) (0.14) (0.15)
Latino �0.72⇤ �0.39⇤ �0.43⇤

(0.14) (0.14) (0.15)
Democrat �0.52⇤ �0.57⇤

(0.13) (0.14)
Republican 0.44⇤ 0.43⇤

(0.16) (0.16)
Fiscal Con 0.50⇤ 0.49⇤

(0.06) (0.06)
Age 0.18⇤

(0.06)
Female 0.72⇤

(0.11)
Income 0.03⇤

(0.01)
Education �0.11⇤

(0.04)
N 2024 2024 2024 2024
AIC 2640.75 2552.68 2334.98 2283.03
BIC 2708.11 2664.94 2514.59 2552.44
logL �1308.38 �1256.34 �1135.49 �1093.51
Standard errors in parentheses.
⇤ indicates significance at p < 0.05.
Intercepts not shown.
Age is standardized. Income is a 14 category variable, Education is 6, and Fiscal Conservative is 5.
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Table A.7: DV: Too Much. Logit models. Subsets of data.

Blacks Latinos Whites
Unfair to own race 0.84⇤ 0.71⇤ 0.96⇤

(0.28) (0.25) (0.11)
Unfair to another race �0.41 �0.26 �0.35⇤

(0.26) (0.25) (0.11)
N 323 286 1556
AIC 437.60 393.12 1930.38
BIC 482.93 437.00 1994.58
logL �206.80 �184.56 �953.19
Standard errors in parentheses
⇤ indicates significance at p < 0.05

Intercepts not shown.

Table A.8: DV: too much. Logit models. Subsets of data.

Dems Inds Reps Fiscal Libs Fiscal Mods Fiscal Cons
Unfair to own race 0.65⇤ 0.67⇤ 0.57⇤ 0.61⇤ 0.66⇤ 0.58⇤

(0.13) (0.24) (0.22) (0.20) (0.15) (0.20)
Unfair to another race �0.22 �0.04 �0.47⇤ �0.15 �0.29⇤ �0.47⇤

(0.13) (0.24) (0.22) (0.21) (0.15) (0.21)
N 999 390 635 440 877 707
AIC 1358.26 492.06 597.13 576.10 1186.25 670.06
BIC 1417.14 539.66 650.58 625.14 1243.56 724.79
logL �667.13 �234.03 �286.57 �276.05 �581.12 �323.03
Standard errors in parentheses
⇤ indicates significance at p < 0.05

Intercepts not shown.

Table A.9: DV: Too Much. Logit models. Subsets of data.

Said meanstest Not meanstest
Unfair to own race 0.83 0.74⇤

(0.46) (0.11)
Unfair to another race �0.50 �0.44⇤

(0.48) (0.11)
N 164 1670
AIC 142.27 2182.04
BIC 179.47 2247.09
logL �59.13 �1079.02
Standard errors in parentheses
⇤ indicates significance at p < 0.05

Intercepts not shown.
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Table A.10: DV: trichotomous. Ordered Logit models

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Unfair to own race 0.72⇤ 0.87⇤ 0.60⇤ 0.57⇤

(0.09) (0.10) (0.10) (0.10)
Unfair to another race �0.47⇤ �0.47⇤ �0.24⇤ �0.21⇤

(0.09) (0.10) (0.10) (0.10)
Black �0.94⇤ �0.46⇤ �0.55⇤

(0.12) (0.13) (0.13)
Latino �0.59⇤ �0.28⇤ �0.33⇤

(0.13) (0.13) (0.14)
Democrat �0.45⇤ �0.47⇤

(0.13) (0.13)
Republican 0.47⇤ 0.46⇤

(0.15) (0.16)
Fiscal Con 0.47⇤ 0.46⇤

(0.05) (0.05)
Age 0.11⇤

(0.05)
Female 0.62⇤

(0.10)
Income 0.03⇤

(0.01)
Education �0.10⇤

(0.04)
N 2024 2024 2024 2024
Resid. dev 3643.99 3570.37 3350.37 3300.99
AIC 3651.99 3582.37 3368.37 3326.99
Standard errors in parentheses.
⇤ indicates significance at p < 0.05.
Intercepts not shown.
Age is standardized. Income is a 14 category variable, Education is 6, and Fiscal Conservative is 5.
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Table A.11: DV: trichotomous. Ordered Logit Models. Subsets of data.

Blacks Latinos Whites
Unfair to own race 0.54⇤ 0.49⇤ 0.92⇤

(0.25) (0.24) (0.11)
Unfair to another race �0.29 �0.30 �0.37⇤

(0.24) (0.24) (0.11)
N 323 286 1556
Resid. dev 664.31 548.33 2615.90
AIC 672.31 556.33 2623.90
Standard errors in parentheses
⇤ indicates significance at p < 0.05

Intercepts not shown.

Table A.12: DV: trichotomous. Ordered Logit Models. Subsets of data.

Dems Inds Reps Fiscal Libs Fiscal Mods Fiscal Cons
Unfair to own race 0.54⇤ 0.64⇤ 0.58⇤ 0.45⇤ 0.60⇤ 0.58⇤

(0.13) (0.23) (0.22) (0.19) (0.14) (0.20)
Unfair to another race �0.24⇤ �0.07 �0.50⇤ �0.21 �0.31⇤ �0.47⇤

(0.12) (0.24) (0.22) (0.18) (0.14) (0.20)
N 999 390 635 440 877 707
Resid. dev 2046.45 653.67 739.32 940.46 1646.08 833.13
AIC 2054.45 661.67 747.32 948.46 1654.08 841.13
Standard errors in parentheses
⇤ indicates significance at p < 0.05

Intercepts not shown.

Table A.13: DV: trichotomous. Ordered Logit Models. Subsets of data.

Said Meanstest Not meanstest
Unfair to own race 0.81⇤ 0.68⇤

(0.45) (0.10)
Unfair to another race �0.49 �0.45⇤

(0.48) (0.10)
N 164 1670
Resid. dev 170.16 3005.87
AIC 178.16 3013.87
Standard errors in parentheses
⇤ indicates significance at p < 0.05

Intercepts not shown.
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