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On October 26, 2018 – the day Cesar Sayoc, an ardent supporter of President Donald

Trump, was arrested for sending explosive packages to a dozen of Trump’s critics – the

President asked “...who gets attacked more than me? I get attacked maybe more than

anybody” (Lee 2018). In official campaign materials, Senator Bernie Sanders has called on

Americans to “...wage a moral and political war against the billionaires...whose policies and

greed are destroying the middle class of America” (Sanders 2012). Both Trump and Sanders

seem to say the same thing: We (whoever that may be) are being wronged. We are the

victims – of unfair press, of the political control of the wealthy, of whatever other form of

injury is occurring. Of course, these two politicians are far from the only figures or groups

to take on the mantle – or be accused of taking on the mantle – of the victim. Justice

Brett Kavanaugh – one of only 114 Supreme Court justices in history – was portrayed as

a victim (Blow 2018). Powerful men complain that they are the victims of bullying (Peri

2019). White people are victims (Blow 2018), especially males (Rubin 2018). So, too, are

Republicans and conservatives (Borkhetaria 2017; Waldman 2018), Democrats (Kane 2012),

and Christians (Scott 2019). More generally, Americans are victims – of China (Erickson

2018), of immigrants (Politi 2015), of income inequality (Ye Hee Lee 2015), and much more.

To wit, identifying as a victim is ubiquitous in American politics.1 As Horwitz (2018)

remarks, “The victim has become among the most important identity position in American

politics” (553). This is no accident. Victimhood is a central theme of modern political

messaging. It is in the interest of political candidates, especially in an increasingly compet-

itive electoral environment, to cue victimhood – to make their would-be constituents feel as

though they have been wronged, and that they are the ones to rectify things. If constituents

can be made to feel victimized, regardless of any “truth” of the matter, it is also possible to

demonstrate the relevance of such feelings to immediate political choices and mobilize victims

to action at the polls. Regardless of whether public opinion is “top-down” or “bottom-up,”

1Though we focus on the American context, we by no means suggest this is a uniquely American phe-
nomenon. For instance, both Britons abroad and Europeans in Britain have been declared victims of Brexit
(e.g., Bock 2018; O’Carroll 2018).
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the politics of victimhood plays a role.

In this paper, we argue that victim identification underlies various political attitudes,

beliefs, and orientations, especially those that do not neatly map onto the familiar left-

right, liberal-conservative political dimension. Specifically, we investigate two “flavors” of

victim identification – egocentric (i.e., “I am the victim”) and sociotropic (i.e., “the system is

rigged”); Trump displays the former variant of victim identification, and Sanders the latter,

in the quotations presented above. Using nationally-representative survey data, we esti-

mate and validate measures of both types of victim identity. We find that these measures

of victim identity are unrelated to partisanship, ideological self-identification, or sociode-

mographic characteristics such as gender, race, and education. This suggests that victim

identity is neither a mere reflection of “true” victim status, nor simply an individual’s post

hoc justification to maintain the status quo (see Jost, Banaji and Nosek 2004); it cuts across

the social and political hierarchy.

Both variants of victim identity also relate to a host of characteristics that have been

subjected to increasing academic and journalistic scrutiny in recent years, especially those

used to explain unexpected political outcomes like the 2016 U.S. presidential election and the

United Kingdom’s withdrawal from the European Union (i.e., “Brexit”). More specifically,

both sociotropic and egocentric victim identity are predictive of populism, conspiratorial

thinking, and racial resentment. We also find that victim identity relates to candidate

support, such that those higher in victim identity are more supportive of out-party candidates

who cue victim identity. Finally, we show that political rhetoric that successfully invokes

victimhood results in more negative perceptions of political status, and decreases support

for affirmative action and taxes. The language of victimhood is capable of actually changing

– if even in the short term – peoples’ basic orientations to, and perceptions of, the central

objects of the political world.

Victim identity is an important topic of study for several reasons. First, we argue

that “victim” is not a mere status, but is an important political identity. Like all identities,
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it confers sociopsychological benefits on the identifier, structures status within a particular

group, and underlies various beliefs and attitudes. Second, victim identity is representative

of a heretofore ignored dimension of political behavior. More specifically, victim identity

is unrelated to the familiar left-right, liberal-conservative political dimension. So, too, are

myriad orientations – such as populism, conspiracism, and racial prejudice – that scholars

relate to election outcomes, candidate preferences, and other political behaviors. We suggest

that a blame attribution component of victim identity underlies these orientations, and that

the identity itself is a more cogent, parsimonious explanation of a score of attitudes when it

comes to support for political candidates and particular policies. Finally, many politicians

seem to mobilize voters via the language of victim identity. While, by the nature of being

an identity, victim identity is likely relatively stable, its importance can be cued. As the

quotations at the outset indicate, politicians – whether they, themselves, identify as victims

or whether they merely recognize the utility of victimhood language – regularly employ

this type of rhetoric. Thus, victim rhetoric may be the mechanism by which this internal,

psychological identification translates to external attitudes and beliefs that partisan and

ideological orientations fail to accurately account for.

What is Victim Identity?

A victim, in the simplest terms, is one who is injured by some action. Often, when one

refers to a “victim” outside of the context of violence, physical harm, or trickery, it is generally

implied that some injustice has occurred. A victim, then, is one toward whom someone or

something – others, the “system,” or life in general – has been unfair. Perhaps society

has mistreated one’s group, institutions have systematically disfavored them, or certain

groups or elites are “out to get” them. Yet, as the list at the outset suggests, there are

scores of examples in American politics of those who are, ostensibly, not victimized by the

political system, but who still assert victim status. This, we argue, is why victimhood is best

understood as an identity; one can perceive – or even subconsciously understand – oneself
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to be a victim, despite the affairs at a particular time disputing such an account.2 In other

words, one must merely think of oneself in such terms to “be” a victim (Jacoby 2015).

Consider partisanship, perhaps the most important political identity. The vast ma-

jority of Americans identify with either the Democratic or Republican Party, to some extent.

Some are conscious partisans. These individuals talk about themselves as being part of a

partisan group, and are proud in their membership (Huddy, Mason and Aarøe 2015). Others

behave like partisans, perhaps through observable actions like voting or subconscious pro-

cesses like attitude formation, but do not consciously identify with a party. Some will admit

to “leaning” toward a particular party, though some are unwilling to cede even that (Klar

and Krupnikov 2016). This is precisely how we posit victim identity operates. For some,

victimhood is conscious – they perceive themselves as victims, whether it is warranted or

not. For others, consciously identifying as a victim is undesirable, just as conscious identifi-

cation with a political party is unappealing for many. This does not, however, preclude such

individuals from behaving like a victim, or having victimhood influence political information

reception or attitude formation.

A logical implication of this identity-based formulation of victimhood is that one

stands to gain something from identifying as a victim or perceiving the world to systemat-

ically victimize. Of course, actually being a victim of oppression is not a desirable status.

However, in many instances, self-identifications of various sorts provide psychological or

social benefits to the individual. For example, social groups provide a sense of belonging

2We wish to explicitly differentiate our claims about victimhood as an identity from the literature on
social identity theory (e.g., Huddy, Mason and Aarøe 2015; Mason 2015; Tajfel and Turner 1979). We argue
that victimhood is an identity, but we do not argue that it is a social identity. Identity is, simply, one’s sense
of who she is. Social identity, on the other hand, is one’s sense of herself vis-à-vis group memberships (Tajfel
and Turner 1979). Groups offer a sense of social identity, or belongingness in the social world. But, neither
groups nor the social world are prerequisites for identities. Consider gender identity, for instance. Though
disparate, non-social identities increasingly align with social ones (Mason and Wronski 2018), individual-
based identities (like gender) are not social in nature. And, identities do not become social identities merely
because they may be socially constructed. While an individual identity may exacerbate, or be exacerbated
by, social group membership (see Klar 2018), they are not one in the same. Below, we demonstrate that
victim identity is only weakly correlated with the major social identities that comprise American political
identity (i.e., partisanship and ideology), and is also unrelated to several sociodemographic characteristics.
These analyses provide confirmatory evidence that victim identity is distinct from both social identities and
individual identities that may be increasingly aligned with political identities.
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(Huddy, Mason and Aarøe 2015) and social connectedness (Wann 2006). Similarly, victims

– especially those who share some other grouping characteristic, such as partisanship – have

a common bond. They have all been victimized in the same way. For instance, Republi-

cans can be victimized by (Democrat-exacerbated) government overreach, and Democrats

by (Republican-supported) policies to limit a woman’s right to choose.

In addition to the psychological benefits of identification, Campbell and Manning

(2018) argue that in “the contemporary moral hierarchy” victims are seen as morally and

socially superior, while oppressors or non-victims are viewed as inferior. In other words,

contemporary norms dictate that victims deserve some amount of social deference that non-

victims do not. In a sense, then, one can achieve greater social or political status by identi-

fying as a victim (Zitek et al. 2010). Such a goal is sensible; achieving status has long been

recognized as an important behavioral motivation (Harsanyi 1966, 1980; Zink et al. 2008).

Thus, there is some incentive to identify as a victim, even if that title is not earned. More

simply, if one wishes to assert social or political authority, society may be more willing to lis-

ten to a victim. This is precisely why warring political teams – Democrats and Republicans,

liberals and conservatives – question the victimhood of political rivals, thereby implying their

own right to the status (De Guissmé and Licata 2017).3 And, it is why so many candidates

for political office portray themselves as “outsiders;” elite political communication is imbued

with symbolic language designed to demonize the elite oppressors on the other side of the

political aisle.

Because identities can be unconscious, one need not outwardly project victim status,

or even recognize that she identifies as a victim, for victim identity to influence social and

political attitudes and behaviors. Much like motivated reasoning and other psychological

mechanisms, victim identity likely operates on a subconscious level (Oakley and Halligan

2017).4 Just as no one wants to truly be victimized, few want to consciously identify as

3For examples, simply enter any one of the following terms into the internet search engine of one’s choice:
“snowflakes,” “safe spaces,” “Evangelical persecution,” “global elite,” “the 1%.”

4Though we argue victim identity is subconscious, we do not discount that individuals recognize its social
utility and purposefully employ victim status with this in mind. That is, one can “play the victim.” Still, we
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victims. However, as is the case with partisanship and social groupings, for example, victim

identity can influence one’s receptivity to particular political messages and influence one’s

attitudes.

Victim Identity, Blame Attribution, and Politics

Because victimhood proffers social and psychological benefits (i.e., status), individuals

identify this way. But, this is only one dimension of victimhood. Victims, as individuals

or groups who have “suffered wrongs that must be requited” (Horwitz 2018, 553), require

somebody to blame – an oppressor or victimizer (Mikula 2003, also see Mikula 1993). In

the political context, that actor may be an incumbent, a political party, a group of elites,

corporations, “the left,” the predominant sociopolitical culture, some combination thereof,

etc. This general phenomenon is well-studied in political science; for instance, individuals

blame the incumbent when they feel “victimized” by a poor economy (Arceneaux 2003;

Nadeau and Lewis-Beck 2001). Blame is an important component to electoral politics.

Iyengar (1989) posits that attributions of political blame fall into two categories:

causal responsibility and treatment responsibility. The former refers to those who are to

blame for the relevant “injury” (whether perceived or genuine), the latter to those who can

improve the status quo (also see Arceneaux 2003). Thus, there are two ways in which victim

identification can provide explanatory power for a number of political attitudes, behaviors,

and orientations. First, victims can attribute blame to those in power and those who they

perceive to benefit from politics; these individuals and groups are “causally responsible” for

the victim’s (perceived) circumstances. If an individual or group is viewed as “victimizing” an

individual, it follows that the victim should wish to see them ousted from power, mistrust

them, or view them as underserving of political benefits. Second, victim identity should

structure attitudes toward those who are not causally responsible, or those who can “help.”

If an individual or group is viewed as potentially “treating” the issues at hand (no matter

expect that the identity – at least as it relates to political attitudes, behaviors, and orientations – operates
subconsciously.
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if they are merely perceived), it follows that the victim should wish to see them in power,

generally trust them, and so on.

Victim Identity in Electoral Politics

Because of the centrality – however implicit – of blame and victimhood to political

discourse and outcomes, we argue that victim identity plays a heretofore overlooked role in a

great number of mass political interactions and underlies a host of attitudes and orientations.

More than explanatory power, the theoretical and empirical importance of victim identity

lies in its independence – both substantively and statistically – with the common left-right,

liberal-conservative political dimension. Consider the 2016 U.S. presidential election. In

the years that have followed, we have seen the development of a cottage industry built

around explaining mass support for Donald Trump, both in the popular press (e.g., Enders

and Smallpage 2016; MacWilliams 2016) and the academy (e.g., Oliver and Rahn 2016;

Schaffner, MacWilliams and Nteta 2018). Perhaps the most common public opinion-based

explanations are populism, conspiratorial thinking, racial prejudice, and sexism. One thread

that weaves these orientations together is their lack of a relationship with the familiar left-

right political dimension. There are racists, populists, conspiracy theorists, and sexists on

both sides of the political divide. So, too, are there victims.

The other thread that weaves these orientations together is victim identity, itself.

There are certainly plenty of individuals who disfavor affirmative action because of hostile

racial prejudice, who distrust scientific findings because of a deep-seated anti-elitism, and who

lament the #MeToo movement because of misogyny. However, there is surely no shortage of

those who register high on these orientations but do not actively hold contempt for members

of other racial and ethnic groups, genders, and political and social classes (e.g., Feldman and

Huddy 2005; Sniderman, Crosby and Howell 2000). Rather, these individuals – irrespective

of either the fact of the matter, or the particular domain – feel wronged, or are worried about

feeling so in the future. These are the individuals who are low in racial resentment, but who
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nonetheless decry the use of race in college admissions decisions; who trust their doctors

and champion technological advances, yet believe that anthropogenic climate change is a

hoax; who treat their mothers, daughters, and female friends with respect, but who think

the #MeToo movement has gone too far. These are the political “victims,” the individuals

mobilized by the politics of victimhood.

Thus, we expect that people who feel victimized are more likely to employ conspiracy

theories in explaining why they can never seem to get ahead in life, and are more receptive

to populist messages that restore power to the common man. They should similarly be less

likely to support social policies that appear to asymmetrically benefit others (Anastasio and

Rose 2014; De Guissmé and Licata 2017). And, they should be more likely to put stock

in political candidates whose messages cue victim identity and purport to put an end to

the victimization. Thus, individuals with a stronger sense of victim identity likely are –

or, at least appear to be – more conspiratorial, populist, and racist (all else equal), and

should be more likely to support political candidates who cue, foster, and redirect a sense of

victimhood.

Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders – like most politicians – mobilize voters through

the language of victimhood. Both sympathize with voters as victims of fellow politicians,

other elites, and the “system,” and stoke the fear that they will continue to be victims

to these forces. Perhaps the single greatest example of victimhood-cueing rhetoric of the

twenty-first century is: “Make America Great Again.”5 This simple phrase has undergone a

great deal of analysis. It is posited to evoke populism, nostalgia, nationalism, ethnocentrism

– the most uncharitable characteristics of an earlier time. Perhaps most importantly, as

Oliver and Wood (2018) note, its message is “...restorative, looking back to a time when

things were better for ordinary people” (112). It “looks back” to a time when they were

not victims of a globalizing economy, stagnant wages, the redistribution of the body politic’s

power along racial, religious, economic, and moral lines. Victim identity is the ingredient of

5Ronald Reagan used the slogan “Let’s Make America Great Again” during the 1980 campaign. We refer
specifically to Donald Trump’s use of the slogan in the 2016 election cycle (and beyond).
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public opinion that weaves these grievances, and the victim status that they cause, into a

seemingly coherent political worldview.

Two Types of Victim Identity

We hypothesize that there are (at least) two ways that victim identity can manifest

at the individual-level. These manifestations coincide closely with the distinction between

“sociotropic” and “egocentric” economic considerations from the robust literature on the

role of the economy in vote behavior (e.g., Kinder and Kiewiet 1981). The former entails

individuals thinking about the broader economy when mapping economic considerations

onto vote choice, the latter entails individuals considering their personal economic situation.

Both are “flavors” of the same construct: economic considerations. Yet, the way one orients

herself to the economy matters.

Just as economic considerations and other psychological orientations come in multiple

forms, victim identity can come in the form of sociotropic and egocentric orientations (Rose

2014). Sociotropic victimhood entails placing the blame for one’s lot in life on high-level,

unseen forces. For these victims, abstract entities – the “world,” the “system,” the “pow-

ers that be” – are the victimizers that prevent them from getting what is rightfully theirs.

They see governmental and societal structures designed to keep them down while benefit-

ing “others.” Sociotropic victim identity is about higher-order oppression and wrongdoing.

Egocentric victimhood, on the other hand, is more personal, more self-oriented. It is about

the effects of victimizing behavior or activities on oneself. Egocentric victims feel that they

never get what they deserve in life, never get an extra break, and are always settling for less.

Both variants of victim identity require some level of entitlement, but egocentric victims feel

particularly strongly that they, personally, have a harder go at life than others (McCullough

et al. 2003; Rose 2014).

We expect these two variants of victim identity to be highly correlated. An individual

high in egocentric victim identity almost certainly believes that the system is rigged against
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them. However, it strikes us as possible that one could exhibit sociotropic victim identity

– especially those who have been actual victims of cultural norms and systems, such as

racial minorities and women – without exhibiting high levels of egocentric victim identity.

Following this logic, the two types of victim identity likely also relate to other attitudes, ori-

entations, and choices in different ways. Sociotropic victim identity, because of its abstract

and “top-down” nature, should be more highly correlated than egocentric victim identity

with similarly abstract orientations such as conspiracism, populism, and racism. Egocentric

victim identity, on the other hand, should be more predictive of attitudes about issues linked

to specific target groups. This should especially be the case when issues are perceived to

be zero-sum. Examples might include affirmative action policies, immigration policies, and

welfare programs. In each of these cases, not only is there some perceived victimizer (per-

haps a politician or party), but there is another individual or group (e.g., racial minorities,

immigrants) who manages to be victimized less, or gain more benefits than, oneself.

Estimating Victim Identity

We use five unique survey items to measure sociotropic victim identity, and eight

items to measure egocentric victim identity. The specific wording of the items appear in Ta-

ble 1. For each item, respondents were able to register attitudes via a five-point, “strongly

agree” to “strongly disagree” set of response options. These items, as well as others, were

part of a 1,020 respondent survey fielded by Lucid in February 2019. Lucid provides aca-

demics and market researchers with nationally-representative samples of U.S. adults, much

like other popular survey-fielding services such as YouGov or Knowledge Networks. In a

recent comparison between Lucid and the American National Election Study, Coppock and

McClellan (2019) found that “Lucid performed remarkably well in recovering estimates that

come close to the original estimates” (12) and ultimately concluded that “...subjects re-

cruited from the Lucid platform constitute a sample that is suitable for evaluating many

social scientific theories” (1).
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As described above, the sociotropic items are designed to capture victim identity that

manifests in the form of feelings of victimization by abstract, higher-order power structures

(Rose 2014). Hence, the inclusion of language about the “system,” the “world,” and “ev-

eryone.” Individuals high in sociotropic victim identity should agree to propositions about

the system being rigged to benefit a select few, or the world being out to get them. The

egocentric items, on the other hand, are designed to be grounded in the self. Each of the

items refer to “me” or “I.” Furthermore, none of these items refer to any particular op-

pressor, no matter how abstract, as the sociotropic items do. Individuals high in egocentric

victim identity should agree with ideas about constantly having to settle for less than others

or rarely getting what they deserve. This language also captures the inherent entitlement-

based undertones of egocentric victim identity (Campbell et al. 2004; McCullough et al.

2003; Zitek et al. 2010). The distributions of responses to the individual items, as well as

the distributions of the resultant scales, appear in the Supplemental Appendix.

Table 1 also includes estimates related to a confirmatory factor analysis of the two

sets of victim identity items. We specified a two-factor model with the items loading only

onto their hypothesized factor, but allowing a correlation between the two factors, as we

should expect given that the two variants of victim identity are almost certainly related to

some degree. A good model fit will signify construct validity. Each of the (standardized)

factor loadings is statistically significant at the p < 0.001 level (two-tailed tests). Moreover,

the model fits the data well. The Root Mean Squared Error of Approximation (RMSEA)

is below the recommended 0.05 cutoff (Kline 2011), and both the Comparative Fit Index

(CFI) and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) are above the 0.95 rule of thumb for excellent-fitting

models (Hu and Bentler 1999). The correlation between the factors is 0.71. Finally, the two-

factor solution fits the data significantly better than a unidimensional solution (χ2 = 420.23,

p-value < 0.001). Thus, it appears that our two sets of victimhood items are products of

two distinct, but related, latent factors. Moreover, the separate additive scales of responses

to the sociotropic and egocentric items we created are statistically reliable with Cronbach’s
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Table 1: Confirmatory factor analysis of the two-factor structure underlying responses to
the sociotropic and egocentric victim identity items.

Sociotropic Egocentric
Factor Factor

Sociotropic Items

1) The system works against people like me. 0.674
(0.021)

2) The world is “doing it” to me and there’s 0.794
nothing I can do about it. (0.017)

3) The world is out to get me. 0.749
(0.018)

4) Everyone is a victim these days. 0.502
(0.027)

5) The system is rigged to benefit a select few. 0.434
(0.029)

Egocentric Items

1) I rarely get what I deserve in life. 0.815
(0.013)

2) Great things never come to me. 0.772
(0.015)

3) I usually have to settle for less. 0.746
(0.016)

4) I never seem to get an extra break. 0.750
(0.016)

5) Things usually go my way. -0.272
(0.031)

6) I never get my fair share. 0.810
(0.013)

7) I have been very lucky in life. -0.301
(0.030)

8) Most have an easier life than me. 0.660
(0.020)

Fit Statistics
χ2 (62 df), p-value 192.79, 0.000
RMSEA 0.046
Prob(RMSEA ≤ 0.05) 0.829
SRMR 0.034
CFI 0.976
TLI 0.970
n 1,012

Standardized MLE coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. All estimates

statistically significant at the p < 0.001 level with respect to a two-tailed test.



alpha reliability estimates of 0.78 and 0.85, respectively.

Next, we consider criterion validity – the extent to which our estimations of sociotropic

and egocentric victim identity are empirically related to known constructs that they should

theoretically be (dis)associated with. Though many of the analyses presented below work to

validate our operationalizations, we also consider an attitude that should be closely related

to victim identity: (perceived) political status. As discussed above, individuals motivated

by social or political status may be able to elevate themselves through self-identification

as a victim (Campbell and Manning 2018). This implies that individuals high in victim

identity should also be more likely to perceive themselves as political losers. Importantly, we

should observe this relationship regardless of “true” loser status – victim identity should make

irrelevant recent electoral or policy victories and losses. We measure perceived political status

by asking respondents a series of questions that capture the degree to which one believes

her political group is advantaged or disadvantaged. For two items, we do not specify which

groups; we merely ask about “the other side” and “my side.” Two other items ask about

Democrats and Republicans, explicitly. Specific survey items are as follows:

1. People on the other side of the political aisle always get their way.

2. When it comes to politics, my side never seems to win.

3. Republicans always seem to cheat their way into office.

4. Democrats always seem to cheat their way into office.

Perceived political status is the average response of the first two items and the relevant

“cheat their way into office” item (e.g., for Democrats, only the “Republicans cheat” item)

on a five-point “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree” scale.6 To determine the relationship

between perceived political status and victim identity, we regress perceived political status

onto both victim identity scales, as well as a host of political (e.g., party identification,

ideological self-identification, and the strength of both orientations) and sociodemographic

(e.g., race, age, and gender) variables. A complete table of model estimates appears in the

6The first dimension from an exploratory factor analysis accounts for 98.7% of the variance shared between
items.

13



Figure 1: Effect of egocentric and sociotropic victim identity on perceived political status.
Dashed lines represent 95% confidence intervals.
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Supplemental Appendix.

Figure 1 depicts the effect of egocentric and sociotropic victim identities on perceived

political status. The relationships are statistically significant (p < 0.05), substantively large,

and in the expected direction. Those high in victim identity perceive themselves as achieving

a relatively low level of political status, and vice versa. Substantively, there is a 40% decrease

in perceived political status across the range of egocentric victim identification, and a 50%

decrease for sociotropic. As we would expect given the status-based underpinnings of vic-

tim identity (Campbell and Manning 2018), there is a strong, negative correlation between

perceived political status and victim identity.7

7Given the robust correlations between victim identity and perceived political status (r = -0.40 and -0.37
for sociotropic and egocentric, respectively), one may ask why we consider both types of victim identity for
the remainder of our analyses, instead of focusing on perceived political status. There are three main reasons.
First, though an increase in each type of victim identity is associated with a perceived relatively low status,
the two types of victim identity may relate to other important orientations and attitudes in opposite ways,
or to varying magnitudes. Second, victim identity is a broad identity that is not particular to politics, like
perceived political status is. Though we focus on political attitudes and orientations, the consequences of
victim identity may extend beyond the political realm, while the consequences of perceived political status
may not. Finally, victim identity is still the deep-seated first-mover. Other orientations, like conspiracism,
require other attitudinal ingredients beyond victim identity (e.g., psychological biases, paranoia); we use
perceived political status for the purposes of construct validation because it, too, is a causal consequent of
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We also consider the relationship between partisan and ideological self-identifications

and victim identity. As posited above, we do not expect that Democrats (liberals) differ

from Republicans (conservatives) in their average level of either type of victim identity.

In Figure 2, we plot the bivariate relationship between victim identity and both political

orientations. Partisanship appears in the top panel, ideological self-identification in the

bottom. The black curves represent lowess estimates – nonparametric scatterplot smoothers

that aid in deciphering the relationship between variables without assuming any particular

functional form. Larger numerical values denote stronger Republican or conservative self-

identification. In none of the four cases do we find evidence for a relationship. There

is seemingly a very slight negative relationship between both types of victim identity and

ideological self-identifications (whereby liberals are higher in victim identification), but the

correlation (-0.16) is statistically significant only for sociotropic victim identification. In

any case, the relationship is extremely weak. Thus, victim identity appears to be related

to politics (i.e., via political status), but not with respect to familiar left-right political

orientations.

Finally, we demonstrate that victim identity is not dependent on status as a member

of a historically disempowered group. In Figure 3 we plot the distribution of the sociotropic

and egocentric victim identity scales by gender, race, and level of educational attainment. If

our measures of victim identity were merely capturing a subjective manifestation of actual

disempowerment – “true” victimhood – we might expect that women, racial minorities, and

perhaps even the under-educated exhibit higher levels of victim identity. This is not what we

observe, consistent with previous claims that victim identity is untethered to any decipher-

able fact of the matter. In all cases, we observe roughly symmetric unimodal distributions.

Non-white males with only a high school degree (or less) are slightly higher in both forms

of victim identity than non-white women with the same level of education. Indeed, men

seem to be slightly higher in victim identity across the board, where differences are even

the broader, more general victim identity that may require additional attitudinal ingredients (e.g., being
attached to a political party, having interest in politics).
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Figure 2: Scatterplot of the relationships between both types of victim identity and partisan
and ideological self-identifications. Black curves represent lowess estimates.
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decipherable. Such an observation underscores our claim that victimhood – as an identity, a

self-perception – does not require relative disempowerment or subjection to injustices. The

approximately equally distributions of victim identity across social group membership is

also suggestive of the power of victim identity, especially when it can be effectively activated

and fostered by political leaders and authority figures. Victimhood is fairly equitable and

ubiquitous in the American mass public.
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Figure 3: Distribution of egocentric and sociotropic victim identity, stratified by gender,
education, and race.
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Victim Identity & Political Orientations

Next, we consider the relationship between victim identity and three psychopoliti-

cal orientations commonly discussed in the context of the 2016 U.S. presidential election:

populism, conspiratorial thinking, and racial prejudice. As discussed above, each of these

orientations are unique in their lack of, or at least relatively low, correlation with partisan-

ship and ideology. Such is also the case with victim identity. Moreover, victim identity is a

central component of each of these constructs. Evidence suggests that a primary motivation

for conspiratorial thinking is powerlessness (Abalakina-Paap et al. 1999). Those on the mar-

gins of society, and even those who merely feel like social or political losers (Sanders, Miller

and Farhart 2016), employ conspiracy theories to explain their status (Uscinski and Parent

2014). Populism serves similar goals. The strong anti-elitist component of populism seeks to

limit the influence of perceived oppressors, while the nationalist component is the product of

a desire to restore better times (Oliver and Wood 2018). Both negative and positive populist

orientations are inherently fostered by victimhood, to some extent.

Racial prejudice, unlike populism and conspiratorial thinking, does not necessarily

require a sense of victim identity. Indeed, some racists simply believe that members of

other races are inferior – biologically, socially, etc. However, racial resentment – a particular

operationalization of modern, or symbolic, racism – almost certainly does require a sense

of victimhood. Racial resentment is the product not only of raw prejudice, but perceived

violation of the American values of individualism and hard work (Kinder and Sanders 1996).

For individuals high in racial resentment, prejudicial attitudes are born of perceived lack

of deservingness on the part of Blacks, specifically. The racially resentful see Blacks as

violating the sacred American principle of hard work by asking for special treatment or

handouts (e.g., preferential hiring, college admissions), which comes at the expense of others

– victims (Anastasio and Rose 2014). To this end, we expect victim identity to be positively

related to racial resentment as well.
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We operationalize populism using a scale of responses to items developed by Oliver

and Rahn (2016). These items are designed to capture three elements of populism: nation-

alism, anti-elitism, and mistrust of experts. Conspiratorial thinking is operationalized via a

scale of reactions to five statements, four of which were developed by Uscinski and Parent

(2014). These items ask respondents about the extent to which they agree with sentiments

such as “unseen patterns and secret activities can be found everywhere in politics” and “the

people who really ‘run’ the country, are not known to the voters.” Finally, racial resentment

is operationalized via respondent reactions to the four items constructed by Kinder and

Sanders (1996). Each of these three scales is unidimensional and reliable, with Cronbach’s α

reliability estimates ranging from 0.77 (populism) to 0.78 (conspiratorial thinking and racial

resentment). Question wording appears in the Supplemental Appendix.

We test the relationship between victim identity and conspiracism, populism, and

racial resentment by estimating a series of regression models with the three orientations as

dependent variables. This approach allows us to determine the relative predictive power of

victim identity and other political predispositions on these orientations, controlling for other

factors. Table 2 includes estimates from these three OLS regressions. Models include con-

trols for sociodemographic characteristics such as education, age, gender, and race, though

estimates associated with these controls are omitted from Table 2. Full model estimates can

be found in the Supplemental Appendix. All variables have been rescaled to range from 0

to 1 so that the magnitude of coefficients can be compared.

Both types of victim identity are related to each of the three orientations. Moreover,

both sociotropic and egocentric victim identity are more strongly related to two of the depen-

dent variables – populism and conspiratorial thinking – than any other independent variable

in those models. Substantively speaking, these effects are large. There is an 82% increase in

conspiratorial thinking when moving from those who do not identify as sociotropic victims

to those who do so strongly; this value is 80% for populist orientations. Regarding racial

resentment, the effect is negative, marginally significant (i.e., p < 0.10), and substantively

19



Table 2: OLS regressions of populist, conspiratorial, and racist orientations on sociotropic
and egocentric victim identity.

Conspiratorial Racial
Populism Thinking Resentment

Sociotropic Victim ID 0.331∗ 0.252∗ -0.026∗∗

(0.036) (0.051) (0.014)
Egocentric Victim ID 0.177∗ 0.092∗∗ 0.031∗

(0.037) (0.053) (0.014)
Party Identification -0.016 0.010 0.029∗

(0.022) (0.030) (0.008)
Ideology 0.014 -0.023 0.079∗

(0.028) (0.040) (0.012)
Sociodemographic Controls X X X

R2 0.314 0.080 0.266
n 809 809 807

OLS regression coefficients w/ bootstrapped standard errors in parentheses.
∗ significant at p < 0.05 level w/ respect to a two-tailed test; ∗∗ at p < 0.10.

minor. Still, this is an interesting result: sociotropic victims seem sympathetic to the plight

of Blacks, which points to some average level of egalitarianism in the degree to which they

believe that the system is rigged.

Although the relationships with egocentric victim identification are smaller than those

associated with sociotropic victim identity, they are still significant (though at p < 0.10 for

conspiracism). Those who agree with statements like “most have an easier life than me” are

attracted to populism, and are slightly more conspiratorial than those who disagree with

such statements. Across the range of egocentric victim identity, there is an 18% increase in

populist orientations and a 17% increase in conspiracism. For racial resentment, the effect is

substantively smaller, but still distinct from zero – those high in victim identity harbor more

racial resentment. Perhaps beliefs such as “I get less than I deserve” translate to beliefs

that others – such as racial minorities – receive more than they deserve. Indeed, this is

precisely what racial resentment portends to capture (Kinder and Sanders 1996). Thus, we

have correlational evidence that victim identity is related to populist, conspiratorial, and
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racist orientations – each of which has been posited an important player in recent electoral

cycles.

Victim Identity & Candidate Support

In the preceding section, we found that victim identity is related to several of the

orientations that journalists and scholars have linked to the unexpected political outcomes

of 2016 (i.e., Trump’s victory and Brexit). We argue that victimhood theoretically under-

writes these orientations. Of course, victim identity may also have a more direct impact on

several salient political attitudes and choices, such as candidate support or voting. Indeed,

if candidate rhetoric is designed to, in part, encourage a feeling of victimization, it follows

that victim identity itself may be connected with candidate support.

We expect candidate support to systematically vary across the range of victimhood.

Yet, in light of the weak correlation between victim identity and the strong influence of the

left-right orientations that typically underlie candidate support (e.g., partisan identification),

we suspect that victim identity only conditionally relates to candidate evaluations. When

it comes to in-party candidates, victim identity is unlikely to matter – partisanship should,

given 60 years of vote behavior research, prevail. If, however, victims – even strong partisans

– are drawn to candidates who evoke feelings of victimization, or who may be able to “solve”

the problems that cause victimization in the first place, we might expect such individuals to

support even the out-party candidate to a greater extent than those low in victim identity.

Specifically, we hypothesize that as victim identity increases, so too will feelings about the

out-party candidate. Of course, victim identity likely fails to override the effects of partisan-

ship, and out-party candidate support will likely still be low, in the absolute, even among

those high in victim identity. But, such individuals should have relatively strong feelings

toward the out-party candidate, compared to those low on the victim identity scales.

To test this proposition, we are primarily interested in multiplicative interaction terms

between each form of victim identity and self-identified partisanship. We utilize feeling
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thermometers for two prominent political figures – Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders (who

was the highest polling, officially-declared candidate for the 2020 Democratic nomination

at the time of our survey) – to operationalize candidate support.8 We also control for

the orientations considered above (i.e., racial resentment, populism, and conspiracism), in

addition to sociodemographic characteristics like age and educational attainment (which are

omitted here but can be found in the Supplemental Appendix). Ordinary least squares

estimates for four models – additive and interactive models for both Trump and Sanders –

appear in Table 3. All variables have been scaled 0-1 so the magnitude of coefficients can be

compared.

As we suspected given the lack of relationship between victim identity and both

partisanship and ideology, neither form of victim identity is statistically significant in the

additive models presented in columns 1 and 3. Partisanship is coded such that larger numer-

ical values denote stronger identification with the Republican Party. Hence, we observe a

negative coefficient in the additive Sanders model, and a positive one in the additive Trump

model. The multiplicative terms should, however, have the opposite sign. This would sug-

gest that those low in victim identity have stronger, correctly-signed effects of partisanship

on candidate support than those higher in victim identity, where the effect of partisanship

is weakened. This is precisely what we observe when it comes to sociotropic victim identity.

Victim identity, itself, does not predict candidate support. However, for both Sanders (in

column 2) and Trump (in column 4) support, the multiplicative interaction term between

sociotropic victim identity and partisanship is statistically significant. These are also in the

expected direction. This is not the case for the interaction with egocentric victim identity

and partisanship. Just as is the case with research on egocentric and sociotropic economic

concerns on candidate evaluations, the broader, sociotropic variant of victim identity seems

to play a role in candidate support, but egocentric does not (see Kinder and Kiewiet 1981).

8Note that while we did include a vote choice item on the survey, voting in the 2016 U.S. presidential
election is grossly over-reported at 69% (which is not uncommon for surveys). This, in addition to concerns
of misreporting or misremembering vote choice from three years ago, is why feeling thermometers for relevant
candidates were employed in this analysis.
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Table 3: Additive and interactive OLS regressions of candidate support on sociotropic and
egocentric victim identity.

Sanders Support Trump Support
Additive Interactive Additive Interactive

Sociotropic×Party ID 0.373∗ -0.302∗

(0.121) (0.142)
Egocentric×Party ID -0.145 0.197

(0.145) (0.131)
Sociotropic Victim ID 0.006 -0.193∗ -0.041 0.119

(0.051) (0.079) (0.057) (0.106)
Egocentric Victim ID 0.006 0.077 0.068 -0.029

(0.062) (0.101) (0.062) (0.086)
Party Identification -0.288∗ -0.385∗ 0.615∗ 0.657∗

(0.033) (0.082) (0.041) (0.069)
Ideology -0.286∗ -0.277∗ 0.092 0.087

(0.043) (0.044) (0.051) (0.047)
Racial Resentment -0.491∗ -0.495∗ 0.632∗ 0.633∗

(0.132) (0.133) (0.192) (0.197)
Populism 0.030 0.038 0.005 -0.003

(0.074) (0.073) (0.076) (0.073)
Conspiracism 0.026 0.028 0.005 0.004

(0.045) (0.046) (0.042) (0.042)
Sociodemographic Controls X X X X

R2 0.409 0.416 0.526 0.529
n 807 807 807 807

OLS regression coefficients. Bootstrapped standard errors in parentheses.
∗ significant at p < 0.05 level w/ respect to a two-tailed test.

In Figure 4, we plot model-predicted candidate support among members of the oppo-

site party for each political figure across the range of sociotropic victim identity. Specifically,

we display Republican identifiers’ evaluations of Sanders in the left panel and Democratic

identifiers’ evaluations of Trump at right. Generally speaking, we would expect Republicans

to evaluate Sanders rather coldly, and vice versa for Democrats. We find this to be the case;

for both candidates, evaluations are always below 0.5, or middling support. But, our cen-

tral hypothesis regarding victim identity and candidate support is that those high in victim
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Figure 4: Predicted out-party candidate support by level of sociotropic victim identity.
Dashed lines represent 95% confidence intervals.
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identity will support the out-party candidate to a greater extent than those low in victim

identity. This is borne out in the data. Consider Republicans’ evaluations of Sanders, in

the left panel. Those low in victim identification are rather cold toward Sanders, about a

0.28 on the 0-1 scale. Republicans high in victim identification, however, are much more

supportive of Sanders, around 0.43; this represents an approximate 53% increase in sup-

port for Sanders among Republicans across the range of sociotropic victim identity. Though

Democratic evaluations of Trump (in the right panel) are much more negative than Republi-

can evaluations of Sanders, the pattern across sociotropic victim identity holds. Democrats

low in victim identity are quite negative toward Trump, around a 0.14, and high victim

identity Democrats are much more supportive, around 0.23. This is about a 68% increase.

Though partisanship still plays an important role in candidate evaluations (i.e., Democrats

tend to harbor negative feelings toward Republican candidates, and vice versa), the negative

influence of partisanship on feelings toward out-party candidates appears to be attenuated

among those high in victim identification.
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Results so far constitute robust evidence of the effects of victim identity, and high-

light our contention that partisanship and ideology, though surely important, are but a few

among several identifications and orientations that influence evaluations of political candi-

dates and policies. Here, sociotropic victim identity seems capable of suppressing the effect

of partisanship, one of the most well-studied and consistently influential variables in polit-

ical science (Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes 1960; Green, Palmquist and Schickler

2004; Huddy, Mason and Aarøe 2015). Of course, partisanship still matters when it comes

to candidate support, vote choice, policy preferences, and so on. Nevertheless, it appears

that other deep-seated identities that are unrelated to the left-right political dimension can

impact the degree to which partisanship matters.

Cueing Victim Identity with Political Rhetoric

In this final section, we consider the potential role of victim-cueing political messaging

to alter specific political attitudes. As noted at the outset, politicians frequently employ

victim-related rhetoric when attempting to persuade members of the mass public to adopt

a particular policy stance, orientation, or belief. Much of modern political messaging is

geared toward these victim appeals, and these communications are the primacy mechanism

by which victim identity is fused with electoral politics (Horwitz 2018). Though we have

demonstrated above that victim identity is related to a host of attitudes and orientations,

determining what links the intrinsic, psychological identification to the extrinsic attitudes

provides a firmer, fuller grasp on how victim identity operates in everyday politics.

In order to determine the role of political messaging, we conducted an experiment on

a subset of respondents; 253 were randomly exposed to a treatment vignette, and 517 were

randomized into the control group.9 The vignettes that compose our experimental treatments

are taken from real-world communications from Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders. The

9The remaining respondents were randomized into a different treatment that was not related to our
purposes here. All analyses presented thus far have accounted for presence in the treatment group via
control variables.
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treatments – the full text of which can be found in the Supplemental Appendix – serve to

prime victim identity, specifically as it relates to the economy. Each begins with a statement

– purportedly a media release from the Associated Press – that explains that the U.S.

government is trying to alter economic policies that hurt American-born workers, and that

blue-collar workers are being left behind “in the dust of galloping global capitalism.” Then,

respondents are randomized to read a (genuine) statement by either Trump or by Sanders.

Trump claims that the country is “a silent nation of jobless Americans” and that the solution

is a policy litmus test that ensures “more jobs and better wages for Americans.” Sanders

remarks, “Let us wage a moral and political war against the billionaires...whose policies and

greed are destroying the middle class of America,” and that millions “are working longer

hours for lower wages.” Both vignettes indicate to the reader that some exogenous force –

the wealthy, or policies that hurt Americans (and those who passed them) – is victimizing

them.

Because of the centrality and stability of identities, we do not expect that victim

identity can be consequentially moved by rhetoric such as this. That is, statements like

those above should not compel an individual to suddenly identify as a victim when she

did not prior to exposure. But, like with other identities such as partisanship, this type of

rhetoric should be capable of influencing attitudes or behaviors that are associated with the

identity. In other words, victim rhetoric should influence attitudes that are related to victim

identity. We consider three such attitudes about preferential hiring for minorities, taxes, and

political status.

The first post-treatment attitude is measured using a 4-point, “strongly disfavor”–

“strongly favor” scale regarding whether one is “for or against preferential hiring and pro-

motion of blacks.” We hypothesize that cueing (sociotropic) victim identity will decrease

support for these policies because victims will be apprehensive about other groups laying

claim to resources that they feel they should receive, asserting victimhood where it is not

perceived to be warranted, or otherwise “getting ahead” (Anastasio and Rose 2014). Sec-
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ond, we again consider perceived political status; here, we reverse the scale (for ease of visual

inspection in the figure below), such that high values indicate a perceived deficit in political

status. Consistent with our findings above, victim rhetoric should increase the relevance of

sociotropic victim identity, thereby increasing feelings of “loserdom.” Finally, we include a

question that relates to taxes and liberty, which we adopt from Oliver and Wood (2018).

Specifically, we ask respondents how much they agree, on a five-point Likert-type scale, with

the statement, “Every time we raise taxes by 10 percent, we lose 10 percent of our liberty.”

Much like preferential hiring, taxes may be perceived as some entity – particularly one that

is framed as “keeping the common man down,” as is true in our treatments – taking what

is not rightfully theirs, and thereby victimizing the “average Joe.” As such, victim rhetoric

should increase agreement with that statement.

We are agnostic about whether Trump’s or Sanders’ rhetoric is more or less effective.

Additionally, we wish to avoid issues related to polarizing cues (Nicholson 2012), and instead

focus on the influence of cueing (non-left/right) victim identity. This requires a shift from

examining treatment effects by party identification (which would yield as many as 18 total

comparison across party identifications and treatment vignettes) to, following Judd, Westfall

and Kenny (2017), treating our individual treatments as random effects. This allows us to

determine whether the victimhood-cueing rhetoric influences attitudes on our three outcomes

of interest, but still accounts for variation across individual treatments. Sample sizes vary

across outcomes (n=413 for preferential hiring, 656 for perceived political status and taxes);

tables with complete model estimates can be found in the Supplemental Appendix.

Figure 5 displays the estimated effect of the treatments for preferential hiring, per-

ceived (lack of) political status, and attitudes about taxes. None of the lower bounds of the

95% confidence bands cross zero, suggesting that the victimhood-cueing treatments effec-

tively influenced attitudes on each of these scales. Consistent with our expectations, when

compared to those in the control group, individuals who were exposed to statements that

spoke to victimhood are less favorable toward preferential hiring, feel more like political
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Figure 5: Estimated treatment effects of victim cueing rhetoric on preferential hiring pref-
erences, perceived (lack of) political status, and tax attitudes. Vertical lines represent 95%
confidence intervals.
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losers, and are likelier to agree that increased tax burdens reduce liberty. Intuitively, polit-

ical rhetoric that cues victimhood – here, the sociotropic variant – appears to be a central

mechanism by which victim identity impacts substantive political preferences. Not only

does victim identity condition support for political figures, those same figures can weaponize

appeals to that identity.

Conclusion

Victimhood is central to politics. If politics is, as Lasswell (1936) famously described,

about “who gets what, when, how,” there are going to be victims. Some will be perceived as

victims when they are not, others just the opposite. Political communication is, in no trivial

sense, tasked with making some feel like victims, and others look like victims. Regardless

of the “truth” of the matter about who is a victim, victim identity is an important – albeit

overlooked – ingredient of public opinion and political behavior. In this manuscript, we
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have taken a first, and necessarily incomplete, step at establishing the unique role of victim

identity in American politics, demonstrating both a method for estimating two types of

victim identity and the relationship between such identities and salient political attitudes

and orientations. Victim identity, in some form, is related to conspiracism, populism, racial

resentment, and support for salient political figures, such as presidential candidates.

That victim identity plays such a central role to politics is not necessarily troubling.

It is intuitive that politicians would make their case to constituents in such a way that vic-

timhood is cued. Indeed, we want representatives that work to realize our values, fill our

pockets, and facilitate a happy and healthy life. To the extent that we feel that current

representation is not achieving those goals, we are victims. Moreover, both positive and

negative political rhetoric is likely to cue victim identity. A focus on the negative qualities

of one’s opponent usually involves demonstrating their (potential) negative effect on con-

stituents, but even a positive message about what one will do if elected implies that all is

not “hunky-dory.”

Rather than the mere appeal to victim identity, it is the lengths one is willing to

go in order to mobilize victim identity that poses the greatest potential normative threat

to a civilized democratic political system. Speaking historically, it is precisely a feeling of

hyper-victimization that has caused people to turn to authoritarian regimes for relief. As

Converse (1964) aptly observed, it was a combination of a lack of political sophistication – a

state that persists among the American mass public (Lupton, Myers and Thornton 2015) –

and particular political conditions (e.g., mass unemployment, rising debts for rural farmers,

skyrocketing inflation) that resulted in widespread support for the Nazi Party. This support,

for many (perhaps most), had little to do with the particular principles at the center of Nazi

ideology, of which the unsophisticated and uneducated mass public had little understanding.

Rather, it was the appeal of Nazi rhetoric and policy promises to victim identity (e.g., a

moratorium on debt, restoration of German greatness) that mobilized mass support.

Of course, we do not suggest that all appeals to victim identity will have such dire
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consequences. The role of victim identity in politics has taken many forms over the course

of history. For example, the Civil War is frequently partially attributed to feelings of vic-

timization among southerners. Examples of the role of victim identity in American politics

can also be found in the William Jennings Bryan’s populist movement, which relied on ap-

peals to the victimization of “the common man,” and FDR’s rhetoric promoting the New

Deal, which was, at least partially, based on the idea that everyday people were suffering at

the hands of forces beyond their control. Thus, appeals to a sense of victimhood need not

produce normatively troubling results. They do, however, seem to be quite effective when

conditions are amenable and leaders are able to successfully leverage such conditions in their

calls to action.

Our study, being an introductory investigation of victim identity, is not without

limitations. A more nuanced understanding of how political rhetoric cues, inflames, and

connects victim identity with political attitudes and choices is necessary for a complete

understanding of the role of victim identity in American politics. Relatedly, there may also

be another “flavor” of victim identity worth considering: an other-oriented, or accusatory,

form of victim identity. In this manuscript, we have focused solely on victim identity when it

comes to the self, and oneself vis-à-vis the political world writ large. However, the perceived

victimhood of others is also a feature of modern political communication, and presumably an

important dimension of public opinion. Some strong conservatives, for instance, decry liberal

“snowflakes,” “safe spaces,” and political correctness culture. In each of these instances,

victimhood is projected onto others. This mobilizes the projectors because the “victims” are

illegitimate – they are not deserving of victim status in the eyes of those doing the projecting.

Finally, although we describe victim identity in the American political context, we have little

reason to believe that it is a uniquely American construct. Thus, we encourage others to

consider the role of victim identity in other political contexts.
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1 Variable Coding/Wording

Sociotropic items, all on five-point “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” scale:

• The system works against people like me

• I feel that the world is “doing it” to me and that there is nothing I can do about it

• The world is out to get me

• Everyone is a victim these days

• The system is rigged to benefit a select few

Egocentric items, all on five-point “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” scale:

• I rarely get what I deserve in life

• Great things never come to me

• I usually have to settle for less

• I never seem to get an extra break

• Things usually go my way

• I never get my fair share

• I have been very lucky in life

• Most have an easier life than me

Conspiratorial thinking items, all on five-point “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”

scale:

• Unseen patterns and secret activities can be found everywhere in politics.

• Much of our lives are being controlled by plots hatched in secret places.
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• Even though we live in a democracy, a few people will always run things anyway.

• The people who really “run” the country, are not known to the voters.

• Many very important things happen in the world, which the public is never informed

about.

Political status items, all on five-point “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” scale:

• People on the other side of the political aisle always get their way

• When it comes to politics, my side never seems to win

• Republicans always seem to cheat their way into office

• Democrats always seem to cheat their way into office

Racial resentment items, all on five-point “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” scale:

• Irish, Italians, Jewish and many other minorities overcame prejudice and worked their

way up. Blacks should do the same without any special favors.

• Generations of slavery and discrimination have created conditions that make it difficult

for blacks to work their way out of the lower class.

• Over the past few years, blacks have gotten less than they deserve.

• It’s really a matter of some people not trying hard enough; if blacks would only try

harder they could be just as well off as whites.

Populism items, all on five-point “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” scale:

• People like me don’t have much say in what government does.

• Politics usually boils down to a struggle between the people and the powerful.
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• It doesn’t really matter who you vote for because the rich control both political parties.

• People at the top usually get there from some unfair advantage.

• I’d rather put my trust in the wisdom of ordinary people than the opinions of experts

and intellectuals.

• When it comes to really important questions, scientific facts don’t help very much.

• Ordinary people can really use the help of experts for understanding things like health

and science.

• Politics is ultimately a struggle between good and evil.

For all thermometers: “We’d like to get your feelings toward some of the political in-

stitutions and figures in our country. Below we list the names of several political figures

and parties, and we’d like you to rate them using something called the feeling thermometer.

Ratings between 50 degrees and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorable and warm toward

the party or person. Ratings between 0 degrees and 50 degrees mean that you don’t feel

favorable toward the person or party and that you don’t care too much for that person or

party. You would rate the person or party at the 50 degree mark if you don’t feel particularly

warm or cold toward the person or party.”

• Hillary Clinton thermometer: 0-100

• Donald Trump thermometer: 0-100

• Bernie Sanders thermometer: 0-100

• Partisan self-identification (standard seven-point branching measure)

1. Strong Democrat

2. Democrat
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3. Lean Democrat

4. Independent

5. Lean Republican

6. Republican

7. Strong Republican

• Ideological self-identification: “We hear a lot of talk these days about liberals and

conservatives. When it comes to politics, how do you think about yourself?”

1. Extremely liberal

2. Liberal

3. Slightly liberal

4. Moderate, middle of the road

5. Slightly conservative

6. Conservative

7. Extremely conservative

• Strength of partisan attachments

1. Independent

2. Lean

3. Weak

4. Strong

• Strength of ideological identification

1. Moderate
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2. Lean

3. Weak

4. Extreme

• Interest in politics

1. Not much interested

2. Somewhat interested

3. Very interested

• Religiosity/church attendance

1. Never

2. A few times a year

3. Once or twice a month

4. Almost every week

5. Every week

• Education

1. Did not graduate high school

2. High school diploma or equivalent (GED)

3. Some college but no degree

4. Bachelor’s degree (BA, BS)

5. Graduate degree (MA, MS, MD, PhD)

• Annual household income

1. Under $15,000
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2. $15,000 to $24,999

3. $25,000 to $49,999

4. $50,000 to $99,999

5. $100,000 and above

• Female

0. Male

1. Female

• Black

0. Not black

1. Black

• Hispanic

0. Not hispanic

1. Hispanic

• Residence in South

0. Not South

1. South
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2 Sample Characteristics

Table A1: Demographic characteristics from Lucid sample.

Characteristic (range) Mean Census estimate

Age (18-84) 43* 38.1
Household income (1-24) 8.41** 10

Female (%) 50.95 50.8
Party ID (1-7) 3.83 3.70***
Ideology (1-5) 3.04 3.35***

Race:
White (%) 72.43 72.4
Black (%) 12.19 12.6

Hispanic (%) 11.69 16.3

Region:
Northeast (%) 18.08 17.2

Midwest (%) 18.98 20.9
South (%) 37.86 38.1
West (%) 25.07 23.8

* Median used.
** $45,000 to $49,999.
*** Value from 2018 ANES Pilot.
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3 Distributions of Individual Victim Identity Items

Figure A1: Histograms of responses to individual sociotropic victim identity items.
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Figure A2: Histograms of responses to individual egocentric victim identity items.
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Things usually go my way
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4 Distributions of Victim Identity Scales

Figure A3: Histograms of sociotropic and egocentric victim identity scales, and scatterplot
of the relationship between the two (black line is lowess smoother).
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5 Perceived Political Status Model Estimates

Table A2: Regression of perceived political status on victim identity and controls.

Variable Coefficient (Std. Err.)

Sociotropic Victim ID -0.283∗ (0.039)
Egocentric Victim ID -0.220∗ (0.045)

Republican -0.003 (0.025)
Conservative -0.047 (0.030)

Partisan Strength -0.093∗ (0.023)
Ideological Strength -0.079∗ (0.022)

Education 0.017 (0.033)
Age 0.059∗ (0.029)

Female -0.001 (0.013)
Black -0.031 (0.022)

Hispanic -0.008∗ (0.004)
South 0.003 (0.012)

Constant 0.796∗ (0.037)

OLS regression coefficients. * p < 0.05
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6 Orientations Model Estimates

Table A3: OLS regressions of populist, conspiratorial, and racist orientations on sociotropic
and egocentric victim identity, with controls.

Conspiratorial Racial
Populism Thinking Resentment

Sociotropic Victim ID 0.331∗ 0.252∗ -0.026∗∗

(0.036) (0.051) (0.014)
Egocentric Victim ID 0.177∗ 0.092∗∗ 0.031∗

(0.037) (0.053) (0.014)
Party Identification -0.016 0.010 0.029∗

(0.022) (0.030) (0.008)
Ideology 0.014 -0.023 0.079∗

(0.028) (0.040) (0.012)
Education -0.042 0.044 -0.040∗

(0.027) (0.037) (0.011)
Religiosity 0.004 -0.015 0.002

(0.014) (0.021) (0.006)
Age 0.022 0.019 0.020∗

(0.022) (0.037) (0.009)
Female -0.003 0.006 -0.003

(0.010) (0.018) (0.005)
Black -0.000 0.011 -0.029∗

(0.017) (0.030) (0.011)
Hispanic 0.004 -0.004 -0.003∗

(0.004) (0.007) (0.001)
Residence in South -0.010 -0.005 -0.008

(0.012) (0.019) (0.005)
Constant 0.378∗ 0.417∗ 0.471∗

(0.026) (0.041) (0.012)

R2 0.314 0.080 0.266
n 809 809 807

OLS regression coefficients w/ bootstrapped standard errors in parentheses.
∗ significant at p < 0.05 level w/ respect to a two-tailed test; ∗∗ at p < 0.10.
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7 Candidate Support Model Estimates

Table A4: Additive and interactive OLS regressions of candidate support on sociotropic
and egocentric victim identity, with controls.

Sanders Support Trump Support
Additive Interactive Additive Interactive

Sociotropic×Party ID 0.373∗ -0.302∗

(0.121) (0.142)
Egocentric×Party ID -0.145 0.197

(0.145) (0.131)
Sociotropic Victim ID 0.006 -0.193∗ -0.041 0.119

(0.051) (0.079) (0.057) (0.106)
Egocentric Victim ID 0.006 0.077 0.068 -0.029

(0.062) (0.101) (0.062) (0.086)
Party Identification -0.288∗ -0.385∗ 0.615∗ 0.657∗

(0.033) (0.082) (0.041) (0.069)
Ideology -0.286∗ -0.277∗ 0.092 0.087

(0.043) (0.044) (0.051) (0.047)
Racial Resentment -0.491∗ -0.495∗ 0.632∗ 0.633∗

(0.132) (0.133) (0.192) (0.197)
Populism 0.030 0.038 0.005 -0.003

(0.074) (0.073) (0.076) (0.073)
Conspiracism 0.026 0.028 0.005 0.004

(0.045) (0.046) (0.042) (0.042)
Education 0.081 0.080 0.011 0.011

(0.046) (0.047) (0.049) (0.043)
Age -0.187∗ -0.195∗ 0.019 0.024

(0.044) (0.044) (0.044) (0.042)
Female -0.014 -0.013 -0.036 -0.037

(0.017) (0.017) (0.020) (0.021)
Black 0.002 0.009 -0.029 -0.034

(0.034) (0.034) (0.029) (0.038)
Hispanic 0.001 0.0004 0.007 0.008

(0.006) (0.006) (0.008) (0.006)
Residence in South -0.006 -0.008 0.029 0.031

(0.0198) (0.020) (0.018) (0.018)
Constant 1.002∗ 1.055∗ -0.275∗ -0.297∗

(0.083) (0.090) (0.108) (0.108)

R2 0.409 0.416 0.526 0.529
n 807 807 807 807

OLS regression coefficients. Bootstrapped standard errors in parentheses.
∗ significant at p < 0.05 level w/ respect to a two-tailed test.
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8 Experimental Manipulations

Trump treatment:

The U.S. government is, for the first time in decades, seeking to alter current economic poli-
cies, saying they hurt American-born workers and drive down wages. With their proposed
policies, the administration argues competition will increase among employers, forcing them
to raise the wages of blue-collar American workers left behind in the dust of galloping global
capitalism.

President Trump remarked, “Right now, 92 million Americans are on the sidelines, outside
the workforce, and not part of our economy. It?s a silent nation of jobless Americans.

Every policy decision we make must pass a simple test: does it create more jobs and better
wages for Americans?”

Sanders treatment:

The U.S. government is, for the first time in decades, seeking to alter current economic poli-
cies, saying they hurt American-born workers and drive down wages. With their proposed
policies, the administration argues competition will increase among employers, forcing them
to raise the wages of blue-collar American workers left behind in the dust of galloping global
capitalism.

Presidential candidate Bernie Sanders remarked, “Let us wage a moral and political war
against the billionaires and corporate leaders, on Wall Street and elsewhere, whose policies
and greed are destroying the middle class of America.

For 40 years, the American middle class has been disappearing. Millions of people are
working longer hours for lower wages despite a huge increase in technology and productivity.
And what we have seen during that period is a massive transfer of trillions of dollars from
the middle class to the top one-tenth of 1 percent of America – massive wealth and income
inequality, where you have 99 percent of all new income today going to the top 1 percent.”
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9 Treatment Effect Model Estimates

Table A5: Random-effects GLS regressions for perceived (lack of) political status, attitudes
about preferential hiring, and tax preferences.

Political Pref.
Status Hiring Taxes

Treatment Effect 0.053∗ 0.073∗ 0.049∗

(0.016) (0.038) (0.024)
Constant 0.533∗ 0.543∗ 0.0566∗

(0.010) (0.021) (0.015)

σu 0.000 0.091 0.000
σe 0.212 0.412 0.276
ρ 0.000 0.047 0.000

n 656 413 656
Overall R2 0.013 0.010 0.010

Random-effects GLS coefficients.

Bootstrapped standard errors in parentheses

* p < 0.05 level with respect to a two-tailed test.
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