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Abstract

This paper presents a new framework for understanding economic na-

tionalism based on an empirically-validated desire for mimetic dominance

(or desire through dominance), which generates a preference for exclusion-

ary policies. We incorporate such preferences into a model of international

trade. The model predicts that exclusionary preferences lead people to fa-

vor tariffs and protectionist policies that harm both their trading partner’s

and their own consumption. This implies that higher prices caused by ex-

clusionary policies like tariffs will be more acceptable than those caused by

non-exclusionary policies. We provide support for these predictions through

two survey experiments, which also account for the role of cognitive biases

and misinformation.
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Nothing is more usual, among states which have made some advances in com-
merce, than to look on the progress of their neighbours with a suspicious eye,
to consider all trading states as their rivals, and to suppose that it is impossible
for any of them to flourish, but at their expense.

David Hume – Of the Jealousy of Trade

1 Introduction

Support for protectionism and nationalist economic policies often have significant
support. This is true even in settings where these trade policies materially hurt
people. Indeed, evidence suggests that import tariffs on foreign goods raise prices
and spur retaliatory tariffs that have negative impacts on employment (Amiti
et al., 2019; Fajgelbaum et al., 2020; Autor et al., 2024). Yet such policies appear to
be a political success exactly among those who are materially hurt by them. For
example, Autor et al. (2024) find that in the US, “residents of regions more ex-
posed to import tariffs became [...] more likely to vote to reelect Donald Trump in
2020, and more likely to elect Republicans to Congress. Foreign retaliatory tariffs
only modestly weakened that support.”

This paper offers an explanation for why voters favor nationalist policies even
when they impose personal economic costs. We argue that support for nation-
alist policies stems at least in part from a basic desire for (mimetic) dominance,
which corresponds to the utility boost from others’ unmet demand. That is, peo-
ple derive value from possessing goods that others want but do not have.1 Imas
and Madarász (2024) document such preferences in a plurality of the population.
They then theoretically and empirically show that the desire for dominance leads
people to value the exclusion of others in basic exchange; in particular, people’s
utility from the exchange increases if others are excluded from the opportunity to
participate in it. Building on their framework, we show theoretically that in the
context of international trade, such exclusionary preferences reduce the value of
trade and generate support for restrictive and protectionist policies that hurt the

1We discuss the origin of such preferences in Section 2.
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foreign trading partner. We test this mechanism empirically, showing that this
desire for dominance explains significant variation in the support of tariffs and
other nationalist policies.

In the tradition of the competitive general equilibrium model, benefits from
international trade arise when trading nations have different endowments and/
or tastes. We introduce the desire for dominance into a canonical pure exchange
economy. In our setting, countries differ in initial endowments and tastes. Such
differences across countries generate the standard gains from trade. We extend
the model by introducing a national dominance term: the utility consumers gain
from their trading partner’s unmet excess demand; that is, the satisfaction from con-
sumers of their own nation holding goods that the consumers of the foreign coun-
try want but do not have. This modification implies that the very source of gains
from trade also creates utility losses from trade, leading some citizens to favor
restrictive and exclusionary policies that undermine free exchange.

In the absence of exclusionary preferences, individually-rational trade increases
consumption utility relative to autarky. In the presence of such preferences, al-
though consumption utility must still rise in both nations following individually
rational trade, the utility boost from dominance associated with national con-
sumption must also falls under trade. There are thus two opposing forces: in-
creased utility from consumption and decreased utility from lowering the trading
partner’s unmet excess demand for the home country’s goods. This diminishes
the value of any trade and leads to a failure of the first welfare theorem. We show
that both individually rational and general equilibrium trade outcomes can lower
welfare relative to autarky, and restricting trade or enforcing autarky can be pre-
ferred to trade by those with exclusionary preferences.

As a testable implication, the model predicts that support for restrictive trade
policies that hurt the foreign country’s consumption — such as tariffs — will have
higher support as the desire for dominance increases. In particular, support for a
tariff that hurts one’s own consumption shall increase in exclusionary preferences
only if it hurts the foreign nation’s consumption too. However, there should be
no such relationship in case of a policy that does not affect the foreign country’s
consumption. This logic also implies that attitudes to inflation will depend on its
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source. People will be more accepting of inflation caused by exclusionary policies
such as tariffs than the same price increases caused by non-exclusionary means,
e.g., stimulus.

We test the model’s implications with two original surveys. In both, we di-
rectly measure a respondent’s preference for exclusion by adapting the experi-
mental methods in Imas and Madarász (2024). The incentivized method identi-
fies individuals whose revealed willingness to pay for an object increases with the
chance that others are excluded from the opportunity to obtain it. We reproduce
their findings and classify individuals whose willingness to pay increases with
exclusion as having a ‘preference for exclusion’.

In the first survey, respondents are randomized into two conditions. In the
baseline (“harm”) treatment, respondents are presented with a scenario in which
the government is considering a 15% tariff that will raise prices at home and asked
for the extent to which they support the policy. In the second (“no harm”) treat-
ment, they are additionally informed that while the tariff increases domestic pro-
duction, it does not reduce consumption in the targeted foreign country, as the
foreign country is able to find another trading partner. In this condition, there
is no dominance boost associated with a tariff as the trading partner’s consump-
tion is not changed by the trade policy. Our identifying assumption is that since
the foreign country can sell its goods as before, they can also afford the goods of
the home nation as before. The model then predicts that there will be no differ-
ence in tariff support between those with and without exclusionary preferences in
the “no harm” treatment, but that those with preferences for exclusion will have
higher support in the baseline (“harm”) treatment.2 Additionally, respondents in
both conditions are asked for their support of a stimulus policy that would result
in the same price increase as the tariff conditions. We can thus also compare re-
sponses to exclusionary tariff policies with responses to stimulus policies that lack
similar exclusionary aspects.

Sizable tariffs imposed by a large country are widely considered to raise prices
and decrease domestic consumption even in the presence of positive terms of
trade effects (e.g., Amiti et al. (2019), Fajgelbaum and Khandelwal (2022) and

2Importantly, the model does not make a prediction about level differences between treatments.
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thus exceed the optimal tariffs for a large country (Helpman and Krugman (1989).
However, our identification does not rely on import tariffs reducing domestic con-
sumption. Instead, it holds as long as in the no harm condition foreign consump-
tion is unchanged by the tariff, while in the harm condition foreign consumption
is hurt by the tariff; whether or not domestic consumption is perceived to decrease
or increase as a result of the imposition of the tariff. 3

The second survey further probes whether preferences for exclusion drive sup-
port for exclusionary trade policies that materially harm U.S. consumers. In ad-
dition to asking about support for tariffs, we ask respondents whether they agree
that the U.S. government should adopt trade policies that ensure that living stan-
dards in the U.S. remain above those in China, even if the policies increase the
price of goods in the U.S. Our model predicts that support for such policies will
again be higher among respondents with exclusionary preferences. We also ex-
amine support for a broader set of nationalist economic policies, allowing us to
assess the consistency of exclusionary preferences across domains.

In line with the model, we find that respondents with preferences for exclusion
are significantly more likely to support tariffs. This difference is driven by the
“harm” treatment, in which those with exclusionary preferences are 12.3 percent-
age points more likely to support tariffs than respondents without exclusionary
motives. This result holds across different foreign trading partners (China, Mex-
ico, and Canada) and is robust to controlling for other factors that correlate with
policy preferences, such as political views and zero sum thinking (Chinoy et al.,
2023). Importantly, respondents with exclusionary preferences are also signifi-
cantly more likely to support tariffs in the “harm” treatment than stimulus polices
that would result in the same price increases. Looking at the second survey, we
also find that those with exclusionary preferences are more likely to endorse poli-
cies aimed at preserving a consumption gap between the U.S. and China, even
when such policies raise prices for Americans. Finally, respondents with exclu-
sionary preferences more broadly support exclusionary trade policies, even if it is
made explicit that the policies will harm voters. Taken together, our results pro-

3Evidence suggests that in many cases a sizable tariff does her foreign consumption, e.g., Chor
and Li (2024)
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vide a framework for understanding why voters often support protectionist and
exclusionary policies that hurt them economically.

This paper relates to a literature seeking to understand the determinants of
policy preferences, particularly as they relate to U.S. trade and foreign policy. In
terms of trade policy, a large literature posits that support for free trade will, in the
case where workers can move between sectors, depend on one’s skills or on indus-
try characteristics (Rodrik, 1995; Blonigen, 2011). As such, a body of research has
focused on the correlation between individual characteristics, such as skills and
education, sector of work, economic status, and support for trade (Mayda and
Rodrik, 2005; Beaulieu and Napier, 2008). More recently, researchers have begun
to explore how beliefs about the impacts of various trade policies correlate with
support for them (Stantcheva and Tham, 2025). This paper provides a framework
for understanding these policy preferences that does not depend on the distribu-
tion of skill or industry characteristics, cognitive biases, or (mis)information. As a
methodological contribution, our classification of exclusionary preferences relies
on a behavioral measure that is both incentivized and can be employed at scale.

A smaller literature, and more closely related to our paper, brings identity con-
cerns into trade theory and policy preferences (Shayo, 2009; Grossman and Help-
man, 2021). For example, Grossman and Helpman (2021) explain preferences for
restrictive trade policies by incorporating social identity into a model of trade. In
this model, trade generates inequality, and so high income voters who identify
with the nation may favor tariffs as it reduces the psychological cost of identi-
fying with low income voters. In the same way, if low income voters identify
with their social class rather than with the nation, and if the upper class consti-
tutes a minority of society, support for higher tariff rates will also increase. Our
paper provides a complementary explanation for tariff support that does not re-
quire heterogeneous identities within the country. Americans, regardless of the
social class, may support tariffs when they identify with the United States and
gain utility from other countries being excluded from U.S. consumption by virtue
of not being able to obtain what U.S. consumers can. Indeed we find that political
preferences slightly attenuate but do not eliminate our main result. Our paper is
also in line with survey findings that, in deciding whether to support free trade,
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Americans consider the U.S. economy as a whole (Mansfield and Mutz, 2009).
The remainder of the paper proceeds as follows. We incorporate preferences

for exclusion into a model of trade in Section 2. Section 3 discusses the experi-
ment used to measure preferences for exclusion and our survey design. Section 4
presents the results and Section 5 concludes.

2 Exclusionary Preferences and Trade

We incorporate the desire for dominance into a frictionless competitive model of
pure exchange between consumers of two nations. The presence of such exclu-
sionary preferences imply that consumers are willing to sacrifice their own gain
in consumption utility from trade to limit the similar gain from trade of the for-
eign nation’s representative consumer. Since in our framework individual trad-
ing decisions have a negligible impact on the consumption of the foreign nation’s
representative consumer, this creates a demand for protectionist policies that limit
how much the foreign nation gains from trade. We show that such preferences re-
duce the value of any individually rational trade and that outcomes of free trade
may well be worse for one of the countries (and potentially for both) than autarky.
We then describe the model’s empirical prediction on when do such preferences
create a differential support for a given trade policy.

2.1 Model

Consider a pure exchange economy.4 There are two countries, indexed by k ∈
{A, B}, each with a large but finite set of consumers Ik representing also the car-
dinality of this set, with I = Ik + I−k being the set of all consumers. There are L
goods and each consumer i ∈ I has a strictly positive and bounded initial endow-
ment vector ei ∈ RL

++. The overall initial endowment is (ei)i∈I = e. We abstract
away from production and take these endowments as given, thus, as standard,
trade corresponds to trading these endowments. We call a distribution of goods
among consumers an allocation x ∈ RLxI

+ if it is feasible (the total amount of each

4For a standard reference see, Mas-Colell et al. (1995).
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good distributed does not exceed the total initial endowment of this good). The
partitioning of any allocation x into the sub-allocations across countries is denoted
by x = (xk, x−k), e.g., xk is the allocation in the U.S. and x−k is the allocation in
China.

For simplicity, we assume that all consumers within a country have identical
tastes and endowments, but these can differ across countries. Accordingly, the
consumption utility of person i ∈ Ik, consuming bundle xi, is given by uk(xi) :
RL
+ → R+, a continuous, strictly increasing, and strictly quasi-concave function.

One can then think of the initial endowment e = (ek, e−k) as the autarky outcome.
In addition to consumption utility, each consumer derives a utility boost from

their fellow citizens consuming goods that citizens of the other nation want but
do not have. This utility boost is mimetic in the sense that it is a function of what
others want, the desires of others; it involves dominance because the boost in util-
ity is derived from others unmet excess desire vis-a-vis the home nation’s goods.5

We also refer to preferences that incorporate such a desire for mimetic dominance
as exclusionary preferences for the remainder of the text.6

To start, we introduce the representative consumer of nation k. Their con-
sumption utility is defined as the utilitarian average of the citizens’ consumption
utilities ûk(xk) = ∑i∈Ik

uk(xi)/Ik.7 For each k let ωk be a fixed allocation where
consumers of nation k receive all goods across the nations — i.e., the entire en-
dowment vector e is thus given to one country k. There are potentially many such
allocations, depending on how these goods are distributed across the consumers
of nation k, and the analysis holds for any given such allocation ωk, we assume
only that having all the goods leads to a higher consumption utility for the repre-

5Such preferences draw on a rich literature in philosophy, e.g., Rousseau (1755) drew a distinc-
tion between amour-de-soi, which correspond to individual consumption utility in the standard
framework, and amour propre, which is a comparative motive and introduce the potential of jeal-
ousy and rivalry (Hont, 2015). Girard (1965, 2004) drew a similar distinction, arguing that people’s
desires are not inherent but rather reflective of the desire of others.

6The desire for mimetic dominance is distinct from a desire for power, which is defined as an
individual’s desire to be able to sanction and affect the actions of another to further one’s own
interests, without the reverse being true (Bowles and Gintis, 1992). As highlighted below, mimetic
dominance does not necessarily involve the ability to personally affect the other party.

7No result we present depends on this specific formulation. All that is required is that the
consumption utility of nation k’s representative consumer is increasing in the consumption utility
of each member of nation k.
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sentative consumer of nation k than having only their initial endowment; that is,
that ûk(ωk) > ûk(ek) holds. The overall utility of consumer i of nation k is then
given by Uk,i(x) : RLxI → R+, defined as:

Uk,i(x) =
Consumption Utility

uk(xi) +
Mimetic Dominance

αi{û−k(ω−k)− û−k(x−k)− uk(xi)}+, (1)

where αi ∈ [0, 1) is the degree of consumer i’s desire for mimetic dominance and
{}+ represents the positive part of the expression inside the curly brackets. We
collect the individual αi’s into vector α.

The mimetic dominance term for person i represents the other nation’s unmet
excess desire. Specifically, û−k(ω−k) corresponds to the other nation −k’s repre-
sentative consumer’s consumption utility if nation −k had all the goods (the total
endowment allocated according to ω−k), and û−k(x−k) corresponds to −k’s con-
sumption utility from their actual allocation x−k. The difference between these
two terms corresponds to the net consumption utility gain that −k’s representa-
tive consumer would realize if she had the home nation’s goods in addition to
the allocation x−k. This difference represents unmet desire. Subtracting i’s util-
ity uk(xi) from this difference captures the excess desire of −k’s representative
consumer relative to person i’s own. Dominance thus represents the utility boost
from consuming goods that the other party wants even more than oneself, but
does not have.

The above follows Imas and Madarász (2024), but specific details of this for-
mulation can be generalized without affecting our main predictions. Our key pre-
dictions, including our empirical corollary, also hold when defining the mimetic
dominance term simply as unmet desire, i.e., û−k(ω−k)− û−k(x−k). What is key
for our analysis is that as the foreign nation’s unmet desire for the home nation’s
goods decreases, the mimetic dominance boost of a home consumer decreases.

2.2 Implications for the Value of Trade

For simplicity, we assume that individual consumers are small enough that their
own trading decisions have a negligible impact on the consumption of the for-
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eign nation’s representative consumer. Therefore, when making their individual
choices, they take the dominance boost as given. We now briefly present three
standard definitions where subscript e refers to any given initial endowment vec-
tor:

1. Allocation x is individually rational iff uk(xi) ≥ uk(ei) for all i ∈ Ik and all
k. Similarly, for the strict relation. (Re) Re is the set of (strictly) individually
rational trade allocations. We assume that Re is non-empty.

2. De is the set of individually rational allocations that also Pareto dominate e
given preferences expressed in Eq (1).

3. WEe is the set of allocations that can be attained in a Walrasian equilibrium.

Below, we consider both the broader set of individually rational trade alloca-
tions and its more restrictive subset, the set of Walrasian (competitive) equilibrium
allocations. In the absence of a preference for exclusion, classic results show that
individually rational trade always leads to a Pareto improvement and a Walrasian
equilibrium exists and is always efficient—the first welfare theorem holds. In the
presence of exclusionary preferences, the set of individually rational or equilib-
rium trade allocations remain the same, but the value of trade is always decreased
and the classic welfare relations may all be violated.

Proposition 1

1. Benchmark: If α = 0, then WEe ⊆ De = Re.

2. Trading behavior is unchanged: Re, Re, and WEe are independent of α.
In turn, WEe ⊆ Re still holds.

3. The value of individually rational trade is decreased: For any i and
x ∈ Re, Ui(x)− Ui(e) decreases in αi, and De is set decreasing in α.

4. Trade can always be harmful: There exists x ∈ Re and k such that
Ui(x) < Ui(e) for any i ∈ Ik if αi > 0.

5. Equilibrium need no longer Pareto dominate autarky. WEe ⊆ De need
not hold iff α > 0.

Point 1 restates the well-known fact that in the absence exclusionary prefer-
ences, both individually rational and equilibrium trade outcomes Pareto domi-
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nate autarky. Point 2 states that the set of individual rational and the set of equi-
librium allocations are independent of exclusionary preferences. Point 3 that the
value of any individually rational trade is diminished by exclusionary preferences.
Hence, the set of individually rational trade allocations that Pareto dominate au-
tarky is decreasing in these preferences. Point 4 establishes that there are always
individually rational trade outcomes that are worse than autarky for any con-
sumer i of one of the nations who exhibits any positive degree of exclusionary
preference. Point 5 states that the first welfare theorem fails and a Walrasian equi-
librium outcome with trade can be worse than autarky for some consumers. In
the Appendix we provide a natural class of examples where the Walrasian equilib-
rium allocation under trade is strictly worse than autarky for all consumers with
a sufficiently high αi.

Exclusionary preferences in the context of international rivalry introduce a di-
rect tension between individual utility maximization and individual preferences
for overall trade outcomes. A consequence of this tension is that autarky may
then lead to higher welfare than trade because the loss in dominance can be signif-
icantly greater than the gain in consumption utility from trade. This then creates
room for the support of protectionist policies even in a frictionless competitive
economy with homogeneous consumers within a country.

2.3 Prediction

The next corollary formulates our empirical prediction based on the preferences
described in Eq (1). Consider any two allocations x and x′. We make no restric-
tions on what x and x′ may be. For example, allocation x may lead to higher con-
sumption utility for some, and lower consumption utility for other consumers,
compared to x′, even within a nation. In the absence of exclusionary preferences,
αi = 0, each consumer i shall prefer the allocation which gives her the higher
consumption utility, that is whether or not uk(xi) > uk(x′i).

The corollary below states the necessary condition for person i’s preference be-
tween any two allocations to depend on αi. It states the condition for a person
to prefer the allocation which delivers her the lower consumption utility. If this
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condition is not met, person i’s ranking of the two options is independent of αi

and she prefers the allocation which gives her the higher consumption utility ir-
respective of her degree of exclusionary preference.

Corollary 1. Suppose that uk(xi) > uk(x′i). Person i prefers x′ to x only if
û−k(x′) < û−k(x) and αi > 0; in which case her preference for x′ is (weakly)
increasing in αi.

A person with exclusionary preferences can prefer the allocation that lowers
her consumption utility only if this allocation also lowers the foreign nation’s con-
sumption utility. The corollary then has the following implications.

If the rankings of the two allocations — in terms of i’s own consumption util-
ity and the consumption utility of the foreign nations’ representative consumer —
are strict and the same, then i’s preference for the allocation that lowers her con-
sumption utility is (weakly) increasing in αi. For example, if a trade policy strictly
harms the foreign nation’s consumption, then i’s support of this policy will be in-
creasing in αi, but only if i’s own consumption is also strictly harmed by the trade
policy. If i’s consumption is not harmed, then her support is independent of αi.
Our identifying assumption for tariff support in the “harm” treatment to increase
in αi is then that the tariff harms the foreign nation’s consumption.

In all other cases, i’s preference between the two allocations is independent of
αi. For example, if a trade policy does not change foreign consumption, then i’s
support of this policy is independent of αi irrespective of whether it lowers or
raises her own consumption utility. Indeed, our identifying assumption for tariff
support in the “no harm” treatment to be independent of αi is that the proposed
policy does not change the foreign nation’s consumption utility. As Corollary
1 implies, this prediction of independence holds under a much broader set of
conditions, e.g., if a trade policy has the opposite impact on domestic and foreign
consumption.8 The fact that the prediction is only if, but not if, means that finding
evidence for such differential support across policies is a strong test of the model.

Finally, this corollary naturally implies that people will have a different reac-

8If û−k(x′) = û−k(x), then i ∈ Ik’s preference between x and x′ is independent of αi. The
same is true if û−k(x′) > û−k(x).
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tion to price increases (in the case where they correspond to lower consumption)
depending on their source: those with exclusionary preferences will be more ac-
cepting of price increases generated by protectionist policies that hurt others.

3 Empirical Studies

Our surveys are designed to test whether exclusionary preferences explain sup-
port for protectionist policies. Our model predicts that when trade policies hurt
one’s own and the trading partner’s consumption, support for the policy will be
increasing in the degree of exclusionary preferences. However, if a trade policy
does not hurt the trading partner, there will be no correlation between exclusion-
ary preferences and policy support irrespective of whether it hurts one’s own con-
sumption or enhances it. This is because, given Corollary 1, a person’s ranking of
options is independent of her preference for exclusion in the case where the for-
eign nation’s consumption is unchanged.

3.1 Measuring Preferences for Exclusion

We measure preferences for exclusion by adapting the paradigm from Imas and
Madarász (2024), which yields an incentivized measure of exclusionary prefer-
ences at the individual level.

Participants are recruited for the study and informed that they will be asked
to make a series of decisions.9 Participants are then shown a unique good specifi-
cally created for the study and told that they will have the chance to purchase this
good. These (focal) participants are also told that they will be paired with three
other (non-focal) participants who may also have the opportunity to purchase the
good. We first ask, on a scale from one to ten, how much the (focal) participant
would like to purchase the good. Then, each is asked to enter their bid for the
good. After the study, a computer will randomly draw a price between 0 and 10.
If the participant’s bid is above the drawn number, they will automatically pur-

9Each is also told that there is a 10% chance that their decisions will actually be implemented.
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chase the good for the drawn price; otherwise they will not purchase it.10 This
constitutes an incentive-compatible BDM method of eliciting valuations.

Before entering their bid, (focal) participants are told that they will potentially
purchase the unique good in one of three scenarios. Each scenario corresponds
to a different degree of exclusion. In the first scenario only one of the three (non-
focal) participants will be potentially excluded from purchasing the good, in the
second, two of the three will potentially be excluded, and in the third, all three of
the (non-focal) participants will potentially be barred from acquiring the good.11

(Focal) participants submit bids for the good in each of the three scenarios, and
are told truthfully that one of the scenarios will be randomly chosen to be imple-
mented. We follow Imas and Madarász (2024) in classifying (focal) participants
as having a exclusionary preferences if the amount that they are willing to pay for
the good is increasing in the level of exclusion; specifically, if their bids in the sce-
nario where all three (non-focal) participants are potentially excluded than in the
scenario where only one is potentially excluded. This classification is based on
the fact that others’ expected unmet excess desire for the good is higher the more
participants are excluded from the opportunity of purchasing the good.

3.2 Experimental Design

The first study includes two between-subjects experimental conditions: the main
“harm” treatment and the “no harm” treatment. In both treatments, participants
are presented the following scenario:

The government intends to impose a 15% tariff on [country]. Tariffs are
a tax on imported goods from other countries. For example, if you spent
$200 on imported objects such as groceries or a phone before the policy,
these will cost you $230 after the policy is implemented.

In the main treatment, respondents are asked whether they support the above
proposed tariff policy. In the “no harm” treatment, participants are given addi-
tional information stating that the tariff will encourage domestic production but

10Prices are in experimental units, where 1 experimental unit is equivalent to $1.
11See the Online Appendix for the exact protocol of how this was implemented.
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will not harm the targeted foreign country, which finds another partner to sell
to.12 In both conditions, respondents indicate their level of support using a five-
point scale: strongly in favor, in favor, neither in favor nor against, against, or strongly
against. The targeted country (China, Mexico, or Canada) is randomized across
respondents.

As a benchmark, we also presented all respondents a second policy that raises
prices but does not have the exclusionary element. Specifically, we tell respon-
dents the following and ask for their support:

The government intends to pass a stimulus bill that will lower interest
rates. This will likely lead to a 15% increase in prices. For example, if
you spent $200 on objects such as groceries or a phone before the policy,
these will cost you $230 after the policy is implemented. Would you
support this policy?

Following the policy questions, we ask respondents about their political pref-
erences as well as their agreement with questions related to zero sum thinking,
drawn from Chinoy et al. (2023). These statements are listed in Appendix B and
are combined into an index by taking the average over an individual’s response
to all statements.

In the first survey, we expect that those with exclusionary preferences will
have higher support for tariffs in the main treatment (harm) than in the no harm
treatment. The second survey tests for this mechanism across a broader set of
policies.13

3.3 Variable Definitions and Sample Selection

We define variables per our pre-registration. We identify someone as having pref-
erences for exclusion if their willingness to pay for the good described in Section
3.1 is increasing in the number of others that will potentially be excluded. Tariff
support is, in the survey, measured on a scale of one to five where one means the
respondent strongly opposes the policy, three means the respondent is neutral,

12See Question 2 in Appendix B.1 for the exact wording.
13See Appendix B.1 for the exact question.
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and five means the respondent strongly support the policy. For our main specifi-
cation, we create an indicator that takes the value one if the respondent supports
or strongly supports a tariff policy. We do the same for support for the stimulus
policy. We collected respondents only from U.S. participants across both surveys.

4 Results

4.1 Preferences for Exclusion and Tariff Support

We begin by examining how tariff support varies with preferences for exclusion.
Column 1 of Table 1 reports the results from regressing tariff support on an in-
dicator that participant i has exclusionary preferences. Respondents with exclu-
sionary preferences are 7.2 percentage points more likely to support tariffs—a 30%
increase relative to the mean support among individuals without such preferences
(23.8%).

To test whether this difference in support operates through a desire for dom-
inance over consumers from the foreign country, we compare support across the
harm and no harm treatments. Column 2 presents estimates from the following
specification:

Supporti = β1Exclusioni + β2NHi + β3(NHi × Exclusioni) + ϵi (2)

where Exclusioni is an indicator that respondent i has exclusionary preferences
and NHi is an indicator for being in the no harm treatment.

In line with our framework, tariff support in the main treatment is 12 percent-
age points higher among those with exclusionary preferences than among those
without. Tariff support among those without exclusionary preferences is then sig-
nificantly higher in the no harm treatment than the main treatment. In fact, as
predicted by Corollary 1, there is no statistically significant difference between
those with and without exclusionary preferences in the no harm treatment.

Note that our model makes no prediction about the level differences in support
across treatments. Such differences could be driven by the fact that we mention
that the tariff policy spurs U.S. growth in the no harm treatment. However, as out-
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lined in Section 2, the test for our model corresponds to the difference in support
among those with or without exclusionary preferences across the two treatments.

Columns 3-5 restrict the sample to participants in the main treatment and add
controls for other attitudes that could confound the relationship between exclu-
sionary preferences and tariff support. We control for political preferences in col-
umn 3, noting that this could be a “bad control” due to its potential endogeneity,
and an index for zero-sum thinking in column 4.14 While political ideology par-
tially mediates the relationship (e.g., Democrats are less likely to hold exclusion-
ary preferences), the core association between exclusionary preferences and tariff
support remains strong and statistically significant.

It is also worth noting that for any omitted variable to explain the result, it
would need to be correlated with both tariff support and exclusionary prefer-
ences, in addition to explaining the difference in support in the harm and no harm
treatments. For example, those with exclusionary preferences are more likely to be
Republican. However, for the results to be driven by political preferences rather
than exclusionary preferences, it would need to be the case that Republicans are
more likely to support tariffs (for reasons other than their exclusionary prefer-
ences) only when tariffs could harm the other country’s consumption.

In Column 5, we examine whether the target country moderates treatment
effects, using Canada as the omitted baseline category. We find no significant
differences in tariff support based on the targeted country, suggesting that the
observed effects are not driven by hostility toward any specific trading partner.

Appendix Table A.1 shows that the results are robust to using a continuous
measure of support as opposed to the pre-specified binary measure.

4.2 Support for Other Exclusionary Foreign Policies

Corollary 1 implies those with exclusionary preferences may be willing to hurt
their own consumption as long as doing so excludes the foreign nation’s con-

14Zero-sum thinking is a bias or way of viewing the world in which one believes that the gains
to some come at an expense to others, and has been shown to correlate with a range of political
preferences and policy attitudes (Chinoy et al., 2023). Note that our model also predicts a form of
zero sum thinking but not as a cognitive mistake but as a form of preference.
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sumers from the opportunity to obtain the home nation’s goods; that is, in cases
where the foreign nation consumer’s unmet desire is increasing. Such preferences
can therefore explain the seemingly paradoxical support for policies that make
the voters materially worse off.

We have so far provided evidence that exclusionary preferences predict tariff
support. We now turn to testing whether exclusionary preferences explain sup-
port for other protectionist policies that harm American consumers. In the second
survey, we asked five questions related to protectionist foreign policies. Four were
drawn from Baughn and Yaprak (1996). These questions (question 4 in Appendix
B.1) relate to the purpose of trade, restriction of foreign investments, the taxation
of foreign products, and which products should be purchased abroad. Each of
these policies has the potential to harm American consumers as well as the for-
eign trading partner. The fifth question asked participants the degree to which
they support policies that maintain the difference in living standards between
U.S. and China. It assesses policy support when varying information about living
standards; this was meant to test whether the boost from unmet desire was driven
by beliefs about living standards or a broader notion of consumption.

Table 2 presents results these results. The first column looks at the same ques-
tion as in our first survey (“harm” treatment), which replicates the strong positive
association between support for tariffs and exclusionary preferences. The second
column takes the average agreement across all five remaining policy questions
and combines them into an index. We see higher levels of support among those
with exclusionary preferences for protectionist policies as captured by this index.
Columns 3-7 break this relationship up by question. The positive association is
documented across all questions except for taxing foreign goods. The question
exploring the role of living standards also has a positive relationship with ex-
clusionary preferences, with the coefficient matching the one in the first study
(“harm” treatment), though the correlation is not significant.

Overall, these results show that exclusionary preferences can help explain sup-
port for policies that may harm the very people who vote for them.
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4.3 Attitudes to Higher Prices without Exclusion

We have shown that exclusionary preferences predict support for tariffs even
when they raise prices and may thus materially hurt those who support them
as well as the foreign nation. One implication of the logic of Corollary 1 is that
consumers may be more tolerant of higher prices and lower consumption that
result from nationalist policies that hurt a foreign nation as opposed to other gov-
ernment policies that lack such an exclusionary component. To test this, we asked
respondents in the first survey whether they support a policy that would generate
the same increase in price (inflation) but is not restrictive: economic stimulus.15

Table 3 compares support for the main tariff policy treatment and for the stim-
ulus policy. To construct the table, we stack the data such that an observation is
an individual-question response. The outcome is then whether the respondent
supports a policy (either the tariff policy or the stimulus policy). We create an
indicator that takes the value one if the respondent is providing an answer to
the “harm” tariff question (Harm Treatment) and takes the value zero if they are
providing an answer to the stimulus question. This allows us to do a within-
respondent comparison of preferences. The outcome is an indicator for whether
the respondent supports the proposed policy (again, either tariffs or stimulus).

Column 1 shows that exclusionary preferences predict policy support on aver-
age: Having exclusionary preferences are associated with a 7.2 percentage point
increase in support for the government policies. However, column 2 shows that
this is driven by support for the exclusionary tariff policy. In Column 2 we regress
policy support on indicators for having exclusionary preferences, an indicator for
the “harm” tariff treatment, and the interaction of the two. Here we see that the
coefficient on exclusionary preferences is more than twice as large when people
are asked for support of restrictive policies (tariffs) than less restrictive policies
(stimulus), despite both policies generating the same inflationary price increase.
These results remain robust to the inclusion of political preferences (column 3),
zero-sum thinking (column 4), and to controlling for the trading partner (column
5).

15Recall that in this scenario, respondents are told that, similar to the tariffs, the stimulus policy
will raise prices by 15%.
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Taken together, our findings suggest that people may respond differently to
similar price increases depending on their cause. Those with exclusionary prefer-
ences will be more supportive of price increases that are driven by tariffs than the
same price increases driven by non-exclusionary policies such as stimulus. This
pattern helps explain why inflation caused by tariffs may not generate the same
political costs for leaders as inflation arising from other sources.

5 Conclusion

Tariffs have been shown to largely harm the U.S. economy by raising prices and
having negligible direct impacts on employment, and negative indirect impacts
Amiti et al. (2019); Autor et al. (2024). Yet they remain popular among a significant
subset of U.S. voters. This paper shows that exclusionary preferences may help
explain this phenomenon. By extending the theory of exclusionary preferences
to international trade, we show that individuals may support tariffs or other na-
tionalist policies because they diminish foreign consumption. Using two empiri-
cal studies, we provide evidence that those with exclusionary preferences dispro-
portionately back tariffs and other protectionist policies when they disadvantage
trading partners, but not when they leave foreign consumption unaffected. Con-
sidering such preferences may help enrich the literature on political incentives,
lobbying, and trade policy, (e.g., Grossman and Helpman (1994).
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Tables

TABLE 1: EXCLUSIONARY PREFERENCES AND TARIFF SUPPORT

Supports Tariff Policy
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Sample: Main Treatment
Exclusion 0.072∗∗∗ 0.123∗∗∗ 0.076∗∗ 0.116∗∗∗ 0.144∗∗∗

(0.025) (0.032) (0.031) (0.038) (0.055)
No Harm Treatment 0.152∗∗∗

(0.025)
Exclusion × No Harm -0.104∗∗

(0.049)
Democrat -0.288∗∗∗

(0.028)
Zero Sum Index 0.001

(0.054)
China 0.014

(0.036)
Mexico 0.046

(0.037)
China × Exclusion 0.016

(0.080)
Mexico × Exclusion -0.080

(0.078)

Observations 1500 1500 764 564 764

Note: This table shows the relationship between an indicator for a respondent having exclusion-
ary preferences and an indicator for tariff support. Exclusionary is an indicator that a respondent’s
willingness to pay for the print was higher when they were able to roll three die than one die,
as specified in Section 3.1. No Harm Treatment is an indicator that the respondent was random-
ized into the treatment in which we specify that the trading partner is unharmed by the tariffs.
Columns 1-2 include the full sample and columns 3-5 restrict to respondents in the main (“harm”)
treatment. In columns 3 and 4 we control for the respondent being a Democrat and for their de-
gree of zero sum preferences respectively. In column 5 we control for the trading partner country.
Robust standard errors are in parentheses.
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TABLE 3: EXCLUSIONARY PREFERENCES AND STIMULUS SUPPORT

Supports Policy
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Exclusion 0.074∗∗∗ 0.049∗∗∗ 0.028 0.033∗ 0.049∗∗∗

(0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.019) (0.018)
Harm Treatment 0.054∗∗∗ 0.057∗∗∗ 0.055∗∗∗ 0.054∗∗∗

(0.016) (0.015) (0.019) (0.016)
Harm × Exclusion 0.074∗∗ 0.070∗∗ 0.082∗∗ 0.074∗∗

(0.033) (0.033) (0.039) (0.033)
Democrat -0.154∗∗∗

(0.016)
Zero Sum Index 0.021

(0.028)
China -0.020

(0.018)
Mexico -0.001

(0.019)

Observations 2264 2264 2264 1864 2264

Note: This table shows the relationship between exclusionary preferences and an support for dif-
ferent government policies. The table is constructed by stacking the data such that an observation
is a respondent-question answer. The outcome variable is an indicator for a respondent support-
ing government policy. We compare individuals’ responses to the “Harm” tariff treatment (seen
by half of respondents) and the “Stimulus” question (seen by all respondents). Exclusion is an in-
dicator that the respondent has exclusionary preferences. Harm Treatment is an indicator that the
respondent is answering whether they support the tariff policy. The excluded category is stimu-
lus spending. In the fifth column we include indicators for the trading partner country. Robust
standard errors clustered at the individual level are in parentheses.
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A Appendix

TABLE A.1: ROBUSTNESS: CONTINUOUS MEASURE OF SUPPORT

Supports Tariff Policy (1-5)
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Sample: Main Treatment
Exclusion 0.200∗∗∗ 0.281∗∗∗ 0.139∗∗ 0.322∗∗∗

(0.047) (0.067) (0.060) (0.079)
No Harm Treatment 0.372∗∗∗

(0.054)
Exclusion × No Harm Treatment -0.168∗

(0.093)
Democrat -0.878∗∗∗

(0.057)
Zero Sum Index 0.061

(0.121)

Observations 1500 1500 764 564

Note: This table shows the relationship between an indicator for a respondent having exclusionary
preferences and a continuous measure of support for tariffs. Tariff support is measured on a scale
of 1-5 (strongly against, against, neither in favor of against, in favor, and strongly in favor).

25



B Survey Appendix

B.1 Policy Questions

1. The government intends to impose a 15% tariff on [Canada/China/Mexico].
Tariffs are a tax on imported goods from other countries. For example, if you
spent $200 on imported objects such as groceries or a phone before the policy,
these will cost you $230 after the policy is implemented. Would you support
this policy?

2. The government intends to impose a 15% tariff on [Canada/China/Mexico].
Tariffs are a tax on imported goods from other countries. For example, if you
spent $200 on imported objects such as groceries or a phone before the policy,
these will cost you $230 after the policy is implemented. When thinking
about the policy, consider the case where the tariff has the intended effect
domestically—it incentivizes companies to produce more goods in the US—
but does not hurt the target country—the country finds another market to
sell to. Would you support this policy?

3. Do you think that the US government should ensure via the appropriate
trade policy that living standards in the US stay well above the living stan-
dards in China even if these trade policies mean that goods (such as com-
puters, phones, and household goods) that you used to buy become more
expensive?

4. Do you agree or disagree with the following:

• In our trade relations with other countries, it is important that the U.S.
comes out on top

• Foreign investment in the U.S. should be restricted

• Foreign products should be taxed heavily to reduce their entry into the
U.S.

• We should buy from foreign countries only those products that we can-
not obtain within our own country

5. Consider the following scenario. The government intends to pass a stimulus
bill that will lower interest rates. This will likely lead to a 15% increase in
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prices. For example, if you spent $200 on objects such as groceries or a phone
before the policy, these will cost you $230 after the policy is implemented.
Would you support this policy?

B.2 Questions Measuring Zero Sum Thinking

The possible responses to all statements are: strongly disagree, disagree, neither
agree nor disagree, agree, strongly agree.

1. In the United States, there are many different ethnic groups (Blacks, Whites,
Asians, Hispanics, etc). If one ethnic group becomes richer, this generally
comes at the expense of other groups in the country. To what extent do you
agree with this?

2. In the United States, there are those with American citizenship and those
without. If those without American citizenship do better economically, this
will generally come at the expense of American Citizens. To what extent do
you agree with this?

3. In international trade, if one country makes more money, then it is generally
the case that the other country makes less money. To what extent do you
agree with this?

4. In the United States, there are different income classes. If one group becomes
wealthier, it is usually the case that this comes at the expense of other groups.
To what extent do you agree with this?
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C Theory Appendix

Proof of Proposition. The first two points are immediate. Notice that when the
consumption utilities of people increase, the mimetic dominance boost of each
consumer of each country must decrease. Since for trade to be individually ra-
tional, consumption utilities of all consumers must rise, the third statement fol-
lows. Furthermore, it follows that if x ∈ Re for some α, then it must be that the
mimetic dominance boost associated with x is smaller than the mimetic domi-
nance boost associated with e (strictly so if x ∈ Re). In turn, if α′ ≥ α, then from
Ui(e) < Ui(x) given α′, it follows that Ui(e) < Ui(x) for α. For the fourth point,
from the fact that Re is not empty, it follows, given the assumptions on the con-
sumption utilities and the allocations, that there exists x such that for each i ∈ Ik,
uk(xi) = uk(ei), but for each i ∈ I−k, u−k(xi) > u−k(ei). In turn, the overall
utility of consumer i ∈ Ik is lower under x than under e iff αi > 0. For the fifth
point, WEe ̸⊆De consider the following class of examples.

Example: autarky Pareto dominates equilibrium trade. Let there be two
goods (z, y), an equal number of consumers in each country Ik = I−k and iden-
tical consumption utility across nations, uk(zi, yi) = ziyi for each i. Let e =

(Ik, Ik) with each i ∈ Ik, having ei = (ωz, ωy) and each i ∈ I−k, having
ei = (1 − ωz, 1 − ωy). The unique symmetric WEe is supported by the price

ratio of py/pz = 1 with each i ∈ Ik consuming bundle (
(ωz+ωy)

2 , (ωz+ωy)
2 ) and

each i ∈ I−k consuming bundle (
(2−(ωz+ωy)

2 , 2−(ωz+ωy)
2 ).

Straightforward calculations show that, given any (ωz, ωy), if αi = 0, person
i always prefers trade to autarky, and if αi → 1, she always prefers autarky to
trade. Since everything is continuous, the relationship holds well away from the
limit for a wide range of initial endowments.16

Proof of Corollary. Note if uk(xi) > uk(x′i), then when αi = 0, i prefers x. If
αi > 0, i prefers x′ only if û−k(xk) > û−k(x′k) since overall utility is always in-
creasing in own consumption utility given that αi < 1 and is (weakly) decreasing

16The utility of a consumer from nation k in autarky is (1 − αi)ωzωy + αi(ωz + ωy − ωzωy).

With trade it is: (1 − αi)(
ωz+ωy

2 )2 + αi(ωz + ωy − (
ωz+ωy

2 )2). Symmetrically for country −k.
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in the foreign nation’s consumption utility.
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