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Abstract

To what extent do individuals value fair elections versus those that deliver their pre-
ferred partisan and policy outcomes? How do residents of the United States balance
their preferences regarding fair elections with their potentially competing preferences
over election outcomes? How robust are people’s preferences for democratic elections?
These questions are critical because citizens are supposed to be the last defense against
democratic backsliding. I explore these questions using a conjoint survey experiment
of over 2,100 U.S. residents. I find that concerns about fairness affect the willingness
of respondents to support redistricting proposals, but that the effects are conditional
on the level of party polarization and the strength of respondents’ partisanship.
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“We are in the business of rigging elections.”

— Mark McDaniel, former North Carolina

State Senator, referring to redistricting1

Free and fair elections are the foundation of democracy. For elections to be free and

fair, there must be competition — the rules must provide multiple parties and candidates a

chance to win, such that alternation in power is a possibility (Anderson et al. 2005; Birch

2008; Przeworski 1991, 2015). Fundamentally, elections are unfair if those in power are able

to change the rules to ensure that they remain in power.2 Since incumbents are one of the

biggest threats to maintaining a level playing field, it is essential that their power is contained

to ensure free and fair elections (Levistky and Way 2010; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018).

Other democratic institutions, such as independent courts, are supposed to serve as a

check on incumbents. However, citizens are supposed to be the final line of defense (Fearon

2011; Weingast 1997). Citizens are supposed to guard against incumbent abuse of power

by exercising their own power at the ballot box (Bermeo 2003). Alternatively, a robust

civil society may be important for mobilizing citizen protest to contain incumbents (Bermeo

2003). Yet we know little about whether citizens would actually be willing to play this role.

And history provides strong circumstantial evidence that they may not.

One reason citizens may not play this role as defenders of democracy is that they have

preferences over more than just democracy. While citizens may care about democratic in-

stitutions such as free and fair elections, they also care about the policies these institutions

produce. Elections determine not only who occupies office, but also which policies are imple-

mented. People have (potentially very strong) preferences about policy outcomes and free

and fair elections may or may not lead to preferred outcomes. When citizens in a democ-

racy have strong policy disagreements, they may occasionally be willing to sacrifice their

commitments to democratic institutions to ensure preferred policy outcomes. Specifically,

1 Quoted in Winburn (2011).
2 Although any rule (regardless of its architect) that artificially advantages the incumbent may be problem-
atic, at the extreme, occupying office would grant incumbents the power to shape the rules in such a way as
to deny others the opportunity to occupy office in the future.
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strong ideological polarization can lead citizens to support anti-democratic movements or

incumbents who represent their policy interests (Linz 1978, 1990; Sani and Sartori 1983;

Sartori 1976).3 Citizens with strong policy preferences or partisanship may dislike the alter-

native policy so much that they are willing to support incumbents who bend or even break

the rules of democracy to maintain their power (Aghion, Alesina, and Trebbi 2004; Ahlquist

et al. 2018; Graham and Svolik 2019; Svolik 2017).4 Indeed, even with an active citizenry,

democracy may be undermined by extreme polarization, as in Weimar Germany or 1970s

Chile (Berman 1997; Bermeo 2003). So how much do citizens value democratic institutions

versus the policies that democracy produces? Are citizens willing to sacrifice core democratic

institutions, such as competitive elections, in order to obtain preferred policy outcomes or

is their commitment to democracy robust to ideological polarization?

The negative effect of polarization on citizens’ support for democracy has primarily been

examined in developing democracies. However, recently these themes from the comparative

democratic backsliding literature have been applied to the United States (Carey et al. 2019;

Graham and Svolik 2019; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018). Given that gerrymandering is one way

for incumbents to consolidate their hold on power, an area of particular concern regarding

the state of democracy in the U.S. is redistricting — the process of redefining boundaries for

political representation. In 2017, the U.S. Supreme Court heard two partisan gerrymander-

ing cases — regarding whether Wisconsin Republicans and Maryland Democrats had drawn

unconstitutional partisan gerrymanders.5 These are only the latest in a long series of ger-

rymandering cases and in each, the Court has declined to rule on the underlying question

of when partisan gerrymandering becomes unconstitutional.6 These events underscore that

3 The literature is often unclear about whether the relevant polarization is at the elite or citizen level.
4 In a related experiment, Ahlquist et al. (2018) find that people use “partisan-motivated reasoning” to
inform their preferences about institutional changes and that partisan cues cause opposition supporters to
view competition-reducing reforms instituted by the incumbent more negatively.
5 Partisan gerrymandering is drawing electoral districts to benefit a particular political party (Galderisi and
Cain 2005). A closely related concept is incumbent-protection gerrymandering, or drawing electoral districts
to protect incumbents (McDonald 2004; Winburn 2011). In this paper, “gerrymandering” refers to both
types (I do not consider racial gerrymandering).
6 See Benisek v. Lamone, 585 U.S. (2018) and Gill v. Whitford, 585 U.S. (2018).
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both parties engage in gerrymandering and it is an ongoing issue.

Do citizens support this gerrymandering? Generally, many people profess to oppose ger-

rymandering, if they have any opinion (Fougere, Ansolabehere, and Persily 2010; Frankovic

2017). More specifically, the literature has focused on public opinion about the body that

draws the districts or the interaction of partisanship and redistricting opinions. Although

a majority of states give state legislatures control over the redistricting process, fourteen

states now use what are generally known as “independent districting commissions” in some

capacity when drawing districts for the U.S. House of Representatives and twenty-three use

them for state legislature redistricting (NCSL 2015a, 2015b). Scholars have found that those

who support the party benefited by gerrymandering accept it, while those who identify with

the “victimized” party support removing redistricting power from state legislatures (Fougere,

Ansolabehere, and Persily 2010; McDonald 2008; Tolbert, Smith, and Green 2009). However,

to the best of my knowledge, no studies examine the interaction of preferences for fairness,

partisanship, and elite-level polarization in the context of redistricting.7

I argue that to understand public opinion about redistricting, we must account for peo-

ple’s preferences regarding both fairness and policy (partisanship). While people differ in

their ideal points on a left-right policy or ideology dimension, they may also differ on an or-

thogonal dimension capturing their preferences for fair elections. Additionally, I distinguish

between two types of fairness — fairness regarding the process of redistricting and fairness

regarding the outcome — over which people may have preferences. Moreover, elite-level

party polarization conditions responses to redistricting proposals. As party polarization in-

creases, redistricting proposals that shift the balance of power in the legislature are more

likely to result in large shifts in policy outcomes. Therefore, it is more likely that support

for redistricting proposals is dominated by fairness concerns only when no such shift is ex-

pected. However, when a redistricting proposal will shift the legislative balance of power

7 There has been recent work on how partisanship and polarization condition preferences for democracy
(Graham and Svolik 2019; Svolik 2017), but these works use a broader conception of support for democracy.
By focusing specifically on election fairness, I am able to precisely operationalize the concept and focus the
empirical tests on this critical aspect of democracy.
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and therefore policy, some people face a tradeoff between their preferences regarding fairness

and their policy preferences. Those with extreme policy preferences (strong partisans) will

be more likely than moderates to support a redistricting plan that reduces fairness if their

preferred party benefits. For those with extreme policy preferences, a shift in the legislative

power balance away from their preferred party would shift policy outcomes far away from

their ideal point and they are willing to sacrifice fairness to avoid such a shift.

I test this theory with a survey experiment utilizing a conjoint design and 2,116 respon-

dents living in the United States. I find that fairness (in terms of the process and outcome)

and the strength of an individual’s partisanship affect redistricting preferences. Moreover, I

find some evidence that these effects depend on the level of party polarization.

This paper contributes to several literatures. First, the theory relates to the comparative

literature on democratic stability and support for democracy. Although the idea that polar-

ization may be problematic for democracy is prominent in the literature (e.g., Bermeo 2003;

Linz 1978, 1990; Sani and Sartori 1983; Sartori 1976; Svolik 2017), I argue that polarization

has a nuanced effect on public opinion (and thus, democratic stability). In particular, there

is a distinction between societal and elite-level polarization and we also have to consider the

existing balance of power between competing political forces. Additionally, by clearly op-

erationalizing elite polarization and fair elections rather than exploring abstract preferences

for democracy, I am able to carefully test how these complicated concepts affect opinions.

Second, this paper contributes to the literature on public opinion about redistricting.

Much of this literature focuses on preferences for redistricting by “independent districting

commissions” rather than state legislatures. However, the “independent” label almost never

refers to politically independent, but to the fact that these commissions are independent of

the state legislature.8 In existing surveys, respondents are often asked to choose between

redistricting by the state legislature or by an “independent districting commission” and

may (erroneously) infer they are politically independent. One contribution of this paper is

8 In practice, there are three different types of redistricting commissions — partisan, bipartisan, or inde-
pendent/nonpartisan (McDonald 2004, 2008; Winburn 2011).
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that I explore the effect of the type of commission on the choice of a redistricting proposal.

Moreover, I account for other aspects of fairness beyond the proposer, unlike much of the

literature. Additionally, by considering elite-level polarization in addition to partisanship, I

add nuance to the literature that examines how partisanship affects redistricting opinions.

Finally, while existing studies of redistricting opinions generally do not attempt causal iden-

tification, I empirically test the theory using a survey experiment to obtain causal estimates

of the effect of concerns about fairness, partisanship, and polarization on public opinion.

This allows me to probe the causal mechanisms of support for different redistricting schemes

and better understand the tradeoffs faced by individuals.

In the next section, I present the theory and hypotheses. I then describe the experimental

design, sample, and estimation strategy. After analyzing the results and evaluating their

robustness, I conclude with directions for future research.

Preferences Over Electoral Reform

The democratic backsliding literature focuses on general support for democracy in times

of polarization. However, democracy itself is a contested concept (Cheibub, Gandhi, and

Vreeland 2010; Coppedge et al. 2018). Thus, I focus on elections as an important aspect of

democracy and specifically examine redistricting for two reasons. First, it touches on both

critical components of democracy — participation and contestation (Dahl 1971). Second,

gerrymandering is a clearer violation of democratic norms than something such as voter

identification laws, which reasonable people could disagree about regarding how they affect

democracy. Given this focus, it is necessary to carefully conceptualize fairness in this context.

Fair elections require competition and the possibility of alternation in power. In the

context of redistricting, fairness requires that partisans and incumbents are not advantaged

by the way electoral districts are drawn. Specifically, I operationalize this in three ways.

First, redistricting may be unfair if it results in, on average, less competitive races. Given
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what we know about incumbent advantages, less competitive races are likely to benefit

incumbents. Second, redistricting that results in more uncontested seats may be unfair as

it is likely to lead to more unchallenged incumbents.9 Finally, the process of redistricting

may be unfair. Elections are fundamentally an opportunity for citizens to choose their

representatives, so a redistricting process that allows incumbents to choose their own electors

by drawing their own electoral districts may be unfair. The first two operationalizations focus

on the fairness of the outcome of redistricting, whereas the last focuses on what might be

called process fairness. Both types may affect opinions about redistricting.

I argue people have preferences regarding election fairness. There are at least two ways to

think about these preferences. First, people might have what could be called an instrumental

preference for fairness — they prefer fair elections and redistricting because they recognize

that in the future, they may be in the minority and are therefore better off long-term if

redistricting is fair. To the extent this would be a rational position for any individual, this

is similar to treating fairness as a valence issue — one in which all individuals prefer and

are better off when the electoral rules are fair. However, these preferences regarding fairness

could also be more normative in nature. Some people may simply prefer fair redistricting

because they believe this is good for democracy. To the extent that not everyone agrees

on the normative importance of fair redistricting, it is possible that individuals differ in the

strength (or potentially direction) of their preferences regarding fairness.

Regardless of their origin, these preferences regarding fairness are conditioned by peoples’

partisanship or policy preferences and the extent of elite-level polarization between parties

(party polarization). People care about policy, which can be represented on a left-right

dimension on which individuals have differing ideal points or preferences. I conceptualize

partisanship as attachment to a political party in part because of that party’s policy posi-

9 Less competitive races and uncontested seats are related to the concept of gerrymandering by “packing”
partisans in a few districts. By filling a district with as many voters who identify with one party as possible,
it is more likely that party will win that district by a large margin, but none of the surrounding districts.
Effectively, this gerrymandering strategy relies on creating several uncompetitive districts.
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tions.10 Given the well-established two-party system in the U.S., strength of partisanship

and extremism on the policy dimension are closely related. The more extreme policy po-

sitions an individual holds, the more likely they are to strongly identify with the party on

their preferred side of the ideological spectrum.

How individuals balance these potentially competing preferences about fairness and par-

tisanship, however, depends on the level of party polarization. Here, party polarization is the

difference between the average ideal points of party elites; when the parties hold the same

ideological (policy) position, there is no polarization, but polarization increases as the ideal

points of the parties become further apart. Party ideal points can differ on one or both of

at least two dimensions — social and economic policy. In the U.S., these dimensions largely

collapse down to a single left-right dimension. However, in the experiment, I disaggregate

them to understand if one type of polarization is more important for respondent preferences.

To understand how party polarization shapes how individuals evaluate the tradeoff be-

tween fairness and partisanship, consider the U.S. First, imagine there is no party polariza-

tion — both parties are aligned at the same place (it need not be the center) on the left-right

policy dimension. In this situation, a redistricting proposal will not affect policy outcomes,

even if it results in a shift in the balance of power between parties in the legislature. There-

fore, individuals should be primarily concerned with the proposal’s impact on fairness and

their partisanship should not affect their support. In other words, in the absence of party

polarization, preferences regarding fairness should dominate partisan preferences regardless

of the strength of an individual’s partisanship — whether they are strong partisans, weak

partisans, independents who lean towards one party (leaners), or independents.11

Hypothesis 1. In the absence of party polarization, on average, concerns about fairness

will outweigh partisanship when strong partisans, weak partisans, leaners, and indepen-

dents evaluate redistricting proposals.

10 This conceptualization of partisanship as tied to party policy does not rule out affective partisanship;
rather, it suggests that partisanship is not entirely devoid of policy considerations.
11 Independents need not be exactly in the center of the ideological spectrum. They are simply indifferent
between the two parties.
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However, the individual’s calculation changes as party polarization increases. Increasing

polarization makes some people more likely to trade fairness for redistricting proposals that

produce preferred partisan (or policy) outcomes. As polarization increases, redistricting

proposals that shift the balance of power between parties have increasingly large effects on

policy outcomes. Thus, unlike in the no polarization scenario, under party polarization, a

redistricting proposal that changes the legislative balance of power is more likely to shift

outcomes considerably — possibly far away from the individual’s ideal point. To avoid this

unappealing policy outcome, the individual may be more likely to accept unfair proposals

that benefit his preferred party.

Moreover, conditional on party polarization, preferences will differ depending on the

strength of an individual’s partisanship (or extremism on the policy dimension). To illus-

trate, compare two individuals in the context of extreme party polarization: one a strong

Democrat (whose policy ideal point is far to the left) and one an independent (whose ideal

point is roughly in the middle of the policy spectrum). Suppose both are asked to eval-

uate a redistricting proposal that decreases fairness and changes the legislative balance of

power such that the likelihood of a Democratic majority (or a policy outcome on the left)

is increased. The independent is likely to oppose the proposal, but the strong partisan may

support it. When strong partisanship is combined with party polarization, the strong parti-

san so dislikes the alternative policy option that he is willing to sacrifice fairness for a higher

likelihood of obtaining his preferred policy. In contrast, the independent is more likely to

be indifferent between the two policy outcomes (assuming relatively symmetric party polar-

ization) and is therefore less likely to support a proposal that decreases fairness. In other

words, as party polarization increases, strong partisans are more likely to trade fairness for

preferred partisan outcomes, while independents are more likely to prefer fair redistricting,

even if the proposed reform would change the distribution of power in the legislature.

More generally, as party polarization increases, certain groups face a tradeoff if the redis-

tricting proposal decreases fairness and affects the legislative balance of power. Independents
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and those whose partisanship is strong, but unaligned with the party benefited by the bal-

ance of power shift will not support the proposal. For independents, the proposed decrease

in fairness is sufficient to induce them to object. For strong partisans, the proposal both

decreases fairness and shifts the balance of power (and policy outcomes) away from their

preferred party (or policy) — both incentives combine to induce this group to object to the

proposal. Conversely, those whose party will benefit from the redistricting proposal face a

tradeoff. Those with strong partisan attachments (or extreme policy preferences) are more

likely than weak partisans or leaners to resolve this tradeoff by accepting a decrease in fair-

ness to secure a favorable shift in the legislative balance of power. It is strong partisans who

benefit most (or, conversely, stand to lose the most) by a shift in the balance of power and

thus policy. In other words, when a proposed redistricting plan has the potential to affect

the balance of power in the legislature, some people (those with strong partisan attachments

who expect their party to benefit) will be willing to sacrifice fairness.

Hypothesis 2. As party polarization increases, on average, strong partisans who ben-

efit from the proposal will be more likely to prioritize partisanship over fairness when

evaluating redistricting proposals. Weak partisans, leaners, and independents will, on

average, be more likely to prioritize fairness.

Experimental Design

The United States is an ideal context in which to test this theory. First, the U.S. is clearly a

two-party system, making empirical testing straightforward. Second, although there has been

increasing polarization nationally (e.g., Abramowitz and Saunders 2008), there is variation in

the extent of polarization at the state level due to the federal structure (Shor 2018). Third,

there have recently been increasing concerns about the state of democracy with multiple

groups documenting decreases in the democracy or freedom scores of the U.S. (Carey et

al. 2019; Freedom House 2018; Lührmann et al. 2018). Finally, as discussed previously,
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gerrymandering is a prominent and salient issue in the U.S.

Specifically, I use a conjoint experiment to test the hypotheses. Conjoint designs allow for

a) causal inferences, b) evaluation of the relative influence of multiple treatment components

on the same scale, c) increased external validity as respondents face complex choices similar

to realistic situations, and d) reduced concerns about social desirability bias because there are

multiple rationales for a given choice (Hainmueller and Hopkins 2015; Hainmueller, Hopkins,

and Yamamoto 2014). The experiment consists of three tasks completed by each respondent.

In each task, respondents choose between pairs of profiles — hypothetical scenarios with

information about U.S. states and redistricting proposals. The scenarios consist of five

attributes, each with between three and five values that vary randomly. The scenario profiles

are randomly generated and attributes are ordered randomly across respondents (but not

across tasks within respondent).12 In each task, respondents are asked to choose which

scenario they prefer and rank order each scenario on a seven-point scale from strongly dislike

to strongly support. Figure 1 presents an example of a task.13

Each of the five attributes in the conjoint captures a feature of redistricting scenarios.

Three attributes pertain to the state in which the proposal is made: a) the existing balance

of power in the state legislature,14 b) the level of party polarization, and c) the redistricting

proposal origin. The remaining attributes relate to the redistricting proposal itself: a) the

proposal’s expected effect on elections and b) the proposal’s expected effect on the balance

of power (or expected partisan outcomes) in the state legislature. The theory suggests that

individuals consider a tradeoff between fairness and partisanship and that this tradeoff is

affected by the level of party polarization. Of these attributes, the existing balance of power

and expected effect on the balance of power capture concerns related to partisanship, the

proposal origin and expected effect on elections capture concerns related to (process and

12 The design differs from complete randomization in two ways; see the Supplementary Material for details.
13 Prior to the experiment, the survey includes a variety of demographic and political opinion questions,
allowing me to explore heterogeneous treatment effects and control for potential confounders in some analyses
(the full survey instrument is in the Supplementary Material).
14 Only Nebraska has a unicameral legislature so my experiment involves bicameral legislatures.
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Figure 1: Example of a Conjoint Experiment Task

outcome) fairness, and party polarization captures the polarization between the parties on

economic and social issues. Table 1 summarizes the attributes and their possible values.

Before continuing, it is helpful to clarify what to expect if the hypotheses are correct.

Hypothesis 1 states that, on average, in the absence of party polarization, preferences for

fairness will outweigh partisan preferences regardless of strength of partisanship. If true, we

should expect the average marginal effects of attribute values relating to fairness (bipartisan

districting commissions, nonpartisan districting commissions, fewer uncontested seats, and

closer races on average) to be positive and larger in magnitude than the average marginal
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Table 1: Attributes and Attribute Values in Conjoint Experiment

Attribute Values

Existing balance of power Democrats & Republicans each control one chamber
(Existing balance of power in Democrats have majority in both chambers
state legislature) Republicans have majority in both chambers

Party polarization Similar on both economic & social issues
(Parties’ policy preferences) Similar on economic issues, but different on social issues

Different on economic issues, but similar on social issues
Different on both economic & social issues

Proposal origin Majority party in state legislature
(Redistricting plan proposed by) Bipartisan committee of state legislators

Partisan districting commission (made up of people who are not
currently members of the state legislature)

Bipartisan districting commission (made up of people who are
not currently members of the state legislature)

Nonpartisan districting commission (made up of people who are
not currently members of the state legislature)

Expected election outcomes On average, individual races will be less close
(How proposal is expected On average, individual races will be closer
to affect elections) More uncontested seats

Fewer uncontested seats

Expected partisan outcomes No change in seat share
(How proposal is expected to affect Increased seat share for Democrats
balance of power in state legislature) Increased seat share for Republicans

Note: The attribute text in parentheses was presented in the experiment.

effects of partisanship attribute values (one party having a majority in both chambers or

increased seat share for either party) when there is no party polarization (similar policy

preferences on both social and economic issues).15 Moreover, the theory implies that under

no polarization, fairness considerations will outweigh partisanship considerations even if the

balance of power in the legislature will be affected by the redistricting proposal. Thus, I

interact the attributes capturing fairness with expected partisan outcomes.16 Specifically, I

interact a) the proposal origin and expected effect on the balance of power attributes and b)

the expected effect on election outcomes and expected effect on the balance of power attributes.

If Hypothesis 1 is correct, we should expect the average marginal effect of the fairness

attribute values to be relatively constant across values of the expected effect on the balance
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of power — the interaction terms should not be significant.

Hypothesis 2 states that as party polarization increases, strong partisans will, on average,

be more likely to prioritize partisanship over fairness when evaluating redistricting propos-

als. Testing this requires interacting the fairness,17 expected effect on the balance of power,

and party polarization attributes. If Hypothesis 2 is correct, we should expect the average

marginal effects of the fairness attribute values to be smaller in magnitude for strong par-

tisans when polarization is high and the proposal would negatively affect the respondent’s

preferred party, compared to when the proposal will not affect the balance of power.

Sample

The experiment involved 2,116 respondents living in the U.S. recruited from Amazon’s Me-

chanical Turk (MTurk).18 The sample includes at least two respondents from every state and

the District of Columbia. Moreover, the distribution of respondents is roughly proportional

to the distribution of the population across states (see Figure 2). Respondents range in age

from 18 to “90 or older” with a mean of 37 and a median of 34.19 Similar to other MTurk

surveys (Berinsky, Huber, and Lenz 2012), there are slightly more women (54%) than men

in the sample, most respondents identify as white or caucasian (75%), and more respondents

identify with the Democratic Party (57% identify with or lean towards the Democrats) than

with the Republican Party. However, these demographic distributions are similar to those

in the 2008 American National Election Study (Berinsky, Huber, and Lenz 2012). See the

Supplementary Material for additional details.

15 Similarly, the average marginal effects of attribute values capturing a lack of fairness (proposals by the
majority party or partisan districting commissions) should be negative and larger in magnitude than the
average marginal effects of the partisanship attribute values under no party polarization.
16 There is no need to also interact the polarization variable since the reference category is no polarization.
17 I run two analyses, one with proposal origin in the interaction and one with expected effect on elections.
18 Of this sample, 101 respondents participated in the pilot, fielded on December 13, 2017, while 2,015
participated in the full survey fielded on December 18, 2017. Since the survey was unchanged between
waves, I pool the sample for the main analysis.
19 For these calculations, “90 or older” was recoded to 90.
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Figure 2: Distribution of Survey Respondents and U.S. Population
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Note: Distribution of survey respondents (left) and U.S. population at the 2010 census (right; U.S. Census
Bureau 2017).

Estimation

Conjoint designs allow for identification of several causal quantities. First, I estimate the

average marginal component effects (AMCEs), which are the average changes in the proba-

bility a redistricting scenario (profile) is preferred. In other words, the AMCE is the marginal

effect of a given attribute value. Additionally, I estimate the average component interaction

effect (ACIE), which allows the marginal effect of an attribute to vary depending on another

attribute. Finally, I estimate the conditional AMCE. That is, the AMCE conditional on

characteristics of respondents (measured prior to treatment to avoid post-treatment bias).

Specifically, I estimate the AMCE conditional on respondent partisanship. Hainmueller,

Hopkins, and Yamamoto (2014) demonstrate that these quantities are nonparametrically

identified because the attributes are conditionally independently randomized.20 Moreover,

these quantities can be estimated by classifying the sample into relevant strata and regress-

ing an indicator of whether the profile was preferred (Scenario Preferred) on indicators for

each attribute value (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2014).21

The unit of analysis is the profile (redistricting scenario). Observed responses are not

20 This holds even with the randomization restrictions I use.
21 Due to the randomization restrictions, the estimates are weighted averages of coefficients from regressions
including interactions for the restricted attributes (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2014). These
interactions are excluded from all figures, but all results have been corrected for the restrictions.
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independent within respondents (across profiles) so for all profile-level analyses, standard

errors are clustered by respondent. Since each of the 2,116 respondents completed three

tasks with two profiles per task, the design allows for up to 12,696 observations. However,

the main analysis consists of 1,786 respondents and 10,716 profile-level observations. First,

I exclude 328 respondents who failed at least one of two attention checks placed earlier in

the survey (see the Supplementary Material for details).22 Second, I exclude respondents

whose party identification is coded as “Don’t know.”23 Party identification was coded on

the basis of responses to standard questions (adapted from The American National Election

Studies 2016; see the Supplementary Material) that allow me to place respondents on a seven-

point scale: strong Democrat, weak Democrat, independent leans Democrat, independent,

independent leans Republican, weak Republican, or strong Republican. In most analyses, I

combine weak partisans and independents who lean towards a party because research has

shown that “leaners” behave more like weak partisans than true independents (e.g., Bartels

2000; Keith et al. 1992; Petrocik 2009).

Analysis

To test Hypothesis 1, I first estimate the average marginal component effects (AMCEs)

— the causal effect of the attribute values on the change in the probability that a given

redistricting scenario is preferred. Figure 3 presents the results. Since Hypothesis 1 suggests

we should not expect differences across party identification, I focus on the AMCEs, but in

the Supplementary Material, I also explore the conditional AMCEs. In all figures, point

estimates and 95% confidence intervals are shown and significant estimates are in black.

Figure 3 provides partial support for Hypothesis 1 that in the absence of party polariza-

tion, on average, fairness concerns will outweigh partisanship. On average, concerns about

fairness affect people’s decision regarding redistricting scenarios at least as much as par-

22 All analyses exclude these observations, unless otherwise noted. All respondents completed the survey
regardless of whether they passed the attention checks.
23 Two respondents were excluded for this reason despite passing the attention checks.
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Figure 3: Effects of Attributes on the Probability Redistricting Scenario is Preferred
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tisanship. Considering fairness in terms of the redistricting proposal’s effect on elections,

respondents were 5.5% more likely to prefer redistricting scenarios which result in fewer un-

contested seats compared to those which are expected to increase the number of uncontested

seats. Additionally, respondents were 8.5% more likely to prefer redistricting scenarios that

are expected to result in closer elections on average relative to those that are expected to

increase the number of uncontested seats. Since no party polarization is the reference cate-

gory, this suggests that in the absence of polarization, fairness in terms of election outcomes

does affect the evaluation of redistricting scenarios, on average.24

24 In the Supplementary Material I show that these average effects also generally hold when conditioning on
party identification, however, strong Republicans are noticeably different from other groups.
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Similarly, Figure 3 shows that, on average, fairness in terms of the proposal origin also

affects respondents’ redistricting choices. Respondents are 6.4% more likely to prefer pro-

posals made by nonpartisan districting commissions relative to those made by a bipartisan

committee of state legislators. Moreover, on average, respondents are less likely to support

redistricting scenarios when proposals are made by the majority party in the state legisla-

ture or by partisan commissions, relative to those made by a bipartisan committee of state

legislators.25 These results provide nuance to existing studies that ask respondents which

redistricting method is fairer. First, these results demonstrate that respondents care about

fairness both in terms of the redistricting process and in terms of the outcome. Second, they

suggest that the type of commission matters and simply providing respondents with a choice

between legislator-based proposals and those made by “independent districting commissions”

obscures important variation.

The effects of the attribute values that operationalize fairness are similar in magnitude

to, if not larger than, the effects of partisan attribute values. This is a partial confirmation of

Hypothesis 1 since fairness clearly has an effect, but does not entirely outweigh partisanship

in the absence of polarization, as hypothesized. On average, respondents are less likely

to prefer scenarios in which either party has a majority relative to divided control and

are less likely to prefer scenarios in which the Republicans would receive an increased seat

share. This and the larger negative effect of Republican majorities may be due to the larger

number of Democrats in the sample. Although Hypothesis 1 suggests that preferences for

fairness should outweigh partisan preferences in the absence of party polarization, that both

preferences are of similar magnitude on average provides partial support for the hypothesis.

Recall, Hypothesis 1 states that preferences for fairness will outweigh partisan preferences

in the absence of party polarization, even if the proposed redistricting scenario would result

in a change in the legislative balance of power. Figure 4 tests this additional implication by

interacting the fairness and effect on the legislative balance of power attributes and computing

25 Again, the Supplementary Material shows that these conclusions generally hold when conditioning on
party identification (strong Republicans are the only group for which this is not true).
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the ACIEs. The left panel shows the results when the proposal origin is interacted with the

effect on the balance of power, while the right panel shows the results when the expected

effect on elections is interacted with the expected effect on the balance of power.26

If the proposed mechanism is correct, most of these interactions should be insignificant

(the average marginal effect of the fairness attribute should be relatively constant across

values of the partisan outcome attribute), which is indeed what Figure 4 shows. The only

exceptions come when interacting proposal origin and the expected effect on balance of power.

Respondents are, on average, more likely to support redistricting proposals that result in

more Democratic or Republican seats if the proposal is made by a nonpartisan commission.

This may reflect a view that it is acceptable for one party to benefit as long as the proposal

was made in a fair (bipartisan or nonpartisan) way. The right panel in Figure 4 shows that

none of the interaction terms are significant when I interact the expected effect on elections

with the expected effect on the balance of power, as expected. Overall, these results generally

support the implication from Hypothesis 1 that under no party polarization, preferences

regarding fairness should be relatively constant even if the scenario affects the legislative

balance of power.27 In sum, there is partial support for Hypothesis 1 — attributes relating

to fairness certainly affect the likelihood that a scenario will be preferred, but these effects

do not entirely outweigh the effects of attributes relating to partisanship.

I now turn to Hypothesis 2, which states that as party polarization increases, strong

partisans will, on average, be more likely to prioritize partisanship over fairness when eval-

uating redistricting proposals. Rather than testing this with a triple interaction — between

the party polarization, fairness, and effect on the balance of power attributes28 — which are

notoriously difficult to interpret, I rely on subsetting. I subset the profiles (redistricting

scenarios) according to the level of party polarization. To focus on the most relevant sce-

narios, I use those profiles in which there was no polarization (the parties were similar on

26 I don’t include a triple interaction because the baseline for the polarization attribute is no polarization.
27 The Supplementary Material presents analogous results when I estimate the ACIEs conditional on party
identification. Again, the conclusions generally hold.
28 This is effectively a quadruple interaction since I subset by respondent party identification.
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Figure 4: Effects of Attributes (Including Interactions) on Probability Redistricting Scenario is Preferred
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both economic and social issues) or there was high polarization (the parties were different

on both issues). Since I also subset according to respondent party identification, there are a

total of ten subsets on which I run a model with a single interaction between the fairness29

and expected effect on balance of power attributes.

Figure 5 shows the results of this analysis interacting the proposal origin and expected ef-

fect on balance of power attributes. There is some indication that the effect of the attributes

that operationalize fairness changes with different levels of polarization. For example, strong

Democrats, independents, and weak or leaning Republicans are all more likely to prefer sce-

narios with close races relative to those with more uncontested seats, but only under high

polarization. This is a surprising result not only because the hypothesis suggests that if any-

thing, it should be in low polarization situations that respondents prefer fair redistricting

proposals, but also because strong and weak partisans from opposite sides of the political

spectrum are behaving more similarly than strong partisans. More in line with the the-

ory, weak or leaning Democrats are more likely to prefer scenarios with fewer uncontested

seats, but only when there is no party polarization. Similarly, independents prefer scenarios

with fewer uncontested seats regardless of the level of polarization, as expected — indepen-

dents should be most likely to prefer fair redistricting, even in the context of high party

polarization, rather than redistricting that results in a particular partisan outcome.

There is also some evidence that strong partisans (specifically, strong Democrats) are

willing to trade fairness for preferred partisan outcomes. Strong Democrats are more likely

to prefer proposals made by partisan committees if Democrats benefit (with an increased

number of seats), but only under high polarization. This suggests that strong Democrats

are willing to trade fairness (in terms of nonpartisan redistricting proposals) in order to get

favorable partisan outcomes, but only when there is sufficient party polarization.

Figure 6 shows the results of an analogous analysis in which the proposal’s expected

effect on elections is interacted with the expected effect on the balance of power. Again,

29 As above, I conduct this analysis twice — with proposal origin and the expected effect on elections.
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Figure 5: Effects of Attributes (Including Interaction Between Proposal Origin and Partisan Outcome) on Probability Redistricting Scenario is
Preferred by Party Identification and Party Polarization
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there is some evidence that some groups of respondents are willing to trade fairness for

partisan advantage, conditional on the level of party polarization. Strong Republicans are

more likely to prefer redistricting scenarios with fewer uncontested seats, relative to those

with more uncontested seats, but only in the absence of party polarization. Similarly, strong

Republicans are more likely to prefer scenarios with close races relative to those with more

uncontested seats, but only when there is either no party polarization, or there is polarization

and the proposal is expected to increase the number of Republican seats.

Overall, the results are mixed with regard to Hypothesis 2. There is some evidence that

partisans trade fairness for partisan gain when party polarization is high, but it is inconsis-

tent. There are two possible reasons for this. First, the necessary subsetting significantly

reduces sample size. The smallest sample size in this analysis, with only 228 profiles, is

that for strong Republicans under high polarization. Relative to the much larger sample

sizes for the earlier analyses, some of the insignificant and thus inconsistent results in this

analysis could be a result of the reduced sample size due to subsetting. Second, it is possible

that the polarization treatment is not strong enough. The earlier results suggest the level

of party polarization does affect the likelihood respondents will choose a given redistricting

proposal and there is some evidence from the manipulation checks (discussed below) that

party polarization influenced decisions. Nevertheless, perhaps this treatment is simply not

strong enough in an era of high party polarization at the national level.

Robustness

I take several approaches to probe the robustness of these results.30 First, I rerun all analyses

excluding observations from the pilot, fielded five days prior to the full experiment. Although

the survey was unchanged between waves and I am not aware of any events (such as Supreme

Court decisions or major news coverage) that would influence the results, perhaps the timing

could affect responses. Overall, the results excluding the pilot are very similar to those

30 See the Supplementary Material for full details and results. The Supplementary Material also includes
tests of the identification assumptions for the main analyses.
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Figure 6: Effects of Attributes (Including Interaction Between Effect on Elections and Partisan Outcome) on Probability Redistricting Scenario
is Preferred by Party Identification and Party Polarization
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presented above. Second, I rerun the analyses excluding those who failed the manipulation

check (described below) at the end of the experiment.31 Failing a manipulation check may

be an indication that a respondent was not paying attention to the experiment. The results

are very similar when these observations are excluded. Third, I rerun the analyses using the

profile ratings by respondents on a seven-point scale rather than the forced choice.32 Thus,

I use Scenario Rating rather than Scenario Preferred as the dependent variable. While this

changes the interpretation of the results, the direction of the effects are similar.

Finally, I conduct a non-causal analysis to further probe the main results. For this anal-

ysis, I exploit what is, to the best of my knowledge, a unique manipulation check embedded

in my experiment.33 At the end of each task, I asked respondents an open-ended question

about why they chose the scenario they did when they were forced to make a choice.34 These

responses allow me to examine the correlation between a respondent’s partisanship and the

likelihood that they reportedly based their choice on concerns about fairness or partisanship.

The words “gerrymandering” and “fairness” did not appear anywhere in the survey. Nev-

ertheless, many respondents referenced these concepts in their manipulation checks. This

suggests respondents understood that the conjoint attributes affected election fairness. More-

over, many respondents explicitly referenced the tradeoff between fairness and partisanship

central to the theory. For example, one respondent wrote, “I absolutely do not think the first

scenario is fair — but I’m a [D]emocrat, and it favors [D]emocrats so...,” implying that they

resolved the tradeoff by prioritizing partisanship. Other respondents resolved the tradeoff in

the opposite way, saying something similar to, “any redistricting plan should be fair even if

it does not favor my chosen party.”

Additionally, the manipulation checks suggest that respondents understood the various

ways I operationalized fairness. In addition to respondents who expressed a general concern

31 Specifically, I exclude the two profiles (scenarios) from each task with a failed manipulation check.
32 Results available upon request.
33 I thank Adam Glynn for suggesting this manipulation check.
34 The exact prompt was: “Please briefly explain why you chose the scenario you did when you were asked
to choose between the two.”
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about fairness or an aversion to gerrymandering, there were others who explicitly connected

the attributes operationalizing fairness to the general concept. Some respondents expressed a

preference for fairness as it relates to the proposal origin. For example, one respondent wrote,

“I believe non-partisan redistricting is very important, even if the alternative is redistricting

that benefits the party that I identify with.” Other respondents connected the proposal’s

effect on elections to their preferences regarding fair elections. To illustrate, one respondent

wrote, “I oppose scenario two because of the larger number of uncontested seats. I will accept

a larger number of Democrats if that is the price to be paid for closer political contests.”

Relatedly, respondents correctly understood the implications of the various scenario at-

tributes for partisan advantage. Respondents who prioritized partisanship may have done so

for several reasons. First, they may have preferred the general partisan hue of the scenario.

Second, they may have preferred the existing balance of power, saying something like, “I

want my party to have a majority.” Third, they may have based their decision on the fact

that the proposed redistricting plan would increase the seat share of a particular party. For

example, one respondent wrote, “I would rather have a bipartisan agreement but not if that

means having more [R]epublicans” (i.e., an increased seat share for Republicans).

While these manipulation checks indicate that respondents broadly interpreted the com-

ponents of the experiment as intended, I also use them to probe the experimental results.

To do this, I use the three categories of fairness (general, proposer- or process-related, or

outcome-related) and partisanship (general, related to the existing balance of power, or re-

lated to the partisan outcome) described above to code responses to the manipulation checks.

I then run two sets of models, with the respondent as the level of analysis.35

First, I regress an indicator (Fairness) for whether a respondent referenced fairness con-

cerns in any of their manipulation checks on a set of indicators for party identification.

Second, I regress an indicator (Partisanship) for whether a respondent referenced partisan

concerns in their manipulation checks36 on a set of indicators for party identification. Con-

35 I exclude those who failed their attention checks or whose party identification is coded as “Don’t know.”
36 Those indicating they based their choice on the level of party polarization are not included in this group.
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cerns about fairness and partisanship are not mutually exclusive (there are cases in which

both preferences could be simultaneously satisfied and in which the respondent referenced

both). Nor are they the only possible responses to the manipulation checks (see the Supple-

mentary Material for details). Therefore, I rerun the analysis with each outcome variable.

Additionally, I run both analyses with two different partisanship indicators. In the first set,

I group strong partisans, weak partisans and leaners, and independents together since the

theory suggests that it is strong partisans who should evaluate these proposals differently

from other groups. However, I further explore these results by running the analyses using

a full set of indicators for the seven-point partisanship scale. I report results from linear

probability models without controls for ease of interpretation, but the results with controls

or using logistic regression are substantively similar.37

Table 2 shows the results of the analysis using strength of partisanship as the independent

variables. Column 1 shows the results of a model regressing an indicator for whether the

respondent referenced fairness or an attribute operationalizing fairness at least once in any

of the three manipulation checks (Fairness) on strength of partisanship. While none of the

coefficients are statistically significant, the coefficient for strong partisans is in the expected

direction (strong partisans should be less likely than independents to base their decision

on fairness). Column 2 shows an analogous regression with an indicator for whether the

respondent referenced partisanship or an attribute pertaining to partisanship at least once in

the manipulation checks (Partisanship) as the dependent variable. Here, strong partisanship

is correlated with an increased likelihood of reporting that one’s decision in the conjoint was

based on partisanship. Strong partisans are 41% more likely than independents to reference

partisanship. As expected, the coefficient for weak partisans or leaners is smaller than that

for strong partisans, suggesting that this group is more likely than independents, but less

likely than strong partisans to reportedly base their decision on partisanship.

Table 3 shows the results of the analysis with party identification as the main independent

37 The controls are indicators for age, state of residence, urban residence, gender, race, education, income,
occupation, interest in politics, and political knowledge.
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Table 2: Strength of Partisanship and Mentions of Fair-
ness or Partisanship

Dependent variable:

Fairness Partisanship

(1) (2)

Strong Partisan −0.014 0.406∗∗∗

(0.041) (0.038)

Weak Partisan/Leaner 0.037 0.288∗∗∗

(0.038) (0.036)

Constant 0.488∗∗∗ 0.345∗∗∗

(0.035) (0.033)

Observations 1,786 1,786

R2 0.002 0.060

Note: Linear probability models. Excluded category is
pure independent. Standard errors in parentheses. ∗p<0.1;
∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

variables. Column 1 shows the results with Fairness as the dependent variable. Interestingly,

independents who lean Democratic are significantly more likely to reference fairness in their

manipulation checks than pure independents. However, strong Republicans are significantly

less likely to mention fairness in their manipulation checks than independents. This suggests

that the null results for strong partisans in column 1 of Table 2 are likely due to the larger

number of strong Democrats in the sample. Column 2 of Table 3 shows the results of the

model regressing Partisanship on party identification. All partisans are significantly more

likely to mention partisanship concerns than independents. However, strong partisans at

both ends of the spectrum are more likely than any other group to reference partisanship.

This is suggestive evidence that strong partisans are more likely to prefer favorable partisan

outcomes over fair redistricting proposals.

This analysis is not causal so we should be wary of drawing strong conclusions from it.

At the very least, however, these results suggest that respondents recognize that redistricting

proposals have implications for fairness and partisanship and make decisions accordingly.
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Table 3: Party ID and Mentions of Fairness or Partisanship

Dependent variable:

Fairness Partisanship

(1) (2)

Strong Democrat 0.051 0.396∗∗∗

(0.042) (0.040)

Weak Democrat −0.009 0.304∗∗∗

(0.044) (0.041)

Independent Lean Democrat 0.116∗∗ 0.222∗∗∗

(0.046) (0.043)

Independent Lean Republican 0.075 0.287∗∗∗

(0.054) (0.051)

Weak Republican −0.010 0.339∗∗∗

(0.047) (0.044)

Strong Republican −0.198∗∗∗ 0.431∗∗∗

(0.053) (0.050)

Constant 0.488∗∗∗ 0.345∗∗∗

(0.035) (0.033)

Observations 1,786 1,786

R2 0.025 0.065

Note: Linear probability models. Excluded category is pure indepen-
dent. Standard errors in parentheses. ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Conclusion

Free and fair elections are essential for democratic stability. Moreover, citizens are supposed

to be the last line of defense protecting democracy. However, there has been relatively little

work studying preferences regarding fair elections in the general public. Specifically, I study

attitudes towards redistricting in the United States. This is especially important given that

gerrymandering is pervasive and the Supreme Court has been hesitant to curb it.

I argue that people’s preferences regarding redistricting are dependent on their policy

preferences (and partisanship) as well as their preferences about fairness. However, how

individuals balance these potentially competing preferences depends on the level of polar-
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ization between political parties. Specifically, in the absence of party polarization, fairness

should dominate partisan concerns when people evaluate redistricting proposals. However,

as polarization increases, strong partisans should be more likely than other groups to trade

fair redistricting proposals for those that result in preferred partisan outcomes.

I test this theory using a conjoint experiment with over 2,100 respondents. This design

allows me to make causal inferences (not generally attempted in the existing literature on

public opinion about redistricting). I find evidence that partisan concerns and fairness both

influence opinions about redistricting and some evidence that the effects are conditional on

the level of party polarization. That partisanship and party polarization affect citizens’

commitment to democracy is in accordance with the redistricting literature that suggests

gerrymandering opinions are affected by whether one perceives one’s party as benefiting

(e.g., Fougere, Ansolabehere, and Persily 2010; Tolbert, Smith, and Green 2009) as well as

the literature that suggests polarization contributes to democratic backsliding (e.g., Bermeo

2003; Graham and Svolik 2019; Linz 1978, 1990; Sani and Sartori 1983; Svolik 2017). How-

ever, my results suggest that partisanship and party polarization may not be as pernicious

as previously thought when it comes to opinions about redistricting — strong partisans do

still care about fairness and party polarization does not have a uniformly negative effect.

My results also suggest strong Republicans may be different from other groups. There is

some evidence (see the Supplementary Material) that they are less interested in fairness even

under no polarization, however the tests of Hypothesis 2 paint a more hopeful picture. One

possibility is that people (across the partisan spectrum), view gerrymandering as primarily

the purview of the Republican Party. Although inaccurate, such a belief may explain why

strong Republicans exhibit weaker preferences for fairness than strong Democrats and why

strong Democrats are more likely than expected to prefer fair redistricting. If people believe

the Republicans are responsible for gerrymandering, they may view increasing fairness as

advantaging the Democrats (and harming Republican interests). Due to a desire to avoid

biasing the results by asking questions about gerrymandering beliefs prior to the experimental
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treatment and a desire to avoid post-treatment bias by asking such questions afterwards,

I cannot explore this possibility. Thus, one potentially fruitful avenue for future research

would be to investigate how perceptions about gerrymandering (and particularly which party

is responsible) affects opinions.

Although the theory focuses on redistricting in the United States, similar dynamics may

be at play in other countries and regarding other aspects of electoral systems. For exam-

ple, significant emphasis is put on fairness in campaigns around proposals for changing the

electoral formula (e.g., the longstanding campaign for proportional representation in the

United Kingdom, multiple referenda on proportional representation in British Columbia, or

the campaigns for ranked-choice voting in U.S. states). However, my research suggests that

rather than assume all voters will respond positively to campaigns built around fairness, we

should more carefully consider how preferences regarding fairness interact with partisanship

and party polarization in these contexts.
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