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Motivation

Global Populist Backlash

Globalization’s backlash and the rise of populists

Globalization and economic grievances as point of exploitation

Populists narratives against traditional elites

that elites have abandoned people

that government is not attending people’s needs

This poses serious challenges to liberal democratic governance
(Rodrik, 2018; Eatwell and Goodwin, 2018)
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Motivation

Question

Can governments counter populist
movements through public-goods provi-
sion?
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Motivation

Bipartisan Infrastructure Law (BIL)

Bipartisan Infrastructure Law (BIL)

One of Biden’s big policy proposals

$ 1.2tr spending for roads, bridges, etc.

19 Rep in Senate and 13 Rep in House joined Democrats in
supporting the bill

Infrastructure has long been a highly salient issue in American politics

Broad-based support on infrastructure spending

Public demand has stayed strong across decades
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Motivation

Bipartisan Infrastructure Law (BIL)
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Motivation

Bipartisan Infrastructure Law (BIL)

A MAGA Senator, Kevin Cramer, supported the BIL in 2022

”It’s not just infrastructure — it’s roads
and bridges specifically. In addition to
that, there’s ports, waterways, railroads,
airports, broadband, all of which are
critical to the movement of goods and
services around the country and around
the world.”
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Motivation

Bipartisan Infrastructure Law (BIL)

However, Trump called BIL

”Democrat longevity”

”terrible Democrat socialist infrastructure plan”

Trump was not the president in 2022, his political voice was still strong

Candidates endorsed by Trump were mostly victorious at Primaries

Trump’s endorsement was given to loyalists, who closely follow
Trump’s rhetoric

Candidates endorsed by Trump were all criticizing BIL
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Motivation

Trump in 2022 Politics

BIL presents a unique test ground for populist politics

Tension between populist loyalty and policy pragmatism

Public goods with broad-based public demand vs populist rhetoric
against spending

Populist politicians subscribing to far-right agenda are therefore
constrained from bringing the pork home
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Motivation

Argument: A Populist Credibility Trap

We argue that the BIL illustrates a populist credibility trap, in which
successful, visible delivery of public goods undermines populist narratives

Three conditions are necessary:

Salience of Need { Needs must be visible and directly experienced in citizens’ daily
lives (e.g., collapsing bridges, deteriorating roads)

Traceable Attribution { Credit must be clearly assigned, with government
responsibility recognized and opposition identi�able

Populist Constraint { Populist candidates must be limited in their ability to adapt
or reframe the policy success as their own
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Empirical Analysis

Empirical Prediction

Empirical test: 2022 House Election

Need: pre-existing infrastructure condition

Attribution: BIL spending

Populist constraint: Trump’s endorsement for select candidates

Empirical prediction

The BIL spending will hurt Trump-endorsed candidates more in
counties with poorer infrastructure
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Empirical Analysis

Data: BIL Funding

All announced projects at the county level scraped with
Way Back Machine

4,931 projects totaling $ 25.5bn

Transportation-related, climate, energy, environment, broadband, etc.

We use all transport and roads project announcements
from Nov 2021 and before 2022 election

Spending: USD of transport-related projects for each county (scaled)
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Empirical Analysis

Data: BIL Funding

Level of Funding

No Funding

Less than 1.4 million

1.4 million to 4.5 million

4.5 million to 10.7 million

10.7 million to 39 million

More than 39 million
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Empirical Analysis

Data: Moderators

Infrastructure Condition

Proxy by the condition of bridges in the community

FHWA’s National Bridge Inspection Data

Each bridge categorized as Poor, Fair, and Good

Share of Poor Bridges: the share of poor bridges in each county

Trump Endorsement

Compiled using news sources and Trump’s statements

144 endorsements by Trump
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Empirical Analysis

Model

Rep Swingc =�0 + �1Spendingc + �2Share of Poor Bridgesc

+ �3Trump-endorsedc

+ �4(Spendingc � Share of Poor Bridgesc)

+ �5(Spendingc � Trump-endorsedc)

+ �6(Share of Poor Bridgesc � Trump-endorsedc)

+ �7(Spendingc � Share of Poor Bridgesc � Trump-endorsedc)

+ X0cγ + �c
(1)
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Empirical Analysis

Result: Observed Election Outcomes

Republican Vote Swing (2022 - 2020)
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Spending × Bridge × Trump -6.29�� -6.81�� -5.72�� -5.82��

(2.83) (2.57) (2.11) (2.06)

Demographics Control X X X
Socioecon Control X X
Education Control X
Clustered SE X X X X
Observations 3,087 3,079 2,788 2,788
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Empirical Analysis

Result: Observed Election Outcomes

Republican Vote Swing (2022 - 2020)

All Above 60% Above-median Above-median
Samples Rep Share White Male Less-than-

in 2020 Unemp. highschool

Spending � Bridge � Trump -5.82�� -9.50�� -13.12�� -5.27��

(2.06) (4.70) (3.47) (2.27)

Full Controls X X X X
Clustered SE X X X X
Observations 2,788 1,921 1,404 1,359
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