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We investigate the origins and implications of zero-sum thinking: 
the belief that gains for one individual or group tend to come 
at the cost of others. Using a new survey of a representative 
sample of 20,400 US residents, we measure zero-sum thinking, 
political preferences, policy views, and a rich array of ancestral 
information spanning four generations. We find that a more 
zero-sum mindset is strongly associated with more support for 
government redistribution, race- and gender-based affirmative 
action, and more restrictive immigration policies. Furthermore, 
zero-sum thinking can be traced back to the experiences of 
both the individual and their ancestors, encompassing factors 
such as the degree of intergenerational upward mobility they 
experienced, whether they immigrated to the United States or 
lived in a location with more immigrants, and whether they were 
enslaved or lived in a location with more enslavement
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