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Social Economics Surveys and Experiments as a Key Research Tool
Large scale surveys that go in-depth into people’s minds and “listen to them.”
Surveys have been used for a long time for statistics. Some variables are now better
measured in administrative high-quality data (like income, family situation,
employment, etc.)
Yet, some things are invisible in data other than survey data (even great data!):
perceptions, attitudes, knowledge, and views.
For the results to be reliable, it is critical that these surveys are well-designed, carefully
calibrated, and deployed on appropriate samples.
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The Mental Models We Use to Think about Redistribution Policy

• 1. Perceived efficiency costs: Impacts on economic activity, on people’s behaviors (labor
supply, evasion, entrepreneurship, savings etc.). May or may not be in line with reality.
• 2. Perceived distributional impacts: Who wins? Who loses?
• 3. Fairness concerns: How fair is inequality, are people entitled to keep their income, is
income “deserved” (i.e., the result of luck vs. effort?) etc.
• 4. Views of Government: Trustworthiness, competence, scope & benevolence.
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People Reason very Differently about Tax Policy

On the left:

On the right:

Efficiency: taxes have small econ. costs.

Efficiency: taxes have larger econ. costs.

Distribution: Raising taxes to increase
revenues helps many; no “trickle down”

Distribution: Raising taxes hurts most;
believe in trickle-down.

Fairness: Inequality is mostly unfair;
“luck” important for being rich or poor.

Fairness: Inequality is fair; people rich or
poor because of “effort”

Government: should have broad scope,
more trusted as an institution.

Government: should have narrow scope,
less trusted as an institution.

“Reality”: taxes are lower & less
progressive, inequality is higher

“Reality:” taxes are higher & more
progressive, inequality is lower.
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People Care Most about Who Wins and Loses and about “Fairness”
But fairness is in the eye of the beholder and perceived winners and losers vary across
people.
Factors that shape how fair people perceive redistribution to be and how much they
support it, which we will cover in this talk:
1. Perceptions of social mobility and equality of opportunity
2. Views about immigrants
3. Racial attitudes
4. Perceptions of one’s own ranking relative to others
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Intergenerational Mobility and Preferences for

1. Social Mobility Redistribution
and Equality of Opportunity
Based Alberto
on “Intergenerational
Mobility
and Preferences
for Redistribution”
Alesina, Stefanie
Stantcheva,
and Edoardo
Teso
by Alberto Alesina, Stefanie Stantcheva, and Edoardo Teso
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Eliciting respondent’s beliefs on upward mobility
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Link Between Perceptions of Mobility and Support for Redistribution
Most people are worried about lack of social mobility and inequality of opportunity.
But, people’s favored solution to the problem looks very different on the left vs. right.
Left-wing respondents who are more pessimistic about mobility want more redistribution.
More social insurance, more progressive taxes, and especially more “equality of
opportunity” type policies, such as spending on education and health.
Confirmed by an experiment. Showing a randomly selected subsample of people negative
information on mobility increases their support for redistribution.
Right-wing respondents view government “as part of the problem, rather than the solution.”
Believe better way to improve equality of opportunity is less government intervention.
Can be mapped to different attitudes about government.
Experimentally reducing trust in the government, by making people think about things
they dislike about it (campaign financing, Wall Street bailout, etc.), decreases support for
8
redistribution (Kuziemko, Norton, Saez, and Stantcheva, 2015).
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2. Immigration
“Immigration and Redistribution” by A. Alesina, A. Miano, & S. Stantcheva
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Perceived vs. Actual Number of Immigrants (By Country)

Including Second Generation Imm.

22 / 47

Share of Respondents who believe average immigr

Share of Respondents who Think Average Immigrant Receives At Least Twice
least twice the amount of transfers of nativ
the Amount of Transfers of non-Immigrants

“Bias”: Does Mohammad Get More Transfers and
Taxes all Else Equal?

Does “Mohammad” Get More Transfers and Pay Less Taxes than “John”?

Which Groups of People Know More About Immigrants?
Most people within countries have inaccurate perceptions they think that immigrants
are
economically weaker, more unemployed, less educated,
more reliant on government transfers,
more culturally distant from them.

The misperceptions are largest for those without a college education, those working in
lower-paid jobs in sectors that employ many immigrants, and right-wing respondents.
Left and right-wing respondents perceive the same share of immigrants, but they think
immigrants have different characteristics.
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Link between Immigration and Support for Redistribution
We perform an experiment: A random half of the sample is asked questions about immigrants
before they are asked questions on policies for redistribution. Vice-versa for the other half.
The group answering policy questions first has not been prompted to think about
immigration at all. The other group has thought about immigration before answering
policy questions.
Finding: Just making people think about immigrants, before asking them questions on policies
for redistribution makes them less likely to support redistribution.
What explains this?
Key predictors of whether people will reduce support for redistribution:
1) Perception that immigrants are economically weak
2) that they “free-ride” on the system and do not work hard.
Not so predictive: perceived cultural distance. Not predictive at all: perceived share of
immigrants.

13 25

Hard Facts vs. Narratives

Showing information on the share of immigrants and their origins does not shift
people’s views on redistribution.
Telling people a story about a “day in the life of a very hard-working immigrant” has
positive impacts on support for redistribution. Why? Because it counters the
“free-rider” narrative which matters a lot for people’s views.
“Hard facts” do not work that well on the issue of immigration, “narratives” have a
strong hold.
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3. Racial Attitudes
Based on “Perceptions of Racial Gaps, their
Causes, and Ways to Reduce Them”
by Alberto Alesina, Matteo Ferroni, and
Stefanie Stantcheva
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Attitudes Towards Race and Racial Inequities Shape Support for Redistribution
To study this interaction, we survey non-Hispanic Black and white respondents across
the US.
Survey both adults and teenagers aged 13 to 17.
Black respondents are oversampled & represent half of the sample.

We ask respondents about:
their perceptions of the economic conditions & opportunities of both Black & white
Americans;
their attitudes on racial issues & views on causes of racial inequities;
their degree of support for race-targeted & general redistribution policies.
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Disagreements on What Causes Racial Inequities

Across race groups and political affiliations, people perceive the economic conditions &
opportunities of Black & white Americans differently..
... but by far the biggest disagreements between people lie in their perceived causes of
racial inequities
and, consequently, in what should be done to remedy them.
People’s support for general redistribution (or race-targeted policies) does not depend
on their perceptions of the magnitudes of racial gaps, it depends on why they think
those gaps exist.
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Large Partisan Gaps in Perceived Causes of Racial Gaps & Redistribution
White respondents are strongly divided by political affiliation: Along many dimensions,
white Dem. are more aligned with Black Dem. respondents than with white Rep.
Black & white Democratic respondents:

White Republican respondents:

attribute persistent racial gaps to
past slavery, long-standing
discrimination, & racism.

tend to view racial inequities
primarily as the result of lack of
effort and individual decisions

support income-targeted
redistribution & race-targeted
policies.

less inclined to support
redistribution and race-targeted
policies to reduce them.

Strikingly, these racial & partisan gaps are already prevalent among teenagers.
Teens’ views imply substantial partisan gaps in line with their parents’ political affiliation
(sometimes even more polarized!)
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Changing Policy Views
Experiment: showing people information on gaps in earnings & opportunities between
Black & white people does not move policy views.
Explaining some of the causes & consequences of systemic racism does.
Simply showing how unequal circumstances & opportunities are does not move
people’s beliefs on why they are unequal, does not change the narrative that
respondents believe in.
Yet, the beliefs that matter most are also entrenched and some respondents towards the
right of the political spectrum consider the explanations to be “left-wing” biased.
On tiny scale, mirrors the world: although there are clearly large racial gaps along
many econ & social dimensions & although many people are (at least to some extent)
aware of them, they disagree on their causes and, hence, on the way or even need to
resolve them.
And this has important implications for their support for overall redistribution too.
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4. Position Relative to Others
Based on “Social Positions and Fairness Views on Inequality” by Kristoffer B. Hvidberg, Claus T.
Kreiner and Stefanie Stantcheva
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Eliciting the Cohort Median Income (P50)
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Eliciting the Median (P50) in Reference Groups
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Systematic Misperception of Own Position: “Center Bias”
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Which Type of Inequality is Considered to be Most Unfair?

Inequalities between co-workers (in firm or sector) & people with same education are
considered most unfair ... and are much bigger than people think!
People are more accepting of inequalities conditional on factors considered less relevant
for income (municipality, age, gender) than of inequalities conditional on factors that
they think are crucial for shaping income (education, sector, firm).
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How Does Social Position Shape Views on Inequality?
People who are ranked higher in each group think that income inequality within that
group is fairer.
They also think that income differences in that group are due to differences in effort,
rather than in “luck” (different circumstances), believe that their own hard work has
paid off, and that high income earners deserve their income.
They are also more likely to vote for right-of-center parties and support less
redistribution.
Some of these views are stickier & do not fluctuate with position changes over time
(e.g., political views), other views move when your position moves (e.g., perceived
fairness of inequality).
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Changes in Position and Fairness Views

What happens to people’s views after positive events (promotion at work) and negative
events (unemployment, disability, hospitalization)?
A negative event make people think inequality is less fair. A positive event makes them
think inequality is fairer.
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Information Treatment
Positive Misperception
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THANK YOU!
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